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Editorial on the Research Topic
 The dynamics of workplace violence: emotions, abusive relationships, and response in organizations




Workplace violence and harassment represent a critical psychosocial hazard that undermines individual health, organizational functioning, and population wellbeing (Einarsen et al., 2020; International Labour Organization, 2022; Walker, 2025). Defined by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as a range of unacceptable behaviors that result in physical, psychological, or economic harm, these dynamics are increasingly recognized as an organizational rather than merely an interpersonal concern (International Labour Organization, 2022).

Far from being an isolated incident, it is typically characterized by patterns of repeated negative acts where a power imbalance leaves the target vulnerable and unable to easily defend themselves (Einarsen et al., 2003). The research presented in this Research Topic reflects the diverse and often overlapping manifestations of violence in contemporary organizations (Cortina et al., 2001; Edmonson and Zelonka, 2019; Neuman and Baron, 2005):

	• Overt aggression: including physical assault, verbal abuse, and direct threats.
	• Covert and subtle deviance: such as co-worker incivility (low-intensity rudeness), negative workplace gossip, and ostracism (intentional social exclusion).
	• Relational and symbolic violence: manifesting through tyrannical leadership (hostile, humiliating supervisory behaviors) or gender microaggressions—subtle interactional exchanges that convey implicit devaluation.

To fully understand the dynamics of workplace violence, this editorial adopts a multilevel analysis framework (Pais et al., 2026). By synthesizing these perspectives, we move toward a comprehensive understanding of workplace violence as a phenomenon that requires intervention at every level of the organizational system. This Research Topic brings together 12 diverse studies that explore the complex interplay between individual dispositions, relational tensions, and organizational responses to mistreatment.


The role of individual dispositions and emotions

The role of personality and emotional self-regulation is central to understanding workplace dynamics. In their systematic review and meta-analysis, “Dark Triad traits and workplace bullying: a systematic review and meta-analysis of personality, power, and psychosocial safety,” Sui et al. highlight that dark personality traits —Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy— are robust predictors of bullying perpetration, with psychopathy showing the strongest link to interpersonal aggression.

However, personality is not a fixed risk factor; rather, it interacts dynamically with the environment. As demonstrated by Rosander and Nielsen in “Being nice, outgoing, curious, organized, and calm—protective or eroded by workplace bullying? Reciprocal effects of personality and bullying, and mechanisms to explain the associations,” neuroticism has a reciprocal relationship with bullying: it can act as a precursor to mistreatment through interpersonal conflict while also being exacerbated by exposure to bullying through an emotional distress mechanism.

The emotional toll of these experiences often leads to significant clinical and occupational consequences. In “Tyrannical leadership predicts psychotropic use over time: a longitudinal study of healthcare workers in Chile,” Ansoleaga et al. show that tyrannical leadership in high-complexity hospitals doubles the odds of workers using psychotropic medications (anxiolytics, antidepressants, or hypnotics) as a coping mechanism for sustained psychological strain. Furthermore, for junior nurses, workplace bullying severely impairs adaptive performance, a relationship mediated by the depletion of cognitive resources and the use of maladaptive emotion regulation strategies like expressive suppression, as explored in “The relationship between workplace bullying and adaptive performance in junior nurses: the mediating role of emotion regulation and work engagement” by Du et al.. Finally, a broader view of psychological health in high-stress roles is provided by Ben Salah et al. in “Crime scene examiners' mental health: a scoping review”, which identifies a distinct constellation of stressors for forensic staff, including cumulative trauma and professional invisibility.



Abusive relationships and relational complexity

Workplace mistreatment often manifests through complex relational structures. This Research Topic examines the impact of dual leadership in “Good cop, bad cop? How (in-)consistencies in dual leadership shape employee strain and commitment” by Bartz and Felfe. Their study reveals that consistency in positive leadership is the only pattern that fosters commitment and alleviates strain; the positive influence of a transformational leader is effectively neutralized if a second leader in the hierarchy is abusive.

Beyond direct supervisor-subordinate dyads, this Research Topic explores the tripartite relationship involving perpetrators, victims, and third-party witnesses. In “The contingency effects of abusive supervision of coworker on helping behaviors: the relationships among the perpetrator, the victim, and the third party,” Sun et al. find that witnesses are less likely to offer help to abused coworkers when they perceive low similarity with the victim or when they have high perceived support from the abusive supervisor. Similarly, covert behaviors are explored in “Negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior in the Chinese kindergarten teaching workforce: exploring interpersonal trust as a mediator” by Xu et al., showing how gossip erodes interpersonal trust, which in turn reduces the willingness of employees to engage in organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). Subtle forms of symbolic violence are further examined by Guillem et al. in “Measuring workplace gender microaggressions in Spain: validation and measurement invariance of the Spanish version of the MIMI-16,” which validates a crucial tool for assessing everyday gender-based devaluation that impacts women's occupational health.



Leadership, organizational, and external regulatory factors

Organizations play a pivotal role in either constraining or enabling violence through their ethical infrastructure. In “Procedural justice, managerial leadership and gender-based harassment in the workplace: longitudinal cross-lagged associations in a Swedish cohort,” Peristera et al. demonstrate that procedural justice and supportive leadership serve as long-term antecedents that reduce the risk of gender-based harassment and being a witness to it.

However, this Research Topic identifies a “paradox of moral salience” in “The paradox of moral salience: when ethical leadership amplifies the impact of coworker incivility on workplace cheating behavior” by Feng and Chen. They find that leadership can unintentionally amplify the impact of coworker incivility when leaders promote high moral standards but fail to address unchecked peer incivility; the resulting normative discrepancy provides employees with cognitive justifications to morally disengage, potentially leading to unethical behaviors like workplace cheating.

Finally, the Research Topic considers the impact of legal and regulatory shifts in “Topic modeling of workplace bullying discourse following legal regulation in South Korea” by Oh et al.. According to their analysis, the introduction of legal frameworks against bullying has caused discursive patterns to become highly procedural. Responses to victimization now predominantly cluster around evidentiary requirements and formal administrative channels, even as the core issue of psychosocial suffering remains an unchanged variable.



Conclusion

Taken together, the contributions in this Research Topic underscore that addressing workplace violence requires a multilevel prevention strategy. Beyond individual resilience or clear policies, organizations must foster environments that prioritize psychosocial safety, ensure leadership alignment, and recognize the subtle, covert nature of emotional and relational abuse. By unpacking these dynamics, we move toward a more comprehensive understanding of how to protect both the integrity of employees and the health of organizations through countries, professions and organizational contexts.
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The present study examined the reciprocal associations between personality traits and workplace bullying, and mechanisms underlying these associations. Data were drawn from a large longitudinal probability sample of the Swedish workforce (N = 2,024). Workplace bullying was measured using both self-labelling and behavioural experience methods, and personality was assessed through the Big Five traits. Two mechanisms were proposed and tested: an interpersonal conflict mechanism and an emotional distress mechanism. The results showed reciprocal associations between bullying and neuroticism, indicating that personality may both influence exposure to bullying and be shaped by it. Both mechanisms fully mediated the association from neuroticism to subsequent bullying, suggesting that emotional reactivity and conflict involvement explain why individuals high in neuroticism are at greater risk of becoming targets. Emotional distress also fully mediated the effects from exposure to bullying to subsequent increases in neuroticism and decreases in conscientiousness. These findings imply that prolonged exposure to bullying may erode emotional stability and self-regulatory capacity over time. Overall, the study highlights that in cases of exposure to bullying, personality should not be viewed as a fixed risk factor but as a dynamic system interacting with the social environment, where bullying can gradually alter dispositional functioning through emotional and interpersonal processes.
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1 Introduction

According to the Golden Rule, you should “do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” From a layperson’s point of view, the Golden Rule might be seen as advice on how to avoid becoming a target of systematic harassment from others in the workplace—commonly known as workplace bullying. In this sense, the logic seems straightforward: just be nice to your colleagues and superiors, be outgoing, stay curious, organized, and calm, and others in the workplace will treat you with the same respect and dignity. However, evidence suggests that the Golden Rule may not fully apply to workplace bullying. While some support for an association between how a person tends to act and the risk of being bullied can be found in cross-sectional studies on personality traits and bullying (Nielsen et al., 2017), the effects are typically small and pale in comparison with environmental risk factors for workplace bullying, such as job design, leadership, and stressors (Salin and Hoel, 2020). The few longitudinal studies that have been conducted provide even less support for the idea that personality traits in general increase the risk of being bullied in any substantial way (e.g., Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015; Persson et al., 2016). There have also been suggestions that being exposed to bullying might, in itself, affect individuals so profoundly that it could lead to changes in their personality. Yet, in line with the notion that personality traits are relatively stable patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviours that shape how individuals respond across situations (Cervone and Pervin, 2019; Roberts, 2009), there is no strong evidence that exposure to bullying substantially alters a target’s personality (e.g., Farley et al., 2025; Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015). Nevertheless, although relatively stable, traits do not imply rigid or mechanical reactions, but rather patterns of behaviour that are meaningfully consistent while still allowing for contextual variation (Roberts, 2009). There is evidence suggesting that personality can change as a result of adverse or traumatic life events (Bucciol et al., 2024; Löckenhoff et al., 2009). Workplace bullying, being an extreme social stressor (Zapf and Einarsen, 2005) and a threat demand (Tuckey et al., 2015), may constitute such a traumatic event.

Taken together, existing evidence on the relation between workplace bullying and personality traits is limited and inconclusive, and to date we do not know how they are related. That is, although a growing body of research has linked personality traits (e.g., agreeableness, neuroticism, conscientiousness) to experiences of workplace bullying, much of this evidence is based on cross-sectional data, which limits conclusions about directionality and causality (Nielsen et al., 2017). To understand the causal relation between personality characteristics and bullying, longitudinal data are required. However, to date only five studies have used this type of design: three have examined the full Five-Factor Model of personality (Farley et al., 2025; Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015; Podsiadly and Gamian-Wilk, 2017), while two have focused on a subset of traits (Bowling et al., 2010; Persson et al., 2016). Three of these previous studies were relatively large, yet none employed a true probability sample which is a requirement for external validity. With the exception of one smaller study (Podsiadly and Gamian-Wilk, 2017), previous research has also relied solely on a single-item measure of bullying rather than using behavioural experience inventories, which is the recommended approach for assessing this phenomenon (Nielsen et al., 2020). Moreover, no longitudinal study has yet tested potential mechanisms that might explain the associations between personality and bullying. Hence, there are important gaps in our understanding of the relation between personality characteristics and workplace bullying.

To address these gaps in research, this two-part study draws on a large longitudinal national probability sample of Swedish employees, applying both behavioural-experience and self-labelling measures of bullying to determine time-lagged associations between workplace bullying and personality. The first part replicates previous research—yet, as the first large-scale study, it employs a more refined approach to measuring bullying—and examines reciprocal relations between exposure to bullying and the personality traits in the Five-Factor Model. The second part extends previous research by examining involvement in conflicts, perceived stress, and symptoms of mental health problems as mechanisms that may explain significant paths established in the first part of the study.



2 Part 1: the relationships between exposure to workplace bullying and personality

Workplace bullying is characterised by prolonged and systematic mistreatment of an employee by others in the workplace (Einarsen et al., 2020b). From the outset, or as a result of the bullying process, a growing power imbalance develops between perpetrator and target. Over time, such treatment results in the target feeling increasingly helpless (Rosander and Nielsen, 2025) and with a reduced ability to respond or put an end to the behaviours. In the European tradition, bullying is typically investigated from the perspective of the victim, as intent on behalf of the perpetrator may easily be rationalized as merely jargon while the consequences for the target are the same no matter the intent (Einarsen et al., 2020b). Workplace bullying is a major and detrimental problem across the world. Estimates indicate that 10–15 percent of the working population may be exposed to varying degrees of bullying (Nielsen et al., 2010). In Sweden, 14 percent are exposed to bullying behaviours at a level where negative outcomes clearly differentiate them from those not exposed, while about 6 percent are more systematically targeted (Rosander and Blomberg, 2019; Rosander et al., 2024). These figures indicate that bullying remains a substantial and persistent problem in the Swedish workforce, seriously affecting the lives of hundreds of thousands of employees in Sweden and millions worldwide. The outcomes of bullying range from work-related issues such as job dissatisfaction (e.g., Steele et al., 2022), sickness absence (e.g., Burr et al., 2022), and expulsion from working life (e.g., Glambek et al., 2015) to health issues such as depression and anxiety (Verkuil et al., 2015), as well as suicidal ideation (Luo et al., 2023) and actual suicides (Conway et al., 2022; Magnusson Hanson et al., 2023), underscoring its severity as a workplace problem. The seriousness and extreme consequences of bullying could contribute to changes in how one perceives the world and relates to others (Janoff-Bulman, 1992). As bullying represents a direct threat to personal integrity, with severe consequences among those exposed, it has been argued to be a potential traumatic event that may even shatter the target’s basic assumptions about the world as benevolent, and therefore also could alter a person at the core, including personality characteristics (e.g., Farley et al., 2025; Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015).

Personality is defined as “psychological systems that contribute to an individual’s enduring and distinctive patterns of experience and behaviour” (Cervone and Pervin, 2019, p. 4); that is, characteristics that influence individual actions, show relative consistency over time, and are distinct enough to differentiate between people. Many different categorizations of personality have been proposed; however, there is now strong consensus and substantial evidence that individual differences can be organised into five broad dimensions (John, 2022), known as the Five-Factor Model: Agreeableness, reflecting compassion, cooperation, and a tendency to be considerate toward others; Conscientiousness, involving organization, responsibility, and self-discipline in pursuing goals; Extraversion, characterized by sociability, enthusiasm, and a preference for stimulation and interaction; Openness to Experience, denoting curiosity, imagination, and a willingness to engage with new ideas and experiences; and Neuroticism, representing emotional instability, sensitivity to stress, and a tendency to experience negative emotions such as anxiety or moodiness. Although the Big Five framework has been operationalized through several measurement traditions—such as lexical approaches, questionnaire-based models, and observer ratings—they converge strongly on this five-dimensional structure (Goldberg, 1993; McCrae and John, 1992).

It has been suggested that personality can be both an outcome and a precursor of workplace bullying (Zapf and Einarsen, 2020). In the following, we first outline how personality traits may represent a risk factor for subsequent exposure to bullying, and thereafter elaborate on how bullying can lead to changes in personality traits.


2.1 Personality as a risk factor for exposure to bullying

Personality as a risk factor for workplace bullying must be considered carefully, taking into account not only victim characteristics but also how perpetrators perceive them and how organizational shortcomings in handling and preventing bullying allow such behaviour to emerge. Victim precipitation theory (Elias, 1986) suggests that certain traits or behaviours may inadvertently trigger mistreatment, though this idea is controversial as it can imply victim blame. Originally, it referred to situations where victims more clearly initiated conflict (Wolfgang, 1957), but later applications emphasize how perceived provocation or vulnerability can shape victimization.

From a social interactionist perspective (Tedeschi and Felson, 1994), personality may influence how individuals are perceived and treated in social contexts. Traits such as high conscientiousness or neuroticism may lead others to view a person as demanding or difficult, thereby increasing the likelihood of negative reactions (Aquino and Thau, 2009; Tepper et al., 2006). In this view, aggression is purposeful behaviour used to enforce social or performance norms. When such reactions are not managed, they can escalate into bullying. Thus, it is not personality itself but how certain traits are interpreted and responded to within the workplace that creates risk.

Building on school bullying research (Olweus, 1993), Zapf and Einarsen (2020) distinguish two personality-linked pathways: the vulnerable victim, characterised by insecurity and high neuroticism, and the provocative victim, marked by irritability, low agreeableness, or aggression. Vulnerable individuals may invite predatory bullying (Einarsen, 1999), whereas provocative victims may display behaviours that provoke negative reactions or mutual hostility, potentially setting in motion a cycle of escalating conflict (Baillien et al., 2016)—that is, dispute-related bullying (Einarsen, 1999). Taken together, personality contributes to the risk of bullying through its social meaning rather than inherent traits. When personal characteristics are misinterpreted or not managed properly in organizational contexts characterized by, for example, weak leadership and poor conflict management, they may become catalysts for persistent mistreatment.



2.2 Bullying as a precursor to changes in personality

Although personality is regarded as a relatively stable property of adults (Roberts, 2009), it may change through self-regulatory processes across the lifespan (Hennecke et al., 2014). Such changes may arise from experiences of discrepancies between one’s internal state and external standards, originating, for example, from social or environmental conditions (McCrae and Costa, 2008), including adverse or traumatic life events. Theoretically, exposure to traumatic events may shatter basic assumptions about the world as benevolent and meaningful (Janoff-Bulman, 1992), leading to enduring changes in how individuals relate to others. Regarding the Five-Factor Model, traumatic experiences have been particularly associated with increased neuroticism and decreased agreeableness and conscientiousness (Bucciol et al., 2024; Löckenhoff et al., 2009). Hence, it seems reasonable to assume that exposure to workplace bullying could lead to changes in personality traits, either temporary or more permanent.

While traumatic events represent one possible pathway to change, the TESSERA framework (Triggering situations, Expectancy, States/State expressions, and ReActions; Wrzus and Roberts, 2017) highlights another: personality development as the outcome of repeated sequences of everyday experiences. Building on state–trait research within a lifespan perspective (e.g., Fleeson, 2001; Roberts et al., 2008), the framework proposes that each sequence—beginning with a situational trigger and followed by expectations, state expressions, and reactions—contributes incrementally to long-term trait change when repeated over time. As workplace bullying represents a form of repeated and prolonged exposure, it can be seen as a context in which such negative sequences are frequently activated: recurrent exposure to mistreatment creates expectations of hostility, evokes states of anxiety or defensiveness, and leads to reactions of withdrawal or conflict. When accumulated over time, these repeated sequences may gradually shift an individual’s personality profile—for instance, increasing neuroticism or reducing extraversion (Farley et al., 2025).



2.3 Previous research on personality and workplace bullying

Summarizing cross-sectional studies by means of meta-analysis, Nielsen et al. (2017) found that exposure to workplace bullying was significantly associated with extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, and conscientiousness, but not openness to experience. Bullying was most strongly associated with neuroticism across the included studies. While there does not appear to be a clear and consistent victim profile (Glasø et al., 2007), there are indications that targets may differ from those not exposed, showing higher scores on neuroticism and lower agreeableness and conscientiousness (Glasø et al., 2009; Matthiesen and Einarsen, 2001). However, these studies do not clarify whether specific personality traits increase the likelihood of being singled out as a target, or whether the differences in trait levels among those bullied are the result of exposure to bullying—that is, whether they should be regarded as outcomes of the bullying process or as pre-existing characteristics constituting risk factors for bullying. This distinction is central to understanding whether personality functions primarily as a cause or a consequence of bullying, and shedding light on the direction of the association requires longitudinal evidence.

However, to date, longitudinal evidence remains scarce, and the findings are inconclusive. For example, when examining all Five-Factor Model traits, Nielsen and Knardahl (2015) found support for neuroticism as an antecedent of bullying, but when controlling for role conflict and role ambiguity—both well-established risk factors for bullying (den Van Brande et al., 2016)—the association disappeared, leaving only conscientiousness as a predictor of bullying across the two-year study period. In the same study, bullying predicted changes in agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness over time. Persson et al. (2016) examined only neuroticism and extraversion and found that becoming bullied increased neuroticism, while no longer being bullied decreased neuroticism and increased extraversion. In a small study within a single private corporation, Podsiadly and Gamian-Wilk (2017) found that exposure to bullying behaviours predicted a decrease in agreeableness over time. In a large-scale four-year study, Farley et al. (2025) investigated personality change as an outcome of exposure to bullying and found that exposure was related to increased neuroticism and decreased extraversion, and that changes in bullying status were also associated with decreased conscientiousness. There are studies that have focused on specific aspects of personality traits in relation to the risk of bullying. Reknes et al. (2021) found that trait anxiety and trait anger affected the development of bullying over a six-month period. Zahlquist et al. (2022) investigated the same traits as potential links between conflict involvement and concurrent exposure to bullying behaviours over a 30-day period. They found that only trait anger moderated the association—that is, high conflict involvement combined with high trait anger was associated with a higher level of exposure to bullying behaviours.



2.4 Research questions

As findings diverge across studies, the reciprocal effects between personality and bullying remain uncertain. Moreover, previous research has employed different methodological strategies and operationalised bullying in diverse ways. Hence, there is a need for further large-scale studies that employ longitudinal designs and consistent methods for measuring bullying (Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015). In response to this call, the present study addresses the following research questions using time-lagged data from a large national probability sample of Swedish employees.


Research Question 1: How is baseline personality, as defined by the Five-Factor Model, associated with subsequent changes in exposure to workplace bullying, and how is baseline exposure to bullying associated with subsequent changes in personality traits?
Research Question 2: Do the cross-lagged associations between personality and bullying differ depending on whether bullying is measured using self-labelling or behavioural experience?


In the second part of the study, we build on the longitudinal associations identified in Part 1 by examining potential mechanisms that may account for these relations.




3 Methods (part 1)

The study is based on a longitudinal probability sample of the entire Swedish working population, excluding individuals under 18 years of age and those employed at workplaces with fewer than ten employees. Statistics Sweden (a governmental agency) was responsible for sampling and data collection. Baseline data were collected over a two-month period in the autumn of 2024, and follow-up data were collected in the spring of 2025, beginning 7 months after the initial wave. A total of 2,024 individuals responded at both time points. For each wave, information about the survey—including all details necessary for informed consent—was distributed digitally to all individuals with an active digital mailbox, and by post to those without. In each wave, three reminders were issued to non-respondents, the second of which was sent by post to all who had not yet replied. Once data collection was complete, Statistics Sweden appended information from the Swedish National Population Register to the dataset, including variables such as biological sex, age, education, and foreign-born status. Access to the anonymized dataset was granted only after this step, which strengthened the study’s ethical integrity. All procedures were carried out in accordance with the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki and applicable national ethical guidelines. The study was approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (Protocol No. 2023-06603-01).


3.1 Participants

The sample consisted of 58% women and 42% men, with a mean age of 49.44 years (SD = 10.50). On average, participants had worked at their current workplace for 10.11 years (SD = 9.62), and 96% held a permanent position. A clear majority (89%) were born in Sweden. In terms of educational attainment, 16% had completed compulsory education, 33% had graduated from upper secondary school, and 51% held a university degree.



3.2 Measures

Workplace bullying was assessed using the Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised (NAQ–R; Einarsen et al., 2009), validated for use in a Swedish context (Rosander et al., 2024). The instrument includes 22 items describing negative and unwanted behaviours that employees may experience at work. When such acts occur repeatedly and systematically over time, they may constitute bullying. Responses were recorded on a five-point frequency scale ranging from never to daily. Internal consistency was high (Cronbach’s ⍺ = 0.89 and McDonald’s ω = 0.91 at both T1 and T2). At T1, those who reported being exposed to at least some bullying behaviours were asked how long the exposure had been ongoing, with a six-point frequency scale ranging from recently to more than 2 years.

Self-labelled bullying was also assessed. First, respondents were presented with the following definition: “Bullying occurs when a person, repeatedly and over time, is subjected to negative treatment by one or more individuals, in situations where the person has difficulty defending themselves. A conflict between two equally strong individuals is not considered bullying.” They were then asked: “How often have you been subjected to bullying at your workplace during the past 6 months?” Responses were given on the same five-point frequency scale as used for the NAQ–R.

Personality was measured using the 20-item version of the International Personality Item Pool (IPIP; Goldberg, 1999), known as the Mini-IPIP (Donnellan et al., 2006). This instrument is based on the Five-Factor Model of personality and includes four items for each of the five traits: agreeableness (α = 0.75/0.76; ω = 0.76/0.76), conscientiousness (α = 0.72/0.74; ω = 0.76/0.72), extraversion (α = 0.80/0.82; ω = 0.81/0.82), openness (α = 0.67/0.68; ω = 0.78/0.70), and neuroticism (α = 0.76/0.78; ω = 0.74/0.77). Participants were asked, “How well do the following statements apply to you?,” and responses were given on a seven-point Likert scale (1–7).

Sex, age, education, and foreign-born status, drawn directly from the Swedish National Population Register, were included as covariates in the main analyses, as all have been associated with the occurrence of workplace bullying (Einarsen et al., 2020a). Their inclusion is also important because the stability of personality traits has been shown to differ across demographic groups (Löckenhoff et al., 2008).



3.3 Data analyses

All statistical analyses were conducted using Stata version 19.5. Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha (α) and McDonald’s omega (ω). Alpha is reported to facilitate comparability with previous studies, whereas omega provides a complementary model-based estimate of reliability. Omega coefficients were computed using the omegacoef module (Shaw, 2020) in Stata. To investigate the reciprocal relationships between personality and workplace bullying over time, a two-wave cross-lagged panel model was estimated. The model included autoregressive paths for each construct from Time 1 to Time 2, as well as cross-lagged paths from each of the five personality traits at T1 to bullying at T2, and from bullying at T1 to each personality trait at T2. All variables were modelled as observed variables, and the analysis controlled for sex, age, education, and foreign-born status. Structural equation modelling (SEM) was applied using maximum likelihood estimation with missing values (MLMV). Model fit was assessed using the chi-square statistic (χ2), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI), and Tucker–Lewis index (TLI). RMSEA values below 0.05, and CFI and TLI values close to 0.95, were considered indicative of good fit (Hu and Bentler, 1998). Because workplace bullying is a highly skewed variable (as most individuals are not exposed), all coefficients were estimated using 5,000 bootstrap samples.




4 Results (part 1)

To investigate Research Question 1, a cross-lagged model was tested, including paths from bullying measured using behavioural experience (NAQ–R) at T1 to all five personality traits at T2, as well as from each trait at T1 to bullying at T2. The model showed good fit to the data, 𝜒2(20) = 83.16, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.995, TLI = 0.981, RMSEA = 0.040, 95% CI [0.031, 0.048]. The addition of the cross-lagged paths significantly improved model fit compared to a stability model including only autoregressive paths, 𝜒2(10) = 25.24, p = 0.005.

In Figure 1, only the significant cross-lagged paths are presented (all coefficients are presented in Supplementary Table S2). In the direction from bullying to personality, conscientiousness (β = −0.035, p = 0.041) and neuroticism (β = 0.036, p = 0.019) at T2 were significantly predicted. In the reverse direction, neuroticism at T1 significantly predicted bullying at T2 (β = 0.063, p = 0.002). It should be noted that the majority of those exposed to bullying behaviours at T1 reported that the mistreatment had been ongoing for some time. Only 17% indicated that it had begun recently, whereas 57% reported being exposed for at least a year, with half of them reporting exposure for more than 2 years.

[image: Path diagram showing relationships between bullying and five personality traits at two time points (T1 and T2). Arrows indicate direct effects, with standardized coefficients and significance. Bullying T1 predicts Bullying T2 (.663), Agreeableness T2 (-.035), and Conscientiousness T2 (.036). Neuroticism T1 predicts Bullying T2 (.063). Each trait has a strong positive stability path from T1 to T2.]

FIGURE 1
 Cross-lagged effects. Standardized coefficients based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. Bullying, Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised. Covariates: sex, age, education, and foreign-born status. *p < 0.05. ***p < 0.001.


Table 1 presents means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations between the covariates and the variables involved in the significant paths of the model (full descriptive results are provided in Supplementary Table S1). Bullying, neuroticism, and conscientiousness were all significantly associated with the background variables, thereby also providing empirical support for their inclusion as covariates. Furthermore, as expected, there are significant zero-order correlations between the personality variables and bullying. Notably, the association was stronger for neuroticism compared to conscientiousness. For both traits, the magnitude of the correlation was similar across both the concurrent and longitudinal measures, reflecting the temporal stability demonstrated in the main analysis.


TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations for the significant cross-lagged paths in the model and the covariates.


	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

 

 	1. Sex 	0.58 	0.49 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2. Age 	49.44 	10.50 	0.01ns 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	3. Education 	4.04 	1.24 	0.10 	−0.22 	– 	 	 	 	 	


 	4. Foreign-born 	0.11 	0.31 	−0.003ns 	−0.02ns 	0.03ns 	– 	 	 	 	


 	5. Bullying T1 	1.22 	0.30 	0.10 	−0.08 	−0.02ns 	0.06** 	– 	 	 	


 	6. Bullying T2 	1.21 	0.30 	0.09 	−0.10 	−0.01ns 	0.04ns 	0.68 	– 	 	


 	7. Neuro T1 	3.22 	1.09 	0.18 	−0.20 	0.06** 	0.02ns 	0.30 	0.27 	– 	


 	8. Neuro T2 	3.21 	1.10 	0.17 	−0.18 	0.06** 	0.01ns 	0.27 	0.32 	0.77 	–


 	9. Consc T2 	5.37 	0.98 	0.07** 	0.13 	−0.11 	0.06** 	−0.09 	−0.10 	−0.25 	−0.32





Sex: women = 1, men = 0. Foreign-born: 1 = born abroad, 0 = born in Sweden. Neuro, Neuroticism; Consc, Conscientiousness; Bullying, Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised.

All correlations significant at p < 0.001 except where indicated: **p < 0.01. ns, not significant.
 

In regard to Research Question 2, the same model, but with bullying now measured using self-labelling, was tested. Also this model showed good fit to the data, 𝜒2(20) = 85.42, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.994, TLI = 0.978, RMSEA = 0.040, 95% CI [0.032, 0.049]. The only significant cross-lagged path was from baseline neuroticism to bullying at follow-up, β = 0.083, p < 0.001. All coefficients are presented in Supplementary Table S3.



5 Summary (part 1)

The results indicated that participants’ personality were relatively stable over time; however, there was evidence of change in levels of conscientiousness and neuroticism at follow-up among respondents reporting higher exposure to workplace bullying. Nonetheless, the cross-lagged effects were small, which is expected when stability paths are included in the model. In the reverse direction—baseline personality predicting subsequent changes in exposure to bullying—only neuroticism emerged as a significant predictor. Although this effect was also modest, it was stronger than the cross-lagged effects from bullying to personality.

Interestingly, neuroticism was the only trait to predict exposure regardless of how bullying was measured. When self-labelled bullying was used instead of the behavioural-experience inventory, the previously observed effects from bullying at baseline to later changes in conscientiousness and neuroticism were no longer significant. Previous research has identified neuroticism as an antecedent of workplace bullying (Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015; Persson et al., 2016), although only the latter study reported a change in neuroticism following exposure. Notably, both studies used self-labelling as the operationalization of bullying. With time-lagged associations between personality traits and bullying now established, the next critical question concerns the mechanisms underlying these associations. This question will be addressed in Part 2 of the study.



6 Part 2: explaining reciprocal associations between exposure to bullying and personality traits

In Part 2 of this study, we address the three significant cross-lagged paths established in Part 1 (presented in Figure 1). We explore mechanisms that might help explain these associations. First, we outline the theoretical rationale for the proposed underlying mechanisms and then specify the hypotheses to be tested.


6.1 Theoretical rationale for underlying mechanisms

Previous studies have provided indications of reciprocal associations between workplace bullying and personality (e.g., Farley et al., 2025; Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015). However, the underlying psychological processes that might explain why personality contributes to bullying exposure, and why bullying in turn may shape personality, remain poorly understood. In the following sections, we present a theoretical rationale for these links, outlining why we expect (a) involvement in conflicts, (b) perceived stress, and (c) symptoms of mental health problems to be three key mechanisms. Specifically, based on the results from Part 1, we examine these factors as potential mechanisms through which neuroticism may act as a risk factor for bullying and through which bullying may influence subsequent change in neuroticism and conscientiousness.



6.2 Neuroticism as a predictor of subsequent bullying

Neuroticism reflects individual differences in emotional stability versus emotional reactivity (Cervone and Pervin, 2019). It indicates whether a person generally feels calm, secure, and relaxed, or tends to be anxious, tense, and easily upset. Individuals high on neuroticism are more likely to experience emotions such as anxiety, anger, irritability, guilt, and depression. Explicitly displaying such emotions could, according to victim precipitation theory (Elias, 1986), act as a trigger for harassment, as such reactions may be perceived by others as norm violations—both in terms of social conduct and performance expectations (Tedeschi and Felson, 1994). In the context of bullying, a provocative victim may elicit frustration in others and thereby provoke aggressive behaviour or engage in interactions that escalate conflict (Zapf and Einarsen, 2020). That is, as employees scoring high on neuroticism tend to be anxious and easily upset, their behaviour may be perceived by others as more provocative than that of their more emotionally stable colleagues. Hence, neurotic employees may face an increased risk of being bullied because they behave in ways that elicit aggression from others (Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015). According to this line of reasoning, high levels of neuroticism may activate an interpersonal conflict mechanism that mediates the link between personality and exposure to bullying.

In terms of a vulnerable victim (Zapf and Einarsen, 2020), a disposition to express negative affect—encompassing emotions such as anxiety, worry, sadness, and depression—may also elicit mistreatment. In contrast to the provocative victim, the vulnerable victim may signal weakness, being less likely to retaliate if attacked and instead tending to withdraw. They may be perceived as demanding or interpersonally difficult, and thus seen as triggering aggression, but could also simply represent the most convenient outlet for frustration in cases of predatory bullying (Einarsen, 1999). This type of personality trait has shown the most consistent links to various indicators of victimization (Aquino and Thau, 2009). This suggests that depression, anxiety, and perceived stress may function as an emotional distress mechanism mediating the association between neuroticism and exposure to bullying.

However, the emotional distress mechanism could also be understood as a tendency to perceive behaviours as more negative, in line with the gloomy perception hypothesis (de Lange et al., 2005)—that is, the victim perceive others’ behaviours as more negative and more personally directed. In this sense, individuals high in neuroticism may interpret ambiguous social interactions as hostile or rejecting, thereby perceiving greater exposure to bullying behaviours even in the absence of actual increases in mistreatment.

Taken together, we suggest that the association between neuroticism and subsequent bullying can be understood through two distinct mechanisms: an interpersonal conflict mechanism (conflict involvement) and an emotional distress mechanism (perceived stress, and symptoms of depression and anxiety).


Hypothesis 1: Neuroticism at baseline has an indirect effect on subsequent exposure to workplace bullying via (a) involvement in conflicts and (b) perceived stress and symptoms of mental health problems.




6.3 Change in personality following exposure to bullying

Exposure to workplace bullying represents a severe and prolonged social stressor (Zapf and Einarsen, 2005) that may have enduring consequences for personality development. Repeated experiences of devaluation, exclusion, and loss of control can elicit persistent stress and negative affect, which, over time, may become internalised as stable patterns of emotional reactivity. According to the reformulated learned helplessness model (Abramson et al., 1978), such experiences promote feelings of helplessness and hopelessness by fostering stable and global attributions of failure and lack of agency. These emotional states can develop into enduring dispositions of worry, tension, and vulnerability to stress—consistent with a more neurotic personality profile.

From a broader trauma perspective, exposure to bullying can also be understood in terms of shattered assumptions (Janoff-Bulman, 1992). Persistent humiliation and social exclusion challenge fundamental beliefs about the world as benevolent and meaningful and about the self as competent and valued. When these assumptions are violated, individuals may become chronically vigilant to threat and rejection, further reinforcing negative affectivity and emotional instability. Thus, stress, anxiety, and depressive reactions may not only represent temporary strain but also form the emotional distress mechanism through which bullying contributes to heightened neuroticism over time.

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that exposure to bullying may foster increases in neuroticism through the emotional distress mechanism, whereby stress, anxiety, and depressive reactions become internalised as more enduring patterns of emotional instability.


Hypothesis 2: Exposure to workplace bullying at baseline has an indirect effect on changes in neuroticism at follow-up via perceived stress and symptoms of mental health problems.


At the same time, bullying may undermine the self-regulatory resources required for persistence, organization, and control. Conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989) posits that chronic stress and loss of valued resources trigger spirals of depletion, in which reduced energy and motivation impair goal-directed behaviour. Through the same emotional distress mechanism, prolonged exposure to stress and mental health symptoms may erode conscientiousness—manifesting in disengagement, avoidance, and reduced self-discipline. Consequently, bullying-related stress reactions may operate as a common pathway linking exposure to decreased conscientiousness.

Accordingly, the emotional distress mechanism may also account for reductions in conscientiousness, as prolonged stress and mental health symptoms undermine self-regulation, persistence, and goal-directed behaviour.


Hypothesis 3: Exposure to workplace bullying at baseline has an indirect effect on changes in conscientiousness at follow-up via perceived stress and symptoms of mental health problems.





7 Methods (part 2)

Part 2 of this study employs the same sample, participants, statistical software, and procedures as Part 1.


7.1 Measurements

In addition to the instruments used in Part 1, Part 2 includes the following inventories:

Symptoms of anxiety and depression were measured using the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS; Zigmond and Snaith, 1983). The instrument includes 14 items—seven assessing anxiety symptoms and seven assessing depression symptoms—referring to experiences during the past week. Each item is rated on a four-point scale (0–3). An example anxiety item is “I feel tense or ‘wound up’,” with response options ranging from not at all to most of the time. A corresponding example for depression is “I have lost interest in my appearance.” Internal consistency was α = 0.87/0.87; ω = 0.85/0.86 for anxiety and α = 0.84/0.85; ω = 0.88/0.88 for depression.

Conflict involvement was measured using a single item:” How often have you experienced difficulties cooperating, tensions, or been in conflict with one or more people at your workplace during the past 6 months?” Responses were given on a five-point frequency scale from 0 = never to 4 = very often.

Perceived stress was also measured using a single item:” Have you felt stressed at work during the past month?” Responses were given on a five-point frequency scale from 0 = not at all to 4 = almost all the time.



7.2 Data analysis

Based on the significant associations established in Part 1, follow-up mediation models that included baseline measures for all mediators and outcomes were tested. Indirect effects were estimated using 5,000 bootstrap samples, which is the recommended approach for testing mediation because the product of the a and b paths is not normally distributed and bootstrap confidence intervals therefore provide a more accurate basis for inference (Hayes, 2022). Baron and Kenny’s (1986) stepwise procedure, which for a long time served as a common framework for testing mediation, has since been shown to be overly restrictive, and the bootstrap test is almost always more powerful than the Sobel test they recommended (Zhao et al., 2010). In contemporary mediation analysis, the presence of a significant indirect effect is sufficient to establish mediation (Hayes, 2022). All covariates were the same as in the cross-lagged model. Results are presented graphically in Figures 2–4; however, all results, including 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals (BootCI), are also presented in Supplementary Tables S4–S6.

[image: Path diagram illustrating relationships among variables at Time 1 and Time 2, with Conflict, Stress, Depression, Anxiety, Neuroticism, and Bullying measured at both times. Arrows show statistically significant paths, with standardized coefficients and asterisks indicating significance levels.]

FIGURE 2
 Mediation model: neuroticism at T1 predicting bullying at T2 via conflict involvement and emotional distress. Standardized coefficients based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. Covariates: sex, age, education, and foreign-born status. ***p < 0.001.


[image: Path diagram illustrating relationships between stress, depression, anxiety, bullying, and neuroticism at two time points, with arrows indicating significant standardized coefficients and highlighting direct and indirect effects on Neuroticism T2.]

FIGURE 3
 Mediation model: bullying at T1 predicting neuroticism at T2 via emotional distress. Standardized coefficients based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. Covariates: sex, age, education, and foreign-born status. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.


[image: Path analysis diagram showing relationships between stress, depression, anxiety, bullying, and conscientiousness at two time points. Significant and non-significant pathways are labeled with coefficients, asterisks denote significance, and solid or dashed arrows represent different types of associations.]

FIGURE 4
 Mediation model: bullying at T1 predicting conscientiousness at T2 via emotional distress. Standardized coefficients based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. Covariates: sex, age, education, and foreign-born status. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. ns, not significant.





8 Results (part 2)

Table 2 presents means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations for the variables included in the mediation analyses. As expected, there were significant zero-order correlations between the predictors (neuroticism and exposure to bullying at T1), the proposed mediators (conflict involvement, perceived stress, depression, and anxiety symptoms at T2), and the outcomes (bullying at T2, neuroticism at T2, and conscientiousness at T2). The weakest correlations were observed for conscientiousness. Notably, neuroticism showed strong associations with both anxiety and depression symptoms, consistent with prior research. These patterns support the theoretical rationale for testing the proposed mediation effects.


TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations between main variables in the mediation analyses.


	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

 

 	1. Bullying T1 	1.22 	0.30 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2. Bullying T2 	1.21 	0.30 	0.68 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	3. Conflict T2 	1.00 	0.92 	0.39 	0.48 	– 	 	 	 	 	


 	4. Stress T2 	1.90 	1.18 	0.30 	0.40 	0.31 	– 	 	 	 	


 	5. Depression T2 	0.47 	0.47 	0.35 	0.44 	0.31 	0.38 	– 	 	 	


 	6. Anxiety T2 	0.73 	0.60 	0.38 	0.47 	0.35 	0.51 	0.71 	– 	 	


 	7. Neuro T1 	3.22 	1.09 	0.30 	0.28 	0.28 	0.30 	0.50 	0.60 	– 	


 	8. Neuro T2 	3.21 	1.10 	0.27 	0.32 	0.32 	0.40 	0.59 	0.70 	0.77 	–


 	9. Consc T2 	5.37 	0.98 	−0.09 	−0.10 	−0.11 	−0.14 	−0.27 	−0.30 	−0.25 	−0.32





Neuro, Neuroticism; Consc, Conscientiousness; Bullying, Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised.

All correlations significant at p < 0.001.
 

To test Hypothesis 1, a mediation analysis was conducted (see Figure 2). Controlling for sex, age, education, and foreign-born status, as well as baseline levels of all mediators and the outcome, the results showed a significant indirect effect of neuroticism at T1 on bullying at T2 [β = 0.018, p < 0.001, 95% BootCI (0.014, 0.023)]. The analysis supported both the interpersonal conflict mechanism [via conflict involvement, β = 0.006, p < 0.001, 95% BootCI (0.003, 0.081)] and the emotional distress mechanism [via stress, depression, and anxiety, β = 0.013, p < 0.001, 95% BootCI (0.009, 0.017)]. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. The association between baseline neuroticism and subsequent exposure to bullying was fully mediated by conflict involvement, perceived stress, anxiety, and depression. When these variables were included as mediators, the direct path from neuroticism to bullying became negative [β = −0.123, p < 0.001, 95% BootCI (−0.162, −0.085)], suggesting a suppression effect. That is, it is not neuroticism per se that increases the risk of bullying, but rather the aspects of neuroticism that manifest through conflict involvement and emotional distress. Once this shared variance was accounted for, the remaining aspects of neuroticism were not associated with increased bullying risk and may even show a weak protective tendency.

Testing Hypothesis 2, a similar mediation analysis was conducted (see Figure 3). In this model, only the emotional distress mechanism (via stress, depression, and anxiety) was included. Using the same control variables and accounting for baseline levels of all mediators and the outcome, the results showed a significant indirect effect of exposure to bullying at T1 on neuroticism at T2 [β = 0.103, p = 0.002, 95% BootCI (0.038, 0.168)]. Hypothesis 2 was supported. As in the previous model, the direct effect of baseline bullying exposure on subsequent neuroticism was fully mediated, with the direct path turning negative [β = −0.071, p < 0.001, 95% BootCI (−0.100, −0.042)]—suggesting a suppression effect.

Finally, testing Hypothesis 3, a corresponding mediation model predicting conscientiousness at T2 was conducted (see Figure 4). The same control variables as in the previous model together with baseline levels of the mediators and the outcome were adjusted for. The results showed a significant indirect effect of exposure to bullying at T1 on conscientiousness at T2 [β = −0.028, p = 0.007, 95% BootCI (−0.047, −0.007)]. Hypothesis 3 was supported. The direct path from bullying to conscientiousness was not significant [β = 0.0131, p = 0.511, 95% BootCI (−0.025, 0.051)], showing that any association operates through the emotional distress mechanism rather than a direct effect of bullying on conscientiousness.



9 Discussion

The aims of this study were to examine the reciprocal associations between exposure to workplace bullying and personality traits (Part 1) and to test two mechanisms proposed to explain the significant associations identified in the first part of the study—an interpersonal conflict mechanism and an emotional distress mechanism (Part 2). Neuroticism was reciprocally associated with bullying, while exposure to bullying was also associated with changes in conscientiousness. The association between baseline neuroticism and subsequent bullying was fully mediated by both mechanisms, while the associations between baseline exposure to bullying and subsequent neuroticism and conscientiousness were fully mediated by the emotional distress mechanism.

Although research in this area is still limited, previous studies on the Big Five model (Farley et al., 2025; Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015), as well as the present study suggest that neuroticism is the trait most consistently associated with bullying—both as a risk factor and as an outcome. As a risk factor, individuals high in neuroticism may display behaviours that evoke frustration in others at the workplace. The results showed that neuroticism predicted subsequent bullying through both the emotional distress and the interpersonal conflict mechanisms, each of which may influence how individuals interact with others at work. From a social interactionist perspective (Tedeschi and Felson, 1994), behaviours that are interpreted as violations of social or performance norms may trigger attempts by others to correct the behaviour and restore it to what is considered acceptable. When such reactions are poorly managed, they may manifest as bullying behaviours.

That neuroticism predicted subsequent bullying does not necessarily imply that personality in itself constitutes a risk factor. Trait activation theory (Tett and Burnett, 2003) suggests that personality traits are expressed when situational cues activate them. From this perspective, a stressful and conflict-prone work environment may activate traits associated with neuroticism, which in turn elicits stronger emotional reactions and higher levels of conflict involvement, thereby increasing the risk of becoming targeted. Thus, rather than neuroticism per se being a direct cause of bullying, it may be the interaction between individual dispositions and adverse work environments that explains why certain traits appear to increase vulnerability.

The work environment plays a crucial role in shaping the risk of bullying (Einarsen et al., 1994). Nielsen and Knardahl (2015) found that the association between neuroticism and later bullying disappeared when adjusting for two key indicators of a poor psychosocial work environment—role conflict and role ambiguity. This aligns with the notion that individual risk factors, such as mental health problems, no longer increase vulnerability when the work environment is sufficiently sound (Rosander, 2021). In a well-functioning workplace, employees with mental health problems do not face a heightened risk of being exposed to bullying. Moreover, when other well-known risk factors such as role stress (Salin and Hoel, 2020) are reduced and the conflict management climate is strong (Blomberg et al., 2025; Einarsen et al., 2018), the likelihood that frustration will escalate into interpersonal conflict or coercive actions aimed at correcting perceived misfitting behaviours—and eventually into bullying—is substantially diminished. This line of reasoning challenges the assumptions of victim precipitation theory (Elias, 1986), however, the effects of personality, the mechanisms identified in the present study, and their interaction with the work environment warrant further research to better understand how personality influences exposure to bullying.

The results also indicated that exposure to bullying may affect neuroticism and conscientiousness over time. Personality traits are not considered entirely rigid and may change—most notably during adolescence, but also across the lifespan (Hennecke et al., 2014; Roberts, 2009). This was also reflected in the present study, with significant correlations between age and both neuroticism and conscientiousness (see Table 1). The results showed an increase in neuroticism with greater exposure to bullying behaviours. Based on the notion of bullying as an extreme stressor and a threat demand (Tuckey et al., 2015; Zapf and Einarsen, 2005), such exposure may undermine a person’s basic trust in and beliefs about others (Janoff-Bulman, 1992), thereby eroding the target’s fundamental sense of security. This is likely to apply most strongly to those who have only recently begun to experience bullying. However, the results also showed that most participants had been exposed for a longer period, meaning that the experience was no longer a sudden shock for them. According to the TESSERA framework (Wrzus and Roberts, 2017), changes in personality traits can also result from repeated sequences of exposure—an aspect that lies at the core of how workplace bullying is defined—which could help explain the link.

We also found that the association with increased neuroticism could be understood through the emotional distress mechanism. This means that the effect of bullying is not merely a temporary strain; rather, stress, anxiety, and depressive reactions resulting from exposure—although initially possibly transient—may, when repeated or prolonged, have a more profound impact on the target, potentially developing into an enduring disposition. Repeated and systematic exposure to negative behaviours may lead to learned helplessness, fostering global attributions of hopelessness that manifest as stronger neurotic tendencies (Abramson et al., 1978; Rosander and Nielsen, 2025).

The results indicated a reciprocal relationship between exposure to bullying and neuroticism, suggesting the risk of a vicious circle in which exposure leads to emotional distress that over time may result in changes in the person’s disposition. This altered disposition may in turn affect interpersonal relationships and generate further emotional distress. A similar vicious cycle has been proposed for bullying and psychological distress (Nielsen et al., 2012).

An interesting additional finding concerned a potential suppression effect for neuroticism, observed both when it was tested as an antecedent and as an outcome of bullying. In the model where neuroticism predicted subsequent exposure to bullying, the direct path became negative when mediators were included. This suggests that it is not neuroticism per se that increases the risk of bullying, but rather the emotional and interpersonal correlates of neuroticism—manifested through stress, anxiety and depression symptoms, and conflict involvement—that account for the observed association. Once these reactive components were statistically controlled for, the remaining aspects of neuroticism (such as emotional awareness, sensitivity, or cautiousness) may even serve a protective function, reducing the likelihood of being targeted. In this sense, the suppression effect highlights that the risk lies not in the trait itself, but in how its affective expressions interact with the social environment.

A similar suppression effect emerged when bullying was tested as a predictor of later neuroticism. When emotional distress variables were included in the model, the direct path from bullying to neuroticism became negative, suggesting that the apparent increase in neuroticism was fully explained by stress, and anxiety and depressive symptoms. Once these transient emotional states were accounted for, the remaining variance in neuroticism may instead reflect adaptive emotional regulation or coping attempts in response to prolonged stress. Hence, the suppression effect in this direction implies that while bullying initially heightens emotional reactivity, some individuals may later develop compensatory mechanisms that dampen or mask further increases in neuroticism.

The results also showed a change in conscientiousness as an outcome of exposure to bullying. This change was fully mediated through the emotional distress mechanism, indicating that bullying increases stress as well as anxiety and depressive symptoms, which in turn may develop into a more enduring disposition. From a conservation of resources perspective (Hobfoll, 1989), this implies that bullying may undermine the self-regulatory resources required for persistence, organization, and control. As an extreme and prolonged stressor, bullying may deplete valued personal resources and trigger spirals of depletion that gradually erode goal-directedness and self-regulatory behaviour—both central aspects of conscientiousness (John, 2022). In this case, the direct effect was not significant, suggesting that the association between bullying and reduced conscientiousness was fully mediated by emotional distress. This process may also be linked to feelings of helplessness that bullying can elicit (Rosander and Nielsen, 2025), reflecting diminished agency and control in the face of sustained adversity.

Another notable finding was that when using self-labelled bullying instead of behavioural experience as the outcome, the cross-lagged associations from bullying at baseline to subsequent changes in personality traits disappeared. One plausible explanation is that self-labelling reflects a subjective interpretation of social experiences, in which individuals already frame themselves as victims of bullying. This self-appraisal may stabilise how individuals relate to their environment, thereby reducing the likelihood of further personality change. In contrast, the behavioural experience measure captures variation in exposure to negative acts more objectively and continuously, which may make it more sensitive to detecting gradual personality shifts over time.

Despite this difference, the association from neuroticism to subsequent bullying remained significant regardless of measurement method. This suggests that individuals high in neuroticism may be generally more vulnerable to negative interpersonal experiences at work. High neuroticism is associated with heightened sensitivity to everyday stressors and a tendency toward negative interpretation (Suls and Martin, 2005), which may explain why such individuals are more prone to perceiving themselves as targets of bullying, irrespective of how it is measured. They are also more likely to perceive ambiguous social cues as hostile or threatening—a pattern consistent with the concept of hostile attribution bias (Epps and Kendall, 1995). This interpretation is further supported by the gloomy perception hypothesis (de Lange et al., 2005). That is, the consistent association between neuroticism and workplace bullying—across both behavioural experience and self-labelled measures—may indicate that individuals high in neuroticism are inclined to view ambiguous or unfavourable interpersonal experiences in a negative light. This heightened sensitivity may increase their likelihood of perceiving mistreatment, whether in terms of reporting frequent negative acts or identifying themselves as victims of bullying.


9.1 Practical implications

The present results have several practical implications for how organizations can prevent and respond to workplace bullying. First, the finding of a reciprocal relationship between bullying and neuroticism points to a potential vicious circle in which exposure to bullying increases emotional distress, which in turn could alter dispositions in ways that heighten vulnerability to further mistreatment. This underscores the need for early intervention to break this cycle—by addressing emotional strain and conflict involvement before they consolidate into more enduring patterns of reactivity and relational difficulties.

Second, because emotional distress emerged as the central mechanism explaining all significant associations, attention should be directed towards the emotional consequences of bullying rather than assumed personality weaknesses. Providing timely access to psychological support and opportunities for recovery may prevent short-term stress and anxiety from developing into lasting dispositions of emotional instability or reduced self-regulation.

Third, the finding that conscientiousness decreased indirectly through emotional distress highlights that bullying not only undermines well-being but may also erode goal-directedness, organization, and self-discipline. Restoring a sense of control and agency among targets—through supportive leadership, clear work structures, and manageable demands—may therefore be essential for recovery and reintegration.

Finally, these findings suggest that preventive efforts should target the interaction between individual dispositions and the work environment rather than viewing personality as a fixed risk factor. Strengthening the conflict management climate, ensuring fair procedures, and reducing stressors such as role conflict and ambiguity can limit the activation of traits that otherwise make some individuals more vulnerable in adverse environments. By focusing on both the emotional and organizational mechanisms identified here, organizations can more effectively mitigate the personal and collective costs of workplace bullying.



9.2 Strengths and limitations

A notable strength of the study is the large longitudinal probability sample of the Swedish workforce. One could argue that the time lag is too short to detect changes in personality resulting from exposure to bullying. This is not necessarily a limitation, but it requires discussion. Few, if any, participants started to experience bullying at the same time as the baseline survey was distributed—most had already been exposed to bullying behaviours for some time. The majority had been exposed for at least a year at T1, and about one third of those for more than 2 years. Thus, the timeframe of the study is in reality longer than merely the period between T1 and T2, which has important implications for the interpretation of the results. Because all outcomes and mediators at T2 were adjusted for their T1 levels, the cross-lagged and indirect paths reflect incremental change from T1 to T2. Given that most bullied participants had been exposed well before T1, any change in personality traits that occurred prior to baseline is not captured. This implies that the estimates presented here are conservative with respect to the cumulative impact of bullying. Nevertheless, different timeframes should be examined in future research to provide a more detailed understanding of how the bullying process interacts with personality traits.

A further strength of the study is that it was the first to investigate the associations between personality traits and workplace bullying using two separate methods: self-labelling and behavioural experience. This provided a more nuanced picture of how bullying and personality traits are connected. Moreover, in all analyses, we adjusted for T1 levels of all mediators and outcomes, thereby modelling change rather than static levels. Controlling for prior levels typically absorbs a substantial portion of variance through stability paths, which often reduces the strength of other effects. This also contributed to conservative estimates and should be regarded as a notable strength. Furthermore, because most individuals are not exposed to workplace bullying, the phenomenon is highly skewed; therefore, all models were estimated using 5,000 bootstrapped samples—a method that reduces the impact of deviations from normality.

The data are based on self-reports, which could have affected the results, as there is a possibility of subjective interpretations, social desirability, and common method variance (Spector, 2006). However, the main variables of the study are of such a nature that anything other than subjective interpretation would probably introduce more error, as the participants’ subjective experience plays a crucial role in understanding the outcomes. For this reason, alternative and potentially more objective measures might not be appropriate (Nielsen et al., 2020). If social desirability influenced the responses, this would most likely contribute to underestimations of the effects, as exposure to bullying—particularly self-labelled bullying—is less likely to be reported from a social desirability standpoint. Finally, the longitudinal design and the presentation of the central variables in different sections of the questionnaire are factors that may have reduced the likelihood of common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Although the Mini-IPIP is a well-validated instrument (Donnellan et al., 2006), it provides a more abbreviated assessment of the Big Five traits than other personality measures that capture these dimensions more comprehensively. This means that some nuances within each trait may not have been detected. The analyses were also based on observed scores, which may introduce measurement error. However, given the longitudinal survey design and the focus on change over time, this approach represents a reasonable and pragmatic choice. Future research could examine whether similar patterns emerge when using more extensive personality measures and latent-variable modelling.

Part of how we have discussed the findings is based on how bullies might react to individuals displaying different personality traits. We do not have data on the reasoning or perceptions of the bullies—we only have data from potential targets. Whether bullies actually perceive certain targets as provoking or otherwise triggering their negative behaviour therefore remains unknown. This is something that future studies should explore further.

Taken together, these strengths and limitations suggest that the results provide a conservative yet robust indication of how personality and bullying interact over time, while pointing to areas where future longitudinal designs could further refine this understanding.



9.3 Conclusion

The present study provides new insights into the complex interplay between personality and workplace bullying. The findings indicate reciprocal associations between bullying and neuroticism, showing that personality may influence exposure to bullying while also being shaped by it. As a novel contribution, we introduced two mechanisms to explain these associations—the interpersonal conflict mechanism and the emotional distress mechanism. Together, the two mechanisms fully mediated the effect of neuroticism on subsequent bullying, suggesting that neuroticism may contribute to behaviours or interactions that escalate tension and conflict at work, and that heightened emotional reactivity further increases vulnerability to bullying.

Changes in personality traits as outcomes of exposure to bullying behaviours were, in addition to neuroticism, also found for conscientiousness, and for both traits the emotional distress mechanism fully mediated the association. For conscientiousness, this implies that prolonged exposure to bullying can undermine goal-directedness and self-regulatory capacity.

Overall, the findings highlight that personality should not be regarded as a fixed risk factor but as a dynamic system that interacts with the social environment. Bullying can gradually erode emotional stability and conscientiousness, but these effects occur through emotional and interpersonal processes rather than through the traits themselves. Preventing and addressing bullying is therefore not only a matter of protecting well-being but also of maintaining the psychological resources that sustain adaptive personality functioning over time.
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Crime scene examiners (CSEs) play a crucial yet understudied role in law enforcement, frequently exposed to traumatic material under demanding organizational conditions. While the psychological health of frontline police has been extensively investigated, little is known about the mental wellbeing of those working in forensic and crime scene units. This scoping review systematically maps the existing international literature on CSEs' mental health to identify key themes, knowledge gaps, and implications for practice. Following Arksey and O'Malley's (2005) framework and PRISMA-ScR guidelines, seven databases were searched, yielding 24 studies published between 2005 and 2025. The findings reveal that CSEs experience a distinct constellation of occupational stressors, including cumulative trauma exposure, organizational strain, and professional invisibility. Five overarching themes emerged: (1) occupational exposure to trauma and post-traumatic stress; (2) stress, anxiety, and related psychological outcomes; (3) lack of institutional and organizational support; (4) low forensic awareness and diminished role recognition; and (5) protective factors such as resilience, peer support, and humor. Despite recurrent exposure to death, violence, and emotionally charged scenes, many CSEs demonstrate adaptive coping and resilience, though often without formal support structures. The review highlights systemic deficiencies in leadership, debriefing, and psychological monitoring, which exacerbate mental health risks and may impair decision-making quality. Addressing the invisibility of forensic policing through trauma-informed leadership, structured mental health interventions, and enhanced forensic awareness is critical both for workforce sustainability and the reliability of justice processes.
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Introduction

Police work is inherently stressful, characterized by repeated exposure to trauma, high responsibility, and demanding organizational conditions. Research consistently demonstrates that police officers experience elevated risks of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, burnout, and anxiety compared to the general population (Hansson et al., 2017; Ghazinour and Eriksson, 2019; Clarke et al., 2015; Richards et al., 2021). These outcomes are linked to operational stressors such as violence and shift work, but also to structural pressures like inadequate leadership and limited organizational support.

However, this body of research primarily focuses on first responders, such as patrol officers, emergency units, and tactical teams, while other police groups remain understudied. One such group is crime scene examiners (CSEs). Although their technical and procedural roles are well documented, systematic research on their mental health and wellbeing is scarce. This lack of attention is notable because the nature of forensic police work differs markedly from other branches of policing. In this review, the term CSE refer to personal responsible for the examination of crime scenes and the recovery, documentation, and preservation of physical evidence. The professional status of CSEs varies internationally. Crime scene work may be carried out by sworn police officers, civilian forensic technicians, or mixed/hybrid structures with differing police powers, responsibilities, and training backgrounds. To avoid ambiguity with frontline police roles, we use CSE as an umbrella term for all professionals performing crime-scene–focused forensic work, irrespective of their sworn status or organizational placement.

CSEs play a crucial role in criminal investigations by collecting, analyzing, and interpreting physical evidence such as DNA, fingerprints, tool marks, and biological traces (Police Authority). Their task is to reconstruct what happened, how, when, and by whom—often when there are no witnesses or cooperative suspects. Crime scene investigation sits, as Layton (2021, in Measeles, 2023) describes, at the intersection of science, logic, and law. It demands precision, patience, and objectivity under conditions that can be both technically and emotionally challenging (Craven et al., 2022). Operationally, CSEs are no longer merely “second responders”. In serious incidents such as daytime homicides or shootings, they are often deployed alongside patrol units and may be among the first to enter and the last to leave a scene. Their work requires long periods in close proximity to violent or graphic environments, processing bloodstains, human remains, or other forms of physical trauma, while relying heavily on sensory cues such as smell and touch (Ludwig et al., 2012). This prolonged, sensory exposure to death and destruction distinguishes forensic policing from the more immediate, event-based exposures typical of emergency responders. The organizational context compounds these challenges. At the same time, the culture of policing tends to stigmatize emotional vulnerability, reinforcing a tendency to suppress distress or “carry on” (Ghazinour and Eriksson, 2019). These intersecting pressures, sensory, cognitive, and organizational, suggest that CSEs may experience a distinct constellation of occupational stressors, though this has not been systematically examined.

The lack of a comprehensive synthesis of this subgroups' mental health represents a significant gap in understanding police occupational health. Addressing this gap is important because research on CSEs is fragmented, terminologically inconsistent, and dispersed across different disciplines and jurisdictions. Existing studies suggest that CSEs may face forms of stress and trauma exposure that differ from those of frontline responders (Craven et al., 2022; Ludwig et al., 2012), yet these insights have never been systematically mapped or compared. Moreover, little is known about how organizational factors such as role recognition, leadership, or professional status shape CSEs' psychological wellbeing or their ability to cope with cumulative exposure to distressing scenes. A systematic synthesis might contribute to what is currently known, identify conceptual blind spots, and provide a foundation for future empirical and practical developments. Against this background, the present study presents a scoping review to systematically identify and map existing research on the mental health of CSEs. The central research question is: what themes and patterns emerge in existing research on CSEs' mental health and wellbeing? We opted intentionally for a broad research question is because existing studies on CSEs are limited, methodologically dispersed, and often examined in isolation. A wide scoping approach allows us to capture organizational, and operational factors that affect CSEs' wellbeing and resilience, to identify recurring themes as well as neglected areas, and to provide a structured foundation for more targeted research and practical interventions.

The paper proceeds as follows. Firstly, we briefly account for the general literature on police health. Secondly, we outline the methodological scoping review approach. We present the results and discuss the implications for research and practice, where we suggest a that CSEs' mental health should be conceptualized within established (occupational) mental health frameworks more clearly.



Police mental health

Police officers are repeatedly exposed to operational and organizational stressors that make them vulnerable to a range of mental health problems. Meta-analyses show that police officers experience significantly higher rates of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety, and burnout than the general population (Syed et al., 2020; Purba and Demou, 2019). Pooled prevalence rates of PTSD among police typically range between 14 and 19 percent—three to four times higher than in the general public (Syed et al., 2020). These findings illustrate the enduring strain that characterizes police work and its potential long-term consequences for both individual wellbeing and organizational performance. For instance, a growing body of research has shown that the occupational strain translates into poor mental health, which in turn, affect police officers' decision-making and use of force (Burke and Mikkelsen, 2005; Kop and Euwema, 2001; Staller et al., 2019).

Research shows that police officers often begin their careers in relatively good psychological condition but experience a gradual decline in wellbeing due to the combined effects of trauma exposure, shift work, disrupted sleep, and organizational pressure (Ghazinour and Eriksson, 2019). Longitudinal evidence suggests that repeated exposure to violent events and irregular hours contributes to cumulative fatigue and stress-related disorders (Violanti et al., 2018). In addition to traumatic incidents, police officers are affected by organizational stressors, including inconsistent leadership, limited staffing, bureaucratic constraints, and inadequate psychological support (Hansson et al., 2017; Pavšič Mrevlje and Erculj, 2021).

Coping and stigma have emerged as central concerns within this field. Many officers rely on avoidance or emotional numbing as coping mechanisms, which may provide short-term relief but exacerbate long-term strain (Pavšič Mrevle, 2021). The occupational culture of policing, often characterized by ideals of toughness and self-reliance, discourages open discussion of mental health issues (Ghazinour and Eriksson, 2019). Officers frequently report fear of being perceived as weak or unfit for duty, leading to a culture of silence around psychological distress. This stigma limits early intervention and contributes to chronic mental health deterioration (Velazquez and Hernandez, 2019). Although this research base has grown substantially, it remains conceptually narrow, with a predominant focus on acute, event-based trauma among frontline responders. Yet many policing roles—including investigative and forensic work—are characterized by chronic, cumulative, and sensory exposure to traumatic material rather than immediate threat (Ferraro and Tobin, 2024; Kelty et al., 2023; Indora et al., 2021; Mountain, 2021). Such exposures may involve repeated contact with human suffering, death, or violence, producing vicarious or complex forms of trauma that are not easily captured by conventional models of post-traumatic stress. In sum, research on police mental health provides robust evidence of widespread psychological strain within the profession, yet the specific mechanisms and manifestations of this strain among CSEs remain poorly understood.



Method

Because of the relatively small body of research on CSE mental health, we adopted the scoping review approach (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005). According to Arksey and O'Malley (2005), scoping reviews aim to systematically map the breadth and nature of existing research, clarify key concepts, identify knowledge gaps, and synthesize evidence that may be too diverse for traditional systematic review methods. We followed Arksey and O'Malley's (2005) five steps in conducting our scoping review, with the addition that we also followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis Protocols Extension for Scoping Review (Tricco et al., 2018), with the exception that no pre-registered protocol was published prior to the review. This decision reflects the exploratory nature of the field and the fragmented evidence base, which required an iterative refinement of search terms and screening criteria during the initial planning stage. However, once the search strategy and inclusion criteria were finalized, no substantive methodological decisions were altered during the review process. In summary, these five steps include (1) identifying the research question; (2) identifying relevant studies; (3) selecting studies based on predefined criteria; (4) charting the data; and (5) collating, summarizing, and reporting the results.



Search strategy

In collaboration with the university's librarian, we developed a comprehensive search strategy. Since the population of interest goes under many different names, we also did extensive preliminary literature searches to ensure we covered the relevant literature. The search string was divided into two blocks and contained (1) synonyms to “crime scene analyst”, coupled with (2) different types of mental health- and illnesses. The full search string is found below:

“crime scene analyst” OR “crime scene investigator” OR “CSI officer” OR “crime scene technician” OR “crime scene investigation unit” OR “crime scene examiner*” OR “forensic crime scene unit” OR “technical crime scene unit” OR “forensic services unit” OR “technical crime scene unit” OR “forensic police officer*” OR “forensic investigator” OR “forensic technician” OR “law enforcement forensic*” OR “forensic services unit” OR “forensic unit*” AND “mental health*” OR “mental illness*” OR “behavioral health*” OR psychosocial* OR ptsd OR anxiety* OR depression* OR burnout* OR distress* OR trauma* OR stress* OR cynicism* OR depersonalization* OR “emotional exhaustion*” OR “vicarious trauma” OR emotional* OR wellbeing OR wellbeing OR “quality of life” OR “compassion fatigue*” OR “empathy fatigue*” OR resilience* OR coping* OR “moral injury”

We searched a total of seven electronic databases using this search string, including PsycINFO, PsycArticles, Criminal Justice Abstracts, Criminal Justice Database, Scopus, Social Sciences Premium Collection, and Web of Science. In addition to this procedure, we conducted extensive back- and forward citation searching from relevant works, as appropriate in scoping review methodology. Google Scholar searches were also used to ensure no relevant works had been left out. The search was performed on the 25th of June 2025.



Study selection and inclusion/exclusion criteria

To structure our search, we took inspiration from the SPICE model (Setting, Perspective, Intervention, Comparison, and Evaluation). The setting refers to environments where crime scene investigation takes place, such as forensic units, police departments, or fieldwork contexts. The perspective is that of CSEs. The intervention encompasses exposure to potentially traumatic material, occupational stressors, organizational practices, and any psychological or support interventions aimed at addressing mental health. We did not use the comparison condition to structure our search. Finally, the evaluation focuses on mental health outcomes, including but not limited to PTSD, anxiety, depression, burnout, vicarious trauma, resilience, and coping strategies. In addition to these conceptual criteria, we applied several methodological inclusion parameters. We restricted the review to peer-reviewed empirical articles published in English between 2005 and 2025 to ensure accessibility, contemporary relevance, and methodological comparability across studies. We excluded gray literature (e.g., dissertations, reports, conference papers) because such sources vary substantially in methodological rigor, often lack peer review, and could introduce inconsistencies into cross-study comparisons. We acknowledge that this decision may have excluded some potentially relevant insights; however, it allowed us to focus on studies with standardized reporting and quality thresholds.

According to our SPICE model, in the first round of abstract reviews, the articles had to mention the specific population (CSEs) in relation to their mental health more broadly. Accordingly, we excluded articles if they did not mention the specific population, but instead talk generally about police officers, or specialized units such as IT-forensics. We also excluded articles that did not have a clear mental health scope. Finally, gray litterateur was excluded. The first two authors both reviewed all abstracts independent of one another. Potential disagreements were discussed between the two of them, with the additional plan to include the third author if disagreements were not solved in the first phase; however, this never occurred. After this abstract scanning, the first- and second authors read all articles in full text, again, independent of one another and repeated the process. The full process is illustrated in the flow chart below (Table 1 and Figure 1).

TABLE 1 Overview of included studies.




	Authors
	Country
	Aim
	Method/sample
	Key findings





	(Adderlay et al. 2012)
	UK
	To identify the level of increased stress in CSEs
	Quantitative method, 12 (n)
	Results show that CSIs undergo psychosocial stress during the examination of routine crime scenes



	(Alexander et al. 2025)
	UK
	This study explores the lived experiences of CSEs
	Qualitative method, 7 (n)
	Their findings highlight the intense nature of their work. Organizations must prioritize a positive mental health culture in the workplace.



	(Almazrouei et al. 2021)
	USA
	To examine the sources of stress among CSEs.
	Mixed methods, 41 (n)
	Findings showed that CSEs experience high levels of stress due to organizational pressures and lack of support and emotional exposure that can affect their judgement and decision making



	(Clarke et al. 2015)
	USA
	Examines levels of stress related to CSEs' work and the nature of organizational support available to the investigator.
	Quantitative method, 28 (n)
	Findings showed that 63 % of the CSEs reported moderate to high stress after critical incidents and inadequate organizational support intensified the negative impact of their wellbeing and job performance



	(Haim-Nachum and Levy-Gigi 2019)
	Israel
	The aim of the present study was to examine the interactive effect of exposure and training on generalization learning.
	Quantitative method, 82 (n)
	Key findings showed that exposure to traumatic images impaired participants ability to generalize learned information, but targeted training significantly reduces this negative effect



	(Hyman 2005)
	Israel
	The aim was to investigate the prevalence of secondary traumatic stress symptoms among CSEs
	Quantitative method, 244 (n)
	Higher levels of perceived social support were significantly associated with lower levels of secondary traumatic stress



	(Kelty and Gordon 2015)
	Australia
	To develop a partial psychometric profile of forensic personnel who excel in their role and have been identified by their peers and supervisors as being resilient practitioners
	Mixed methods, 19 (n)
	Kelty and Gordon found that forensic workers showed resilience and did not exhibit burnout despite repeated exposure to traumatic events. Results with attention on why forensic organizations should invest in promoting stress management strategies in their employees



	(Kelty et al. 2011)
	Australia
	The study aimed to identify why some CSEs consistently outperform others
	Qualitative, 11 (n)
	The article discusses the management of the crime scene as a critical issue in the justice process



	(Macay-Davies et al. 2020)
	USA
	To examine and compare job related occupational and psychological stress and traumatic exposure experienced by CSEs
	Quantitative method, (sample size not specified)
	CSEs reported significantly higher on duty stress, both psychological and physical, compared to sworn police officers



	(Pavšič Mrevlje 2016)
	Slovenia
	To examine copying strategies (approach vs avoidance) stress symptoms and health problems due to exposure to traumatic situations.
	Quantitative method, 64 (n)
	Slovenian CSEs face work related traumatic situations. The most common copying strategy is avoidance. Approach copying was associated with lower psychological stress. Need for targeted support and training are emphasized



	(Pavšič Mrevlje 2018)
	Slovenia
	To explore trauma-related psychological functioning in Slovenian CSEs using Rorschach Performance Assessment system and to identify pattern associated with high levels of PTSD symptoms.
	Quantitative method, 64 (n)
	Slovenian CSEs showed high PTSD symptoms. Avoidance was common. Rorschach indicators revealed impaired cognitive and emotional processing in those most affected by trauma.



	(Rosansky et al. 2019)
	USA
	The aim is to investigate the prevalence of PTSD symptoms among CSEs, particularly how they experience and cope with repeated exposure to traumatic events.
	Qualitative method, 17 (n)
	The study underscores the critical need for organizational mental health support structures.



	(Sollie et al. 2019)
	Netherlands
	To explore how CSEs perceive and cope with the psychological and emotional impact of their work
	Qualitative method, based on observations of 5 CSE teams and 35 semi-structured interviews with CSEs
	CSEs are exposed to trauma, irregular hours, and high responsibility. They cope using cognitive control, emotional distancing, peer support, and sense making. Mental resilience is shaped by individual traits, team support, and organizational recognition. A supportive team culture and reduced stigma around help-seeking are crucial for well-being.



	(Tehrani 2024)
	UK
	To assess the prevalence in psychological distress in forensic investigators and to evaluate how ongoing psychological surveillance can help detect risk and support resilience
	Quantitative method, 2028 (n)
	Suggested support: Routine psychological screening and risk assessments access to trauma information therapy resilience training. Building organizational support structures to reduce stigma



	(Vivona 2013)
	USA
	To explore how CSEs use humor
	Qualitative method, 7 (n)
	CSEs use humor a s emotional release –dark gallows humor to release emotional tension caused by the constant exposure to trauma



	(Vivona 2014)
	USA
	To explore how CSEs use humor to manage emotional stress and build up cohesion
	Qualitative method. 23 CSEs
	CSEs use humor to support emotional regulation used during emotional demanding tasks to maintain focus reduce distress and to carry out under pressure



	(Craven et al. 2022)
	USA
	To identify psychological and experimental predictors of successful copying among active CSEs and CSE trainees
	Mixed methods study, 75 CSE and 88 CSE trainees
	Resilience and emotion regulation were the strongest predictors of successful copying among CSEs, with experienced staff -showing higher self- efficacy, mindfulness and lower stress than trainees. Qualitative interviews revealed that confidence, task- focus, meaning in work, and peer support were central to how CSEs manage trauma and sustain resilience.



	(Julian and Kelty 2015)
	USA
	To identify and discuss key risk factors in the use of forensic science in the criminal justice system by using a holistic and systematic approach that examines the collection and use of forensic evidence from crime scene to court
	Mixed methods study, 11 detailed case studies of serious crimes.
	The authors identified six major risk factors in forensic processing –from low forensic awareness among first responders to poor communication and understanding from the justice system. The research suggests practical reforms to improve reliability and efficiency



	(Levin et al. 2021)
	USA
	To examine secondary traumatic stress, burnout, and compassion satisfaction among CSEs and to assess the relationship between these outcomes and perceived organizational support
	Quantitative method, 419 (n)
	Field-based forensic staff had higher secondary traumatic stress (STS). Burnout and compassion satisfaction were similar across roles. Perceived organizational support reduced STS and increased wellbeing.



	(Rosh and Vivona 2010)
	USA
	To explore how humor is used by CSEs working regularly in environments of death and tragedy
	Qualitative method, 12 (n)
	Humor functions as an adaptive copying mechanism in the high stress emotionally intense work of CSEs. Black humor and inside jokes are used to process trauma, manage trauma, facilitate social bonding and create coherence among colleagues.



	(Salinas and Webb 2015)
	USA
	To assess the stress levels, anxiety levels and coping mechanisms of CSEs across the state of Texas.
	Quantitative method, 76 (n)
	CSEs showed low stress and anxiety levels. Adaptive coping, especially among women supported wellbeing. Promoting such strategies is recommended.



	(Winter 2024)
	UK
	To better understand how organizational culture and leadership affects stress levels amongst CSEs.
	Qualitative method, 75 (n)
	High resilience among CSEs was linked to lower risk of



	(Saari et al. 2020)
	Finland
	The aim was to investigate the wellbeing of finish CSEs
	Mixed methods study, 93 (n)
	CSEs experienced emotional exhaustion, psychosocial burden and reduced wellbeing. Clear leadership, social support and perceived organizational factors were identified as protective factors.



	(Pertsev and Tychyna 2025)
	Romania
	The aim was to identify key risk factors, evaluate current prevention and recovery strategies, and examine the effectiveness of current technologies such as virtual reality and augmented reality in reducing stress and PTSD symptoms
	Systematic review of existing literature and data on occupational burnout and PTSD among CSEs.
	Recent studies show that about 30% of CSIs experience occupational burnout and 9.3% meet diagnostic criteria for PTSD. These findings underscore the need for targeted interventions, including psychological screening.







[image: PRISMA flow diagram illustrating a systematic review process: 377 records identified, 184 duplicates removed, 211 records screened, 185 excluded, 26 reports assessed, 2 excluded, resulting in 24 studies included in review.]
FIGURE 1
 PRISMA flow chart of inclusion process.




Data charting

In the data charting phase, we developed a code sheet with inspiration from Peters et al. (2015). This code included (1) authors, (2) year of publication, (3) country, (4) aims and purposes, (5) study population and sample size, (6) methodology, (7) theoretical frameworks, and (8) key findings. After completing the data charting process, we conducted an inductive qualitative analysis to identify patterns across the included studies. Following Braun and Clarke's (2006) principles of thematic analysis we undertook several analytic steps. First, all charted data were read repeatedly to ensure familiarity. Second, we generated initial codes by systematically reviewing each study's key findings, methodological notes, and reported psychological or organizational outcomes. Third, these codes were iteratively grouped into broader conceptual categories through constant comparison across studies. Finally, the categories were refined into the overarching themes presented in the Results section.



Results

This scoping review identified 24 international studies published between 2005 and 2025. Eleven of these studies originate from the United Forensic States, four from the United Kingdom, two from Australia, two from Israel, two from Slovenia, one from the Netherlands, one study came from Finland and one from Romania. Ten articles were quantitative, nine were qualitative and five were mixed methods studies. Table 2 shows an overview of the results.

TABLE 2 Review results description.




	Theme
	Description
	Focus





	Psychological outcomes
	CSEs encounter repeated exposure to violent, graphic, and sensory-intensive scenes (blood, decomposition, death), often for extended durations. Sensory load (smell, touch, proximity) differentiates their trauma exposure from that of frontline police.
	Prevalence of secondary traumatic stress; PTSD risk; cumulative exposure; sensory overload; impact on cognitive functioning



	Lack of institutional support
	Many CSEs report insufficient psychological, supervisory, and organizational support. Support structures are inconsistent and often symbolic rather than functional.
	Inadequate debriefing; stigma around help-seeking; lack of structured follow-up; poor leadership responses; perceived organizational indifference.



	Organizational and structural stressors
	Stress emerges not only from traumatic scenes but also from systemic issues such as workload, time pressure, shift patterns, interdepartmental communication, and forensic backlogs
	High caseloads; administrative pressure; role overload; operational tempo; limited resources.



	Forensic awareness and role perception
	Low forensic awareness in broader policing environments affects CSEs' work recognition, role clarity, and identity. Forensic personnel often report feeling invisible or misunderstood
	Miscommunication with frontline officers; lack of understanding of forensic processes; undervaluation of forensic expertise; weak integration into investigative workflows



	Protective factors and resilience
	Despite stressors, many CSEs demonstrate resilience through experience, training, coping strategies, humor, team cohesion, and meaning-making. Supportive organizational cultures improve well-being
	Peer support; gallows humor; experience-based confidence; resilience training; reflective practice; strong team culture.






The evolution of the literature shows no strong linear trend in terms of publications per year – between one and two studies on CSE mental health are published annually, except for the year 2015 where four studies were published. In terms of method, no clear patterns emerge either. The field is relatively evenly distributed methodologically speaking, with 11 quantitative studies, eight qualitative studies and five mixed method studies. A clear pattern is, however, that the literature on CSE mental health has its strongest base in the Anglo-American countries (USA, UK, and Australia), with no studies from the Global South. These characteristics are visualized below in Figure 2.


[image: Scatter plot showing crime scene examiner mental health studies by year, country, and research method from 2003 to 2023. Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods are represented by circles, triangles, and squares across nine countries.]
FIGURE 2
 Crime scene examiners' mental health studies across year, country and method between 2005–2025.


Having described the publication trends, methodological distribution, and geographical origins of the included studies, we now turn to the thematic patterns that emerged from our inductive analysis. Across the 24 studies, five overarching themes and subthemes were identified: (1) psychological outcomes; (2) lack of institutional support; (3) organizational and structural stressors; (4) forensic awareness and role perception; and (5) protective factors and resilience. These themes synthesize the psychological, organizational, and cultural dynamics that shape CSEs' mental health across different national contexts. We acknowledge that these themes in part overlap with one another. Each theme is presented in below Table, and subsequently in detail below.



Psychological outcomes

This theme synthesizes evidence on how repeated exposure to graphic, violent, and sensory-intensive material affects the psychological health of CSEs. Across national contexts, studies consistently show that trauma exposure is a defining and chronic feature of crime scene work, producing a range of mental-health outcomes.

CSEs routinely encounter death, decomposition, blood, and other disturbing stimuli, resulting in sustained psychological strain. (Levin et al. (2021) report elevated levels of stress and emotional exhaustion among forensic practitioners, underscoring the distinct psychological burden associated with crime scene work. Similarly, Alexander et al. (2025) describe how CSEs experience their work as emotionally demanding and mentally depleting, often requiring emotional detachment to maintain functionality. Studies also highlight vicarious trauma and secondary traumatic stress as common reactions to repeated exposure (Salinas and Webb, 2015; Rosansky et al., 2019).

A central contribution comes from Haim-Nachum and Levy-Gigi, 2019, who show that exposure to traumatic images can impair generalization learning—a finding suggesting that trauma affects cognitive functioning even among trained professionals. This introduces a “training paradox”: while training prepares CSEs for distressing scenes, it may simultaneously reveal underlying vulnerabilities triggered by repeated exposure.

Across regions, PTSD symptoms emerge as a major outcome. Rosansky et al. (2019) found that repeated exposure to death and child-related cases strongly predicted PTSD symptom severity. Pavšič Mrevlje's (2016, 2018) Slovenian work similarly documents elevated PTSD scores and impaired emotional processing among trauma-exposed CSEs. Avoidance coping, identified in several studies, appears to reduce short-term distress but contributes to long-term emotional dysregulation and decision-making difficulties (Pavšič Mrevlje, 2018; Hyman, 2005). Larger-scale evidence reinforces these findings. Tehrani (2024), using psychological surveillance data from more than 2,000 UK practitioners, reports high rates of PTSD, anxiety, and burnout, especially among CSEs handling serious crimes. These data emphasize the cumulative nature of trauma in forensic work.

The literature also notes variation by gender and role status. Salinas and Webb, 2015 found that male CSEs reported higher stress and anxiety than female colleagues, while civilian examiners and sworn officers displayed different coping styles. Almazrouei et al. (2021) show that chronic stress may impair forensic judgment and decision-making, indicating consequences not only for wellbeing but for investigative accuracy.

Finally, multiple studies identify psychosocial symptoms such as fatigue, numbness, intrusive imagery, and emotional blunting as common among CSEs (Levin et al., 2021; Pavšič Mrevlje, 2016). These outcomes appear intrinsic to the sensory, cumulative, and prolonged nature of forensic exposure.

Taken together, the literature portrays crime scene examination as an occupation defined by chronic and multi-layered trauma exposure. Mental-health outcomes among CSEs arise not primarily from isolated critical incidents but from the cumulative, sensory, and prolonged nature of repeated exposure, resulting in a constellation of symptoms that include stress, burnout, PTSD, cognitive disruptions, and emotional dysregulation.



Lack of institutional support

This section examines how organizational structures shape the mental health of CSEs. Across national contexts, the literature consistently points to systemic neglect, inadequate leadership, and entrenched stigma surrounding psychological support.

Multiple studies highlight a pervasive absence of structured wellness programs, debriefing mechanisms, and psychological resources for CSEs. Alexander et al. (2025) and Winter (2024) identified systemic deficiencies in mental health provision for CSEs in the United Kingdom, where civilian CSEs were particularly vulnerable due to their exclusion from established police wellness infrastructures. Leadership failures were shown to foster a culture of silence in which officers avoided discussing distress, reinforcing stigma around help-seeking and generating feelings of isolation and powerlessness. Similar findings emerged in Pavšič Mrevlje (2016), who documented elevated stress linked to the lack of institutional recognition and support.

Even where psychological services exist, utilization remains low due to persistent cultural and occupational barriers Winter (2024). In the United States, Macay-Davies et al. (2020) found that civilian forensic technicians had both lower awareness of mental health services and higher levels of job-related stress compared to sworn police officers. Organizational hierarchies appear to mediate access to support, leaving civilian staff more exposed to chronic strain. Almazrouei et al. (2021) similarly identified organizational pressure, insufficient support, and cumulative emotional exposure as primary stressors that may impair judgment and decision-making in forensic practice. Complementary evidence from Clarke et al. (2015) shows that inadequate organizational response after critical incidents amplifies the negative impact of occupational stress on both wellbeing and performance. Gender dynamics also shape access to institutional and informal support. Almazrouei et al. (2021) found that female CSEs reported greater emotional strain and more limited access to peer support compared to their male counterparts, while Salinas and Webb (2015) observed that women more often adopted adaptive coping strategies associated with lower stress and anxiety. Together, these studies reveal that organizational neglect interacts with gendered expectations and professional hierarchies to produce unequal patterns of psychological risk.

Overall, the literature demonstrates that the absence of institutional care is not a passive omission but an active structural condition. Organizational inertia, stigma, and inequitable access to support mechanisms compound the psychological toll of forensic work, underscoring that resilience cannot be understood solely as an individual trait—it is a function of institutional responsibility.



Organizational and structural stressors

This section examines how organizational and structural arrangements create chronic psychological strain among CSEs. The literature consistently demonstrates that stress within forensic policing is not incidental but structurally embedded in workload systems, leadership culture, and institutional identity. Key mechanisms include high responsibility combined with low control, poor organizational recognition, and the marginal status of civilian CSEs within police institutions.

Multiple studies identify organizational conditions as primary stressors for CSEs. Adderlay et al. (2012) found that even routine crime scene work—typically not categorized as traumatic—produced significant psychological strain. The constant pressure to achieve rapid yet flawless documentation, coupled with awareness that minor errors can have major legal consequences, generated chronic stress. These demands were particularly pronounced in the United Kingdom, where CSEs are often civilian employees without the police training or occupational support systems available to sworn officers. In contrast, CSEs in the United States and Canada typically begin their careers as police officers, receiving early exposure to stress-management and resilience training at the police academy and having access to the same wellness infrastructures as frontline staff. The UK-based CSEs, lacking such institutional scaffolding, described feeling unprepared when confronted with hostile or distressed victims and frustrated by public expectations influenced by the “CSI effect”—a perception that forensic analysis can instantly solve crimes. Unrealistic expectations, high accountability, and low control over outcomes combined to create a state of anticipatory stress that emerged even before entering a crime scene. As Adderlay et al. (2012) observed, this occupational tension threatens not only individual wellbeing but also the reliability of evidence recovery and, ultimately, case outcomes.

Leadership culture and organizational neglect are recurrent sources of psychological strain. Alexander et al. (2025) reported that CSEs often felt dehumanized—treated as “numbers on a pay-check” rather than valued professionals—reflecting a managerial assumption that forensic staffs are inherently resilient and unaffected by trauma. Winter (2024) similarly demonstrated that leadership behaviors are decisive in shaping resilience: poor supervision, limited decompression time, and inadequate recognition function as independent stressors, while caring and engaged leadership mitigates these effects. Many CSEs described feeling powerless to influence workload or recovery periods, deepening exhaustion and eroding organizational trust. The cumulative impact of these factors is what several authors describe as ongoing stress—a persistent strain that pervades even routine investigations such as burglaries or thefts.

Across studies, avoidance coping emerged as a dominant strategy. Alexander et al. (2025) observed that CSEs frequently compartmentalize emotional responses—“putting it in a box”—as a means of functional survival. While such detachment enables operational continuity, it also normalizes emotional suppression and inhibits long-term psychological processing. Clarke et al. (2015) reported that CSEs experienced moderate to high stress following critical incidents, with insufficient organizational support exacerbating symptoms. Participants commonly expressed frustration at the lack of recognition for their work, reinforcing perceptions of institutional neglect. Almazrouei et al. (2021) linked similar organizational stressors—such as workload backlogs, poor supervision, and limited managerial feedback—to diminished judgment quality and decision-making accuracy, suggesting that psychological strain may compromise evidential reliability.

The relationship between organizational structure and resilience is similarly mediated by recognition and professional culture. Kelty and Gordon, 2015 emphasized that resilience is not a fixed individual trait but dependent on institutional context: CSEs can sustain performance under stress only when supported by fair leadership and meaningful acknowledgment of their work. Earlier research by Kelty et al. (2011) identified professional identity and sense of purpose as protective factors, while Julian and Kelty (2015) highlighted systemic risks such as low forensic awareness among first responders and weak interdepartmental communication that undermine morale and investigative effectiveness. These findings converge with Levin et al. (2021), who showed that perceived organizational support significantly reduces secondary traumatic stress and burnout. Sollie et al. (2019) similarly found that team cohesion, peer recognition, and positive workplace culture serve as buffers against the cumulative effects of heavy caseloads and irregular hours. Gender dynamics also intersect with organizational factors: Salinas and Webb (2015) found that female CSEs more often adopted adaptive coping strategies associated with lower stress, yet Almazrouei et al. (2021) observed that women reported less access to informal peer support, illustrating how gendered organizational norms can unevenly distribute resilience resources.

While most studies highlight strain, some also reveal conditions that sustain satisfaction and commitment. Saari et al. (2020) found that Finnish CSEs reported high organizational commitment and job satisfaction (89%), citing collegial cooperation, task autonomy, and the meaningfulness of contributing to justice as central to their wellbeing. These findings suggest that the psychosocial impact of forensic policing is not universally negative but contingent upon the organization's ability to foster autonomy, teamwork, and recognition. Even within high-stress environments, supportive leadership and collective efficacy can transform demanding work into a source of professional fulfillment.


Forensic awareness and role perception

Within the broader category of organizational and structural stressors, several studies highlighted a specific mechanism the literature refers to as “forensic awareness”—that is, the degree to which CSEs' expertise is recognized, understood, and integrated into investigative processes. We therefore treat forensic awareness and role perception as a subtheme of organizational stressors, reflecting its function as a structural rather than standalone psychological mechanism. This section examines how the low institutional visibility of CSEs produces structural neglect, professional marginalization, and heightened psychological strain. The literature consistently shows that weak forensic awareness undermines both occupational wellbeing and the reliability of justice outcomes.

A consistent finding across studies is that the invisibility of CSEs within police organizations and the broader justice system is a major source of occupational stress. The absence of understanding about the nature of forensic work often results in limited recognition, inadequate integration into investigative decision-making, and underinvestment in wellness structures. This lack of institutional acknowledgment erodes professional identity and increases psychological strain. Julian and Kelty's (2015) seminal 5 year study, Forensic Science as Risky Business, examined 11 major crime cases and identified six systemic risk factors across the investigative chain. Their findings demonstrated that “good forensic science begins at the crime scene,” yet low forensic awareness among first responders and supervisors led to errors in evidence preservation and interpretation. Similarly, their large-scale review of 41 police districts in England and Wales revealed that insufficient understanding of forensic processes among operational staff was a major source of inefficiency. CSEs were often perceived merely as evidence collectors or technical support rather than as integral investigative professionals. Julian and Kelty concluded that the quality of forensic output was directly dependent on whether CSEs were institutionally supported and professionally recognized. Despite the significance of this construct, no standardized international instrument currently exists to measure forensic awareness.

Subsequent research confirms these patterns. Jeanguenat and Dror (2018) argued that debates on forensic reliability overemphasize cognitive bias while neglecting organizational factors—particularly the institutional undervaluation of forensic expertise. Winter (2024) similarly reported that CSEs in the UK were excluded from wellness programs available to other police staff, interpreting this exclusion as a symptom of low forensic awareness at leadership level. Alexander et al. (2025) found that UK CSEs described their work as emotionally taxing yet institutionally misunderstood; despite frequent exposure to trauma, they received little recognition or psychological support. These findings converge on the idea that forensic invisibility operates both as a cultural and structural condition: when leadership fails to grasp the emotional and operational complexity of forensic work, neglect becomes normalized.

The consequences of low forensic awareness are further complicated by gender and civilian status. Sollie et al. (2019) found that Dutch CSEs without police academy training—often civilian employees—experienced feelings of exclusion and “outsider” identity, which weakened their access to informal peer support networks and reduced operational effectiveness. In the US, Macay-Davies et al. (2020) reported that civilian CSEs experienced higher psychological stress than sworn officers due to lower recognition, limited status, and exclusion from police wellness systems. Across studies, this status-based marginalization is not merely symbolic; it has tangible consequences for both individual resilience and organizational function.

At the cultural level, low forensic awareness perpetuates stigma around help-seeking and inhibits institutional reform. Multiple studies (Julian and Kelty, 2015; Jeanguenat and Dror, 2018; Winter, 2024; Rosansky et al., 2019) emphasize that the unique cognitive and emotional demands of forensic work remain poorly understood by leadership structures. This lack of understanding correlates with greater psychological strain, symptoms of post-traumatic stress, and in some cases, early career attrition (Rosansky et al., 2019). The invisibility of CSEs within the policing hierarchy thus represents not only a failure of organizational empathy but a structural weakness in the justice system itself: when the actors responsible for securing and interpreting evidence are marginalized, both staff welfare and evidential reliability are compromised.




Protective factors and resilience

This section examines the factors that support wellbeing and resilience among CSEs. The literature conceptualizes resilience not as a static personal trait but as a dynamic process shaped by individual characteristics, social networks, and organizational structures. Protective factors operate at both the personal and institutional level, enabling CSEs to sustain performance and psychological health despite chronic exposure to trauma and operational pressure.


Individual-level attributes and cognitive mechanisms

Numerous studies identify personal attributes linked to sustained wellbeing among CSEs. Traits such as mindfulness, optimism, emotion regulation, self-esteem, and a strong internal locus of control have been associated with reduced psychological distress and higher professional satisfaction. The importance of resilience for coping has been most systematically demonstrated in a series of studies by Kelty et al. (2011) and Kelty et al. (2024) identified seven attributes consistently linked to high performance—professional knowledge, communication, composure under pressure, life experience, approach to work, self-discipline, and overall professionalism—all of which align closely with resilience factors.

Kelty and Gordon (2015) compared the psychometric profiles of 19 high-performing CSEs with those of police officers, students, and the general population. CSEs displayed higher critical-thinking ability and lower depression and anxiety than police officers, while showing similar stress resilience to the general population. These findings suggest that the most effective CSEs possess measurable psychological attributes that can be identified during recruitment and developed through training. Kelty and Gordon argue that “hiring well” is a form of preventive intervention: selecting and supporting individuals with high resilience potential reduces operational errors and enhances both wellbeing and evidential reliability. Adequate managerial resources and clear procedural guidance were also highlighted as critical contextual enablers of resilience.

Craven et al. (2022) provide one of the most comprehensive examinations of coping and resilience in forensic policing. Drawing on Lazarus and Folkeman (1984) transactional theory of stress, they conceptualize coping as a dynamic interaction between individual appraisal and environmental demands. Their findings show that successful coping depends not on fixed personality traits but on the ability to mobilize multiple strategies—problem-focused, emotion-focused, and meaning-focused—when facing traumatic exposure. Importantly, resilience was found to develop over the career span, supported by external factors such as peer recognition, leadership, and institutional culture. These findings align with Reich et al. (2010) view of resilience as an outcome of effective coping rather than an innate disposition.



Social and organizational enablers

Protective factors are not limited to individual capacities. Mentorship, structured induction programs (e.g., shadowing experienced CSEs), and sustained peer and supervisory support have all been linked to long-term adaptation and reduced burnout (Craven et al., 2022; Pavšič Mrevlje, 2016). Salinas and Webb (2015) observed that adaptive coping strategies, particularly among women, were associated with lower stress and greater wellbeing. Hyman (2005) further demonstrated that perceived social support significantly reduces secondary traumatic stress among CSEs. Alexander et al. (2025) emphasize that positive organizational mental-health cultures and transparent communication are essential for maintaining resilience, while Levin et al. (2021) found that perceived organizational support can substantially improve wellbeing across forensic units. Winter (2024) and Tehrani (2024) both argue for formalized resilience training and trauma-informed leadership practices as necessary components of sustainable forensic workforces. These interventions, they suggest, should not only target individual coping skills but also address systemic issues such as workload management, recognition, and inclusion in wellness programs.



Cultural and symbolic coping

A distinct strand of research highlights humor and meaning-making as central to resilience within forensic culture. Unlike individual emotion-management strategies, humor in this context operates as a cultural and symbolic coping mechanism because it is embedded in shared norms, collective identity, and tacit rules that structure how CSEs interpret and respond to trauma.

Rosh and Vivona (2010), in Mirth and Murder, showed how humor provides CSEs with emotional distance from the violence and tragedy they encounter, functioning both as a coping mechanism and a form of professional boundary work. Similarly, Vivona (2013, 2014) documented that humor among CSEs is socially regulated: acceptable in certain contexts as a means of tension release and solidarity but deliberately withheld in moments of grief or respect. This selective use of humor reflects professional judgment and serves as an indicator of group cohesion and moral boundaries. Humor, when appropriately used, thus reinforces emotional regulation, team connectedness, and identity as coping resources that sustain resilience.

Sollie et al. (2019) add that resilience among Dutch CSEs is expressed through a blend of structured routines, humor, and emotional distancing—everyday strategies that allow officers to maintain functionality without emotional collapse. The sense of contributing to justice and helping victims was repeatedly identified as a profound meaning-making mechanism that sustains motivation even in distressing conditions. This aligns with (Craven et al. 2022), who argue that resilience should be cultivated not only in the field but at the entry level, through recruitment, mentorship, and reflective practice.




Discussion

This review identified a range of patterns shaping the mental health of CSEs. First, CSEs experience substantial psychological strain linked to chronic, sensory-intensive, and cumulative exposure to traumatic material, including elevated levels of stress, secondary traumatic stress, and PTSD symptoms. Second, the literature shows consistent deficits in institutional and supervisory support, with limited access to structured debriefing, mental-health resources, or protected recovery time. Third, organizational and structural stressors such as workload pressure, time constraints, and weak integration into investigative processes further compound these risks. Fourth, low forensic awareness and limited recognition of CSE expertise contribute to feelings of invisibility and marginalization, shaping both wellbeing and professional identity. Finally, several studies highlight protective factors, including humor, team cohesion, experience-based confidence, and meaning-making, which operate as resources that support resilience. Together, these findings portray CSE wellbeing as the outcome of interacting trauma exposures, organizational conditions, and cultural practices. In the discussion, we focus on discussing the organizational conditions and how this interacts with forensic invisibility. We then move on to discuss the theoretical implications, and end with limitations and conclusions.



Organizational conditions and forensic invisibility

This review exposes a paradox at the core of forensic policing. CSEs manage some of the most decisive components of criminal justice including recovering, preserving, and interpreting evidence (Kelty et al., 2023; Ludwig et al., 2012). Yet, their professional identity and well-being remain largely invisible. This invisibility reflects an epistemic hierarchy within policing that privileges visible enforcement over analytical and interpretive labor (Crispino et al., 2015; Raymond and Julian, 2015). CSEs thus occupy a position central to evidential truth but peripheral to organizational authority.

The effects of this invisibility are structural as much as cultural. Organizationally, it translates into limited leadership attention, scarce professional development, and exclusion from wellness systems (Almazrouei et al., 2021). Culturally, it reproduces the notion that forensic work is technical rather than investigative (Chowdhury, 2021), diminishing its symbolic capital within the police institution. The recurrent finding of low “forensic awareness” across the literature illustrates how credibility and authority are distributed (Winter, 2024; Rosansky et al., 2019). When first responders, supervisors, or prosecutors misunderstand the epistemic complexity of forensic work, they perpetuate an institutional order that values control over comprehension. Limited forensic awareness and weak institutional support create conditions under which psychological strain can directly affect operational reliability (Kelty et al., 2023). Chronic exposure to trauma, combined with unrealistic performance demands, elevates the risk of error in evidence handling and interpretation. (Kelty et al. 2011; 2023; 2015; 2023) have, for over a decade, explored what constitutes “high-performing” CSEs in light of the wide variation of competence of CSEs. Naturally, given that crime scene investigation is intellectually challenging, they find that cognitive capacity is critical. Importantly, they also note that CSEs face serious risks of becoming burnt out. In turn, being burned out impair cognitive ability, thus reducing CSEs' problem-solving ability (Kelty et al., 2023). Kelty et al. (2023) describes this in detail and specify how for instance detectives need to be wary about specimen quality that has been collected at a crime scene if the CSE in question is a low performer.

Invisibility and CSEs' organizational conditions, in this sense, becomes operational, as it undermines both wellbeing and the accuracy of justice outcomes. These organizational weaknesses pose direct risks to evidentiary integrity, as the cognitive demands of crime-scene work mean that even small impairments may propagate through the investigative process and affect downstream decision-making across the justice chain. Protecting CSEs' mental health is therefore both an ethical obligation and a prerequisite for epistemic integrity within the criminal process.



Theoretical implications

Leadership style, peer support, and access to decompression time are well-established predictors of long-term wellbeing in high-strain occupations (Johnson et al., 2005) and can be understood through an institutional or systems-theoretical lens (Eriksson et al., 2018). However, the reviewed literature shows that organizational cultures in forensic policing often transform endurance into a moral ideal, rewarding those who suppress vulnerability. In such contexts, the normalization of suffering converts resilience into an organizational technology—an implicit expectation that individuals absorb systemic stress. Coping, in this sense, becomes synonymous with compliance. Resilience should instead be conceptualized as an institutional achievement emerging from collective practices that distribute emotional risk, facilitate reflection, and enable recovery.

Patterns in gender and employment status further demonstrate how invisibility operates as a layered structure. Female CSEs frequently report greater psychosocial strain and reduced access to informal peer networks, reflecting gendered patterns of recognition and emotional labor (Almazrouei et al., 2021; Alexander et al., 2025). Civilian CSEs experience parallel forms of marginalization, lacking both authority and a secure sense of organizational belonging (Sollie et al., 2019; Winter, 2024). Invisibility is therefore not uniform but stratified, producing differentiated exposure to stress and uneven access to organizational support.

Reframing invisibility in this way moves the discussion beyond descriptive accounts of stress toward a broader theorization of epistemic marginality in policing. CSEs' experiences reveal how hierarchies of knowledge within police organizations shape not only health outcomes but also investigative performance (Kelty et al., 2023). As long as its practitioners remain symbolically subordinate, policing will continue to rely upon a form of cognitive labor it fails to fully value. Addressing this invisibility thus requires an epistemic and cultural shift that positions forensic expertise as integral to investigative legitimacy.

The imbalance that emerges from this review—high emotional, cognitive, and temporal demands combined with minimal structural resources—aligns closely with the Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Within this framework, job demands are aspects of work that require sustained effort and are associated with psychological or physiological costs, while job resources are elements that help achieve work goals, reduce demands, or stimulate development. When demands chronically outweigh resources, the risk of burnout and impaired performance increases; when resources are sufficient, they promote engagement, learning, and resilience. Building on Ungar's (2013) social-ecological account of resilience, particularly his principle that nurture trumps nature in navigating adversity, resilience among CSEs should be understood primarily as a property of environments that enable access to culturally and professionally meaningful resources (such as leadership empathy, protected decompression time, peer recognition, and involvement in investigative decision-making). Ungar's (2013) framework also clarifies that positive adaptation can coexist with symptoms: purpose, cohesion, and professional efficacy may remain intact even in the presence of distress. Importantly, because the value of any resource is context-dependent, the same form of support (such as peer assistance) may offer protection to some practitioners but not to others, depending on their role, gender, or civilian status.

To integrate these insights, we specify epistemic invisibility—the institutional devaluation of forensic knowledge—as a meta-level resource deficit. Invisibility weakens the relationship between organizational resources and wellbeing before individuals can benefit from the supports normally described by the JD–R (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) and ecological resilience frameworks (Ungar, 2013). This generates a clear research agenda. Future studies could examine whether epistemic invisibility functions as a moderating factor that attenuates the positive effects of organizational resources on health and performance outcomes. This would allow researchers to test whether environmental interventions, such as trauma-informed leadership, structured debriefings or the formal inclusion of CSEs in investigative decision-making, produce greater improvements than interventions focused solely on individual coping skills. In short, integrating JD–R with Ungar (2013) reframes resilience in forensic policing from a matter of personal endurance to one of institutional design, making it measurable, comparable across contexts, and directly actionable.



Limitations

This review has several limitations. First, the overall evidence base on CSE mental health remains small and geographically concentrated in Anglo-American contexts, which limits the generalizability of the findings. Second, methodological heterogeneity across studies and the absence of a formal quality appraisal (consistent with the scoping review approach; Arksey and O'Malley, 2005) restrict the ability to compare outcomes or evaluate the robustness of individual studies. Third, the review was limited to English-language, peer-reviewed publications, which may have excluded relevant insights from non-English-speaking forensic communities or gray literature. Fourth, variation in role definitions and forensic structures across jurisdictions complicates the synthesis of findings. Finally, because the included studies are primarily cross-sectional and descriptive, causal inferences about the relationship between trauma exposure, organizational conditions, and mental-health outcomes cannot be drawn.



Conclusions and contributions

This review contributes to several ongoing debates in policing research and advances the literature in ways that extend beyond the dominant focus on frontline police officers. First, it demonstrates that CSEs experience a qualitatively different pattern of occupational stressors, characterized by chronic, cumulative, and sensory-intensive exposure to traumatic material, underscoring that existing models and research derived from frontline policing (Syed et al., 2020) cannot simply be mapped onto forensic work. By foregrounding these distinct exposure profiles, the review broadens the scope of police health research and establishes CSEs as a critical but previously overlooked occupational group.

Second, the review conceptualizes forensic policing as a domain where epistemic hierarchies within police organizations become visible. This reframes forensic work not merely as technical support but as a site where knowledge, authority, and institutional recognition intersect. In doing so, the review moves beyond traditional accounts of police stress to show how epistemic invisibility functions as a structural condition that shapes both health outcomes and the evidentiary quality of the justice process.

Third, the review links occupational health directly to evidentiary reliability. By demonstrating that cumulative trauma, burnout, and organizational neglect can impair cognitive performance and decision-making, it reframes wellbeing as a prerequisite for trustworthy forensic knowledge rather than a secondary welfare concern. This perspective is largely absent from frontline-focused research, which typically centers safety, trauma, and public contact rather than evidentiary integrity.

Finally, the review reconceptualizes resilience as a collective and institutional property, not merely an individual trait. Integrating insights from the Job Demands–Resources model and social-ecological theories of resilience (Ungar, 2013), it specifies how organizational conditions—including leadership, recognition, and workflow design—shape CSEs' capacity to cope with high-stakes investigative work. This theoretical integration offers a framework that is directly transferable to comparative policing research while highlighting the unique pressures of forensic roles. Taken together, these contributions position forensic invisibility not only as an occupational or psychological concern but as a structural vulnerability with implications for the accuracy and legitimacy of contemporary policing. Recognizing and addressing this invisibility is central to maintaining both the integrity of forensic evidence and the broader credibility of the criminal justice system.
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Introduction: Abusive supervision, characterized by hostile verbal and non-verbal behaviors by supervisors, has been recognized as a significant stressor in the workplace. Although much research has focused on the victim’s and perpetrator’s perspectives, little attention has been given to third-party witnesses and their reactions to abusive supervision, particularly in hospitality contexts. This study investigates the contingent effects of coworker abusive supervision on third-party helping behaviors, focusing on the tripartite relationship between the perpetrator, victim, and witness.
Methods: We conducted a field study with 500 employees from various departments in seven four- and five-star hotels in Guangdong, China. Using a two-wave time-lagged survey design, participants completed measures on abusive supervision, deep-level similarity, perceived supervisor support, moral attentiveness, and helping behaviors. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed to test the hypothesized relationships and moderating effects.
Results: The study found that the relationship between coworker abusive supervision and third-party helping behaviors was moderated by three factors: deep-level similarity with the victim, perceived supervisor support, and moral attentiveness. Specifically, helping behavior was more likely to decrease when similarity with the victim was low, supervisor support was high, and moral attentiveness was low. The results underline the complex nature of third-party responses to abusive supervision.
Discussion: This research extends existing literature by highlighting the conditional factors that influence whether third-party witnesses decide to help an abused coworker. The findings suggest that interventions in abusive supervision cases should consider not only the relationship between the victim and perpetrator but also the personal characteristics and contextual factors influencing the witnesses. The study provides valuable insights into how workplace dynamics and moral concerns shape responses to supervisory abuse.

Keywords
 abusive supervision of coworker; deep-level similarity; deontic justice theory; helping behaviors; moral attentiveness; perceived supervisor support; social identity theory


Introduction

Abusive supervision is defined as subordinates’ perceptions of continuous hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors perpetrated by employees’ immediate supervisors and is one of the main stressors in the workplace (Tepper, 2000). Research over the past two decades has suggested that this destructive leadership style not only deteriorates the subordinate’s (victim’s) outcomes, but also backfires, damaging the supervisor’s (perpetrator’s) ability to function at work. On the one hand, experiencing abusive supervision is a salient negative workplace event that often results in extensive, undesirable consequences for the subordinate, such as diminished job performance and decreased organizational commitment (Zhang and Liao, 2015), increased psychological distress (Tepper, 2000), coworker-directed deviance behaviors, and family undermining behaviors (Li and Xu, 2025; Pradhan and Gupta, 2021). On the other hand, abusive supervisors may the recipients of retaliatory actions by subordinates who may say something harmful to the supervisor or gossip about them (Mitchell and Ambrose, 2007). Managers perceive abusive supervisors as less effective and will give them lower ratings in terms of in-role performance (Ambrose and Ganegoda, 2020). Supervisors may also experience a sense of guilt and a loss of moral credit after performing abusive supervisory behaviors (Liao et al., 2018). Until now, the extant literature has provided a deep level of understanding of the impacts of abusive supervision, from the perspectives of both the victim and the perpetrator.

The hospitality sector provides a particularly relevant context for examining coworker abusive supervision because frontline service work is highly interdependent and often relies on discretionary cooperation among employees to maintain service quality and respond to customer demands (Zhu et al., 2024). In such settings, helping behaviors toward coworkers are not only socially desirable but also instrumental for daily operations, service recovery, and team coordination (Paşamehmetoğlu et al., 2022; Zhu et al., 2024). At the same time, hotels often feature hierarchical structures, intense workload cycles, and high turnover, which may increase employees’ exposure to abusive supervisory behaviors and amplify their spillover effects beyond direct targets (Ghosh et al., 2024; Üngüren et al., 2024). Accordingly, understanding when witnesses choose to help or withdraw support from an abused coworker is especially important for sustaining service functioning in hospitality organizations (Ghosh et al., 2024; Zhu et al., 2024).

Although abusive supervision occurs in a dyadic relationship, an ecological perspective suggests that employee behaviors largely depend on contextual factors in the workplace (Dunn et al., 1994). In the same vein, social learning theory asserts that employees learn what constitutes acceptable behavior at work by observing how the supervisors treat other employees (Bandura, 1977). This infers the possibility that witnessing a coworker being abused by the supervisor elicits a reaction from a third-party employee, even when the witness does not experience the same treatment. Accordingly, given that the effects of abusive supervision on victim-related and perpetrator-related consequences have received the great majority of the research attention, a small but growing stream of research has focused on how abusive supervision of a coworker affects third-party employees. Recent studies published in Frontiers in Psychology have similarly emphasized the critical role of bystanders in responding to workplace mistreatment and the potential risks associated with intervention, which aligns with the third-party focus of the present study (Borthakur et al., 2026; Chen et al., 2022). In addition, Xu et al. (2020) found that employees who witness the abuse experience schadenfreude and engage in more destructive behaviors toward the abused coworker, especially when the interpersonal rivalry is high. To the contrary, Priesemuth and Schminke (2019) found that employees who witness the abuse feel angry and display more protective behaviors toward the abused employee, especially when the working environment is fair. The consensus of this stream of research is that third-party employees have different emotional and behavioral reactions to a supervisor’s abuse of a coworker, depending on their subjective appraisal of the event. Nevertheless, most of the research has considered only a single moderator when investigating how the abusive supervision of a coworker affects a third-party employee’s behavioral reaction.

Given the contextual complexity of the abusive supervision of a coworker—in which a perpetrator, a victim and an observer are all involved - we propose that the third-party employee’s reaction will be influenced by the appraisals of dependent others and the self. As such, we develop an integrated framework to explore how the relationship between the abusive supervision of a coworker and helping behaviors toward the victim is contingent upon three moderators: deep similarity with the coworker (victim-related factor), perceived supervisor support (perpetrator-related factor), and moral attentiveness (witness-related factor). We include deep similarity with the coworker and perceived supervisor support because social identity theory (Ashforth and Mael, 1989) asserts that individuals often define themselves relative to people in other categories and engage in behaviors that benefit the members of their group Hence, whether third party employees help the abused coworker depends on the target (either the perpetrator or the victim) with whom they identify. Moreover, we include moral attentiveness because deontic justice theory (Folger and Cropanzano, 2001) proposes that mistreating others may motivate individuals to take action to restore fairness for the victim, particularly when they exhibit a heightened awareness of moral concerns. Therefore, this study primarily aims to explore the conditions under which third-party employees, who witness abusive supervision, choose to help or not help the abused coworker. Specifically, the study examines how deep-level similarity with the victim, perceived supervisor support, and the witness’s moral attentiveness moderate this relationship. We expect the negative relationship between abusive supervision of a coworker and helping behaviors to be more pronounced under specific conditions, such as when deep-level similarity with the coworker is low, perceived supervisor support is high, and moral attentiveness is low. In the opposite conditions, we also anticipate the potential for an increase in helping behaviors.

Our research has several theoretical implications. First, by considering multiple moderators simultaneously, we illustrate the decision-making process through which third-party employees respond to abusive supervision directed at a coworker. This integrated approach suggests that witnesses’ reactions are shaped by their perceptions of both the perpetrator and the victim, as well as by moral considerations. Second, this study identifies key boundary conditions in a social ecological context, namely deep-level similarity with the victim, perceived supervisor support, and moral attentiveness, which help clarify when third-party helping toward an abused coworker is more likely to be constrained or reduced. In doing so, this study extends prior research on workplace helping by highlighting how interpersonal dynamics and moral attentiveness jointly shape behavioral responses to observed mistreatment. Third, we contribute to hospitality management research by examining how witnesses interpret supervisors’ paradoxical cues when constructive and destructive behaviors coexist, offering insight into how such mixed signals may shape employees’ behavioral responses in situations involving coworker abuse.



Theoretical background and hypothesis development


To help or not to help: two perspectives

The literature on abusive supervision has documented how experiencing abusive supervision may lessen individual interpersonal citizenship behaviors (Liu et al., 2024). Prior research has shown that victimized employees may reproduce the abusive supervision in their interactions with others because they have learned that a positive and ethical exchange relationship is not appreciated. Withholding prosocial and proactive behaviors at work is an alternative way to respond to the negative supervisory treatment and restore a means of autonomy and fairness. However, the relationship between the abusive supervision of a coworker and the witnesses’ helping behaviors toward the coworker is unclear. Importantly, abusive supervision of a coworker represents a third party context in which employees observe a coworker being mistreated rather than directly experiencing abuse themselves. Although witnesses are not the immediate targets, prior research indicates that observing coworker abuse can still elicit strong emotional and behavioral reactions, including moral outrage, anger, disengagement, and even malicious responses toward the victim (Mitchell et al., 2015; Priesemuth and Schminke, 2019; Xu et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2022). In this third party context, helping behavior becomes a discretionary decision that often involves a trade-off between moral considerations (e.g., restoring fairness for an unjustly treated coworker) and self-protective concerns (e.g., avoiding retaliation or relationship costs in hierarchical settings) (Priesemuth and Schminke, 2019; Yu et al., 2022). Therefore, it is theoretically important to clarify the conditions under which witnesses will help versus withhold help when coworker abusive supervision occurs.

The deontic justice theory suggests that when witnessing others being treated unethically, individuals may experience moral outrage and feel obliged to fight for what they believe is fair and just, even when this mistreatment does not have a direct implication to themselves (Folger and Cropanzano, 2001). Accordingly, research has evidenced that employees tend to engage in more helping behaviors toward the victim when witnessing others being mistreated at work. Nevertheless, deontic concerns may not always translate into overt helping behaviors in coworker abusive supervision episodes (Priesemuth and Schminke, 2019; Yu et al., 2022). Helping the victim can be perceived as a visible act of siding against the supervisor, which may expose bystanders to interpersonal costs and potential retaliation, particularly in hierarchical work settings (Park et al., 2018; Wei et al., 2023). Therefore, even when witnesses morally disapprove of the mistreatment, they may maintain the status quo or withhold discretionary assistance rather than proactively increasing help (Priesemuth and Schminke, 2019; Wei et al., 2023; Yu et al., 2022).

Beyond these situational constraints, other researchers have argued that an individual’s justice judgment is often biased by their subjective evaluation of the target (Blader, 2007). Social identity theory proposes that individuals are likely to categorize people into in-groups and out-groups based on previous interactional experiences, and will become identified with a certain target, which further impacts their work behaviors (Tajfel et al., 1979). When identification with the supervisor is high, third-party employees are more likely to rationalize supervisory abusive behaviors and consider the abused coworker as deserving the mistreatment (Chen and Liu, 2019). The same logic can be applied to the situation when identification with coworker is low. Research has indicated that third party employees do not support the abused coworker if a highly competitive relationship exists between themselves and the abused coworker (Chen et al., 2021), or when they negatively evaluate the abused coworker (Mitchell et al., 2014). These findings offer explicit evidence that, in some cases, a negative relationship exists between the abusive supervision of a coworker and helping behaviors toward that coworker.

To integrate these relevant but piecemeal studies and develop a comprehensive picture of this phenomenon, we assume that the relationship between the abusive supervision of a coworker and helping behaviors toward the coworker is contingent upon three moderators: similarity, perceived supervisor support, and moral attentiveness. We base this on deontic justice theory and social identity theory. In the following sections, we discuss the theory behind our three proposed moderating hypotheses.



Moderating effect of similarity between witness and abused coworker

Deep-level similarity involves a subjective assessment of the congruence of personal attitudes, opinions, values and beliefs with those of others (Harrison et al., 2002). It pertains to the core elements of an individual’s identity, which, although less visible, are essential for profound interpersonal connections. Theoretically, there are types of similarity, however, the current study focuses on deep-level similarity rather than surface-level similarity for several reasons. First, deep-level similarity wields more influence than does surface-level similarity, as the characteristics of the former enable more accurate inferences and a deeper understanding of others. In contrast, surface-level similarity provides less direct insight into an individual’s core self, thereby creating greater potential for stereotypes and biases (Żerebecki et al., 2024). Second, deep-level similarity has been shown to have a more consistent and enduring impact compared to surface-level similarity (Li et al., 2022). As research suggests, coworkers who spend extended periods together exchange more information, leading to richer and more effective interactions (Huang et al., 2024).

In our research context, we argue that the likelihood of third parties offering help to coworkers who have been abused by a supervisor is contingent upon the deep-level similarity between the coworkers and third parties. Individuals define themselves in relation to the groups to which they belong, and tend to view members of similar groups more favorably than those of dissimilar groups (Goldberg, 2003). Individuals are generally more attracted to those who share similar personality traits, attitudes and values (Byrne, 1971), which may strengthen mutual identification and psychological closeness among coworkers. When deep-level similarity with the victim is high, witnesses may be more likely to remain supportive of the abused coworker and sustain their willingness to help during negative workplace events.

Prior research suggests that third-party employees do not always respond to observed abusive supervision with supportive actions; instead, some witnesses may avoid involvement or withdraw from the situation altogether, particularly when intervention is perceived as risky (Priesemuth and Schminke, 2019). In contrast, when deep-level similarity is low, the abused coworker may be perceived as a relatively distant other, and witnesses may feel less obligation to invest in discretionary assistance. Under such circumstances, third-party employees may be more likely to refrain from offering additional help when the coworker is abused by the supervisor, particularly because such involvement may be interpreted as challenging the supervisor and may expose the witness to interpersonal or retaliatory risks (Jennings et al., 2024). Therefore, we expect deep-level similarity to shape whether third-party employees respond to coworker abusive supervision with supportive actions or with behavioral withdrawal. Specifically, when deep-level similarity is high, witnesses may be more inclined to maintain or offer support to the abused coworker, whereas when deep-level similarity is low, witnesses may be more likely to withhold discretionary assistance. Based on the above arguments, we formulate the first hypothesis.


Hypothesis 1: Deep-level similarity with the abused coworker moderates the relationship between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors toward the coworker, such that the negative association is more likely to emerge when deep-level similarity is low rather than high.





Moderating effect of witness’s perceived supervisor support

Previous studies have separately examined abusive supervision and supervisor support. We posit that perceived supervisor support and perceptions of abusive supervision can coexist simultaneously. Leaders who engage in abusive supervision behaviors may also demonstrate supportive behaviors concurrently (Duffy et al., 2002). There are several evidence to support this notion. First, Chénard-Poirier et al. (2021) has shown that constructive supervisor behaviors (e.g., transformational leadership) and destructive supervisor behaviors (e.g., petty tyranny) can coexist and even interact with one another. That is because that leader’s constructive or destructive behaviors would be elicited by specific work events or situations. For example, when supervisors work experience high work stress on a given day, they tend to display more constructive leadership. Conversely, when supervisors experience low work stress on another day, they may display more destructive leadership. Thus, supervisors’ behavior toward employees is not always consistent (Lian et al., 2012) and constructive behaviors (e.g., supervisor support), making their coexistence reasonable.

Second, Agarwal (2019) study also demonstrated that supervisors may exhibit the abusive supervision toward the employees with whom high leader-member exchange. That is, when leaders’ self-regulation resources are depleted, they may be unable to suppress negative emotions, resulting in abusive supervisory behaviors, even in the context of a good relationship with subordinates (Lian et al., 2012). Therefore, abusive supervision and perceived supervisor support can coexist.

To counter the previous arguments, some research has asserted that when coworkers are abused by their supervisors, third parties may choose not to provide the help. For example, supervisor’s coercive power may influence employee reactions. Third parties believe that helping the victim may ruin their relationship with the supervisor, because witness’s helping behaviors would be regarded as a form of disagreement with their behavior by supervisor. This further creates misunderstandings and conflicts between the witness and the supervisor and has a negative impact on witness’s career development. In addition, to prevent themselves from becoming the next target of the same misconduct, witnesses are likely to keep silent and try to not get involved in the event (Afshan et al., 2022). Hence, this study joins this stream of research, focusing on a perpetrator-related factor, perceived supervisor support, as a moderating variable as we examine situations in which third parties do not help their coworkers who are experiencing abusive supervision.

Perceived supervisor support refers to employees’ overall perception of how much their superiors value their contributions and care about their wellbeing (Eisenberger et al., 2002). Employees who perceive a higher level of supervisor support gain access to more work resources, such as job opportunities and promotions, placing them in a favorable position relative to their coworkers. As a result, to ensure the continuity of resource availability, they must demonstrate loyalty to their superiors in all aspects of their work (Garg and Dhar, 2016). This kind of exchange may also facilitate the development of mutual trust and understanding, which can prompt them to rationalize the supervisors’ actions. Such rationalization may lead witnesses to downplay the severity of the supervisor’s behavior and prioritize relationship maintenance, making them less willing to engage in actions that could be interpreted as dissent. Thus, when witnessing the abusive supervision of a coworker is a single episodic event, the witness may choose to interpret the supervisor’s behavior and motivation based on previous interactional experiences and the existing trust between them, and thus believe in the supervisor’s good intention (Chen and Liu, 2019). As a result, the witness may reduce the helping behaviors toward the abused coworker.

Consistent with this notion, the literature on abusive supervision has demonstrated that employees who have a closer relationship with the supervisor are more likely to interpret that supervisor’s abusive supervision in a positive and constructive way (e.g., as an attempt to motivate their coworkers to achieve higher performance) (Yu and Duffy, 2021) or forgive supervisor’s misconduct (Yang et al., 2020). This is more likely to be the case when the core individual is not a victim but a witness. Based on the above discussion, we formulate the following hypothesis.


Hypothesis 2: Perceived supervisor support moderates the relationship between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors toward the coworker, such that the negative association is more likely to emerge when perceived supervisor support is high rather than low.





Moderating effect of witness’ moral attentiveness

To external factors, individual dispositions also guide behavioral responses in the workplace. Abusive supervision is widely regarded as a moral transgression that violates fundamental norms (e.g., care and nonmaleficence) and may threaten observers’ moral self-concept. Moral attentiveness, defined as “the degree to which individuals discern and contemplate moral aspects within their experiences across time” (Reynolds, 2008), has therefore received substantial attention in abusive supervision research. Prior work has examined moral attentiveness from multiple perspectives. For instance, abusive supervisors with higher levels of moral attentiveness are more likely to reexamine their wrongdoing and reflect on the harm inflicted on subordinates (Liao et al., 2018). Relatedly, Pan et al. (2023) suggested that moral attentiveness can shape how individuals interpret and respond to unethical managerial behaviors. Extending this stream of research, we consider the witness’s moral attentiveness as a boundary condition that shapes helping responses toward an abused coworker.

Moral attentiveness includes both perceptual and reflective components (Reynolds, 2008). Perceptual moral attentiveness captures the extent to which individuals chronically notice moral elements in everyday experiences, whereas reflective moral attentiveness captures the extent to which individuals deliberately consider moral implications and evaluate alternative actions (Reynolds, 2008). In principle, witnesses with higher moral attentiveness may be more sensitive to the unfairness of coworker mistreatment and may experience stronger moral discomfort when observing abusive supervision (Yu et al., 2022). However, even when individuals attend to the moral aspects of an event, behavioral responses may still be shaped by contextual constraints and self-regulatory processes, such that moral considerations may not necessarily translate into overt action (Wang and Xiao, 2022). In abusive supervision episodes, power imbalance and concerns about retaliation may discourage witnesses from engaging in visible supportive behaviors (Park et al., 2018; Wei et al., 2023; Yu et al., 2022). Thus, even when witnesses recognize the moral problem, they may refrain from helping to protect themselves from potential negative consequences (Wei et al., 2023; Yu et al., 2022; Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Research model.


Accordingly, we propose that moral attentiveness primarily influences whether witnesses withdraw help under coworker abusive supervision rather than guaranteeing increased helping. Specifically, when moral attentiveness is low, witnesses may be less likely to perceive the moral severity of the event and less likely to deliberate about appropriate responses, making them more prone to reduce discretionary assistance toward the abused coworker. In contrast, when moral attentiveness is high, witnesses may be more attentive to the moral implications of the mistreatment, which can buffer against behavioral withdrawal, even if it does not necessarily prompt active intervention. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis.


Hypothesis 3: Moral attentiveness moderates the relationship between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors toward the coworker, such that the negative association is more likely to emerge when moral attentiveness is low rather than high.






Method


Participants and procedure

To reduce common method variance (CMV), this study employed a two-wave time-lagged survey design with a four-week interval between data collections. This design helps mitigate respondents’ tendency to provide consistent answers across measures collected at the same time by introducing temporal separation between predictors and outcomes (Podsakoff et al., 2003). We adopted a two-wave design because our focal variables are relatively stable individual perceptions and dispositions, whereas helping behavior reflects subsequent behavioral responses. A four-week interval was chosen to provide sufficient temporal separation to reduce consistency motives and recall of earlier responses, while remaining short enough to ensure that the focal work context and coworker relations were unlikely to change substantially during the study period. The sample was drawn from seven four- and five-star hotels located in Guangdong Province, China. These hotels were selected using a purposive sampling approach with convenience access. Specifically, we initially contacted 12 four- and five-star hotels in Guangdong Province through the authors’ professional networks and alumni/industry contacts, and seven hotels agreed to participate after internal approval by their human resources departments. We focused on four- and five-star hotels because they typically have standardized supervisory structures, formal HR systems, and high levels of task interdependence among frontline employees, which provide an appropriate context for examining coworker abusive supervision and subsequent behavioral reactions. To reduce the risk that results were driven by a single organization, data were collected from multiple hotels and across several operational departments (e.g., front office, food and beverage, and housekeeping).

Before the data collection, we contacted the human resources departments of all participating hotels to obtain permission and coordinate the survey process. Research assistants visited each hotel, met with department managers (including those from the front office, food and beverage, housekeeping, and other departments), and explained the study purpose and confidentiality procedures. Participation was voluntary and anonymous. With the assistance of HR staff and department managers, questionnaires were distributed on-site to eligible frontline employees during work breaks, and participants returned the completed surveys in sealed envelopes to collection boxes placed in the HR office.

Data were collected at two time points, separated by four weeks. At Time 1 (T1), participants completed measures of abusive supervision of a coworker, deep-level similarity, perceived supervisor support, and moral attentiveness, along with their demographic information. At Time 2 (T2), participants rated their helping behaviors toward coworkers. Each questionnaire was assigned a unique code known only to the participant, allowing us to match responses across waves while maintaining anonymity. Participants sealed their completed questionnaires in envelopes and placed them into collection boxes located in the HR offices.

A total of 595 questionnaires were distributed at T1, and 530 were returned (response rate = 89%). After removing incomplete or unmatched responses, 500 valid paired surveys were retained (effective response rate = 84%). Among 500 participants, 47% work in food and beverage department, 32% work in front desk department, and 19.4% work in housekeeping department. In terms of sex, 43.2 were men and 56.8 were women. Their average age was 27.12 (SD = 7.32), average organizational tenure was 40.4 months (SD = 45.25), and average work hours per day was 8.5 (SD = 0.71).



Measures

All the measurements were conducted in Chinese, following the standard translation-back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1970) to ensure the meaning equivalence across cultures.

Given that the present study aimed to investigate the reactions of the witness of abusive supervision of coworker, prior to completing the survey items, each participant was asked to recall the details regarding to a time when a coworker was treated in an impolite, unfriendly, or a rude manner by their immediate supervisor. Participants were further asked to provide the initial of that coworker. When participants were rating the survey items focusing on the abused coworker, they were required to refer to the situation and coworker identified in the situation they recalled. This recalling method has been used by (Mitchell et al., 2015) when they measured the emotional reactions of the witness of abusive supervision of coworker. We acknowledge that this recall-based procedure may be influenced by characteristics of the recalled episode (e.g., emotional intensity, victim–witness relationship closeness, and temporal proximity), which may introduce variability in participants’ reports. To reduce ambiguity, participants identified the coworker (by providing initials) and were instructed to answer all coworker-referenced items based on the same recalled incident and person.


Abusive supervision of coworker

We measured the abusive supervision of coworker using the 15-itme scale by Tepper (2000). The employees were asked to indicate how often they witness that their immediate supervisors engaged in the following listed behaviors toward the coworker they identified, on a 5-point Liker scale ranging from 1, never, to 5, very often. A sample item is “My supervisor ridiculous my coworker”. The Cronbach’s α for this scale is 0.94.



Deep-level similarity with coworker

A 3-item scale developed by Netemeyer et al. (2012) was adopted to measure the focal employee’s perceived similarity with the abused coworker. Since the original scale was designed to measure the extent of customer perceived similarity with the served employee, we changed the target from “employee” to “that coworker”. A sample item is “All things considered (values, personality traits, opinions, and preferences), I feel I am very similar to that coworker”. The employees were asked to evaluate each item on a 5-point Liker scale ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree. The Cronbach’s α for this scale is 0.89.



Perceived supervisor support

Perceived supervisor support was measured with 6 high loading items from the Survey of Perceived of Organizational Support (Eisenberger et al., 1986). This short scale has been examined with the good reliability and validity by previous research (Eisenberger et al., 2001). However, to assess the perceived supervisor support, we followed the (Eisenberger et al., 2002) modification procedure to replace the word of “organization” with “supervisor”. A sample item is “My supervisor is willing to help me if I need a special favor”. Employee were asked to evaluate each item on a 5-point Liker scale ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree. The Cronbach’s α for this scale is 0.80.



Moral attentiveness

We used 12 items developed by Reynolds (2008) to measure focal employee’s moral attentiveness. Employees were required to assess the extent to which they chronically consider the morality in their experiences on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree. A sample is “In a typical day, I face several ethical dilemmas”. The Cronbach’s α for this scale is 0.88.



Helping behaviors toward the coworker

We used a 8-item scale of organizational citizenship behaviors directed to individual by Lee and Allen (2002). Employee were asked to indicate on average how often they provide the helps to the identified coworker on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1, never, to 5, very often. The Cronbach’s α for this scale is 0.88.





Results


Preliminary analysis

Table 1 showed the means, standard deviations, intercorrelations, and scale reliabilities. Prior to the hypothesis testing, we conducted the confirmatory factor analysis for the variables in our research model. First of all, to maintain the appropriate ratio of indicators and sample, we created parcels for all of study variables (Hagtvet and Nasser, 2004). To be specific, we randomly created 5 parcels cross 15 items measure of abusive supervision of coworker, 3 parcels cross 8 items measure of perceived supervisor support, 6 parcels cross 12 items measure of moral attentiveness, and 4 parcels cross 8 items measure of helping behaviors toward coworker. Then, we tested a model consisting of 5 study variables and results showed this hypothesized 5-factor fitted the data well (χ2 = 809.99, df = 179, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.88, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.06). We further compared the hypothesized 5-facor model with two alternative models (i.e., 3-factor model and 1-factor model). The results of chi-square test indicated the hypothesized 5-factor model significantly had a better fit than 3-factor model (Δχ2 = 1334.63, Δdf = 7, p < 0.05) and 1-factor model (Δχ2 = 3591.28, Δdf = 10, p < 0.05). We further conducted average variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR) for each construct (see Table 2). Results showed that all the values of AVE and CR were adequate and above the recommended levels. The square root of AVE for each construct was greater than the correlation coefficients involving that construct. Taken together, these results demonstrated the convergent validity and discriminant validity of our measures.


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients among the study variables.


	Variables
	Mean
	Standard deviation
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

 

 	

	1. Abusive supervision of coworker



 	1.71 	0.60 	(0.94) 	 	 	 	


 	

	2. Deep-level similarity with coworker



 	2.64 	0.83 	0.21** 	(0.89) 	 	 	


 	

	3. Perceived supervisor support



 	3.59 	0.67 	−0.25** 	0.12** 	(0.80) 	 	


 	

	4. Moral attentiveness



 	3.04 	0.64 	0.06 	0.30** 	0.21** 	(0.88) 	


 	

	5. Helping behaviors toward the coworker



 	3.38 	0.71 	−0.05 	0.29** 	0.40** 	0.21** 	(0.88)





n = 500, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.01. Cronbach’s αs were reported in the parenthesis along the diagonal.
 


TABLE 2 Results of confirmatory factor analysis.


	Measurement models
	χ2
	df
	Δ χ2
	Δdf
	CFI
	TLI
	RMSEA
	SRMR

 

 	Hypothesized 5-factor model 	809.99 	179 	- 	- 	0.90 	0.88 	0.08 	0.06


 	Alternative 3-factor model 	2144.62 	186 	1334.63* 	7 	0.69 	0.65 	0.15 	0.13


 	Alternative 1-factor model 	4401.27 	189 	3591.28* 	10 	0.33 	0.25 	0.21 	0.22





n = 500, *p < 0.05. Alternative 3-factor model: The measurement items of moderators (similarity, perceived supervisor support, and moral attentiveness) were merged into one factor, and items of abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors were loaded on their intended factors, respectively. Alternative 1-factor model: All the measurement items were merged into one general factor. CFI, comparative-fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual.
 



Hypothesis testing

We employed Mplus 7.2 (Muthén and Muthén, 2017) to test all the hypotheses and results were reported in Table 3. Hypothesis 1 proposed the moderating effect of similarity with the abused coworker in the relationship between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors toward coworker. As prediction, the interaction term between abusive supervision of coworker and similarity with coworker was significantly related to helping behaviors toward coworker (estimate = 0.11, p < 0.05). Simple slope test helps us understand the pattern of interaction. In particular, abusive supervision of coworker was found to negatively relate to helping behaviors toward coworker when the similarity with coworker is low (−1 standard deviation, simple slope estimate = −0.17, p < 0.05), but the relationship becomes nonsignificant when similarity with coworker is high (+1 standard deviation, simple slope estimate = 0.01, n.s.). Hence, Hypothesis 1 was supported.


TABLE 3 Tests of discriminant and convergent validities of study variables.


	Items
	Parcel
	Standardized factor loading
	AVE
	CR

 

 	Abusive supervision of coworker 	0.72 	0.93


 	

	1. I have witnessed that my supervisor ridicules this coworker.



 	Parceled item 1: Original item 1, 2, and 3 are parceled 	0.84** 	


 	

	2. I have witnessed that my supervisor tells this coworker’s thoughts or feelings are stupid.






 	

	3. I have witnessed that my supervisor gives this coworker the silent treatment.






 	

	4. I have witnessed that my supervisor puts this coworker down in front of others.



 	Parceled item 2: Original item 4, 5, and 6 are parceled 	0.87**


 	

	5. I have witnessed that my supervisor invades this coworker’s privacy.






 	

	6. I have witnessed that my supervisor reminds this coworker of his/her past mistakes and failures.






 	

	7. I have witnessed that my supervisor does not give this coworker’s credit for jobs requiring a lot effort.



 	Parceled item 3: Original item 7, 8, and 9 are parceled 	0.88**


 	

	8. I have witnessed that my supervisor blames this coworker to save himself/herself embarrassment.






 	

	9. I have witnessed that my supervisor breaks promises he/she makes.






 	

	10. I have witnessed that my supervisor expresses anger at this coworker when he/she is mad for another reason.



 	Parceled item 4: Original item 10, 11, and 12 are parceled 	0.87**


 	

	11. I have witnessed that my supervisor makes negative comments about this coworker to others.






 	

	12. I have witnessed that my supervisor is rude to this coworker.






 	

	13. I have witnessed that my supervisor does not allow this coworker to interact with other coworkers.



 	Parceled item 5: Original item 13, 14, and 15 are parceled 	0.77**


 	

	14. I have witnessed that my supervisor tells this coworker he/she is incompetent.






 	

	15. I have witnessed that my supervisor lies to this coworker.






 	Deep-level similarity with coworker 	0.73 	0.89


 	

	1. I feel I am very similar to this coworker.



 	Item 1: no parceling 	0.84** 	


 	

	2. I feel that I have a lot in common with this coworker.



 	Item 2: no parceling 	0.92**


 	

	3. All the things considered (values, personality traits, opinions, preferences), I feel I am very similar to this employee.



 	Item 3: no parceling 	0.80**


 	Perceived supervisor support 	0.57 	0.79


 	

	1. My supervisor takes pride in my accomplishments.



 	Parceled item 1: Original item 1 and 3 are parceled 	0.58** 	


 	

	2. My supervisor really cares about my well-being.






 	

	3. My supervisor values my contribution to its well-being.



 	Parceled item 2: Original item 2 and 6 are parceled 	0.80**


 	

	4. My supervisor strongly considers my goals and values.






 	

	5. My supervisor is willing to help me if I need a special favor.



 	Parceled item 3: Original item 4 and 5 are parceled 	0.85**


 	

	6. My supervisor shows little concern for me. (reversed item)






 	Moral attentiveness 	0.49a 	0.85


 	

	1. In a typical day, I face several ethical dilemmas.



 	Parceled item 1: Original item 7 and 12 are parceled 	0.44** 	


 	

	2. I often have to choose between doing what’s right and doing something that’s wrong.






 	

	3. I regularly face decision that have significant ethical implications.



 	Parceled item 2: Original item 1 and 2 are parceled 	0.59**


 	

	4. My life was been filled with one moral predicament after another.






 	

	5. Many of the decision that I make have ethical dimensions to them.



 	Parceled item 3: Original item 3 and 4 are parceled 	0.69**


 	

	6. I regularly think about the ethical implications of my decisions.






 	

	7. I think about the morality of my actions almost every day.



 	Parceled item 4: Original item 5 and 6 are parceled 	0.79**


 	

	8. I like to think about ethics.






 	

	9. I frequently encounter ethical situations.



 	Parceled item 5: Original item 8 and 9 are parceled 	0.79**


 	

	10. I often find myself pondering about ethical issues.






 	

	11. I often reflect on the moral aspect of my decision.



 	Parceled item 6: Original item 10 and 11 are parceled 	0.84**


 	

	12. I rarely face ethical dilemmas (reversed item).






 	Helping behaviors toward the coworker 	0.64 	0.87


 	

	1. I help this coworker when he/she has been absent.



 	 	0.69** 	


 	

	2. I am willing to give my time to help to this coworker when he/she has work-related problems.






 	

	3. I adjust my work schedule to accommodate this coworker’s requests for time off.



 	 	0.81**


 	

	4. I go out of the way to make this coworker feel welcome in the work group.






 	

	5. I show genuine concern and courtesy toward this coworker, even under the most trying business or personal situations.



 	 	0.84**


 	

	6. I give up time to help this coworker when he/she has work or nonwork problems.






 	

	7. I assist this coworker with his/her duties.



 	 	0.84**


 	

	8. I share personal property with others to help their work.









aFornell and Larcker (1981) note that AVE is a more conservative index, the convergent validity is evidenced even when value of AVE is lower than 0.5 but CR is adequate.
 

Hypothesis 2 proposed the moderating effect of perceived supervisor support in the relationship between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors toward coworker. Table 3 also indicated the interaction term of abusive supervision of coworker and perceived supervisor support was significantly related to helping behaviors toward coworker (estimate = −0.23, p < 0.01). Moreover, the simple slope test showed the negative relationship existed between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors coworker when perceived supervisor support is high (+1 standard deviation, simple slope estimate = −0.24, p < 0.01), but the relationship becomes nonsignificant when perceived supervisor support is low (−1 standard deviation, simple slope estimate = 0.08, n.s.). Hypothesis 2 was thus supported.

Lastly, Hypothesis 3 proposed the moderating effect of moral attentiveness in the relationship between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors toward coworker. Results showed the interaction term of abusive supervision of coworker and moral attentiveness was significantly related to helping behaviors toward the abused coworker (estimate = 0.17, p < 0.05). The simple slope test further revealed the negative relationship existed between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors toward coworker when moral attentiveness was low (−1 standard deviation, simple slope estimate = −0.19, p < 0.05), but the relationship becomes nonsignificant when moral attentiveness was high (+1 standard deviation, simple slope estimate = 0.03, n.s.). All of these results provided the support for Hypothesis 3 (Figures 2–4; Table 4).

[image: Line graph comparing helping behaviors by levels of coworker abusive supervision and similarity. Low similarity shows a downward trend as abusive supervision increases, while high similarity remains stable across both levels.]

FIGURE 2
 Interaction between abusive supervision of coworker and similarity on helping behavior.


[image: Line graph comparing helping behaviors by levels of abusive supervision of a coworker and perceived supervisor support. Helping behaviors decrease for high perceived supervisor support but increase slightly for low perceived supervisor support as abusive supervision rises.]

FIGURE 3
 Interaction between abusive supervision of coworker and perceived supervisor support on helping behavior.


[image: Line graph showing helping behaviors on the y-axis and abusive supervision of coworker on the x-axis. Low moral attentiveness decreases with high abusive supervision, while high moral attentiveness remains stable.]

FIGURE 4
 Interaction between abusive supervision and moral attentiveness on helping behavior.



TABLE 4 Results of hypothesis testing in Mplus.


	Paths
	Estimates
	Standard errors
	t-values

 

 	Abusive supervision of coworker ➔ Helping behaviors toward the coworker 	0.08 	0.05 	−1.61


 	Deep-level similarity with coworker ➔ Helping behaviors toward the coworker 	0.21** 	0.04 	5.82


 	Abusive supervision of coworker*Deep-level similarity with coworker➔ Heling behaviors toward the coworker (H1) 	0.11* 	0.05 	2.08


 	Perceived supervisor support ➔ Helping behaviors toward the coworker 	0.33** 	0.05 	7.28


 	Abusive supervision of coworker*Perceived supervisor support ➔ Helping behaviors toward the coworker (H2) 	−0.23** 	0.08 	−3.12


 	Moral attentiveness ➔ Helping behaviors toward the coworker 	0.12* 	0.05 	2.40


 	Abusive supervision of coworker*Moral attentiveness ➔ Helping behaviors toward the coworker (H3) 	0.17* 	0.08 	2.00







	Simple slopes
	Estimates
	Standard errors
	t-values

 

 	High deep-level similarity with coworker 	0.01 	0.06 	0.17


 	Low deep-level similarity with coworker 	−0.17* 	0.07 	−2.44


 	High perceived supervisor support 	−0.24** 	0.08 	−3.03


 	Low perceived supervisor support 	0.08 	0.06 	1.21


 	High moral attentiveness 	0.03 	0.07 	0.38


 	Low moral attentiveness 	−0.19* 	0.08 	−2.41




 



Supplementary analysis on three-way interaction effects

Although not explicated hypothesized, it was expected that the relationship between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors would be affected by these three moderators simultaneously, because these three moderators capture the different aspects of the perceptions and personal characteristic. Therefore, a series of supplementary analysis was conducted. Two significant three-way interactive effects were found. One is the interactive effects among the abusive supervision of coworker, similarity with coworker, and perceived supervisor support (estimate = 0.31, p < 0.01), and the other is the interactive effect among the abusive supervision of coworker, similarity with coworker, and moral attentiveness (estimate = −0.18, p < 0.01). To be specific, the significant negative relationships between abusive supervision of coworker and helping behaviors toward coworker was found only when (1) similarity with coworker was low and perceived supervisor support was high (simple slope estimate = −0.45, p < 0.01); and (2) both similarity with coworker and moral attentiveness were low (simple slope estimate = −0.35, p < 0.01). Consistent with our expectation and social identity theory, third party employee would be reluctant to provide the helps for the coworker when the supervisor identification (perceived supervisor support was high) was clearly prioritized over the coworker identification (similarity with coworker was low). Nevertheless, when they have the conflicting identification (both perceived supervisor support and similarity with coworker were low or high), they choose not to change their behaviors. Results also revealed that whether the third party employees who perceived the low similarity with coworker help their abused coworker or not depends on their moral attentiveness. Only when the third party employees were not properly aware of supervisor’s misconduct is a salient moral issue, they choose to distance from the abused coworker and reduce the helping behaviors. To summarize, this result further highlighted that similarity with coworker is a key driver of the helping behaviors.




Discussion


General discussion

Given the distinctive characteristics of the hotel industry, including its seasonal nature, high-intensity work rhythms (Chan et al., 2024), hierarchical organizational structures, frequent occurrences of abusive leadership, and high employee turnover rates (Cicerale, 2020; Park et al., 2020), abusive supervision is more prevalent in hospitality workplaces than in other industries (Wang et al., 2022). Given that this phenomenon is common in service industries (Yu et al., 2020), making it important to examine how such mistreatment shapes employee responses in these contexts.

The impact of abusive supervision on coworkers subjected to such behavior and third-party employee reactions have garnered significant attention from researchers in recent years. However, within the hotel management domain (Peltokorpi and Ramaswami, 2021; Xu et al., 2018; Yu et al., 2020), existing studies predominantly focus on the dyadic relationship between abusive supervisors and their directly affected subordinates, overlooking the broader and indirect impacts on third-party observers within the organization (Yu et al., 2022).

In previous research on abusive supervision and the three moderating variables, studies focusing on similarity have emphasized surface-level similarity between supervisors and subordinates, such as gender similarity and perceived demographic similarity (Bayhan Karapinar et al., 2024). Relatively few studies have integrated abusive supervision with deep-level similarity. This study, however, focuses on deep-level similarity and particularly explores the mechanisms of relationships among subordinates rather than limiting the scope to supervisor–subordinate relationships alone. We argue that deep-level similarity can profoundly influence interpersonal interactions and behaviors among subordinates. In addition, perceived supervisor support is less considered in the literature on abusive supervision. Previous research has generally focused separately on abusive supervision and supervisor support in hospitality industry. For example, Quratulain and Al-Hawari (2021) suggested that the effect of perceived supervisor support on employee adjustment is most significant among employees with high levels of cynicism when the diversity climate is high. Other studies have noted that abusive supervision was more strongly related to turnover for younger hospitality employees relative to older ones (Tews and Stafford, 2020). With respect to prior research on moral attentiveness, Pan et al. (2023) highlights that supervisors with high moral sensitivity who experience abusive supervision can play a key role in mitigating its spread. Afsar et al. (2019) found that abusive supervision has a weaker impact on the moral courage of subordinates with high moral attentiveness. This study thus expands and enriches the research on moral attentiveness and subordinate helping behaviors, providing new insights into these topics.

Overall speaking, based on social identity theory and deontic justice theory, we posited that the relationship between the abusive supervision of a coworker and helping behaviors toward that coworker was contingent upon the witness’s deep-level similarity, perceived supervisor support, and moral attentiveness. In previous research on deep-level similarity, most scholars have adopted the similarity-attraction paradigm. However, we chose social identity theory to elucidate the process of mutual identification between third-party employees and their coworkers. Research results have generally supported these assertions. When abusive supervision of a coworker and helping behaviors toward that coworker exist when deep-level similarity with the coworker is low, perceived supervisor support is high, and moral attentiveness is low. Interestingly, the results of the moderating effect were congruent across the three conditions. Specifically, we found that witnesses provide less help to their abused coworker under certain conditions, but we did not find that witnesses provide more help to their abused coworker under other conditions. This is reasonable and understandable because providing more help to the abused coworker would be seen as a direct offense against the abusive supervisor. It is not worth it for the witness to take risks to help a colleague. Therefore, witnesses may choose to maintain their interactions with the abused coworker, unchanged, as an indirect way to express their disagreement with the supervisor’s behavior.

Specifically, we found that a negative relationship between abusive supervision of a coworker and helping behaviors toward that coworker exists when deep-level similarity with the coworker is low, perceived supervisor support is high, and moral attentiveness is low. Interestingly, the results of the moderating effect were congruent across the three conditions. Specifically, we found that witnesses provide less help to their abused coworker under certain conditions, but we did not find that witnesses provide more help to their abused coworker under other conditions. This is reasonable and understandable because providing more help to the abused coworker would be seen as a direct offense against the abusive supervisor. It is not worth it for the witness to take risks to help a colleague. Therefore, witnesses may choose to maintain their interactions with the abused coworker, unchanged, as an indirect way to express their disagreement with the supervisor’s behavior.



Theoretical implications

This research contributes to the literature on abusive supervision and helping behaviors in the following three aspects.

First, by including multiple moderators based on social identity theory and deontic justice theory, our research provides an integrated view of third-party employees’ reactions to the abusive supervision of a coworker. Although previous research has included social identity theory as a theoretical explanation for the relationship between abusive supervision and its consequences, most research has been limited to identifying with the work team or the organization and how abusive supervision harms the individual’s social identification at work. Instead of viewing identification as an outcome of the abusive supervision of a coworker, we build on previous work and shift the focus to how social identification intertwines with the abusive supervision of the coworker. Our research model shows the effects of individual identification with one or the other of the two parties in the event of abusive supervision of a coworker, i.e., the abusive supervisor or the abused coworker. To our knowledge, this study is the first to adopt social identity theory and to consider different identifications (with the victim or with the abuser) to examine the effect of abusive supervision of a coworker.

Second, our work further contributes to the literature on helping behaviors by including social relationships as the antecedents of helping behaviors. A review by Spitzmuller et al. (2008) mentioned that “attitudinal, dispositional, and motivational approaches to citizenship behavior fail to account for the social environment surrounding citizenship”. While prior studies have reported some primary findings regarding the effects of abusive supervision on the quality of the relationship with the abusive supervisor and helping behaviors toward the abusive supervisor (Xu et al., 2012), the findings of these studies are limited to a dyadic relationship. Therefore, we refined social relationships by developing a framework to examine how interactions with and perceptions of the perpetrator and victim influence employees’ helping behaviors within a group.

Third, recent hospitality management research has highlighted the importance of supportive behaviors (Quratulain and Al-Hawari, 2021) and abusive supervision (Dai et al., 2019), but little insight has been offered into their simultaneous effects (Chan et al., 2024). Additionally, the present study has shown that when supervisors display immoral behaviors and supportive behaviors simultaneously, employees may experience paradoxical and conflicting cognitions about those behaviors (Duffy et al., 2002). This conflicting understanding exacerbates undesirable outcomes (Chan et al., 2024). However, this assumption is not always justified. In some cases, the effect of a supervisor’s positive conduct is not offset by that of negative conduct or does not result in cognitive dissonance for the witness. Specifically, our research showed that when an employee is the recipient of the supervisor’s positive conduct but is not the target of the supervisor’s negative conduct, the supervisor’s supportive behaviors exert greater influence on the employee’s behavior. In addition, most prior research has examined these moderators in isolation. We integrate these three moderating variables to illustrate the dynamic behavioral processes among supervisors, subordinates, and third-party employees.



Practical implications

Our research also has implications for the fields of leadership and team management. First, organizations should strengthen leadership training by creating a culture that encourages ethical behavior and open discussions about ethical issues (Treviño et al., 1998). To avoid this problem in the first place, organizations can rely on interviews or personality tests to identify individuals with high ethical standards, and then hire and train them for managerial positions, using similar techniques to assess whether leaders will effectively communicate the importance of ethics to employees (Al Halbusi et al., 2021). Second, to enhance employees’ moral attentiveness, regularly providing moral education and training can help employees identify and deal with ethical issues, thereby boosting their moral awareness (Weaver et al., 1999). Research has also shown that conducting various forms of ethics training, such as role playing, can significantly improve employees’ moral awareness and moral decision-making ability (Warren et al., 2014). We suggest that ethics training programs can encourage employees to actively discuss ethical and moral issues with colleagues can also help to enhance moral sensitivity. Recognizing and rewarding employees who display ethical behavior can reinforce the importance of such behavior.

Third, we recommend encouraging open, honest and mutually respectful communication among employees. Training courses on communication skills can help employees learn how to express themselves clearly and listen to others’ opinions (DeKay, 2012). Team-building activities can be used to break down communication barriers among colleagues, establish trust and rapport between team members, and foster closer and more harmonious relationships. It is important for organizations to let employees know about the available resources, whether instrumental support or emotional support, that they can access when facing challenges in the workplace.



Limitations and directions for future research

First, this study employs a cross-sectional research design, which limits the researcher’s ability to infer causal relationships among the variables under investigation (Shadish et al., 2002). Future studies are suggested to adopt the experimental methods to confirm the casual relationships among the study variables or use mixed-methods approach to design research to provide a more robust result. In addition, although we used a time-lagged design to reduce common method variance, the key variables were still measured via self-reports, which may be subject to social desirability concerns. For example, participants may be inclined to portray themselves as more supportive or morally appropriate when reporting helping behaviors and related perceptions. Future research may further mitigate this concern by incorporating supervisor- or peer-rated helping behaviors, behavioral indicators, or multi-source designs.

Second, this study used deep-level similarity and perceived supervisor support as proxy measures to represent the extent of identification with coworker and supervisor. However, concepts of “identification with coworker” and “identification with supervisor” may best align with the principles of social identification theory. Future studies could directly measure these identification constructs to better capture the underlying social identity processes.

Third, although the present study did not assess witnesses’ own history of abusive supervision, which may be an important boundary condition in the bystander context. Witnesses with prior abuse experience may interpret coworker abusive supervision as more threatening, anticipate higher personal risk, or engage in greater avoidance, thereby shaping whether they provide help to the victim. Prior research suggests that personal experiences of abusive supervision may intensify negative reactions when individuals also witness abuse directed at others (Harris et al., 2013). Therefore, future research should explicitly measure and control for witnesses’ own abuse history and examine its potential interactive effects.




Conclusion

This study advances understanding of coworker abusive supervision by examining when third-party employees choose to help or withhold discretionary assistance toward an abused coworker. Drawing on social identity theory and deontic justice theory, we show that witnesses’ helping is not a fixed response to observed mistreatment but depends on boundary conditions reflecting victim-related, perpetrator-related, and witness-related considerations. Specifically, the negative association between coworker abusive supervision and helping behaviors emerges primarily when witnesses perceive low deep-level similarity with the victim, high perceived supervisor support, and low moral attentiveness, whereas in other conditions helping tends to remain unchanged.

These findings contribute to the abusive supervision and workplace helping literatures by highlighting a tripartite perspective (perpetrator–victim–witness) and clarifying when supportive responses are constrained in coworker abuse episodes. Practically, the results underscore the importance of strengthening ethical leadership practices and reducing supervisors’ abusive conduct, while also promoting ethical awareness and supportive coworker climates to protect service functioning in hospitality organizations where cooperation and coordination are critical.
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Background: Workplace bullying is a widespread and serious public health concern, affecting a substantial proportion of workers globally. While its consequences for mental and physical health are well established, consistent personality-based predictors of perpetration remain unclear. The Dark Triad personality traits, including Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy, are conceptually linked to interpersonal aggression but prior evidence is fragmented.
Methods: We conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis following Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 2020 guidelines (Open Science Framework, DOI: 10.17605/OSF.IO/FWQ73). PubMed, PsycINFO, Embase, Scopus, and Web of Science were searched to 2 September 2025. Eligible studies reported associations between Dark Triad traits and workplace bullying perpetration among working-age participants. Random-effects models using Fisher’s z-transformed correlations generated pooled effect sizes. Risk of bias was assessed using an adapted Joanna Briggs Institute checklist, and certainty of evidence graded with Grading of Recommendations, Assessment, Development and Evaluations.
Findings: Of 89 records screened, 16 met inclusion criteria, and nine contributed to meta-analysis. All traits were positively associated with bullying perpetration. Psychopathy showed the strongest pooled correlation (r = 0.53 [95% CI 0.28–0.71]), followed by narcissism (r = 0.40 [95% CI 0.26–0.52]) and Machiavellianism (r = 0.35 [95% CI 0.13–0.53]). Heterogeneity was substantial (I2 > 90%). Narrative synthesis indicated contextual moderators including organizational climate, justice perceptions, and identity threat—shaped trait expression.
Interpretation: Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy are robust predictors of workplace bullying perpetration, with psychopathy most strongly implicated. Preventive strategies should integrate personality-informed leadership development with organizational safeguards. Workplace bullying should be prioritized as an occupational hazard and public health issue.
Systematic review registration: https://osf.io/tvfkc/overview.
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Introduction

The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that more than 20% of workers globally experience workplace harassment or bullying during their careers, making it a major public health issue (International Labour, O. Lloyd’s Register, F. Gallup, 2022). Workplace bullying, defined as repeated and unreasonable behavior that creates risks to health and safety, has substantial consequences for both individuals and society (Safe Work, 2025). Victims face increased risks of psychiatric morbidity, including stress-related illness, anxiety, depression, burnout, and suicidal ideation, as well as physical health risks such as cardiovascular disease (Goh et al., 2022). Organizations incur significant costs through absenteeism, staff turnover, and lost productivity, further underscoring the societal burden of bullying (Malola et al., 2024).

Research on counterproductive work behavior has often focused on broad organizational deviance, such as theft or sabotage (Zappalà et al., 2021). Bullying, however, is distinct in that it represents interpersonal aggression directed at specific individuals (Notelaers et al., 2018). In addition to organizational and job-related antecedents, individual differences may shape who is more likely to engage in persistent interpersonal mistreatment, particularly in hierarchical work environments (Pauksztat and Salin, 2019). Among personality frameworks, the Dark Triad trait, comprised Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy, capture socially aversive dispositions characterized by manipulation, entitlement, and callousness (Čavlovič and Jug, 2025; Horsten et al., 2023). Conceptually, these traits are aligned with a willingness to dominate, exploit, and disregard others, making them plausible antecedents of bullying perpetration and abusive supervision (Özer and Escartín, 2023; Wai and Tiliopoulos, 2012).

Empirical findings on the link between Dark Triad traits and bullying have been inconsistent. Some studies identify strong associations (Dåderman and Ragnestål-Impola, 2019; Fernández-del-Río et al., 2022; Pilch and Turska, 2015), while others report weaker or null effects, particularly for narcissism (Dåderman and Ragnestål-Impola, 2019). Prior syntheses have combined victimization with perpetration or aggregated interpersonal aggression with organizational deviance (Hershcovis, 2011; Özer and Escartín, 2023). To our knowledge, no systematic review or meta-analysis has focused exclusively on bullying perpetration as a distinct outcome. Addressing this gap is crucial for advancing theory, informing organizational practice, and guiding public health strategies.

Within personality psychology, dark personality traits refer to a cluster of socially aversive dispositions characterized by interpersonal antagonism, manipulation, entitlement, and callousness. Individuals high on these traits tend to prioritize self-interest over collective goals, exhibit low concern for others’ welfare, and are more willing to exploit power asymmetries for personal gain (Pilch, 2020). Such characteristics are theoretically relevant to workplace bullying, which involves repeated interpersonal mistreatment often enacted within hierarchical or resource-dependent organizational contexts (Almeida et al., 2022).

Several theoretical models have been proposed to conceptualize dark personality. The Dark Core or D-factor framework posits a common underlying tendency toward maximizing personal utility at others’ expense as the shared core of socially aversive traits (Hilbig et al., 2021). More commonly applied in organizational research is the Dark Triad model, comprising Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy, which differentiates strategic manipulation, grandiosity and entitlement, and callous–impulsive tendencies, respectively (Schyns et al., 2019). An extension of this framework, the Dark Tetrad, incorporates everyday sadism, reflecting enjoyment derived from others’ suffering (Kay et al., 2025). These models vary in scope and granularity but overlap conceptually in their emphasis on antagonistic and exploitative interpersonal orientations.

The present review focuses on the Dark Triad model for both theoretical and methodological reasons. First, Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy represent the most extensively studied dark traits within organizational and occupational psychology, particularly in relation to leadership, counterproductive work behavior, and interpersonal aggression (Maftei et al., 2022). Second, the majority of empirical studies examining workplace bullying perpetration operationalize dark personality using Dark Triad–based measures, enabling meaningful synthesis and comparability across studies. While emerging evidence links everyday sadism to workplace aggression, the relative scarcity and heterogeneity of such studies currently limit the feasibility of quantitative synthesis. Accordingly, focusing on the Dark Triad allows for a theoretically coherent and methodologically robust meta-analysis while maintaining relevance to the existing workplace bullying literature.

Hence, we conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis to synthesize evidence on the association between Dark Triad personality traits and workplace bullying perpetration. The objectives of this study were to: (1) pool effect sizes for each trait and for the composite Dark Triad; (2) compare effects across outcome subtypes (bullying, abusive supervision, interpersonal deviance); and (3) synthesize contextual moderators across occupational settings. By focusing on perpetration, this study clarifies the role of aversive personality traits in workplace bullying and provides actionable insights for both organizational policy and public health intervention.



Methods

This systematic review and meta-analysis was conducted and reported in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021), which represent the current international standard for transparent reporting of systematic reviews and meta-analyses. The protocol for this systematic review was prospectively registered on the Open Science Framework (Sui, 2025). The full search protocol and extraction form are available in Appendix 1 to enhance transparency.


Search strategy and study selection

PubMed, PsycINFO, Embase, Scopus, and Web of Science were searched from inception to 2 September 2025. We combined controlled vocabulary and free-text terms related to Dark Triad traits and workplace bullying, including synonyms for each trait and multiple operationalizations of bullying (e.g., abusive supervision, harassment, workplace aggression). Reference lists of eligible studies were screened manually, and citation chaining was used to capture additional records. Expert consultation was undertaken prior to finalizing the search strategy. This involved consultation with a health sciences academic librarian and two researchers with expertise in occupational psychology and workplace bullying, who reviewed the draft search strings, controlled vocabulary terms, and a set of sentinel papers to assess search sensitivity and coverage. Feedback from this process informed refinements to trait-related and outcome-related keywords, including alternative operationalizations of workplace bullying (e.g., abusive supervision and interpersonal counterproductive work behavior).



Eligibility criteria

Studies were included if they: (1) reported quantitative associations between one or more Dark Triad traits (Machiavellianism, narcissism, psychopathy, or composite indices) and workplace bullying perpetration; (2) involved working-age participants in occupational settings; and (3) provided sufficient data to calculate or extract effect sizes. We excluded reviews, non-English papers, and studies focusing solely on victimization. To ensure our analysis focused on direct, predictive associations, studies that examined Dark Triad traits only as mediators or moderators were excluded from the meta-analysis but included in the narrative analysis.



Screening and data extraction

Records were screened using Rayyan, a web-based platform designed to support systematic review screening, by two reviewers (SS and LY), who independently assessed titles, abstracts, and full texts for eligibility. Titles and abstracts were reviewed first, followed by full texts of potentially eligible articles. Disagreements were resolved through discussion or third-party arbitration (SM). Reasons for exclusion at the full-text stage were documented systematically (Appendix Table S1). Extracted data (Appendix Tables S2a,b) included study characteristics (country, year, sample size, occupational sector), trait measures [e.g., Short Dark Triad (SD3), Dirty Dozen], bullying outcomes (e.g., Negative Acts Questionnaire, Counterproductive Work Behavior) – Individual (CWB-I) indices, effect estimates, funding, and conflicts of interest. Where data were missing or unclear, authors were contacted for clarification. The extraction process was piloted to ensure consistency across reviewers.



Risk of bias assessment

Risk of bias was assessed using an adapted Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) checklist (Joanna Briggs, 2017; Moola et al., 2020) for analytical cross-sectional studies, modified for occupational-personality research to cover: sampling adequacy; validity and reliability of trait and bullying-perpetration measures (including alignment with construct definitions); handling of confounders; appropriateness of analytic methods; treatment of missing data; mitigation of common-method bias (e.g., multi-source or time-lagged designs); and transparency of reporting/ethics. The checklist evaluates key domains including sampling adequacy, validity and reliability of exposure and outcome measures, identification and control of confounding variables, appropriateness of statistical analyses, and transparency of reporting. Given the predominance of occupational and personality-based survey research, additional attention was paid to common-method bias, reliance on self-report measures, and temporal separation of variables where applicable. Overall risk-of-bias judgements were derived using prespecified criteria across domains. Two reviewers assessed each domain independently and resolved disagreements by consensus after a calibration exercise. Overall ratings followed a prespecified rule: “Low risk” only if all critical domains were adequate; “High” if ≥3 critical domains were inadequate or any fatal flaw was present; otherwise “Some concerns.” All included studies were rated “Some concerns.” Full domain-level judgements are provided in Appendix Table S3.



Outcomes and synthesis

All statistical analyses were performed in R (Version 4.4.1; R Core Team, 2024) using the ‘metafor’ package. We provide the meta-analytic dataset Appendix Table S4 to enable independent re-analysis; code is available on request. The primary outcome was the correlation between Dark Triad traits and workplace bullying perpetration. When multiple measures were reported, we prioritized validated scales of perpetration. Effect sizes were standardized to correlation coefficients using Fisher’s z transformation. Random-effects models were applied using restricted maximum likelihood in R. Heterogeneity was assessed with Q, I2, and τ2 statistics, which tests whether observed variability exceeds that expected by chance; the I2 statistic, which estimates the proportion of total variance attributable to between-study heterogeneity; and τ2, which represents the estimated between-study variance in random-effects models. Subgroup analyses examined outcome subtypes (bullying perpetration, abusive supervision, interpersonal deviance), trait facets, and measurement instruments. Where data permitted, exploratory subgroup and sensitivity analyses examined whether pooled associations differed according to the Dark Triad measurement instrument used (e.g., Short Dark Triad, Dirty Dozen). Sensitivity analyses also excluded high-risk studies or outliers to test robustness. Funnel plots and Egger’s tests assessed small-study effects, with recognition of limited power when k < 10. Certainty of evidence was appraised using the Grading of Recommendations, Assessment, Development and Evaluations approach (Guyatt et al., 2008), considering study quality, consistency, directness, precision, and publication bias.




Results


Study selection and characteristics

The database search identified 89 records, with 16 meeting the inclusion criteria (Figure 1). Nine contributed quantitative data to the meta-analysis; seven were excluded due to insufficient data, a non-quantitative design, or a focus on mediators or moderators (Figure 1). The included studies (Table 1) were drawn from diverse regions, including Europe, North America, and Asia, and were conducted in various settings such as healthcare, corporate, and education. Sample sizes ranged from under 100 to over 1,800 participants. Eight studies were cross-sectional surveys, although the rest used longitudinal or experimental designs. Dark Triad traits were assessed using validated instruments like the SD3 and Dirty Dozen, while bullying outcomes were measured with validated indices or adapted questionnaires.

[image: Flowchart titled “Identification of studies via databases and registers” shows the systematic selection process for a meta-analysis. Out of eighty-nine initial records, forty-two were removed before screening. After title and abstract screening, thirty-one were excluded. Sixteen reports were assessed for eligibility, with seven excluded for various reasons, resulting in nine studies included in the meta-analysis.]

FIGURE 1
 PRISMA flow diagram of study selection. Of 89 records identified, 16 met the inclusion criteria; nine were included in the meta-analysis and seven were excluded but included in narrative analysis.



TABLE 1 Study characteristics.


	Study (year)
	Country/setting
	Sample and role focus
	Design and sampling
	Risk of bias
	Concise key finding

 

 	
Sheng et al. (2025)
 	China, hospital (nursing) 	292 nurses + 50 supervisors; supervisors 	2-wave time-lagged; convenience 	Moderate 	Subordinates’ CWB predicted abusive supervision; effect buffered by sleep quality and amplified by narcissism.


 	
Jang et al. (2025)
 	Korea, ICU 	47 nurses 	Quasi-experiment (MBAP); voluntary 	Moderate 	MBAP reduced narcissistic vulnerability, distortions, shame; increased mentalization; lowered bullying.


 	
Braun et al. (2024)
 	Germany/UK 	Supervisor samples (N = 320/326/292) 	Survey + experiments 	Moderate 	Vulnerable narcissism predicted abusive supervision via internal attributions; grandiose not predictive.


 	
Jang et al. (2023)
 	Korea, ICU 	416 nurses 	Cross-sectional survey 	Moderate 	Dark traits and perfectionistic self-presentation predicted bullying; narcissistic vulnerability predicted victimisation.


 	
Feng et al. (2023)
 	USA and China 	Managers (n = 355); leaders + teams (n = 298, n = 1,252 subs) 	Two-wave multisource 	Low–Moderate 	Leader Machiavellianism predicted abusive supervision via guanxi; effects stronger with high team guanxi.


 	
Preston et al. (2022)
 	USA 	331 employees 	Cross-sectional MTurk 	Moderate 	Disinhibition/Antisocial predicted CWB; Meanness → interpersonal CWB; Boldness buffered harms.


 	
Fernandez-del-Rio et al. (2021)
 	Spain 	613 employees 	Cross-sectional survey 	Moderate 	Dark tetrad (esp. sadism, narcissism) predicted bullying perpetration; agreeableness protective.


 	
Priesemuth and Bigelow (2020)
 	Canada/USA 	111 dyads + 160 supervisors 	CIT field studies; time-lagged 	Moderate 	Abusive supervision reduced social worth and OCB; psychopathy moderated persistence.


 	
Dåderman and Ragnestål-Impola (2019)
 	Sweden 	247 employees 	Cross-sectional survey 	Moderate 	Machiavellianism and psychopathy predicted bullying; narcissism ns when controlling others.


 	
Carre et al. (2018)
 	USA 	481 MTurk 	Cross-sectional survey 	Moderate 	Psychopathy (meanness, disinhibition) predicted workplace deviance and harassment proclivity.


 	
Pilch and Turska (2015)
 	Poland 	117 employees 	Cross-sectional survey 	Moderate 	Machiavellianism predicted bullying perpetration; bullies scored higher; culture moderated effects.


 	
Wang and Jiang (2014)
 	China 	403 employees 	Two-wave survey 	Moderate 	Abusive supervision → deviance; narcissism moderated (stronger effect for high narcissism).


 	
Burton and Hoobler (2011)
 	USA 	262 MBA + coworkers 	Cross-sectional mediation 	Moderate 	Abusive supervision → aggression via injustice; narcissism intensified aggression under low justice.


 	
Kiazad et al. (2010)
 	Australia and Philippines 	92 dyads (AU); 200 dyads (PH) 	Cross-sectional + 2-wave 	Low–Moderate 	Supervisor Machiavellianism → abusive supervision via authoritarian leadership; OBSE amplified in collectivist setting.


 	
Pullen and Rhodes (2008)
 	UK 	Qualitative case leaders 	Interpretive case 	High (qualitative) 	Leadership identity framed as narcissistic and gendered; self-centered power practices.


 	
Wislar et al. (2002)
 	USA, university 	1,880 employees (drinkers) 	Two-wave survey 	Moderate 	Harassment/abuse predicted problem drinking; personality traits partly explained differences.





Summary of study characteristics, risk-of-bias (RoB), funding, and key findings (N = 16). Studies are listed in descending order of publication year for clarity.
 

Across included studies, there was variability in how dark personality traits were operationalized. Some studies assessed all three Dark Triad traits concurrently, whereas others examined only one or two traits in isolation. A small number of studies additionally incorporated broader dark personality frameworks, such as the Dark Tetrad, typically including everyday sadism. However, such studies were limited in number and varied substantially in measurement and outcome definitions, precluding quantitative synthesis beyond the Dark Triad traits.

The included studies also differed in methodological design and cultural context. Most employed cross-sectional survey designs, whereas a smaller number used time-lagged, longitudinal, quasi-experimental, or multi-source approaches. Studies were conducted across diverse cultural settings, including North America, East Asia, and Europe, with the United States and Korea most frequently represented. These differences in design and context likely contributed to the substantial heterogeneity observed across pooled analyses.



Risk of bias

In Table 1, 13 studies were judged to have “Moderate risk” of bias, largely due to cross-sectional design, potential selection bias, and limited adjustment for confounding. Three were rated as lower risk, particularly those with multi-wave or multi-source designs. None were free of bias in all domains. Detailed assessments are provided in Appendix Table S3.



Meta-analysis

Pooled analyses indicated that all Dark Triad personality traits were positively associated with bullying perpetration (Table 2 and Figure 2). The composite Dark Triad score showed a large, pooled correlation (r = 0.63 [95% CI 0.32–0.82]; k = 4). Psychopathy yielded the largest individual association (r = 0.53 [95% CI 0.28–0.71]; k = 5). Narcissism and Machiavellianism demonstrated moderate effects (r = 0.40 and r = 0.35 respectively). Substantial heterogeneity was observed across syntheses (I2 > 90%). Subgroup analyses showed consistently positive associations across outcome subtypes (bullying perpetration, abusive supervision, interpersonal deviance), though differences between subtypes were not statistically significant (Table 3). Prediction intervals were wide, indicating considerable between-study variation. Studies varied in the instruments used to assess Dark Triad traits, most commonly the SD3 and the Dirty Dozen. However, the number of studies per trait and per instrument was limited, restricting the feasibility and interpretability of formal moderator analyses by measurement scale. Sensitivity checks indicated that the overall direction and relative magnitude of associations were consistent across instruments, although precision was reduced in subsets defined by specific measures.


TABLE 2 Summary of syntheses (A1–A4) and sensitivity (S1).


	Analysis ID
	Outcome set
	Trait/exposure
	Model (RE method)
	k
	Total N†
	Pooled r (95% CI)
	Q (df)*
	I2%
	τ2 (DL)
	95% prediction interval
	Plot

 

 	A1 Primary 	Interpersonal perpetration (bullying + abusive supervision + CWB-I) 	DT total 	Random-effects (DL) 	4 	1,556 	0.628 [0.317, 0.817] 	191.31 (3) 	98.4 	0.172 	−0.171 to 0.929 	


 	A2 	Interpersonal perpetration (bullying + abusive supervision + CWB-I) 	Narcissism 	Random-effects (DL) 	7 	2,494 	0.397 [0.258, 0.519] 	91.03 (6) 	93.4 	0.041 	−0.006 to 0.689 	


 	A3 	Interpersonal perpetration (bullying + abusive supervision + CWB-I) 	Machiavellianism 	Random-effects (DL) 	7 	1822 	0.345 [0.133, 0.526] 	130.94 (6) 	95.4 	0.087 	−0.255 to 0.753 	


 	A4 	Interpersonal perpetration (bullying + abusive supervision + CWB-I) 	Psychopathy 	Random-effects (DL) 	5 	1952 	0.527 [0.279, 0.709] 	173.01 (4) 	97.7 	0.113 	−0.137 to 0.864 	


 	S1 (Sensitivity) 	Add CWB-total/CWB-O (mixed/organizational deviance) 	Specify 	Random-effects (DL) 	0 	0 	N/A (no eligible studies in current dataset) 	 	 	 	 	





CWB-I, Counterproductive Work Behaviors – Individual. Analyses A1–A4 represent the four primary random-effects models (Dark Triad total, narcissism, Machiavellianism, psychopathy); S1 = sensitivity analysis including mixed CWB outcomes. Studies are ordered by descending year of publication.
 

[image: Four-panel forest plot illustrating correlation coefficients (r) and confidence intervals for studies on Total Score (A), Narcissism (B), Machiavellianism (C), and Psychopathy (D). Each panel lists studies with individual effect sizes shown as squares, confidence intervals as horizontal lines, and pooled summary estimates at the bottom in bold. Total Score shows highest pooled effect size at 0.63, followed by Psychopathy at 0.53, Narcissism at 0.40, and Machiavellianism at 0.34. Panel labels and axes indicate correlation direction and strength.]

FIGURE 2
 Forest plots of the association between Dark Triad traits and workplace bullying. Squares indicate individual study effects with size proportional to random-effects weight; horizontal lines show 95% confidence intervals. The diamond indicates the pooled DerSimonian-Laird random-effects estimate. Values at right are r with 95% CIs. Differences in the number of studies per panel reflect variation in available data across traits, as not all primary studies reported every Dark Triad dimension. (A) Total score; (B) Narcissism; (C) Machiavellianism; (D) Psychopathy.



TABLE 3 Outcome subtype moderators by trait.


	Trait
	Outcome subtype
	
k

	Pooled r (95% CI)
	95% PI
	
Q

	I2%
	τ2
	Q_between (df, p)

 

 	Narcissism 	Bullying perpetration 	3 	0.45 [0.23, 0.63] 	−0.00 to 0.75 	35.27 	94.3 	0.047 	0.58 (1, p = 0.445)


 	Narcissism 	Abusive supervision 	4 	0.35 [0.13, 0.54] 	−0.14 to 0.70 	53.87 	94.4 	0.053 	0.58 (1, p = 0.445)


 	Machiavellianism 	Bullying perpetration 	3 	0.36 [0.02, 0.63] 	−0.31 to 0.79 	42.32 	95.3 	0.094 	0.02 (1, p = 0.887)


 	Machiavellianism 	Abusive supervision 	4 	0.33 [−0.00, 0.60] 	−0.40 to 0.80 	80.77 	96.3 	0.122 	0.02 (1, p = 0.887)


 	Psychopathy 	Bullying perpetration 	2 	0.43 [0.07, 0.69] 	−0.20 to 0.81 	20.79 	95.2 	0.075 	2.83 (2, p = 0.243)


 	Psychopathy 	Abusive supervision 	1 	0.80 [0.76, 0.83] 	0.76 to 0.83 	0.00 	0.0 	0.000 	2.83 (2, p = 0.243)


 	Psychopathy 	Interpersonal deviance (CWB-I) 	2 	0.43 [0.21, 0.60] 	0.05 to 0.70 	11.65 	91.4 	0.027 	2.83 (2, p = 0.243)





CWB-I, counterproductive work behavior – individual.
 



Narrative synthesis

Beyond pooled estimates, clear patterns emerged across the 16 studies. Machiavellianism was a reliable predictor of bullying, particularly in competitive, market-oriented organizational cultures, while its association with perpetration weakened in more collaborative environments, suggesting strong context dependence. Supervisors scoring higher on psychopathy, as measured using the SD3 in several studies, appeared less constrained by reputational costs, allowing abusive supervision to persist. Narcissism showed more subtle effects. Vulnerable narcissism reliably predicted abusive supervision through maladaptive attributions and shame, whereas grandiose narcissism was less strongly implicated. Contextual moderators further shaped outcomes: for example, abusive supervision provoked retaliatory aggression through injustice perceptions, particularly among employees high in narcissism. Supervisors were more likely to engage in abuse when experiencing identity threat and low moral identity, and situational stressors such as job insecurity combined with leader narcissism to heighten aggression intentions. In all, these findings highlight that dark traits exert their influence within a wider matrix of organizational climate, justice perceptions, and leader-follower dynamics.



Bias and robustness checks

Funnel plots (Figure 3) suggested no systematic small-study bias, although statistical tests were underpowered due to small k. Leave-one-out analyses showed stable pooled estimates, and alternative random-effects estimators produced results consistent with DerSimonian and Laird models (DerSimonian and Laird, 1986), confirming robustness (Table 4).

[image: Figure contains four funnel plots labeled A through D. Each plot displays standard error of Fisher z on the vertical axis and Fisher z on the horizontal axis, with a dashed vertical line representing a central value and triangular confidence limits. Plot A is labeled "DT total," B "Narcissism," C "Machiavellianism," and D "Psychopathy," each with several black points distributed asymmetrically around the dashed line.]

FIGURE 3
 Funnel plots of small-study effects for the association between Dark Triad traits and workplace bullying. (A) Total score (DT-total); (B) Narcissism; (C) Machiavellianism; (D) Psychopathy. Each point is a study’s effect on the Fisher-z scale; the y-axis shows its standard error (larger studies appear lower). The vertical dashed line marks the random-effects pooled estimate; sloping lines indicate the expected 95% limits (ẑ ± 1.96 × SE). Visual asymmetry suggests potential small-study effects or publication bias; Egger’s regression intercept p-values were (A) = 0.24 (k = 4), (B) = 0.60 (k = 7), (C) = 0.61 (k = 7), (D) = 0.45 (k = 5), noting limited power when k < 10.



TABLE 4 Bias and robustness checks (Egger + PM–KH).


	Synthesis
	Check
	Result
	Takeaway

 

 	DT total (A1) 	Small-study effects (Egger) 	Intercept = 20.86 (SE = 17.58), t = 1.19, df = 2, p = 0.357, k = 4 	Under-powered (k < 10); interpret cautiously


 	DT total (A1) 	Leave-one-out 	Max Δ pooled r = 0.097 (dropping Feng2023a) 	Large Δ suggests influence


 	DT total (A1) 	Influence/outliers 	Std residuals >2: None 	Inspect if listed


 	DT total (A1) 	Spec check (FE vs. RE) 	FE r = 0.567 vs. RE r = 0.628 	If materially different, heterogeneity matters


 	Narcissism 	Small-study effects (Egger) 	Intercept = 4.75 (SE = 9.01), t = 0.53, df = 5, p = 0.620, k = 7 	Under-powered (k < 10); interpret cautiously


 	Narcissism 	Leave-one-out 	Max Δ pooled r = 0.037 (dropping Braun2024) 	Stable


 	Narcissism 	Influence/outliers 	Std residuals >2: None 	Inspect if listed


 	Narcissism 	Spec check (FE vs. RE) 	FE r = 0.385 vs. RE r = 0.397 	If materially different, heterogeneity matters


 	Machiavellianism 	Small-study effects (Egger) 	Intercept = 3.19 (SE = 6.24), t = 0.51, df = 5, p = 0.632, k = 7 	Under-powered (k < 10); interpret cautiously


 	Machiavellianism 	Leave-one-out 	Max Δ pooled r = 0.065 (dropping Feng2023) 	Large Δ suggests influence


 	Machiavellianism 	Influence/outliers 	Std residuals >2: None 	Inspect if listed


 	Machiavellianism 	Spec check (FE vs. RE) 	FE r = 0.317 vs. RE r = 0.345 	If materially different, heterogeneity matters


 	Psychopathy 	Small-study effects (Egger) 	Intercept = 11.88 (SE = 15.58), t = 0.76, df = 3, p = 0.501, k = 5 	Under-powered (k < 10); interpret cautiously


 	Psychopathy 	Leave-one-out 	Max Δ pooled r = 0.102 (dropping Feng2023) 	Large Δ suggests influence


 	Psychopathy 	Influence/outliers 	Std residuals >2: None 	Inspect if listed


 	Psychopathy 	Spec check (FE vs. RE) 	FE r = 0.493 vs. RE r = 0.527 	If materially different, heterogeneity matters


 	DT total (A1) 	Model sensitivity (PM–KH) 	r = 0.628 [0.132, 0.872] (τ2_PM = 0.141, H2 = 1.00, t_crit = 3.18) 	Similar to DL → conclusions stable


 	Narcissism 	Model sensitivity (PM–KH) 	r = 0.397 [0.220, 0.549] (τ2_PM = 0.042, H2 = 1.00, t_crit = 2.45) 	Similar to DL → conclusions stable


 	Machiavellianism 	Model sensitivity (PM–KH) 	r = 0.344 [0.108, 0.544] (τ2_PM = 0.068, H2 = 1.00, t_crit = 2.45) 	Similar to DL → conclusions stable


 	Psychopathy 	Model sensitivity (PM–KH) 	r = 0.527 [0.174, 0.760] (τ2_PM = 0.106, H2 = 1.00, t_crit = 2.78) 	Similar to DL → conclusions stable





Dark Triad (DT; Machiavellianism, narcissism, psychopathy); Dark Triad total composite (DT-total); Analysis 1 worksheet label (A1); Egger’s regression test for small-study effects (Egger); standard error (SE); t-statistic (t); degrees of freedom (df); p-value (p); number of studies/effects (k); change/difference (Δ); fixed-effects model (FE); random-effects model (RE); standardized (studentized) residuals (Std residuals); Pearson correlation coefficient (r); Paule–Mandel τ2 estimator with Knapp–Hartung adjustment (PM–KH); between-study variance (τ2); Paule–Mandel estimate of τ2 (τ2_PM); heterogeneity index (H2); critical value from the t-distribution (t_crit); DerSimonian–Laird τ2 estimator (DL); confidence interval (CI).
 




Discussion

This systematic review and meta-analysis suggested that the socially aversive Dark Triad personality traits, are meaningfully associated with workplace bullying perpetration. Across models and sensitivity checks, psychopathy emerged as the strongest and most consistent correlate, with Machiavellianism and narcissism showing moderate associations. Across models and sensitivity checks, psychopathy emerged as the strongest and most consistent correlate, with Machiavellianism and narcissism showing moderate associations. The rank order (psychopathy > narcissism ≈ Machiavellianism) aligns with theory: callous affect and reduced affective empathy – rather than a total lack of empathic capacity – facilitate instrumental aggression (Ritchie et al., 2022; Wislar et al., 2002); impulsivity and thrill seeking can lower thresholds for norm violations (Pink et al., 2022); and strategic manipulation supports goal-directed mistreatment when accountability is weak (Cai et al., 2023; De Hoogh et al., 2021). These findings narrow an evidence gap created by prior syntheses that mixed perpetration and victimization or collapsed interpersonal aggression with organizational deviance (Bowling and Beehr, 2006; Horsten et al., 2023; O'Boyle et al., 2012; Özer and Escartín, 2023). For example, A recent systematic review by Özer and Escartín (2023) catalogued multilevel antecedents, moderators, mediators, and outcomes of bullying perpetration across studies; however, it did not quantitatively pool personality–perpetration associations (e.g., Dark Triad) nor differentiate effect sizes by outcome subtype, leaving the strength and specificity of these links unresolved. By focusing explicitly on perpetration, we quantify the personality-aggression link that organizations must manage.

From a theoretical perspective, the findings support a person–context interaction account of workplace bullying perpetration. Dark personality traits appear to function as dispositional risk factors whose expression depends on organizational opportunity structures, such as power asymmetries, weak accountability, and permissive climates. Traits characterized by callousness, manipulation, and entitlement may increase the likelihood of bullying when situational constraints are low, rather than operating as deterministic causes of mistreatment. This interpretation aligns with contemporary models of workplace aggression that emphasize the joint influence of individual dispositions and contextual affordances and cautions against trait-based explanations that neglect organizational responsibility (Schat and Frone, 2011).

Framed as an occupational and public health issue, the results reinforce that bullying is associated with substantial individual and societal harms. Mental health effects include anxiety, depressive symptoms, burnout, and features of post-traumatic stress (Ashraf et al., 2024). Physical effects include sleep disruption (Niedhammer et al., 2009; Nielsen et al., 2020), musculoskeletal pain (Vignoli et al., 2015), and cardiometabolic risk (Kivimäki et al., 2003). Conceptually plausible mechanisms connect these outcomes to bullying as a chronic social stressor, including activation of the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal axis and sympathetic system, glucocorticoid dysregulation, and low-grade systemic inflammation, which translate psychosocial strain into disease risk (Rivara et al., 2016). From a systems perspective, these harms expand beyond the individual to organizational costs (turnover intentions, absenteeism/presenteeism, productivity loss) (Brouwer et al., 2023) and societal burden (healthcare utilization, compensation claims) (Isham et al., 2021).

At the same time, the evidence cautions against trait determinism and emphasizes the primacy of context. The work environment hypothesis suggests bullying proliferates in climates marked by destructive or laissez-faire leadership (Nielsen et al., 2024), low organizational justice (Abou Hashish et al., 2024), role ambiguity (Blomberg et al., 2024), poor job design (high demands/low resources) (Bjaalid et al., 2022), and power asymmetries (Soylu and Sheehy-Skeffington, 2015). A strong Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC), the shared perception that management prioritizes psychological health, functions as a “cause of the causes,” dampening the opportunity structure for aggression (Fattori et al., 2022). Our synthesis supports a multilevel account in which (i) individual dispositions (e.g., psychopathy’s callousness, Machiavellianism’s strategic manipulation, and specific narcissism facets) interact with (ii) organizational culture (PSC, justice, ethical climate) and (iii) situational stressors (job insecurity, resource scarcity) to enable or constrain bullying. Of note, effects for narcissism were more variable across studies, consistent with theoretical distinctions between grandiose and vulnerable narcissism; the latter may be more reactive to ego threat, whereas the former is expressed where power and impunity are available (Aslinger et al., 2022).


Robustness, heterogeneity, and sensitivity

We observed heterogeneity across traits and outcome subtypes (bullying perpetration, abusive supervision, CWB-I). This likely reflects measurement differences, sampling frames (occupational sectors and countries), and model adjustments. Small-study bias diagnostics (Egger tests) were under-powered and therefore interpreted cautiously. Leave-one-out analyses indicated influence for a small number of effects in the psychopathy and Machiavellianism sets, while narcissism appeared stable under case deletion. Fixed-versus random-effects comparisons suggested that heterogeneity matters, and model sensitivity using Paule-Mandel with Knapp-Hartung adjustments produced conclusions consistent with the primary models. Therefore, these checks increase confidence that the direction and relative magnitudes of the pooled associations are not artefacts of a single estimator or idiosyncratic study.

Differences in study design and cultural context provide important insight into the observed heterogeneity. Cross-sectional designs relying on single-source self-report data may inflate associations through shared-method variance, whereas longitudinal, experimental, or multi-source designs offer stronger temporal and causal inference and may yield more conservative estimates. Cultural context may further shape how dark personality traits are expressed and perceived in workplace interactions, particularly in relation to power distance, authority norms, and reporting practices. Consequently, effect sizes should be interpreted as average tendencies across heterogeneous contexts rather than as uniform estimates applicable to all organizational or cultural settings.



Practical implications

The translation of these findings is organizational, not clinical. Although personality traits should not be used as exclusionary screening tools, awareness of dark personality tendencies may inform leadership development, governance, and prevention strategies. Organizational safeguards, such as clear behavioral standards, robust reporting mechanisms, procedural justice, and a strong psychosocial safety climate, may limit opportunities for dispositional risk to translate into sustained bullying. Interventions that focus on accountability, ethical leadership, and work design may therefore be more effective than approaches that target individual traits in isolation.

Personality assessments should not be used as blunt screening or exclusion tools in recruitment or promotion, but rather as one component of a broader evaluation strategy. Importantly, the persistence of psychopathic leadership behaviors may reflect structural, rather than individual, determinants. Positions that reward dominance and power signaling inherently attract individuals high in callous-manipulative traits. By contrast, rotational or collective leadership models, such as those adopted in some UK universities, minimize such selection pressures by decoupling power from positional permanence. In this view, psychopathy is selected, not created, by systems that conflate authority with personal dominance. Reforms that flatten hierarchies or distribute decision-making power may therefore constitute one of the most effective safeguards against toxic supervision. We recommend integrating these measures with contextual judgement, behavioral feedback, and leadership-development frameworks to mitigate misuse while harnessing their diagnostic value. In addition to, a risk-management approach consistent with occupational health and safety principles is warranted: build personality awareness and behavioral accountability into supervision training, using 360-degree feedback and mentoring to surface blind spots, especially in leaders with grandiose or callous tendencies. Establish system safeguards through zero-tolerance policies, confidential and credible reporting channels, timely investigation protocols, and just-culture responses that separate accountability from blame. Improve work design to reduce opportunities for bullying by clarifying roles, allocating workloads fairly, ensuring transparent decision-making, and embedding procedural justice in performance management. Strengthen the PSC via visible senior-management commitment to psychological health, dedicated resources for prevention, and routine monitoring of interpersonal climate. Additionally, provide support and remediation by offering coaching for perpetrators who can change and ensuring access to evidence-based assistance for targets and teams (e.g., restorative practices, conflict management).



Strengths and limitations

Strengths include prospective preregistration, a comprehensive multi-database search, duplicate screening and extraction, and transparent risk-of-bias procedures adapted from the JBI checklist. We synthesized trait-specific and DT-total effects and examined outcome subtypes to avoid conflating interpersonal aggression with broader counterproductive behaviors.

Limitations warrant restraint in interpretation. The included studies sampled participants from diverse occupational contexts, including healthcare, corporate, education, and mixed-sector workforces. While this diversity reflects the widespread nature of workplace bullying, it limits the generalizability of pooled estimates to specific occupational settings and likely contributes to between-study variability.

Methodological heterogeneity also arose from differences in the operationalization of dark personality traits. Some studies assessed individual Dark Triad traits in isolation, whereas others examined partial combinations or the full triad, which may influence observed effect sizes and comparability across studies. Although broader frameworks such as the Dark Tetrad are theoretically relevant, the limited number and heterogeneity of such studies currently restrict the feasibility of quantitative synthesis or moderator analyses beyond the Dark Triad.

In addition, most included studies were cross-sectional and relied on single-source self-report data, which may inflate associations through shared-method variance and preclude causal inference. The modest number of meta-eligible effects per trait further constrained precision and limited the power of small-study bias diagnostics. Finally, although our focus on the Dark Triad ensured theoretical coherence and methodological comparability, related constructs such as everyday sadism and protective traits (e.g., empathy or honesty–humility) were outside the scope of this review and warrant future synthesis.

Measurement-related limitations should also be noted. Brief instruments such as the Dirty Dozen are widely used in organizational research due to their efficiency, yet their psychometric properties and construct coverage have been questioned. Variation in scale length and dimensional coverage may have contributed to between-study variability in effect sizes. Accordingly, pooled estimates should be interpreted as reflecting broad trait tendencies rather than fine-grained facet-level associations. Future research would benefit from greater consistency in measurement and from using instruments with stronger construct validity when examining dark personality traits in workplace contexts.



Future directions

To refine estimates and inform prevention, future research should prioritize longitudinal, multi-wave, and multi-source designs to establish temporal order and reduce shared-method bias; report meta-analytic inputs transparently (e.g., r, n, and confidence intervals) and make materials openly available. Trait delineation should also improve, distinguishing fine-grained facets such as grandiose versus vulnerable narcissism; psychopathy’s triarchic dimensions of boldness, meanness, and disinhibition, which map onto primary (bold–mean) and secondary (disinhibited) psychopathy profiles (Patrick et al., 2009; Sellbom and Drislane, 2021); and tactical versus cynical forms of Machiavellianism. The scope should further expand to the Dark Tetrad and to protective dispositions such as empathy, honesty-humility, mentalization, and resilience. Future studies should pre-register and test contextual moderators that determine when traits translate into harm (e.g., psychosocial safety climate, organizational justice, leadership style, power asymmetries, job insecurity, and role ambiguity). Finally, organizational interventions should be evaluated using field or quasi-experimental designs, such as staggered PSC initiatives, leadership feedback and coaching, or changes to accountability and reporting systems, with follow-ups tracking downstream health and productivity outcomes. Importantly, this review does not imply that dark personality traits inevitably lead to bullying, but rather that they represent one component within a broader multilevel system of risk.




Conclusion

Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy are consistent and meaningful risk factors for workplace bullying perpetration, with psychopathy showing the strongest association. By isolating perpetration and integrating sensitivity analyses, this review clarifies how aversive dispositions translate into harmful conduct when organizational conditions permit. Effective prevention requires a multilevel strategy: leadership development and governance that reward respectful behavior, robust system safeguards and fair processes, high psychosocial safety climate, and work design that limits opportunities for interpersonal harm. Workplace bullying is both an organizational hazard and a public health priority; coordinated action across psychology, management, and occupational health is warranted.
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Introduction: While the empirical connection between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior has been extensively documented, the psychological mechanisms underpinning this relationship remain insufficiently explored, particularly among Chinese kindergarten teachers. Based on social exchange theory, this study examines the association between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers, along with the mediating effect of interpersonal trust in this pathway.
Methods: This cross-sectional survey employed a convenience sampling method to collect self-reported data on negative workplace gossip, organizational citizenship behavior, and interpersonal trust from 1,423 kindergarten teachers in China. Statistical analyses were carried out using Model 4 of the PROCESS macro (Version 4.1) in SPSS 29.0, with indirect effects evaluated by means of bias-corrected bootstrapping (5,000 resamples).
Results: Results reveal that negative workplace gossip is negatively associated with organizational citizenship behavior, and interpersonal trust partially mediates this pathway.
Discussion: This study extends the application of social exchange theory to the field of early childhood education, enriches the academic literature on workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior, and offers theoretical implications for promoting positive workplace behaviors among Chinese kindergarten teachers.
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Introduction

The occupational wellbeing and interpersonal workplace environment of kindergarten teachers have become increasingly important for the stable and high-quality development of early childhood education in China. As a key indicator of teachers' proactive and prosocial functioning, organizational citizenship behavior describes educators' voluntary, non-mandatory contributions beyond formal role expectations, which is positively associated with improvements in school climate and educational quality (Bogler and Somech, 2023; Triningsih et al., 2023; Gnanarajan et al., 2022). Organizational citizenship behavior refers to employees' discretionary, extra-role conduct that falls outside formal job descriptions and is not directly rewarded by organizational incentives, yet collectively boosts operational effectiveness and long-term organizational resilience (Organ, 1988). These behaviors span prosocial, constructive actions, such as assisting colleagues with work challenges, engaging proactively in organizational initiatives, and maintaining a positive mindset during professional obstacles. Organizational citizenship behavior is positively associated with organizational success and is linked to higher operational efficiency—predicting performance outcomes and being associated with stronger adaptive capacity to uncertainty (Han et al., 2022; Santa et al., 2023)—and is related to better internal brand cultivation, particularly in service sectors like hospitality and healthcare, where it is associated with brand promise delivery and sustainable brand growth (Abdel Majeed et al., 2024; Liao et al., 2025).

Beyond organizational benefits, organizational citizenship behavior fosters employee wellbeing by creating a virtuous cycle between prosocial actions and multifaceted happiness, strengthening employees' sense of belonging and loyalty (Unanue et al., 2021). Additionally, organizational citizenship behavior is positively associated with better team collaboration and interpersonal dynamics and is linked to greater information sharing, being associated with lower levels of conflicts, and being associated with higher levels of employees' social network centrality, while also being related to higher levels of interpersonal intelligence that support more sustainable prosocial behaviors (Han et al., 2022). Additionally, organizational citizenship behavior enhances team collaboration and interpersonal dynamics by promoting information sharing, reducing conflicts, and increasing employees' social network centrality, while also nurturing interpersonal intelligence for more sustainable prosocial behaviors (Han et al., 2022). Given the substantial significance of organizational citizenship behavior for organizational effectiveness, prior research has explored its antecedents and confirmed that workplace deviant behaviors (e.g., incivility, interpersonal conflict, workplace ostracism) relate to employees' engagement in organizational citizenship behavior (Annalakshmi et al., 2022; Gümüştaş and Karataş Gümüştaş, 2023; Tran, 2025). A review of existing literature reveals that scholarship examining the connection between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior remains limited, with available studies restricted to specific occupational groups such as frontline staff and their direct supervisors (Xie et al., 2019). Comprehensive investigations within educational contexts are still absent.

Among educators, organizational citizenship behavior—discretionary, prosocial contributions that extend beyond formal role obligations to benefit peers and educational organizations—encompasses both individual-oriented actions (e.g., offering support to fellow teachers) and institution-oriented actions (e.g., upholding organizational values), and acts as a pivotal catalyst for educator performance and institutional effectiveness (Hermanto and Srimulyani, 2022; Rahman and Karim, 2022). Validated as a cross-contextual construct spanning secondary schools, vocational training colleges, and private higher education institutions globally, educators' organizational citizenship behavior serves as an essential foundation for fostering collaborative educational environments and achieving institutional development objectives (Hermanto and Srimulyani, 2022; Shaya et al., 2024). Multiple studies have demonstrated that organizational citizenship behavior is positively associated with organizational justice, ethical and transformational leadership practices, effective interpersonal communication, and individual personality traits, with work engagement, job satisfaction, and quality of work life showing an associative role (Hermanto et al., 2024; Hermawan and Susanti, 2022; Phetsombat and Na-Nan, 2023).

Negative workplace gossip is conceptualized as informal, derogatory, and largely unsubstantiated discourse about colleagues within organizational contexts, which generally takes place in the absence of the targeted individual (Kakarika et al., 2024; Xie et al., 2024). Distinguished from overt workplace deviant behaviors—such as bullying (direct, repeated harm), ostracism (intentional exclusion), and incivility (low-intensity discourtesy)—negative workplace gossip is covert, socially contagious, and insidious, and is associated with eroded reputations and infiltrated team networks with lingering effects (Cheng X. et al., 2023). Although prior research notes its marginally constructive functions (e.g., monitoring unethical conduct; Gabriel et al., 2024), its detrimental impacts far outweigh these benefits and deserve greater scholarly attention. At the individual level, exposure to negative workplace gossip is negatively associated with job satisfaction, subjective wellbeing, and in-role performance, while being positively associated with turnover intentions and negatively associated with proactive behaviors like knowledge sharing—actions analogous to organizational citizenship behavior (Cheng B. et al., 2023; Gao et al., 2024). From an organizational perspective, it is negatively associated with interpersonal trust, team dynamics, and collective organizational performance (Xie et al., 2022).

Despite growing evidence of negative workplace gossip's harms, its specific link with organizational citizenship behavior remains underexplored, particularly among Chinese kindergarten teachers. In China, kindergarten teachers, who hold recognized professional qualifications in the field of early childhood education, are tasked with designing and implementing structured learning experiences as well as providing developmental care to children aged 3–6 years old (with regional variations in adherence to national regulatory guidelines) within regulated early childhood education institutions (Feng et al., 2025). This professional group operates within a distinct occupational landscape, and these unique characteristics not only define the parameters of their roles but may also be associated with a higher prevalence of detrimental workplace gossip and a negative association between such gossip and the collaborative dynamics required to deliver high-quality services (Feng et al., 2025). Globally, women make up over 90% of kindergarten teachers (Hong et al., 2022; Piperac et al., 2024), a demographic associated with stereotypes of a propensity for gossip (Robbins and Karan, 2020). Research notes women often use relational aggression (e.g., gossip) against female peers (Crothers et al., 2009; Namie, 2021). Combined with the role's heavy emotional labor demands (Sottimano et al., 2017), negative gossip is negatively linked to trust, is associated with emotional exhaustion (Itzkovich and Dolev, 2021), and shows a negative relationship with organizational citizenship behavior—critical for team harmony and quality education.

While emerging evidence links negative workplace gossip to organizational citizenship behavior, this association is likely indirect, operating through third-party mechanisms—with interpersonal trust as a pivotal mediator. Interpersonal trust is defined as an individual's optimistic expectation that other parties will prioritize their interests, honor their commitments, and avoid harmful actions (Rousseau et al., 1998). Within organizational contexts, interpersonal trust acts as a cornerstone of individual adaptation, wellbeing, and professional growth, while also showing a positive correlation with collaborative team dynamics, being positively associated with group creativity and decision-making quality, and linking to positive organizational attitudes and overall effectiveness (Dirks and de Jong, 2022; Hancock et al., 2023; Raatikainen et al., 2023). To our knowledge, no prior investigation has explored interpersonal trust as a mediating variable in the relationship between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior, especially within the cultural context of Chinese educational institutions. Existing studies demonstrate that negative workplace gossip is negatively associated with colleague friendships and shows a relationship with interpersonal conflicts (Liu, 2024), which in turn are linked to lower levels of mutual trust among colleagues. Drawing on social exchange theory (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005), reciprocal workplace cooperation is built on a foundation of trust. When trust is undermined, the bedrock of social exchange collapses, and employees' willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behavior—voluntary extra-role actions benefiting the organization—is associated with a reduction or complete absence (Aryee et al., 2002; Wat and Shaffer, 2005). This study therefore focuses on Chinese kindergarten teachers to examine the influence of negative workplace gossip on organizational citizenship behavior and the mediating role of interpersonal trust. The findings aim to provide a theoretical basis and practical implications for facilitating positive workplace behaviors among kindergarten teachers.


Theoretical background and hypotheses

The present investigation draws on social exchange theory as its core analytical framework to examine the association between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers. Social exchange theory centers on the voluntary interactions among individuals driven by the expectation and actual attainment of mutual returns (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Specifically, it explains how social relationships are constructed and maintained through the reciprocal exchange of resources or favors, which constitute the concrete manifestations of social exchange. These exchanges encompass both material (e.g., economic support) and non-material (e.g., emotional care, information sharing, mutual daily assistance) interactions, and are not rigidly contractual but involve diffuse future obligations rather than precisely specified terms. Three core principles underpin social exchange and lay the foundation for understanding workplace interactions. First, voluntary: Actions coerced by physical force are excluded from the scope of social exchange, while compliance with other forms of power may be deemed voluntary if motivated by the expectation of obtaining corresponding benefits (Blau, 1964). Second, reciprocity: As the foundational principle of the theory, the need to repay received benefits serves as a core driver of social interaction, fostering the formation of social networks and group structures; over time, this inherent need is correlated with widely recognized group norms of reciprocity (Cooney, 2022; Ahmad et al., 2023). Third, trust: Establishing and sustaining exchange relations requires individuals to make commitments to each other and trust in others' willingness to reciprocate (Lengieza et al., 2023). Such trust shows a positive relationship with consistent fulfillment of obligations and long-term investment in maintaining relationships (Tarkang Mary and Ozturen, 2019). Rooted in these principles—particularly reciprocity and trust, the two most critical tenets for interpersonal exchange dynamics—social exchange theory posits that workplace interactions are governed by implicit norms of mutual obligation. For employees, engaging in prosocial behaviors (e.g., organizational citizenship behavior) is a voluntary act driven by the expectation of reciprocal respect, support, or other non-material resources from colleagues and the organization (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Notably, this study focuses on interpersonal trust (rather than organizational trust) because social exchange theory emphasizes that micro-level interpersonal exchanges among colleagues are the foundation of broader workplace exchange relationships. Negative workplace gossip, as a destructive interpersonal behavior, directly violates the reciprocity norm of social exchange theory by disseminating derogatory, unsubstantiated information about colleagues—being negatively linked to the mutual respect and goodwill required for reciprocal exchange. This violation, in turn, is associated with lower levels of interpersonal trust between colleagues, as gossip signals that the gossipers (and potentially the broader peer group) are unwilling to uphold the reciprocity and goodwill that underpin trust. By explicitly grounding the analysis in these social exchange theory tenets, this study investigates the link between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior in the Chinese kindergarten teaching workforce, as well as the mediating role that interpersonal trust (a core micro-level exchange resource) plays in this relationship.



Negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior

Negative workplace gossip, as a widespread form of social sabotage, is associated with a chain of harmful psychological and relational outcomes that show a negative correlation with employees' willingness to participate in voluntary, organization-benefiting actions (Agina et al., 2023; Aboramadan et al., 2021). By disseminating derogatory and unverified information, such gossip is linked to a hostile social climate that signals a lack of respect and safety (Touni and Hussien, 2023), and shows an association with threats to employees' psychological resources and relational attachments (He and Wei, 2022; Jung and Yoon, 2022). Targeted individuals often experience heightened emotional distress, diminished self-worth, and a sense of social exclusion (Shi et al., 2022), which are negatively related to the cognitive and motivational energy required for discretionary prosocial behavior (Hase et al., 2021; Zimmerman et al., 2016). For kindergarten teachers, whose work is inherently relational and dependent on mutual trust to ensure effective collaboration and child care (Feng et al., 2025), these negative effects are amplified—gossip shows a negative relationship with the interpersonal harmony that underpins their daily work, and is correlated with cynicism toward colleagues and the organization. Drawing on both social information processing theory (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978) and social exchange theory, negative workplace gossip acts as a harmful social signal that frames employees' perceptions of the interpersonal exchange environment (rather than just the organizational environment) as untrustworthy and unsupportive (Baer et al., 2018). From a social exchange theory perspective, this signal is linked to violations of the reciprocity norm: gossipers fail to provide the respect and goodwill that colleagues expect in reciprocal exchange, and this failure is associated with targeted employees' withdrawal from voluntary prosocial contributions (e.g., organizational citizenship behavior) as a way to avoid further imbalance in the exchange relationship. When teachers interpret such gossip as a sign of relational breakdown, their organizational identification and sense of belonging weaken, and they are less inclined to invest extra effort in organizational citizenship behavior—actions that rely on a foundation of reciprocal trust and commitment to collective wellbeing. Empirical evidence supports this logic: studies in educational settings have linked interpersonal mistreatment, including gossip, to reduced helping, courtesy, and civic virtue among teaching staff (Akkaya, 2019; Kaya, 2015). Cross-occupational research also confirms that gossip-induced resource depletion shows an association with withdrawal from extra-role contributions (Zeng et al., 2022). Given the high interdependence of kindergarten teaching and the essential function of organizational citizenship behavior in sustaining team performance and care standards, negative workplace gossip is hypothesized to be negatively associated with organizational citizenship behavior.

Hypothesis 1: Negative workplace gossip is inversely related to organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers.



Interpersonal trust as a mediating factor

As a core underpinning of positive workplace interactions and social exchange, interpersonal trust encompasses three core dimensions: the belief in others' competence, the expectation of their benevolence, and the confidence in their behavioral reliability (Abrams et al., 2003; Calhoun et al., 2019). It is identified as a pivotal psychological foundationassociated with sustaining collegial collaboration, showing a positive correlation with resource sharing, and linking to emotional connections among organizational members (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). A critical function of interpersonal trust is its association with reduced uncertainty and risk perceptions in interpersonal dynamics, and it shows a relationship with psychological assurance for voluntary cooperation and discretionary extra-role contributions. For kindergarten teachers in particular, stable interpersonal trust is characterized as an indispensable prerequisite linked to seamless coordination in childcare services and positively associated with overall team effectiveness (Chang et al., 2025). From the perspective of social exchange theory, interpersonal trust is not only a core principle of social exchange but also a critical “exchange resource” that enables reciprocal interactions. When colleagues uphold the norm of reciprocity (e.g., treating each other with respect, providing support), interpersonal trust shows higher levels; conversely, behaviors that violate reciprocity (e.g., negative workplace gossip) are negatively linked to this trust. However, employees exposed to negative workplace gossip often experience significant erosion of their interpersonal trust (Pápay, 2021; Estévez, 2021): the derogatory information disseminated through gossip is associated with violations of social exchange theory's reciprocity norm by showing a negative association with the mutual respect and goodwill that colleagues owe each other in social exchange, which in turn is correlated with lower levels of their perceptions of colleagues' benevolence and reliability, shows a negative relationship with the reciprocal norms and collaborative foundations among peers (Guo et al., 2021; D'Cruz and Noronha, 2012), and consequently inhibits their willingness to make proactive contributions to the organization. Empirical evidence has corroborated that negative workplace interactions are negatively related to employees' prosocial behavioral tendencies and show an association with eroded interpersonal trust (Xie et al., 2022). For kindergarten teachers, whose work relies heavily on intensive team collaboration and cross-role coordination, the depletion of interpersonal trust is negatively associated with the collaborative climate essential to childcare delivery, and this depletion is linked to teachers' reluctance to invest extra effort in organizational citizenship behavior.

This underlying mechanism can be thoroughly explained using social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). From this theoretical standpoint, organizational citizenship behavior is fundamentally an outcome of trust-founded social exchange, whose occurrence depends on employees' beliefs that voluntary contributions are linked to balanced reciprocal rewards. As a destructive form of negative interpersonal interaction, negative workplace gossip is systematically negatively related to this exchange dynamic by being associated with violations of the reciprocity norm of social exchange theory—gossipers fail to reciprocate the respect and goodwill that colleagues extend, and this failure is correlated with reduced teachers' confidence in colleagues' core trustworthiness dimensions (e.g., competence, benevolence, reliability). Importantly, this erosion targets interpersonal trust (between colleagues) rather than organizational trust (in the institution), as gossip is a micro-level interpersonal behavior that shows a negative relationship with peer-to-peer exchange relationships. For kindergarten teachers, whose childcare work depends on intensive cross-role collaboration, this trust depletion is linked to higher perceived risks of reciprocity failure, and this depletion is associated with teachers' reluctance to invest in voluntary organizational citizenship behavior (Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler, 2000; Dwiyanti and Hidayah, 2022). Conversely, employees with robust interpersonal trust—rooted in beliefs in colleagues' competence, benevolence, and reliability—are more likely to engage in organizational citizenship behavior, as they anticipate positive responses to their discretionary efforts within the scope of social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005).

Hypothesis 2: Interpersonal trust mediates the negative relationship between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers.

Grounded in social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005), this study constructs a mediational model (see Figure 1) to examine the negative association between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers. We argue that interpersonal trust is the key mediating mechanism. Specifically, negative gossip is associated with violations of reciprocal exchange norms and also is characterized as a negative social cue; both processes are negatively linked to teachers' trust in their colleagues (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005), and this association is correlated with reduced their willingness to engage in discretionary prosocial behaviors. By extending these theories to the context of Chinese kindergartens—a setting reliant on high collegial interdependence—this research is focused on clarifying a critical psycho-social process and is intended to provide practical insights for improving workplace dynamics in early childhood education.


[image: Diagram showing a conceptual model with three labeled boxes: Negative workplace gossip, Interpersonal trust, and Organizational citizenship behavior. Arrows indicate negative workplace gossip affects both interpersonal trust and organizational citizenship behavior, and interpersonal trust also affects organizational citizenship behavior.]
FIGURE 1
 Mediating framework.





Methods


Participants and procedure

Data were gathered using a questionnaire survey, a reliable approach for systematically measuring subjective constructs among kindergarten teachers via standardized survey items. This approach provides a solid empirical basis for large-scale multivariate relationship analyses and subsequent theoretical model validation (Dillman et al., 2014). The research protocol received ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of Quzhou College of Technology (Approval No.: 2025011314) and was implemented in strict compliance with the ethical guidelines set forth in the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2013), ensuring the protection of participants' rights to informed consent, privacy, and voluntary participation. Adopting a cross-sectional study design and convenience sampling strategy, the present investigation distributed self-report questionnaires to active kindergarten teachers across China between April 11, 2025, and May 12, 2025. The survey focused on three core constructs: negative workplace gossip, interpersonal trust, and organizational citizenship behavior. The electronic questionnaire was developed on Wenjuanxing (a leading online survey platform in China) and included the Perception of Negative Workplace Gossip Scale, Interpersonal Trust Scale, Organizational Citizenship Behavior Scale, and key demographic variables. For participant recruitment, the questionnaire link was distributed to collaborating kindergarten principals and teachers via mainstream Chinese social platforms (WeChat, DingTalk, and QQ), who then forwarded it to their workplace or administrative groups with an emphasis on voluntary participation. A standalone informed consent statement was included on the opening page of the survey, which includes the study purpose, content, and participants' rights; only those who clicked “Agree to participate” (considered as having signed a written informed consent form) were granted access to the formal survey. Prior to data collection, an a priori power calculation was conducted with G*Power 3.1.9.7 (Developed by the Heinrich Heine University Düsseldorf, Düsseldorf, Germany), with the goal of determining the minimum sample size needed for the intended multiple regression analysis (Faul et al., 2007). This calculation was configured for a multiple regression framework featuring two predictors, a small effect size (f2 = 0.075), a statistical power of 0.95, and a significance level of 0.05. Findings showed that a minimum of 209 participants was required to satisfy the predefined statistical standards. A total of 1,531 kindergarten teachers voluntarily participated and completed the questionnaire. With the goal of maintaining data quality, responses were screened to identify and remove patterned answering (e.g., consecutive identical choices) and abnormal response times (< 3 or >12 min), which are indicative of inattentive participation. Ultimately, 1,423 valid responses were retained for subsequent statistical analysis, with an effective response rate of 92.95%. The sample's detailed demographic profile is presented in detail in Table 1.

TABLE 1 Sample characteristics (n = 1,423).


	Variable
	Categorical variable coding
	Categorical variable
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)



	Gender
	1
	Male
	38
	2.7
 
	
	2
	Female
	1,385
	97.3


	Marital status
	1
	Non-married
	569
	40.0
 
	
	2
	Married
	854
	60.0


	Age cohort
	1
	18–20
	81
	5.7
 
	
	2
	21–30
	699
	49.1
 
	
	3
	31–40
	398
	28.0
 
	
	4
	41–50
	202
	14.2
 
	
	5
	51+
	43
	3.0


	Monthly income
	1
	 ≤ 3,000 CNY
	390
	27.4
 
	
	2
	3,001–4,000 CNY
	570
	40.1
 
	
	3
	4,001–5,000 CNY
	262
	18.4
 
	
	4
	≥5,001 CNY
	201
	14.1





Measures
 
Negative workplace gossip

To evaluate individuals' personal perceptions of negative workplace gossip, this research employed the Perceived Negative Workplace Gossip Scale developed by Chandra and Robinson (2009). This three-item tool measures how frequently employees feel they are the target of harmful gossip at work, with a sample item being: “Over the past 6 months, colleagues or supervisors have spread harmful information about me in the workplace.” Participants responded to each item using a 5-point Likert scale, where scores ranged from 1 (indicating strong disagreement) to 5 (indicating strong agreement). An average composite score was estimated for each member of the sample, where higher scores indicate a higher perceived level of exposure to negative workplace gossip. Prior research has provided evidence for the reliability and validity of this measurement tool within Chinese organizational contexts (e.g., Feng et al., 2025; Zhou et al., 2021), with findings linked to its cross-cultural applicability. In the present study, the scale exhibited strong internal consistency, as evidenced by a Cronbach's alpha value of 0.942.



Organizational citizenship behavior

Organizational citizenship behavior was measured using the Organizational Citizenship Behavior Scale, adapted for early childhood education settings. The scale was grounded in the extra-role behavior framework proposed by Podsakoff et al. (1997) and further revised by Bachrach et al. (2007). The scale comprises 10 items, addressing two primary dimensions: helping behavior: (questions 1–7) and civic virtue behaviors (questions 8–10). One illustrative item reads: “I will assist colleagues who face challenges in their work.” Participants responded to questions using a seven-point Likert scale, where 1 denoted “strongly disagree” and 7 denoted “strongly agree.” Average composite scores were calculated for each dimension, with higher scores reflecting greater engagement in organizational citizenship behaviors. In the original cross-cultural investigation by Bachrach et al. (2007), the Cronbach's alpha values for helping behavior and civic virtue were 0.81 and 0.73, respectively, with these values linked to adequate internal consistency. A prior study using Chinese samples has also provided evidence of satisfactory reliability for this tool (Zhu and Yang, 2025). In the current investigation, the scale demonstrated excellent internal consistency, with a Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.917.



Interpersonal trust

Interpersonal trust was evaluated using the Interpersonal Trust Scale, adapted for workplace environments and based on the foundational trust model constructed by Cook and Wall (1980). This assessment tool consists of seven items, with a sample statement being: “I believe the help I give to my colleagues will be returned in the future.” Participants reported their level of agreement with each item on a Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), where higher scores are positively correlated with greater endorsement of trust-related beliefs. No reverse scoring was needed for the items, as all were phrased tobe consistent with positive perceptions of trust. Average composite scores were calculated, with higher values showing an association with stronger interpersonal trust among colleagues. The validity of this scale in Chinese contexts has been supported by evidence from Lu et al. (2006). This measurement tool demonstrated adequate internal consistency, with a Cronbach's alpha value of 0.885.



Control variables

Consistent with existing organizational behavior scholarship, demographic factors (age, gender, marital status, and monthly income) were included as control variables to address potential confounding influences—consistent with their theoretical and empirical connections to the core study constructs. Specifically, there is a higher likelihood of male or younger kindergarten teachers being targets of negative workplace gossip, while female or older counterparts demonstrate an association with greater psychological safety (Feng et al., 2025); gender is inversely linked to organizational citizenship behavior (Im and Chung, 2018), monthly income is positively correlated with it (Ko, 2008), and there is a positive association between marital status (married) and higher levels of this behavior compared to unmarried peers (Mahnaz et al., 2013); additionally, among adolescent populations, interpersonal trust exhibits a negative relationship with age (Wang et al., 2022).




Statistical analysis

A combination of IBM SPSS Statistics 29.0 (Developed by IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) and Amos 31.0 (Developed by IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) was employed for statistical analyses, following a step-by-step protocol consistent with standard organizational behavior research practices. First, common method variance (CMV), a potential concern in self-report survey data, was assessed using a single-factor confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) technique (Harris and Mossholder, 1996), which is consistent with the study's primary structural equation modeling (SEM) analytical architecture. All items corresponding to the core constructs (negative workplace gossip, interpersonal trust, organizational citizenship behavior) were constrained to load on a single latent factor in Amos 31.0; a poor fit between this single-factor model and the dataset would indicate that CMV did not have a meaningful impact on the validity of the study's results (Podsakoff et al., 2012; Hair et al., 2009). Subsequently, descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations), Pearson correlations, and analysis of variance (ANOVA) were conducted to characterize variables, examine construct associations, and explore demographic differences. Next, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed via Amos 31.0 (within the SEM framework) to validate the measurement model by assessing construct reliability [Cronbach's α, composite reliability (CR)] and validity (convergent validity via AVE; discriminant validity via Fornell-Larcker criterion; Hair et al., 2009). Finally, the hypothesized partial mediation model (interpersonal trust mediating the negative workplace gossip-organizational citizenship behavior relationship) was tested using SPSS PROCESS macro [Model 4, Version 4.1 (Developed by Andrew F. Hayes, The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH, USA); Hayes, 2013]. Reliability was enhanced via 5,000 bias-corrected bootstrap resamples to compute 95% confidence intervals (CIs); effects were significant if 95% CIs excluded zero (Hayes and Preacher, 2014). Demographic factors (age, gender, marital status, monthly income) served as control variables to mitigate confounding influences.




Results


Common method variance and multi-collinearity testing

To assess common method variance (CMV), we conducted a single-factor confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) based on the procedure proposed by Harris and Mossholder (1996) within the structural equation modeling (SEM) framework. The single-factor model was tested using Amos 31.0, and the fit indices were poor (χ2/df = 45.213, RMSEA = 0.176, CFI = 0.643, TLI = 0.600). These results indicated that CMV did not significantly threaten the validity of the present study. Concurrently, SPSS 29.0 was used to test for multicollinearity among key variables (negative workplace gossip, interpersonal trust, etc.). The variance inflation factor (VIF) values ranged from 1.000 to 1.149—all well below the conventional threshold of 5. Collinearity diagnostics also revealed a maximum condition index of 15.198 (below the critical value of 25; Hair et al., 2011). These results indicated no substantial linear redundancy among variables, indicating that data quality is sufficient to support further analyses and no multicollinearity adjustments are required.



Preliminary analyses

Table 2 included within this section shows the one-way multivariate ANOVA results for 1,423 kindergarten teachers. The mean score for negative workplace gossip was 1.85 ± 0.97 (scale 1–5), with 80.3% of the teachers obtaining a score below the 3.00 midpoint that represents the theoretical median of the scale, suggesting the reported level of negative workplace gossip was relatively low within the teaching staff of Chinese kindergartens. ANOVA results revealed significant demographic differences in negative workplace gossip scores: age (F = 4.44, p < 0.01), gender (t = 4.24, p < 0.001), and marital status (t = 1.65, p < 0.05), while no significant difference was observed for monthly income (F = 1.97, p > 0.05). More precisely, ratings of negative workplace gossip were elevated within early-career teachers (21–30 years) relative to their senior peers, male educators in comparison to female educators, and unmarried staff members vs. those who were married, while monthly income was not associated with negative workplace gossip levels. For organizational citizenship behavior, the mean score was 6.14 ± 0.87 (scale 1–7). ANOVA results demonstrated significant demographic differences in organizational citizenship behavior scores across age (F = 40.67, p < 0.001), gender (t = 4.41, p < 0.01), marital status (t = 21.39, p < 0.001), and monthly income (F = 2.78, p < 0.05). Specifically, organizational citizenship behavior scores were notably higher among older teachers (51+ years: 6.66), female teachers (6.16), married teachers (6.34), and those in the 4001–5000 CNY income bracket (6.25), relative to younger, male, unmarried, and lower-income teachers. The average score of interpersonal trust was 5.72 ± 1.05 (range from 1 to 7), with 92.3% of teachers scoring above the theoretical median (4.00), suggesting a relatively positive trust climate in kindergartens. Significant differences in interpersonal trust scores were found across age (F = 18.03, p < 0.001), marital status (t = 2.87, p < 0.001), and monthly income (F = 2.89, p < 0.05), whereas gender showed no significant association (t = 0.84, p > 0.05). Specifically, interpersonal trust scores were higher among older teachers (41–50 years: 5.98), married teachers (5.90), and those earning 4001–5000 CNY (5.83), compared to younger, unmarried, and lower-income groups.


TABLE 2 One-way multivariate analysis of variance results (n = 1,423).


	Sample attributes
	Negative workplace gossip
	Organizational citizenship behavior
	Interpersonal trust


	
	M (SD)
	F/t
	M (SD)
	F/t
	M (SD)
	F/t



	Age


	18–20
	1.74 (0.91)
	4.44**
	5.92 (1.06)
	40.67***
	5.53 (1.05)
	18.03***


	21–30
	1.96 (0.98)
	
	5.89 (0.88)
	
	5.51 (1.08)
	


	31–40
	1.78 (0.95)
	
	6.43 (0.72)
	
	5.97 (1.00)
	


	41–50
	1.73 (0.97)
	
	6.44 (0.79)
	
	5.98 (0.91)
	


	51+
	1.60 (0.82)
	
	6.66 (0.45)
	
	5.97 (0.89)
	


	Gender


	Male
	2.48 (1.17)
	4.44***
	5.70 (1.15)
	4.41**
	5.45 (1.15)
	0.84


	Female
	1.84 (0.96)
	
	6.16 (0.86)
	
	5.73 (1.05)
	


	Marital status


	Unmarried
	1.92 (0.95)
	1.65*
	5.85 (0.92)
	21.39***
	5.44 (1.07)
	2.87***


	Married
	1.81 (0.98)
	
	6.34 (0.78)
	
	5.90 (1.00)
	


	Monthly income


	 ≤ 3,000 CNY
	1.77 (0.91)
	1.97
	6.05 (0.90)
	2.78*
	5.60 (1.05)
	2.89*


	3,001–4,000 CNY
	1.90 (0.99)
	
	6.15 (0.89)
	
	5.74 (1.06)
	


	4,001–5,000 CNY
	1.81 (0.95)
	
	6.25 (0.78)
	
	5.83 (1.04)
	


	≥5,001 CNY
	1.94 (1.02)
	
	6.18 (0.85)
	
	5.75 (1.06)
	

M, mean; SD, standard deviation. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.




Measurement model validation and discriminant validity

To examine the discriminant validity of the latent constructs (negative workplace gossip, organizational citizenship behavior, and interpersonal trust), confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed using Amos 31.0, with three nested measurement models compared (Table 3). The one-factor model—where negative workplace gossip, organizational citizenship behavior, and interpersonal trust were constrained to load on a single latent factor—exhibited poor fit across all indices (χ2 = 7686.206, χ2/df = 45.213, GFI = 0.605, NFI = 0.638, IFI = 0.643, TLI = 0.600, CFI = 0.643, RMSEA = 0.176). This aligns with the expectation that merging conceptually distinct constructs results in suboptimal model fit (Kline, 2015). The two-factor model—combining negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior into one factor, with interpersonal trust as a separate factor—showed modest improvement but still failed to meet standard fit thresholds (χ2 = 5624.597, χ2/df = 33.282, GFI = 0.722, NFI = 0.735, IFI = 0.741, TLI = 0.708, CFI = 0.741, RMSEA = 0.151).


TABLE 3 Fit statistics for alternative hypothesized structural equation models.


	Model
	χ2
	χ2/df
	GFI
	NFI
	IFI
	TLI
	CFI
	RMSEA



	One-factor model
	7,686.206
	45.213
	0.605
	0.638
	0.643
	0.600
	0.643
	0.176


	Combining NWG, OCB and IT


	Two-factor model
	5,624.597
	33.282
	0.722
	0.735
	0.741
	0.708
	0.741
	0.151


	Combining NWG and OCB


	Three-factor model
	312.563
	2.562
	0.979
	0.985
	0.991
	0.986
	0.991
	0.033


	NWG, OCB and IT
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

NWG, negative workplace gossip; OCB, organizational citizenship behavior; IT, interpersonal trust.


By contrast, the three-factor model—treating negative workplace gossip, organizational citizenship behavior, and interpersonal trust as distinct latent variables—showed excellent fit to the dataset, meeting widely accepted standards (e.g., CFI ≥ 0.90, RMSEA ≤ 0.08; Ferreira-Valente et al., 2016): χ2 = 312.563, χ2/df = 2.562 (a ratio < 3 indicates well-fitting models; Kline, 2015), GFI = 0.979, NFI = 0.985, IFI = 0.991, TLI = 0.986, CFI = 0.991, and RMSEA = 0.033. These results confirm strong discriminant validity among the three constructs, supporting their conceptual independence and justifying their inclusion as distinct variables in subsequent analyses.

As presented in Table 4, reliability and validity evaluations for the measurement scales produced favorable outcomes. Composite reliability (CR) values for the construct were 0.944 (negative workplace gossip), 0.932 (organizational citizenship behavior), and 0.894 (interpersonal trust)—all above the 0.7 benchmark (Hair et al., 2009), demonstrating strong internal consistency among scale items. For convergent validity, average variance extracted (AVE) values for this factor reached 0.848 (negative workplace gossip), 0.580 (organizational citizenship behavior), and 0.554 (interpersonal trust), which met the 0.5 minimum standard (Hair et al., 2009). This suggests that each construct sufficiently captured the variance of its respective items.


TABLE 4 The correlation results between the measured variables (n = 1,423).


	Variables
	α
	CR
	AVE
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7



	1 Age
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	


	2 Gender
	
	
	
	−0.00
	1
	
	
	
	
	


	3 Marital status
	
	
	
	0.62***
	0.00
	1
	
	
	
	


	4 Monthly income
	
	
	
	0.23***
	−0.07**
	0.17***
	1
	
	
	


	5 Negative workplace gossip
	0.942
	0.944
	0.848
	−0.08**
	−0.11***
	−0.06*
	0.04
	(0.921)
	
	


	6 Organizational citizenship behavior
	0.917
	0.932
	0.580
	0.28***
	0.09***
	0.28***
	0.06*
	−0.30***
	(0.762)
	


	7 Interpersonal trust
	0.885
	0.894
	0.554
	0.19***
	0.04
	0.22***
	0.05*
	−0.36***
	0.68***
	(0.744)


	M (SD)
	
	
	
	2.60 (0.91)
	1.97 (0.16)
	1.60 (0.49)
	2.19 (0.99)
	1.85 (0.97)
	6.14 (0.87)
	5.72 (1.05)

Diagonal entries in bold represent the square roots of average variance extracted (AVE) values. M, mean; SD, standard deviation. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.


For discriminant validity, the square roots of the AVE values (shown as bold diagonal entries in Table 4: 0.921 for negative workplace gossip, 0.762 for organizational citizenship behavior, 0.744 for interpersonal trust) exceeded all correlation coefficients between the focal construct and other constructs in the model. This finding satisfies the Fornell-Larcker criterion (Fornell and Larcker, 1981), confirming that each construct is empirically distinct from the others.

Table 4 also reports descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) and the associated bivariate observed correlations among variables (n = 1,423). In line with theoretical predictions, negative workplace gossip was negatively correlated with both organizational citizenship behavior (r = −0.30, p < 0.001) and interpersonal trust (r = −0.36, p < 0.001), while organizational citizenship behavior and interpersonal trust showed a marked positive linear correlation (r = 0.68, p < 0.001).



Testing the mediation model

To test the hypothesized mediation model—where interpersonal trust acts as a mediator between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior—Model 4 of the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) was used, with demographic factors (age, gender, marital status, monthly income) included as control variables. Before adding the mediator, negative workplace gossip was found to be negatively associated with organizational citizenship behavior (β = −0.24, p < 0.001). As reported in Table 5, when interpersonal trust was entered into the model, negative workplace gossip showed a significant negative relationship with interpersonal trust [β = −0.38, p < 0.001, 95% CI (−0.43, −0.33)]. In turn, interpersonal trust was positively associated with organizational citizenship behavior [β = 0.51, p < 0.001, 95% CI (0.48, 0.55)]. Additionally, negative workplace gossip retained a direct negative association of statistical significance with organizational citizenship behavior [β = −0.05, p < 0.01, 95% CI (−0.09, −0.02)]. Although statistically significant, the magnitude of this direct effect was relatively small.


TABLE 5 Interpersonal trust as a mediator linking negative workplace gossip to organizational citizenship behavior.


	Predictors
	Interpersonal trust
	Organizational citizenship behavior


	
	β
	SE
	95% CI
	β
	SE
	95% CI



	Constant
	5.56***
	0.34
	[4.89, 6.23]
	2.27***
	0.24
	[1.80, 2.74]


	Age
	0.06
	0.04
	[−0.01, 0.13]
	0.12***
	0.02
	[0.08, 0.17]


	Gender
	0.04
	0.16
	[−0.27, 0.35]
	0.28**
	0.10
	[0.08, 0.48]


	Marital status
	0.33***
	0.07
	[0.20, 0.46]
	0.10*
	0.04
	[0.02, 0.19]


	Monthly income
	0.04
	0.03
	[−0.01, 0.09]
	−0.01
	0.02
	[−0.04, 0.03]


	Negative workplace gossip
	−0.38***
	0.03
	[−0.43, −0.33]
	−0.05**
	0.02
	[−0.09, −0.02]


	Interpersonal trust
	
	
	
	0.51***
	0.02
	[0.48, 0.55]


	R2
	0.17
	0.50


	F
	58.46***
	232.97***

The total number of bootstrap samples was 5,000. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


To examine the indirect relationship between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior, a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 resamples was used. The findings showed that interpersonal trust significantly mediated the association between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior [β = −0.19, p < 0.001, 95% CI (−0.23, −0.16)]. Specifically, the 95% bootstrapped confidence interval (based on 5,000 samples) did not include zero, statistically suggesting the presence of a mediation effect. Further analysis revealed that interpersonal trust functioned as a partial mediator, with the indirect effect accounting for 79.17% of the total effect. Figure 2 depicts the mediation pathway with its respective calculated standardized path coefficients.


[image: Diagram showing negative workplace gossip negatively affecting organizational citizenship behavior with a path coefficient of negative zero point zero five; interpersonal trust mediates this relationship, with coefficients negative zero point thirty-three and zero point fifty-one.]
FIGURE 2
 Mediation pathways of negative workplace gossip, organizational citizenship behavior, interpersonal trust. **p < 0.01 and ***p < 0.001.





Discussion

Drawing on social exchange theory, this investigation explored the relationship between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers, while testing the potential mediating role of interpersonal trust. This study advances existing research and extends the practical application of social exchange theory by situating it within the distinct professional and cultural context of early childhood education in China.

Hypothesis 1 predicted a negative association between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior within the sample of Chinese kindergarten teachers, an assertion derived from social exchange theory and supported by recent empirical research (Martinescu et al., 2021). Social exchange theory argues that the reciprocal nature of interactions—both between individuals and their organizations and among coworkers—is related to employee behavioral responses (Blau, 1964). From this perspective, employees tend to respond to positive organizational and interpersonal interactions with voluntary behaviors that foster collective workplace wellbeing, such as organizational citizenship behavior. Conversely, negative workplace gossip is associated with weaker conditions for positive social exchange and is linked to lower levels of employees' willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behavior (Martinescu et al., 2021).

A prior three-wave time-lagged study has further corroborated the adverse effects of negative workplace gossip on organizational citizenship behavior. Xie et al. (2022) found that employees targeted by negative workplace gossip exhibit significantly lower commitment to organizational citizenship behavior. Their findings suggest that negative workplace gossip erodes the organizational identification of targeted individuals, and this diminished identification directly reduces their motivation to engage in proactive, organizationally beneficial behaviors. This mechanism is particularly evident in early childhood education, as teamwork and collaborative interactions—such as jointly developing curriculum plans, helping each other in child care, and jointly organizing educational activities—are essential for ensuring service quality (Bautista et al., 2023). Negative workplace gossip among kindergarten teachers is associated with reduced trust and cooperation among colleagues, and such trust and cooperation are linked to the occurrence of these collaborative behaviors, which in turn correlates with reluctance to invest additional time and effort in organizational citizenship behavior (Danish, 2024). To further strengthen the support for Hypothesis 1, additional empirical evidence directly linking negative workplace gossip to organizational citizenship behavior in educational contexts is supplemented. Akkaya (2019) found an association between negative workplace gossip and reduced voluntary helping behaviors among primary school teachers—a core dimension of organizational citizenship behavior—with a hostile interpersonal climate potentially acting as a relevant factor, which is consistent with the findings of this study. Kaya (2015) further confirmed link between negative workplace gossip and diminished civic virtue and altruistic behaviors among employees (key components of organizational citizenship behavior), and this associative conclusion is further supported in the context of kindergarten teachers in our study. Li et al. (2021) conducted a meta-analysis and found that negative workplace gossip was significantly and negatively related to targets' positive behaviors, including organizational citizenship behavior. This provides general support for Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 proposes that interpersonal trust acts as a mediator in the relationship between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior, an assertion consistent with social exchange theory and supported by growing empirical evidence. Social exchange theory emphasizes that trust serves as the cornerstone of sustainable positive social exchange relationships (Blau, 1964). Employees are only willing to make long-term, voluntary contributions like organizational citizenship behavior when they trust their colleagues and organization (Lee et al., 2024), as these behaviors entail a degree of vulnerability and reliance on others' reciprocity. Negative workplace gossip, as a destructive interpersonal phenomenon, is associated with lower levels of this foundational trust, with such reduced trust linked to interruptions in the positive social exchange process and correlated with lower organizational citizenship behavior. Furthermore, a study rooted in social exchange theory and conducted with 257 Chinese employees confirmed that negative workplace gossips associated with lower affective commitment (a construct closely linked to interpersonal trust), which in turn correlates with reduced organizational citizenship behavior (Cui, 2020). These results jointly support the potential mediating role of interpersonal trust outlined in Hypothesis 2, highlighting that negative workplace gossips associated with impaired trust—a factor linked to the willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers.

The hypothetical relationships discussed above exhibit particular relevance to the occupational context of Chinese kindergarten teachers, owing to the unique characteristics of their work environment. Kindergarten teachers operate in high-emotion, high-interaction settings where the quality of interpersonal relationships is associated with service delivery and child development outcomes (Sottimano et al., 2017). Unlike many other professions, their work requires constant collaboration and mutual reliance (Stasio et al., 2020)—for example, coordinating daily routines, addressing children's unexpected needs, and implementing educational programs collectively. As such, interpersonal trust is not merely a facilitating factor but a fundamental requirement for effective job performance. Negative workplace gossip in this context is therefore likely to be particularly consequential, as it is associated with challenges to the trust-based relationships necessary for collaboration. Moreover, Chinese cultural values of harmony and collectivism (Bautista et al., 2023) are associated with more pronounced psychological consequences of negative workplace gossip: being targeted is related to deviations from group harmony norms, and is associated with greater feelings of exclusion and lower willingness to participate in collective organizational citizenship behavior. This cultural and professional context aligns with a stronger negative association between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior, as well as the mediating function of interpersonal trust, making Hypotheses 1 and 2 especially relevant to the study's sample.


Theoretical contributions

From the perspective of empirical context expansion, this study expands the scope of negative workplace gossip research by focusing on Chinese kindergarten teachers—a professional group with unique occupational traits (e.g., high emotional labor, frequent interpersonal interactions, and heavy reliance on teamwork)—thus challenging the overrepresentation of corporate employees in existing literature. Most prior studies have centered on employees in enterprises and institutions, examining how negative workplace gossip relates to attitudes (Hassona et al., 2022) and work engagement (Cheng X. et al., 2023). In contrast, the unique occupational traits of kindergarten teachers make the transmission and effects of negative workplace gossip distinct from those in corporate settings. By exploring the relationship between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers, this study extends negative workplace gossip research into the under-explored field of early childhood education, offering a new empirical basis to examine cross-contextual variations in the effects of negative workplace gossip.

Second, this study advances understanding of the mediating mechanisms linking negative workplace gossip to organizational citizenship behavior by introducing interpersonal trust as a mediator. Prior research has identified multiple mediating pathways, including psychological safety (Xie et al., 2022) and self-esteem rooted in identification with the organization (Song and Guo, 2022). Nevertheless, limited research has explored the mediating function of interpersonal trust, particularly within early childhood education settings. Interpersonal trust is the cornerstone of interpersonal interactions in organizations, and its formation and maintenance are particularly important in kindergartens where collaborative work is frequent. This study demonstrates an association between negative workplace gossip, reduced interpersonal trust (among kindergarten teachers' trust in colleagues and the organization), and lower willingness to engage in organizational citizenship behavior. This finding not only adds to the existing body of knowledge on mediating mechanisms between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior, but also offers a novel theoretical lens to explain the association between negative workplace gossip and prosocial behaviors in educational institutions.

From the perspective of theoretical application extension, this study extends the practical application of social exchange theory to the field of early childhood education by revealing the theoretical mechanism underlying the relationship between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior in this specific context. Social exchange theory posits that organizational interactions are rooted in the expectation of mutual benefit, and trust serves as a critical prerequisite for social exchange to occur (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano et al., 2017). Existing research has applied social exchange theory to explain associations between leadership behavior, organizational support, and organizational citizenship behavior in corporate settings (e.g., Elshaer et al., 2022; Mandiyasa et al., 2022), but few studies have applied this theory to interpret the impact of negative workplace gossip in early childhood education—where interpersonal trust is even more critical due to its direct association with children's development. Grounded in social exchange theory, this study argues that negative workplace gossip undermines the interpersonal trust foundation essential for social exchange among kindergarten teachers, which in turn reduces their willingness to expend extra effort on organizational citizenship behavior. By verifying this associative chain, this study not only extends social exchange theory's application to early childhood education but also provides fresh empirical evidence for its explanatory value in educational management, addressing the call from Cropanzano et al. (2017) to examine social exchange theory's applicability in more specialized organizational contexts.



Implications for practice

Drawing on the findings of this study—that negative workplace gossip is associated with lower organizational citizenship behavior among kindergarten teachers, both directly and indirectly through an association with reduced interpersonal trust—we propose practical implications uniquely tailored to the kindergarten environment, which is characterized by integrated care and education, frequent in-situ collaboration, and close peer interactions in daily child care. These recommendations are designed to be actionable, aligned with the core work of kindergarten teachers, and targeted at mitigating the adverse effects of gossip, safeguarding interpersonal trust, and promoting organizational citizenship behavior.

First, design early childhood education-specific targeted support for kindergarten teachers to buffer against gossip's impacts, integrated with daily care and education work. Given that kindergarten teachers rely heavily on peer collaboration in daily child care (e.g., morning check-ins, nap time supervision, and after-class summary), we recommend establishing “Mentor-Mentee Co-Care Partnerships” that pair novice and experienced teachers not only for professional guidance but also for joint responsibility in daily child care tasks. For example, paired teachers can co-lead a morning activity theme (e.g., “animal friends”) or jointly manage nap time for a class, fostering in-situ trust and a sense of belonging through collaborative care practices (Doan, 2013; Park and Choi, 2025). Additionally, implement “Emotional Check-In Circles” before daily morning meetings—a brief, informal 5-min ritual where teachers share one positive or challenging moment related to child care (e.g., “a child actively helped a peer today” or “I felt stressed when coordinating parent communication yesterday”). This ritual provides emotional support tailored to the unique stressors of early childhood education work and reduces the emotional vulnerability that is linked to greater susceptibility to gossip among teachers (Moe-Byrne et al., 2022).

Second, implement kindergarten-contextualized gossip prevention strategies embedded in daily work routines to preserve interpersonal trust. Instead of generic “explicit codes of conduct,” we propose integrating “no-gossip” principles into staff training on child care ethics, framing gossip as a threat to collaborative care—for example, how gossip disrupts consistent child guidance between teachers (e.g., conflicting rules for children's behavior due to mistrust caused by gossip). To address information asymmetry (a key antecedent of gossip), establish “Daily Care Briefings” (10-min daily sessions) where teachers share real-time updates on children's needs (e.g., a child's dietary restriction), classroom events (e.g., a sudden change in the afternoon activity), and administrative arrangements, eliminating the “information vacuum” that fuels gossip (Himmetoglu et al., 2018). Furthermore, foster open communication through “Curriculum Co-Creation Workshops” (biweekly 30-min sessions) where teachers collaboratively design theme-based child care and education activities (e.g., a seasonal parent-child activity or a cross-class art project), turning formal collaboration into opportunities for direct, respectful peer interaction that discourages gossip propagation (Cislaghi et al., 2019).

Third, develop early childhood education-aligned trust-building initiatives closely linked to the core work of kindergarten teachers—child care and curriculum implementation. Replace generic “trust-building initiatives” with practice-embedded activities: (1) Launch “Collaborative Care Challenge Tasks,” such as planning and executing a large-scale parent-child sports day or a cross-class thematic education event (e.g., “autumn harvest exploration”). In these tasks, teachers rely on each other's expertise in child development, activity design, and parent communication to achieve shared goals, which is associated with strengthened mutual competence and benevolence trust (Farah, 2023). (2) Establish a “Peer Recognition for Prosocial Care Behaviors” system tailored to early childhood education, where teachers nominate colleagues for organizational citizenship behavior actions specific to child care—such as “staying late to support a colleague whose child was sick and couldn't pick up their own child” or “adapting a lesson plan to support a peer's teaching style for a shy child.” Recognize these behaviors in monthly “Star Teacher” ceremonies focused on “collaborative care excellence,” aligning rewards with the core values of early childhood education and reinforcing positive interpersonal interactions (Ennida and Allouani, 2023; Martinescu et al., 2021). This not only relates to greater trust but also is associated with sustained organizational citizenship behavior by validating the prosocial actions that are essential to high-quality kindergarten education.



Limitations and future directions

This research has several limitations that merit recognition and highlight promising avenues for future investigation. First, its cross-sectional design prevents definitive causal conclusions about the relationships between negative workplace gossip, interpersonal trust, and organizational citizenship behavior. Longitudinal or experimental designs would more clearly establish whether trust mediates the impact of gossip on organizational citizenship behavior. Second, the use of a convenience sample of Chinese kindergarten teachers may restrict the generalizability of the results. Notably, the sample had an extremely high female proportion (97.3%)—reflecting the actual demographic but leading to extremely low statistical power for gender-based analyses (e.g., t-tests in Table 2) due to only 38 male participants, making these comparisons statistically unreliable. Additionally, cultural norms surrounding gossip, trust, and prosocial behavior in collectivist, education-oriented contexts may differ markedly from those in individualistic or non-educational workplaces. Future studies should employ random sampling across diverse occupational and cultural settings to enhance external validity. Third, all variables were measured using self-report instruments, which introduces potential issues of common method bias and socially desirable responding. Incorporating multi-source data—such as peer nominations of organizational citizenship behavior or supervisor ratings of trust—could provide more objective and triangulated evidence. Finally, while interpersonal trust was examined as a mediator, other psychological or contextual factors (e.g., emotional intelligence, perceived organizational support, or moral identity) may also shape how employees respond to negative gossip. Investigating these variables could yield richer theoretical insights and more nuanced interventions for fostering positive workplace behaviors among early childhood educators.




Conclusions

Drawing on social exchange theory, this investigation examines the association between negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior among Chinese kindergarten teachers, with interpersonal trust as a proposed mediator. Key findings demonstrate that negative workplace gossip is associated with reduced interpersonal trust among kindergarten teachers, which in turn is linked to lower engagement in organizational citizenship behavior. Theoretically, this study advances negative workplace gossip research by extending its scope to early childhood education, deepens insight into the mediating mechanisms linking the focal variables, and expands the application of social exchange theory to educational management contexts. Practically, the findings provide targeted implications for kindergartens: prioritize support for high-risk groups (younger, male, and unmarried teachers), prevent negative workplace gossip through explicit norms and transparent communication, and cultivate interpersonal trust via collaborative activities and incentive systems. These measures are associated with mitigating the adverse impact of gossip, safeguarding interpersonal trust, and encouraging organizational citizenship behavior, thereby relating to improved operational effectiveness of early childhood education institutions.
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Background: Amidst the rapidly evolving global healthcare environment, junior nurses must develop greater adaptability. However, issues such as workplace bullying significantly undermine their adaptive performance. Guided by the Job Demands-Resources Theory and Emotion Regulation Theory, this study examines the chain-mediating role of cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, and work engagement in the relationship between workplace bullying and adaptive performance.
Methods: From April to May 2024, a cross-sectional survey was conducted in 17 hospitals in Southwest China. The study utilized a comprehensive set of measurement tools, including the General Information Questionnaire, the Negative Acts Questionnaire-Revised, the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, the Work Engagement Questionnaire, and the Adaptive Performance Questionnaire. All statistical analyses were performed with SPSS and Mplus.
Results: A total of 988 junior nurses were included in this study. Adaptive performance was negatively correlated with workplace bullying (r = −0.335) and expressive suppression (r = −0.180) and positively correlated with cognitive reappraisal (r = 0.556) and work engagement (r = 0.576) (all p < 0.01). The indirect effect of workplace bullying on adaptive performance via emotion regulation and work engagement was significant (standardized indirect effect = −0.188, 95% BC CI [−0.238, −0.138]), accounting for 51.8% of the total standardized effect.
Conclusion: There was a significant negative correlation between workplace bullying and adaptive performance of junior nurses, in which cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, and work engagement played a mediating role. This suggests that when healthcare institutions and nursing administrators develop strategies to enhance adaptive performance, they should mitigate workplace bullying and enhance cognitive reappraisal capabilities, reduce expressive suppression tendencies, and strengthen work engagement levels. However, the cross-sectional design precludes causal inferences, and the regional sample may limit generalizability.
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1 Introduction

In the increasingly complex modern nursing practice environment, the ability of nurses to flexibly respond to evolving work tasks and patient needs has become a critical determinant of organizational sustainability (1, 2). As the new generation of nursing staff and a vital future talent pool, Junior nurses (with ≤5 years of clinical experience (3)) play a crucial role in responding to public health emergencies and addressing the complex care needs of an aging society. Their adaptive performance levels directly impact clinical responsiveness and patient safety outcomes (4, 5).

Unlike most professions, the core of nursing practice is characterized by high frequency, high intensity, and unpredictability. This inherent demand for “adaptive performance,” with its immediacy and direct impact on patient safety, constitutes a vital competency in the nursing profession (5). Junior nurses are in a critical transition period from students to independent practitioners. They face numerous challenges, including role transition, consolidating their knowledge base, and establishing interpersonal relationships, all while maintaining composure and professionalism in a high-pressure, uncertain environment (6–8). This “newcomer” status places them at the forefront of occupational stress, while their psychological resources and coping mechanisms are still developing. Therefore, investigating the factors influencing their adaptive performance has unique preventive value.

Some nurses with weaker adaptive performance struggle to quickly adapt to the rapid changes and diverse tasks in clinical environments (5). This increases their psychological burden and leads to poor work performance. It may also trigger talent loss, thereby raising the costs of nursing human resource management and posing a threat to the stability of global healthcare systems (6, 9, 10). Therefore, enhancing the adaptive performance of low-seniority nurses and strengthening their core adaptive capabilities is essential for personal growth, industry development, and achieving global health goals.

Adaptive performance refers to behaviors voluntarily undertaken by employees to adapt to new environments, work situations, or unforeseen events (11). It effectively compensates for the limitations of traditional static task performance in dynamic contexts (12). For junior nurses working in complex, ever-changing clinical environments, its core dimensions focus on “stress and emergency response” and “interpersonal and cultural adaptation”: the former ensures rapid response and patient safety in emergencies, while the latter enhances nursing efficiency through harmonious nurse–patient relationships and team collaboration (13). Studies have confirmed that nurses with high adaptive performance can more effectively cope with unexpected situations and reduce errors, whereas low adaptive performance leads to inefficiency and compromised nursing quality (5, 12). Therefore, an in-depth exploration of the factors influencing adaptive performance among junior nurses is a central issue for optimizing nursing human resource management and improving organizational performance.

It is worth noting that junior nurses are a high-risk group for workplace bullying, with an incidence rate as high as 57.1% (14). Workplace bullying (WPB) refers to individuals repeatedly experiencing negative behaviors such as harassment, exclusion, or organizational injustice in the workplace over a long period (15). As a severe occupational stressor, workplace bullying has proven to impair employee performance through various pathways. Mehmood et al. (16–18) found that workplace bullying undermines employees’ psychological well-being, which, in turn, affects their performance. Omotoye et al. (19) further indicated that workplace bullying and incivility significantly reduce employees’ job satisfaction and work engagement, thereby diminishing their adaptive performance. Specifically, workplace bullying imposes substantial psychological distress and emotional burden on nurses (20), impairing their cognitive flexibility and emotional control. This makes them more prone to decision hesitation, emotional dysregulation, and operational errors in emergencies (21, 22). At the same time, workplace bullying undermines trust relationships among junior nurses and their colleagues or supervisors, hindering their interpersonal adaptation and cultural integration (23). In summary, workplace bullying plays a key role among the various elements influencing adaptive performance. A deeper exploration of its impact mechanism on adaptive performance is essential for better understanding and addressing this phenomenon. Based on this, the present study proposes Hypothesis 1: Workplace bullying can directly influence adaptive performance.

Emotion regulation theory provides a micro-mechanism perspective for understanding how individuals cope with workplace bullying. This theory suggests that when individuals encounter adverse events such as workplace bullying, they employ emotion regulation strategies to maintain a balance in their physical and mental health. Among these strategies, cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression are the two most fundamental (24). Cognitive reappraisal involves adjusting one’s emotional experience by changing the way one interprets an event. This approach helps individuals positively reframe workplace challenges, alleviating negative emotions and stress (25), and thus enabling them to devote more psychological resources to enhancing adaptive performance. Expressive suppression, on the other hand, regulates emotions by inhibiting emotional expression behaviors. However, frequent use of this strategy consumes psychological resources and is associated with increased negative emotions and cognitive load (26), which may hinder the development of adaptive performance.

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory (27) provides a comprehensive macro-theoretical framework for understanding how emotion regulation strategies mediate the relationship between job demands and work outcomes. According to the JD-R theory, workplace bullying is considered a high-intensity negative job demand. In response to this demand, the emotion regulation strategies individuals employ constitute necessary personal resources: cognitive reappraisal, as an adaptive strategy, helps nurses effectively manage their emotions, accumulate and maintain cognitive, affective, and social resources, and activate a gain pathway, which in turn enhances work engagement (28, 29). Conversely, expressive suppression, as a maladaptive strategy, consumes limited resources and activates a loss pathway, potentially leading to decreased work engagement (28). Within this framework, work engagement serves as a crucial transmission mechanism through which emotion regulation strategies influence adaptive performance. Characterized by positive emotions and high cognitive flexibility, a state of high work engagement has been consistently shown by multiple studies to predict adaptive performance positively (11, 30). Based on this, the present study proposes:


Hypothesis 2a: Cognitive reappraisal mediates the relationship between workplace bullying and adaptive performance among junior nurses.

Hypothesis 2b: Expressive suppression mediates the relationship between workplace bullying and adaptive performance among junior nurses.

Hypothesis 2c: Work engagement mediates the relationship between workplace bullying and adaptive performance among junior nurses.

Hypothesis 3: Cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression sequentially influence work engagement, forming a chain mediation pathway between workplace bullying and adaptive performance in junior nurses.



Although the importance of Emotion regulation and work engagement for adaptive performance is recognized, significant gaps exist in current research: First, there is relatively insufficient investigation into the predictors of adaptive performance, particularly the mechanisms through which negative experiences (e.g., bullying) operate, specifically for junior nurses, a group particularly susceptible to environmental influences. Second, the complex relationships among workplace bullying, Emotion regulation strategies (cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression), work engagement, and adaptive performance, especially whether and how these two Emotion regulation strategies form a chain mediation pathway via work engagement linking bullying to adaptive performance, have not been thoroughly examined within the junior nurse population. Given the urgency of fostering adaptive performance in this group, a deeper understanding of these mechanisms is crucial.

Therefore, grounded in the JD-R and Emotion regulation Theory, this study aims to construct and test a chain mediation model. It examines how workplace bullying affects junior nurses’ adaptive performance through the multiple mediating roles of cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, and work engagement. The findings are intended to provide a reference for developing targeted interventions to enhance adaptive performance levels among junior nurses.



2 Methods


2.1 Study design

This study used a cross-sectional design and mediation analysis, which was implemented with the STROBE checklist.



2.2 Participants

This study is a cross-sectional study conducted from April to May 2024, using convenience sampling to administer an online questionnaire survey via Questionnaire Star to junior nurses in hospitals of all levels in Sichuan Province, China. A convenience sampling strategy was adopted, consistent with the exploratory nature of this research, which aims to examine preliminary relationships among variables within a specific, hard-to-reach population. Given the logistical challenges and resource constraints of constructing a comprehensive sampling frame for all junior nurses nationwide, convenience sampling offered a practical and efficient approach to data collection. To enhance sample diversity and partially mitigate inherent selection bias, we recruited participants from 17 hospitals spanning four distinct geographical regions of Sichuan Province: Western Sichuan (n = 2), Northeastern Sichuan (n = 5), Central Sichuan (n = 7), and Southern Sichuan (n = 3). These hospitals included a mix of tertiary and secondary institutions located in both urban and suburban areas. While this method provided a valuable opportunity to gather data from a substantial sample, the non-probability sampling means that the findings may not be fully generalizable to other geographical or healthcare contexts. Therefore, the study interprets external validity with caution and views these results as providing foundational insights for future, more representative research. The target population comprised registered junior nurses with ≤5 years of clinical experience currently engaged in frontline work.

All participants met the following criteria: (a) Registered practicing nurses, (b) Currently engaged in clinical frontline nursing work with at least 6 months of clinical nursing experience and ≤5 years of work experience (excluding internship experience), (c) Agreed to participate in this study and signed an online informed consent form. Exclusion criteria: (a) Visiting trainees, (b) Experienced stressful events such as divorce and death of relatives in the last 6 months (31). (c) Received psychiatric medication or psychological therapy within the past 6 months.

The sample size was calculated using the formula for cross-sectional studies: N = (μ1-α/2 σ/δ)2, with a significance level of α = 0.05 and μ1-α/2 = 1.96. σ represents the standard deviation of the adaptive performance scale score, and δ represents the allowable error. Based on the results of a 60-participant pre-survey, the standard deviation of adaptive performance scores among junior nurses was σ = 0.60. The allowable error δ was set as 8% of the standard deviation. The calculated sample size was approximately 600. Given a 20% invalid questionnaire rate, the final target sample size was set at least 750 participants.



2.3 Data collection

This study uses the “Questionnaire Star” platform to design electronic informed consent forms and formal questionnaires and send them to participants through generated links. This study obtained research permission from the head of the nursing department in each research environment, and the researchers distributed online survey links to the study participants with the assistance and support of nurse managers and nurses. Before answering the questions, the participants were introduced to the purpose, significance, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and precautions of the survey. Each participant completed the electronic informed consent before entering the formal questionnaire. This study follows the principles of informed consent, voluntariness, and anonymity. To avoid missing values, all items in the questionnaire are set as compulsory questions. An ID can only submit a questionnaire once. To encourage participants to answer carefully, they can participate in the lottery and receive 1–5 RMB after submitting the questionnaire. At the same time, to ensure the quality of the questionnaire, all the questionnaires were reviewed by the researchers in the background, and the money was distributed after the standard was met. In the investigation process, close contact with nurse managers and nurses, dynamic monitoring of filling, and timely communication to address the problem.

A total of 1,082 online questionnaires were collected. After excluding responses with completion times under 5 min and those exhibiting repetitive patterned responses, 988 valid questionnaires were retained for analysis.



2.4 Variables and measurements


2.4.1 General information questionnaire

The researchers compiled the questionnaire, including gender, marital status, highest level of nursing education, hospital grade, years of experience, average work hours per day, average monthly income, and occupational exposure history.



2.4.2 The negative acts questionnaire-revised (NAQ-R)

The scale is a 22-item scale compiled by Einarsen et al. (32) and revised by Xun et al. (33). It includes three dimensions: work-related bullying (9 items), person-related bullying (9 items), and organizational injustice (4 items). The scale is scored on a Likert-5 scale with the responses relating to the frequency of the experiences within the last 6 months as 1 (=never), 2 (=now and then), 3 (=monthly), 4 (=weekly), and 5 (=daily). The total score on the scale ranged from 22 to 110, with a higher score indicating more severe workplace bullying. The Cronbach’s alpha of the questionnaire in this study was 0.965.



2.4.3 Emotion regulation questionnaire (ERQ)

The ERQ is a 10-item scale created by Gross and John (34) to assess individuals’ ability to regulate their emotions. It includes two dimensions: cognitive reappraisal (6 items) and expressive suppression (4 items). The scale is scored on a Likert-7 scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” A higher score indicates that the individual is more adept at using Emotion regulation strategies. The Cronbach’s alpha of the two subscales was 0.963 for cognitive reappraisal and 0.918 for expressive suppression.



2.4.4 Work engagement questionnaire (WEQ)

The scale is a 3-item scale created by Schaufeli et al. (35) to measure work engagement. It includes three items: “At my work, I feel bursting with energy,” “I am enthusiastic about my job,” and “I am immersed in my work.” The scale is scored on a Likert-5 scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The total score on this scale ranges from 3 to 15, with higher scores indicating a higher level of work engagement. The Cronbach’s alpha of the questionnaire in this study was 0.912.



2.4.5 Adaptive performance questionnaire (WPQ)

The scale is compiled by Tao (13) to measure employees’ abilities to adjust their behaviors to satisfy work demands. The original scale contains 25 items measuring four domains of adaptive performance: handling emergencies and unpredictable situations (7 items), solving problems creatively (4 items), learning (6 items), and demonstrating culture and interpersonal adaptability (8 items). To compose a concise scale with the most relevant items for our study, we selected two subscales: handling emergencies and unpredictable situations, and demonstrating culture and interpersonal adaptability, 15 items in total. The scale is scored on a Likert-5 scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The total score on this scale ranges from 15 to 75, with higher scores indicating a higher level of adaptive performance. The Cronbach’s alpha of the questionnaire in this study was 0.972. This study used confirmatory factor analysis to examine the construct validity of the shortened Adaptive Performance Questionnaire. The model fit indices were as follows: χ2 = 529.529, df = 82, RMSEA = 0.074, CFI = 0.975, TLI = 0.968, SRMR = 0.028. All fit indices met acceptable standards, indicating that the scale possesses good construct validity.

The Cronbach’s α values for the NAQ-R (0.965), cognitive reappraisal (0.963), and adaptive performance (0.972) exceeded 0.95. While these values indicate high internal consistency, they may also suggest potential item redundancy. Given that all items were retained from validated instruments and demonstrated acceptable content validity, we considered the scales acceptable for use. The full versions of all instruments used in this study are provided in Supplementary material.




2.5 Statistical analysis

In this study, we used IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0 and MPLUS 8.3 for data analysis and structural equation modeling. The demographics and variables were described by mean and standard deviation, frequency, and percentage. Independent t-tests and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were utilized to compare demographic characteristics influencing adaptive performance among junior nurses. To explore these relationships, Pearson correlation analysis was conducted on the normally distributed continuous variables, including workplace bullying, cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, work engagement, and adaptive performance. Then, the study built the SEM using MPLUS 8.3. The model fit indices included the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) (36). A value of CFI and TLI exceeding 0.90 and an RMSEA value between 0 and 0.08 generally represent the model’s acceptable goodness of fit (36). Additionally, mediating effects were tested using the bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples, where effects were considered statistically significant if the 95% confidence interval (CI) did not include 0.



2.6 Ethical considerations

This study was approved by the Medical Ethics Committee of North Sichuan Medical College (2024ER112-1) and complied with the Declaration of Helsinki. All participants signed an online informed consent form before participating in the study. Moreover, we kept the data of all participants confidential.




3 Results


3.1 Common method bias test

This study employed both Harman’s single-factor test and the unmeasured latent method construct (ULMC) technique to test for common method bias. First, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to examine the presence of common method bias (37). The results showed that eight factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted, and the largest factor explained 36.804% of the total variance, which is below the recommended threshold of 40%. Thus, common method bias was not a significant concern in this study.

Second, the ULMC approach was used to further test for common method bias. A common method factor was added to the baseline model, and the improvement in model fit was examined. The inclusion of the common method factor resulted in a significant chi-square change (Δχ2 = 521.273, Δdf = 1). However, the chi-square difference is sensitive to sample size, so other fit indices were also considered. The results showed that after adding the common method factor, the CFI and TLI increased by 0.027 and 0.029, respectively, and the RMSEA decreased by 0.006. All these changes were within 0.05, indicating no substantial improvement in model fit. Therefore, common method bias was not a serious issue in this study (38).



3.2 Demographic characteristic

A total of 988 junior nurses were included in this study. The majority were female (90.4%), unmarried (75.3%), and held a junior college diploma or lower qualification (55.6%). Most worked in tertiary hospitals (89.0%), had 1–3 years of clinical experience (42.1%), worked over 8 h daily (61.6%), and earned an average monthly income of 3,000–6,000 RMB (62.0%). Additionally, 38.2% of junior nurses had experienced occupational exposure (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Description and univariate analysis of adaptive performance among junior nurses (N = 988).


	Variable
	N (%)
	Adaptive performance
 M (SD)
	
t/F

	
P


 

 	Gender 	 	 	0.741a 	0.460


 	Male 	95 (9.6) 	60.11 (14.34) 	 	


 	Female 	893 (90.4) 	58.98 (10.97) 	 	


 	Marital status 	 	 	−2.087a 	0.037


 	Unmarried 	744 (75.3) 	58.66 (11.31) 	 	


 	Married 	244 (24.7) 	60.40 (11.30) 	 	


 	Highest level of nursing education 	 	 	5.709b 	0.003


 	Associate degree or less 	550 (55.6) 	60.10 (11.50) 	 	


 	Bachelor’s degree 	428 (43.3) 	57.72 (11.01) 	 	


 	Master’s degree or above 	10 (1.1) 	62.20 (10.04) 	 	


 	Hospital grade 	 	 	−0.252a 	0.801


 	Grade III 	879 (89.0) 	59.06 (11.18) 	 	


 	Grade II 	109 (11.0) 	59.35 (12.52) 	 	


 	Years of experience 	 	 	5.098b 	0.006


 	6 months to 1 year 	226 (22.9) 	57.31 (11.62) 	 	


 	1 year to 3 years 	416 (42.1) 	58.98 (11.15) 	 	


 	3 years to 5 years 	346 (35.0) 	60.38 (11.22) 	 	


 	Average work hours per day 	 	 	3.067a 	0.002


 	≤8 h 	379 (38.4) 	60.49 (10.82) 	 	


 	>8 h 	609 (61.6) 	58.22 (11.56) 	 	


 	Average monthly income (RMB) 	 	 	<0.001b 	1.000


 	<3,000 	227 (23.0) 	59.09 (12.10) 	 	


 	3,000–6,000 	613 (62.0) 	59.09 (11.29) 	 	


 	>6,000 	148 (15.0) 	59.07 (10.29) 	 	


 	Occupational exposure history 	 	 	−4.846a 	<0.001


 	Yes 	377 (38.2) 	56.89 (10.95) 	 	


 	No 	611 (61.8) 	60.45 (11.36) 	 	





at-value for independent samples t-test; bF-value for one-way ANOVA; M, mean; SD, standard deviation.
 

The univariate analysis revealed that adaptive performance scores differed significantly across marital status, education level, years of experience, daily working hours, and history of occupational exposure (p < 0.05).



3.3 Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis

The average adaptive performance score for junior nurses was 59.09 ± 11.33. Their scores for cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, and work engagement were 31.72 ± 7.81, 14.30 ± 6.68, and 11.26 ± 2.76, respectively (Table 2).


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis of each variable (N = 988).


	Constructs
	M (SD)
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

 

 	1 WPB 	27.39 (10.38) 	1 	 	 	 	


 	2 Cognitive reappraisal 	31.72 (7.81) 	−0.207** 	1 	 	 	


 	3 Expression suppression 	14.30 (6.68) 	0.139** 	−0.096** 	1 	 	


 	4 Work engagement 	11.26 (2.76) 	−0.283** 	0.528** 	−0.178** 	1 	


 	5 Adaptive performance 	59.09 (11.33) 	−0.335** 	0.556** 	−0.180** 	0.576** 	1





**p < 0.01.
 

This study used the Pearson test to test the correlation between variables. Workplace bullying was significantly negatively correlated with cognitive reappraisal (r = −0.207, p < 0.01), work engagement (r = −0.283, p < 0.01), and adaptive performance (r = −0.335, p < 0.01) and significantly positively correlated with --expressive suppression (r = 0.139, p < 0.01). Cognitive reappraisal was significantly positively correlated with work engagement (r = 0.528, p < 0.01) and adaptive performance (r = 0.556, p < 0.01), and expressive suppression was significantly negatively correlated with work engagement (r = −0.178, p < 0.01) and adaptive performance (r = −0.180, p < 0.01) (Table 2).



3.4 Testing the research hypothesis and analyzing the parameter estimates

This study used Mplus 8.3 to construct a structural equation model. In the model specification, the study included workplace bullying as an exogenous latent variable, with its three dimensions (work-related bullying, person-related bullying, and organizational injustice) serving as observed variables. The study treated cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, and work engagement as endogenous observed variables, and adaptive performance as an endogenous latent variable, with its two dimensions (handling emergencies and unpredictable situations, demonstrating culture and interpersonal adaptability) serving as observed variables. Additionally, the study incorporated marital status, education level, years of work experience, daily working hours, and history of occupational exposure as control variables. Path coefficient tests revealed that these control variables had minimal path coefficients with adaptive performance and contributed negligibly to the overall model. Therefore, following the principle of model parsimony in structural equation modeling, the study retained only the main influence paths among workplace bullying, cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, work engagement, and adaptive performance in the final model to construct a more parsimonious and effective model. The standardized path coefficients are presented in Figure 1.

[image: Path analysis diagram showing relationships among variables: W1, W2, and W3 load onto WPB; WPB influences cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, and work engagement, which in turn influence adaptive performance measured by A1 and A2. Numbers on arrows represent standardised path coefficients with significance indicated by asterisks.]

FIGURE 1
 The details of the standardized coefficients. W1 = Work-related bullying; W2 = Person-related bullying; W3 = Organizational injustice; A1 = Handling emergencies and unpredictable situations; A2 = Demonstrating culture and interpersonal adaptability. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


The indexes for model fit were as follows:χ2/df = 4.709, CFI = 0.988, TLI = 0.976, SRMR = 0.026, RMSEA = 0.061. The current study adopted a large sample size, which may affect the value of χ2/df and RMSEA (39). In general, the fitting index of the model is acceptable.

All path coefficients in the model were significant (Table 3). Specifically:


TABLE 3 Results of structural model testing.


	Path
	Std (β)
	S. E.
	C. R.
	
P


 

 	WPB → Cognitive reappraisal 	−0.212 	0.036 	−5.901 	<0.001


 	WPB → Expressive suppression 	0.144 	0.032 	4.509 	<0.001


 	WPB → Work engagement 	−0.168 	0.033 	−5.137 	<0.001


 	WPB → Adaptive performance 	−0.175 	0.037 	−4.737 	<0.001


 	Cognitive reappraisal → Work engagement 	0.484 	0.037 	12.976 	<0.001


 	Cognitive reappraisal → Adaptive performance 	0.355 	0.045 	7.953 	<0.001


 	Expressive suppression → Work engagement 	−0.108 	0.033 	−3.266 	0.001


 	Expressive suppression → Adaptive performance 	−0.067 	0.030 	−2.243 	0.025


 	Work engagement → Adaptive performance 	0.360 	0.045 	7.992 	<0.001




 

WPB negatively predicted cognitive reappraisal (β = −0.212, p < 0.001), work engagement (β = −0.168, p < 0.001), and adaptive performance (β = −0.175, p < 0.001), while positively predicting expressive suppression (β = 0.144, p < 0.001).

Cognitive reappraisal positively predicted work engagement (β = 0.484, p < 0.001) and adaptive performance (β = 0.355, p < 0.001).

Expressive suppression negatively predicted work engagement (β = −0.108, p = 0.001) and adaptive performance (β = −0.067, p = 0.025).

Work engagement positively predicted adaptive performance (β = 0.360, p < 0.001).

The bias-corrected bootstrap method with 5,000 samples was used to estimate the 95% confidence interval of the indirect effect parameter. As demonstrated in Table 4, the model revealed statistically significant mediating effects across all pathways, which is indicated by the 95% BC CI (Bias-Corrected Confidence Interval) excluding zero. WPB exerted a significant direct negative effect on adaptive performance (β = −0.175, 95% BC CI [−0.247, −0.106]), supporting Hypothesis 1. Additionally, WPB reduced adaptive performance through three significant single mediation paths: cognitive reappraisal (β = −0.075, 95% BC CI [−0.114, −0.047]), expressive suppression (β = −0.010, 95% BC CI [−0.022, −0.002]), and work engagement (β = −0.060, 95% BC CI [−0.091, −0.035]), supporting Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c. Furthermore, two chain mediation pathways were significant: the sequential path through cognitive reappraisal → work engagement (β = −0.037, 95% BC CI [−0.054, −0.024]) and the path through expressive suppression → work engagement (β = −0.006, 95% BC CI [−0.012, −0.002]), supporting Hypothesis 3. The total indirect effect was significant (β = −0.188, 95% BC CI [−0.238, −0.138]), accounting for 51.8% of the total effect.


TABLE 4 The mediating effect of emotion regulation and work engagement in the association between WPB and adaptive performance.


	Path
	Std (β)
	S. E.
	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Total effect 	−0.363 	0.047 	−0.447 	−0.265


 	Direct effect 	−0.175 	0.037 	−0.247 	−0.106


 	Indirect effect 	−0.188 	0.025 	−0.238 	−0.138


 	WPB → Cognitive reappraisal → Adaptive performance 	−0.075 	0.017 	−0.114 	−0.047


 	WPB → Expressive suppression → Adaptive performance 	−0.010 	0.005 	−0.022 	−0.002


 	WPB → Work engagement → Adaptive performance 	−0.060 	0.014 	−0.091 	−0.035


 	WPB → Cognitive reappraisal → Work engagement → Adaptive performance 	−0.037 	0.007 	−0.054 	−0.024


 	WPB → Expressive suppression → Work engagement → Adaptive performance 	−0.006 	0.002 	−0.012 	−0.002




 




4 Discussion

Based on JD-R and Emotion regulation theories, this study explores how workplace bullying (negative job demands) affects adaptive performance through Emotion regulation strategies (personal resources) and work engagement. The results indicate that workplace bullying not only directly negatively predicts adaptive performance but also indirectly influences it through cognitive reappraisal, expressive suppression, and work engagement, with a total mediating effect of 51.8 %.


4.1 Effect of workplace bullying on adaptive performance

The present study found a significant negative correlation between workplace bullying and adaptive performance among junior nurses, aligning with previous research (19). According to the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory, nurses who experience bullying not only face high job demands such as overtime work, increased task load, or unfair treatment, but also suffer from a dual deficiency in perceived psychological safety and organizational support due to the threatening work environment (23). When both personal and organizational resources are insufficient to cope with continuously escalating job demands, their adaptive behaviors necessary for handling complex problems inevitably decrease, ultimately severely impairing adaptive performance (40). It is worth noting that the effects of different types of bullying on performance may differ. Pei et al. (41) found in a longitudinal study of nurses in Shandong that psychological violence had a significant negative impact on job performance, while the effects of physical violence were not substantial. This finding provides a reference for the present study. Future research could employ multivariate path analysis or Bayesian estimation methods to conduct in-depth comparisons of the specific mechanisms through which different types of bullying affect adaptive performance, thereby providing more precise empirical evidence for targeted intervention measures.



4.2 Mediation through cognitive reappraisal and work engagement

The present study found that workplace bullying not only directly affects adaptive performance but also exerts an indirect influence via a chain-mediated path involving cognitive reappraisal and work engagement. Workplace bullying was negatively correlated with cognitive reappraisal, consistent with previous findings that healthcare workers repeatedly exposed to adverse work environments tend to rely more on negative coping mechanisms rather than actively engaging in cognitive reappraisal (42). When individuals face chronic exposure to a bullying environment, they must allocate their limited cognitive resources to coping with threats and processing negative emotions, leaving fewer resources for constructive cognitive restructuring (43). This resource depletion makes it difficult for nurses to muster enough psychological energy to transform negative experiences into manageable challenges. Nevertheless, for nurses who can maintain some capacity for cognitive reappraisal despite resource depletion, this strategy helps them recover psychological resources, activate neural mechanisms associated with cognitive control, and flexibly adjust cognitive patterns in challenging situations (25). Previous studies have confirmed that cognitive reappraisal can promote employees’ work engagement (29), enabling them to tackle work challenges with greater enthusiasm and focus, which contributes to enhanced adaptive performance.



4.3 Mediation through expressive suppression and work engagement

This study further identified that expressive suppression and work engagement constitute another chain mediation pathway through which workplace bullying influences adaptive performance. As a high-risk group for bullying, some junior nurses may choose to remain silent to maintain interpersonal “harmony” or due to power pressure (44), internalizing the negative emotions stemming from bullying and suppressing their emotional experiences to alleviate distress. This coping style objectively increases their use of expressive suppression. Consistent with previous research, repeated exposure to uncontrollable and demeaning work environments diminishes individuals’ perceived efficacy in modifying their emotional experiences, thereby impairing their emotional regulation capacity (42). Under this coping pattern, sustained expressive suppression not only exacerbates individuals’ psychological distress and emotional disturbance (26), but also continuously consumes limited cognitive resources to maintain the suppression of emotional expression. This resource depletion subsequently undermines their ability to effectively mobilize internal and external resources to adapt to stressful situations (45). This resource loss, resulting from the combination of emotional internalization and cognitive monitoring, is associated with reduced work engagement, leaving nurses feeling exhausted and detached at work. Previous studies have confirmed that low work engagement further weakens an individual’s ability to cope with environmental changes, which ultimately hinders the development of adaptive performance (46).

The above findings are consistent with both the Emotion Regulation Theory and the JD-R theory. The Emotion Regulation Theory elucidates the distinct mechanisms of cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression: the former helps individuals maintain psychological balance by altering their cognition, while the latter, when used repeatedly, depletes cognitive resources and leads to a rebound of accumulated emotions. The JD-R theory further explains how these two strategies, as personal resources, influence work outcomes: cognitive reappraisal activates a gain pathway to enhance work engagement, whereas expressive suppression triggers a loss pathway, resulting in decreased work engagement. Work engagement, as a key motivational state, ultimately transmits the effects of emotion regulation to adaptive performance.

It is worth noting that in this study, expressive suppression had a significant adverse predictive effect on work engagement (β = −0.108) and indirectly influenced adaptive performance through work engagement (indirect effect β = −0.006). However, its effect size was substantially smaller than that of the gain pathway through cognitive reappraisal (β = −0.037), with a confidence interval approaching zero. This finding differs to some extent from previous research: for instance, Zeng et al. (47) found no significant direct effect of expressive suppression on work engagement, Wobeto et al. (48) even observed a positive predictive relationship, while Huang et al. (28) reported a significant adverse impact (β = −0.23). Such inconsistencies suggest that different contextual and cultural factors may moderate the role of expressive suppression. The relatively small effect size in this study indicates that the adverse effects of expressive suppression may be partially buffered among junior nurses. Jones et al. (49) found that the emotion-regulatory effects of expressive suppression are context-dependent. Under extreme stress situations, it may serve a short-term protective function by temporarily blocking emotional expression and helping individuals focus cognitive resources on urgent tasks (50). Therefore, in the context of workplace bullying, the negative effects of resource depletion, although present, are attenuated due to the specific nature of the situation, thereby exhibiting a partial buffering effect.

Furthermore, the role of expressive suppression is also culture-specific: East Asian cultures emphasize emotional control and interpersonal harmony, where moderately suppressing negative emotions may help avoid conflict and maintain team harmony (51, 52). Such cultural norms may partially offset the psychological resource depletion associated with expressive suppression, leading to an overall effect size smaller than that observed in Western studies. In summary, the role of expressive suppression is not a singularly adverse effect but rather a complex outcome shaped by the interplay of contextual urgency and cultural norms, which provides a reasonable explanation for its relatively small effect size observed in this study.




5 Strengths and limitations

This study has several strengths. First, by integrating Emotion Regulation Theory with the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Theory, it constructed and tested a dual-pathway “gain-loss” chain mediation model of workplace bullying’s impact on adaptive performance. The findings not only revealed the differentiated mechanisms through which cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression transmit to performance via work engagement but also introduced a culture-specific perspective, proposing that East Asian cultural norms may buffer the negative effects of expressive suppression—providing a novel interpretative framework for resolving cross-cultural inconsistencies regarding this strategy. Second, by focusing on junior nurses as a distinct vulnerable population, this study clarified the internal pathways through which adaptive performance is compromised following bullying exposure, offering empirical evidence to inform targeted interventions in healthcare settings.

However, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the cross-sectional design precludes causal inferences and fails to capture the dynamic evolution of adaptive performance over time. Second, although Harman’s test and the ULMC approach indicated no serious common method bias, these methods have inherent insensitivity, and self-reported, single-source data may still introduce bias. Third, monetary incentives and the sensitive nature of workplace bullying may have induced response biases (e.g., careless responding, social desirability). Fourth, convenience sampling from 17 hospitals in Southwest China (a single cultural context) limits generalizability nationwide and cross-culturally. Fifth, assessing workplace bullying as a unidimensional construct may obscure differential effects of personal, work-related, and physical bullying on adaptive performance. Future studies should adopt longitudinal or multi-source designs (e.g., supervisor-rated performance), employ non-monetary incentives, and incorporate implicit measures or peer reports to capture sensitive constructs more accurately. Multicenter studies using probability sampling across diverse geographic and cultural contexts are needed to enhance representativeness. Additionally, research should also disaggregate bullying subtypes, examine cultural moderators, and explore other mediators (e.g., psychological capital) and boundary conditions (e.g., leadership style) to clarify when and for whom workplace bullying effects on adaptive performance are amplified or buffered.



6 Conclusion

Junior nurses’ adaptive performance plays a crucial role in their career development, team effectiveness, and patient care quality. Therefore, prioritizing effective interventions to enhance it is essential. Workplace bullying significantly negatively affects the adaptive performance. Additionally, Emotion regulation and work engagement mediate the relationship between workplace bullying and adaptive performance. Interventions should reduce workplace bullying and address methods of emotional expressive suppression, promoting cognitive reappraisal and job engagement. These strategies can directly or indirectly enhance the adaptability and performance of junior nurses.



7 Implications for nursing management

The chain mediation model offers three evidence-informed directions for enhancing junior nurses’ adaptive performance. First, given bullying’s direct negative effects, organizations should prioritize early identification and reduction of bullying behaviors through fostering respectful work environments. Second, the significant mediation pathways highlight emotion regulation as a critical intervention point. By helping nurses cognitively reframe bullying incidents, they better protect their psychological resources and maintain focus. Furthermore, given the culture-specific differences in expressive suppression observed in this study, managers should not impose a single emotion regulation strategy. Instead, they should support nurses in flexibly adapting their regulatory approaches to different clinical situations, thereby alleviating the cognitive resource depletion associated with rigid emotion regulation. Third, work engagement emerged as a critical transmission mechanism. Thus, sustaining nurses’ vigor and dedication through constructive feedback, meaningful recognition, and professional guidance is warranted. By addressing these interconnected factors: reducing exposure to bullying, supporting adaptive emotion regulation, and fostering work engagement, healthcare institutions can more effectively enhance the adaptive performance and stability of their junior nursing workforce.
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Purpose: Gender-based harassment (GBH) is a persistent workplace problem with substantial consequences for employees and organizations. Although organizational conditions are assumed to shape harassment risk, longitudinal evidence on modifiable organizational antecedents remains limited. Building on organizational justice theory and the perpetrator–predation paradigm, this study examines whether procedural justice and supportive managerial leadership prospectively predict GBH.
Methods: Using data from the Swedish Longitudinal Occupational Survey of Health (SLOSH) from 2018 and 2020 (n ≈ 5000), we estimated cross-lagged associations between self-reported procedural justice, managerial leadership, and experienced and witnessed GBH within a structural equation modelling framework.
Results: Experienced GBH was reported by 3%–4% and witnessed GBH by 6%–9% of the working sample. Higher procedural justice in 2018 was associated with a very small decreased risk of experienced (β = −0.001, p = 0.018) and a small decreased risk of witnessed (β = −0.052, p < 0.001) GBH in 2020. Higher managerial leadership scores were associated with a small decreased risk of experienced GBH (β = −0.036, p = 0.017). No reverse associations were observed.
Conclusion: The findings provide longitudinal evidence that organizational justice and leadership, although relatively weak, shape harassment risk environments over time. By demonstrating prospective associations while accounting for reverse and stability effects, the study advances understanding of organizational antecedents of GBH beyond predominantly cross-sectional research.
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1 Introduction

Gender-based harassment (GBH) is one of the most prevalent forms of workplace mistreatment and constitutes a major work environment problem (Cortina and Areguin, 2021; Dresden et al., 2018; Leskinen and Cortina, 2014; Leskinen et al., 2011). According to the International Labour Organization (International Labour Conference, 2019) GBH refers to “violence and harassment directed at persons because of their sex or gender, or affecting persons of a particular sex or gender disproportionately, and includes sexual harassment.” It encompasses verbal, non-verbal, and physical acts, including derogatory remarks, intimidation, and exclusion of individuals who do not conform to stereotypical gender norms (Berdahl, 2007; Dionisi and Barling, 2018; Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Hershcovis and Barling, 2010; Leskinen and Cortina, 2014). GBH is associated with substantial health risks not only for targets (Blindow et al., 2021; Blindow et al., 2022; Jahnke et al., 2019; Mensah et al., 2022; Miner-Rubino and Cortina, 2007; Muhonen, 2016; Richman-Hirsch and Glomb, 2002) but also for witnesses, who may develop fear, anger, empathy distress, or concerns for their own safety (Gabriel et al., 2024; McMahon et al., 2017; Miner and Eischeid, 2012). Taken together, these findings indicate that GBH is not only an individual experience but also a broader organizational phenomenon, with implications for workplace climate, norms, and well-being.

A growing body of research suggests that GBH does not occur in isolation but is closely tied to organizational conditions. Workplace incivility is recognized as a reflection of the workplace climate or culture rather than an isolated individual phenomenon, and organizational conditions therefore play a central role in shaping the likelihood of incivility (Andersson and Pearson, 1999; Cortina et al., 2001; Han et al., 2022; Hershcovis, 2011). Han et al. (2022) proposed a model in which three factors interact to shape the likelihood of incivility and harassment. The first two categories describe dispositional and demographic characteristics of the individuals while the third category captures environmental conditions such as passive leadership, the absence of civility norms, and a climate of incivility. Organizational justice and managerial leadership are considered particularly influential in shaping norms that either prevent or enable the occurrence of incivility These organizational factors are especially important because they are modifiable and can be targeted through interventions (Harold and Holtz, 2015; Walsh et al., 2012). The “perpetrator–predation paradigm” proposed by Cortina et al. (2018) further emphasizes that perpetrators exploit environments that tolerate misconduct, pointing to the central role of organizational structures, ethical norms, and leadership in either constraining or enabling harassment. According to this framework, perpetrators are more likely to engage in incivility when organizations have high tolerance or lack clear accountability for such behaviors. Taken together, these perspectives converge on the notion that organizational conditions shape the likelihood of GBH by communicating acceptable behavior, accountability, and consequences, thereby influencing whether harassment is constrained or allowed to persist. Our argument centres on the behavior of perpetrators, who are more likely to exploit environments that tolerate misconduct, take advantage of vulnerabilities, and engage in incivility when they perceive minimal consequences for their actions. Managerial leadership and workplace culture, in which perceived justice is a key component, therefore play pivotal roles in shaping norms that either prevent or allow incivility and harassment to thrive.

Procedural justice is a subdimension of organizational justice and refers to the perceived fairness and transparency of decision-making processes (Colquitt et al., 2013). Low levels of procedural justice have been linked to poor health outcomes (Colquitt et al., 2013; Cropanzano and Greenberg, 1997; Eib et al., 2018; Elovainio et al., 2002; Persson et al., 2020) and a higher likelihood of workplace harassment (Bildt, 2005; Butler and Chung-Yan, 2011; Cogin and Fish, 2009; Lee, 2018; Park, 2021). Research also suggests that high procedural justice may buffer the negative impact of bullying on well-being (Hsu et al., 2019). In the present study, we build on this body of research by applying a longitudinal research design to further examine the role of procedural justice in the workplace, with a specific focus on gender-based harassment.

Managerial leadership is another crucial organizational condition that is associated with employee health (Montano et al., 2017). Supportive leadership behaviors, such as clear communication, feedback, and empowerment, have been found to be associated with improved employee health and reduced sickness absence (Nyberg et al., 2009; Schmidt et al., 2018; Schmidt et al., 2014; Stengård et al., 2021). Conversely, passive or destructive managerial leadership has been associated with elevated risks of harassment and negative health effects (Cogin and Fish, 2009; Lee, 2018; Montano et al., 2017; Muhonen, 2016; Sadler et al., 2017). Cross-sectional studies suggest that managerial leadership plays a central role in whether harassment is reported, tolerated, or prevented (Bergman et al., 2002; Bildt, 2005; Daniel et al., 2019). The concept of managerial leadership used in the present study evaluates the presence of an attentive and supportive leader through measures of feedback, support, clear goals, and empowerment. Whereas procedural justice reflects formal organizational conditions, managerial leadership refers to the relationship between manager and employee, in which organizational norms are enacted in everyday work practices.

Witnessing harassment is an important dimension of GBH. The number of employees who observe harassment may indicate how tolerant an organization is, as perceived tolerance often shapes attitudes and behavior more than formal policies. Thus, witnessing GBH can reflect a workplace culture that fails to address harassment effectively.

Taken together, previous research indicates that organizational factors such as procedural justice and managerial leadership are likely to shape the risk of GBH in the workplace and highlights the importance of studying environmental variables to target in interventions to protect employees from workplace GBH (Havaei, 2021; Lopes et al., 2015; Zhou et al., 2017). Although previous research has linked organizational justice and leadership to GBH, most existing studies are cross-sectional and therefore unable to disentangle temporal ordering or rule out reverse associations. As a result, it remains unclear whether procedural justice and managerial leadership function as antecedent organizational conditions shaping harassment risk, or whether they primarily reflect employees’ post hoc interpretations of workplaces in which harassment has already occurred. By applying a longitudinal cross-lagged design, the present study moves beyond correlational evidence and tests whether these organizational factors prospectively predict both experienced and witnessed GBH while accounting for stability and potential reverse effects. In doing so, the study refines organizational justice theory and the perpetrator–predation paradigm by conceptualizing procedural justice and managerial leadership not as strong individual-level predictors, but as contextual organizational conditions that may regulate harassment risk environments over time.

The overall aim of the present study was to examine associations between organizational conditions, such as procedural justice and managerial leadership, and GBH. Our specific aims were to estimate the cross-lagged associations between:

	1. Procedural justice and experienced GBH;

	2. Procedural justice and witnessed GBH;

	3. Managerial leadership and experienced GBH;

	4. Managerial leadership and witnessed GBH.



We hypothesize that higher levels of procedural justice and supportive leadership contribute to lower experienced and witnessed GBH over time and that there are no statistically significant reverse associations.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Study sample and design

Data were drawn from the Swedish Longitudinal Occupational Survey of Health (SLOSH), which is approximately representative of the Swedish working population. SLOSH started in 2006 and includes participants of the Swedish Work Environment Survey (SWES) 2003. SWES participants, in turn, consist of a subsample of gainfully employed people aged 16–64 from the Labor Force Survey (LFS). In later SLOSH waves, additional SWES cohorts have been added, resulting in a sample size of over 40,000 individuals (Magnusson Hanson et al., 2018). The SLOSH questionnaires consist of detailed questions about working life, general life situation, health and wellbeing. The authors did not have access to information that could identify individual participants during/after data collection. In this study, we included participants who reported working 30% or more of full-time in both 2018 and 2020 (n = 4994), while we excluded those who were self-employed. For the analyses of the variable witnessed GBH, participants (n = 283) who reported having experienced GBH at work in the period 2018–2020 were excluded. The Regional Research Ethics Board in Stockholm approved the study (No: 2019-05590) as well as the SLOSH data 2018 and 2020 (No: 2017/2535-32; 2019-06331).

This study adopts a longitudinal observational design to examine temporal associations between organizational conditions and GBH. The analytical strategy is guided by a contextual and organizational lens, in which procedural justice and managerial leadership are conceptualized as modifiable workplace conditions that may shape the risk environment for GBH. Cross-lagged panel analyses are employed to assess both prospective and reverse associations over time, while accounting for the temporal stability of the studied constructs. This approach allows us to align the longitudinal design with the overall research objective of examining directional associations.



2.2 Measures


2.2.1 Procedural justice

Procedural justice was measured using a 7-item index with responses given on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 = “strongly agree” to 5 = “strongly disagree” (Moorman, 1991). The seven procedural justice items ask questions about whether decisions are taken on the basis of correct information; decisions are consistent; bad decisions can be revoked or changed; all sides affected by the decision are represented; everyone can give their opinion in matters of immediate personal concern; feedback is provided regarding the consequences of decisions and people are informed accordingly; and it is possible to obtain a more detailed account of the information that underlies decisions if needed (Leineweber et al., 2016). To measure procedural justice, we obtained a sum of the seven items using a reversed scale so as to higher values indicate more positive perceptions of procedural justice (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.72).



2.2.2 Managerial leadership

Managerial leadership was measured with an index, based on nine items that rate the behavior of managers, with response scale from 1 = “yes, often” to 4 = “No, never.” These items constitute the managerial leadership dimension of the Stress Profile Questionnaire (Nyberg et al., 2009; Setterlind and Larsson, 1995; Stengård et al., 2021) and measures if the employee gets the information he needs from his manager; if the manager is good at pushing through and carrying out changes; if the manager explains in a clear way the expectations he has on the employee; if the manager explains goals and sub-goals; if the manager shows that he/she cares about the employee; if the employee feels sufficient power in relation to his responsibilities; if the manager take time to be involved in the employees’ professional development; if the manager encourages employee involvement in work scheduling; and if the employee is praised when doing something good. To get our index, we reversed the scores and calculated the sum of the above-mentioned items, creating a variable with values ranging from 1 to 36 where higher values indicate better ratings of managerial leadership (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.65).



2.2.3 Experienced GBH

To measure GBH we use three separate SLOSH questions, indicating whether during the last 6 months, the respondent had been subject to harassment by managers, co-workers or others (e.g., customers, clients, patients or students) because of his/her gender. Due to the highly skewed distribution of responses, with a majority of participants reporting minimal or no exposure, we dichotomized the GBH variable for the primary analyses. More specifically, we created a binary variable, based on the various response alternatives (1 = “yes, one or more times during the week”; 2 = “yes, one or more times per month”; 3 = “yes, sometime during the last 6 months”; 4 = “no”), with 1 = “yes” indicating a positive answer (response options 1 to 3) and 0 = “no” indicating a negative answer (response option 4).



2.2.4 Witnessed GBH

This was measured with a single question: “Have you in the last 6 months heard of or seen someone in your workplace be subjected to harassment based on gender?” Participants answered on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “yes, one or more times per week” to 4 = “no, never.” As for the experienced GBH variable responses were dichotomized with the value 1 = “yes,” and 0 = “no.”



2.2.5 Covariates

We considered several demographic and job-related variables in our analyses that previous research has suggested as potential confounders (Blindow et al., 2021; Mensah et al., 2022). More specifically, we controlled for age, gender, education, marital status, income, country of birth and origin of parents, and type of occupation, which were all obtained by linkage of questionnaire data to registers. Age was a categorical variable, with the following age groups: 0 “<35” 1 “35–44” 2 “45–54” 3 “55–64” 4 “65+.” Sex was coded into ‘0’ for male and ‘1’ female; marital status was coded into “1” married/co-habiting respondents and “0” otherwise. The logarithm of the disposable income was considered. Education was categorized in 4 groups: 1 “up to 9 yrs. of education”; 2 “up to 12 yrs. of education”; 3 “university education<3 yrs”; 4 “university education >3 yrs.” Country of birth was dichotomized as “Swedish” and “Other.” Origin of parents was categorized as “One or both parents born in Sweden” and “Parents born outside Sweden.” Occupations were classified according to the Swedish Standard Classification of Occupations (SSYK 2012), based on the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08): 1 “Legislators, senior officials, managers” 2 “Professionals” 3 “Technicians” 4 “Clerks” 5 “Service workers” 6 “Agricultural and fishery workers” 7 “Craft workers” 8 “Machine Operators” 9 “Elementary occupations.”

Work-related variables included job demands and decision authority. Job demands were measured by four items of the Swedish Demand Control Questionnaire (DCSQ) (Chungkham et al., 2013), namely “Do you have to work very fast?”, “Does your work often involve conflicting demands?,” “Do you have enough time to do everything?,” “Does you work demand too much effort?.” Participants responded using a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1″ yes, often” to 4″ no, almost never/ never.” The mean of the four items (reverse scale for the first three items) was then calculated, with higher values indicating higher job demands. In the analysis, a binary variable, coded into “High job demands” for values above the median split and “Low job demands” otherwise, was used. Decision authority was measured by the items “deciding what to do at work” and “deciding how to do your work” of the Swedish Demand Control Questionnaire (DCSQ), with response values ranging from “Yes, often”1: to 4: “No, hardly ever/never” were used. A combined measure was calculated with higher values indicating lower decision authority. A binary variable, dichotomised on the basis of the median, was used in the analysis with 1 “Low decision authority” and 0 “High decision authority.”




2.3 Analytical strategy

Differences in study variables between 2018 and 2020 were estimated with two-tailed t-test. In line with the overarching analytical approach described above, cross-lagged analyses based on structural equation modelling were used to examine reciprocal associations between the exposure variables (procedural justice and managerial leadership) and outcome variables (experienced and witnessed GBH) over time. This approach allows examination of reciprocal associations between variables over time by estimating multiple relationships simultaneously. While the variables were modeled as observed rather than latent, SEM provides a flexible framework that accounts for longitudinal dependencies and missing data, yielding a more comprehensive understanding of temporal dynamics (Burkholder and Harlow, 2003; Little et al., 2007).

The first set of analyses (Model 1) estimated cross-lagged associations between procedural justice and managerial leadership in 2018 (t-1) and experienced GBH (GBH-E) and witnessed GBH (GBH-W) in 2020 (t), as well as the reverse paths. For each exposure–outcome combination, we tested both autoregressive paths to capture the stability of each variable over time (i.e., the extent to which prior levels of a variable predict its own future levels), and bidirectional cross-lagged effects, representing potential reciprocal influences between the exposure and the outcome across time (i.e., whether changes in one variable predict subsequent changes in the other, and vice versa).

In Model 2, demographic covariates were added, and in Model 3 both demographic and work-related covariates were included. Interaction terms between sex and exposure variables were tested to assess potential gender differences.

Model fit was evaluated using multiple indicators, which is recommended for reliable assessment (Kline, 1998). Fit was considered acceptable if RMSEA ≤ 0.08, CFI ≥ 0.90, and SRMR ≤ 0.08 (Hu and Bentler, 1999). All analyses were run in Mplus 8.4 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998). Missing data were handled using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML), which is the default in Mplus for SEM estimation. FIML uses all available data points under the assumption that data are missing at random (MAR), thereby minimizing bias and maximizing statistical power compared with listwise deletion. Chi-square difference tests were used to compare fit across the three models. Following previous research (Mensah et al., 2022), we do not report estimates for the covariates, as they are not central to the research questions. The results illustrated a very good fit for all the models, as indicated by the RMSEA, CFI, and SRMR values within recommended thresholds (Appendix Tables A1, A2). Comparisons of nested models indicated that Model 3 seemed to fit the data significantly better than Model 2 and Model 1 (Δχ2GBH-ProceduralJustice = 178.279, p < 0.001; Δχ2GBH-ManagerialLeadership = 157.532, p < 0.001; Δχ2GBH-W-ProceduralJustice = 9.669, p < 0.001; Δχ2GBH-ManagerialLeadership = 34.623, p < 0.001). Cross-lagged effect sizes were assessed according to proposed thresholds (Orth et al., 2024): 0.03 (small), 0.07 (medium), and 0.12 (large).




3 Results


3.1 Descriptive statistics

The descriptive statistics for the study variables in SLOSH 2018 and 2020 are presented in Table 1. Taken together, these descriptive results indicate that both experienced and witnessed GBH were relatively uncommon in the sample and declined slightly over time, while mean levels of procedural justice and managerial leadership increased modestly between 2018 and 2020. Experienced GBH was reported by 3%–4% and witnessed GBH by 6%–9% of the working sample. Our sample consisted mostly of women (60%), of age-groups between 55 and 64 years old (38% in 2018; 43% in 2020), and most of the participants were married (59%) and highly educated (55% in both 2018 and 2020). In 2018, 4% of participants reported having been subjected to gender-based harassment, a proportion that declined to 3% in 2020. Moreover, 9% of participants indicated that they had witnessed gender-based harassment in 2018, compared to 6% in 2020. Procedural justice varied from a mean value of 22 to 24 between 2018 and 2020 while managerial leadership changed from a mean value of 28 in 2018 to a value of 29 in 2020. All the differences were statistically significant.


TABLE 1 Distribution of study variables for total sample in SLOSH waves in 2018 and 2020 (n = 4994).


	Variable
	Year
	
	2018
	2020

 

 	Gender (n, %)


 	Women 	2,982 (59.71) 	2,982 (59.71)


 	Men 	2,012 (40.29) 	2,012 (40.29)


 	Age (n, %)


 	<34 years 	207 (4.14) 	108 (2.16)


 	35–44 years 	878 (17.58) 	747 (14.96)


 	45–54 years 	1,877 (37.59) 	1,676 (33.56)


 	55–64 years 	1,919 (38.43) 	2,146 (42.97)


 	>64 years 	113 (2.26) 	317 (6.35)


 	Education (n, %)


 	≤9 years 	152 (3.05) 	149 (2.98)


 	≤12 years 	1,709 (34.25) 	1,694 (33.92)


 	University < 3 years 	402 (8.06) 	401 (8.03)


 	University ≥3 years 	2,727 (54.65) 	2,750 (55.07)


 	Marital status (n, %)


 	Not married / cohabited 	2,068 (41.41) 	2,068 (41.41)


 	Married / cohabited 	2,926 (58.59) 	2,926 (58.59)


 	Income


 	≤329,999 	1,418 (28.39) 	985 (19.72)


 	330,000–399,999 	1,189 (23.81) 	1,100 (22.03)


 	400,000–509,999 	1,094 (21.91) 	1,252 (25.07)


 	≥510,000 	1,293 (25.89) 	1,657 (33.18)


 	Type of occupation (n, %)


 	Legislators, senior officials, managers 	563 (11.49) 	568 (11.55)


 	Professionals 	1,981 (40.43) 	2,003 (40.74)


 	Technicians 	900 (18.37) 	902 (18.34)


 	Clerks 	348 (7.10) 	358 (7.28)


 	Service workers 	605 (12.35) 	602 (12.24)


 	Agricultural and fishery workers 	17 (0.35) 	22 (0.45)


 	Craft workers 	234 (4.78) 	226 (4.60)


 	Machine operators 	193 (3.94) 	189 (3.84)


 	Elementary occupations 	59 (1.20) 	47 (0.96)


 	Country of Birth (n, %)


 	Sweden 	4,578 (91.67) 	5,016 (94.02)


 	Outside of Sweden 	416 (8.33) 	319 (1.46)


 	Origin of parents (n, %)


 	One or both parents born in Sweden 	4,578 (91.67) 	4,578 (91.67)


 	Parents born outside of Sweden 	416 (8.33) 	416 (8.33)


 	Experienced gender-based harassment (n, %)*


 	Yes 	206 (4.12) 	127 (2.54)


 	No 	4,788 (95.88) 	4,867 (97.46)


 	Witnessed gender-based harassment (n, %)*


 	Yes 	428 (8.57) 	313 (6.27)


 	No 	4,566 (91.43) 	4,631 (93.73)


 	Procedural justice (M, SD)* 	22.17 (6.58) 	23.57 (6.59)


 	Managerial Leadership (M, SD)* 	28.29 (5.28) 	28.80 (5.03)


 	Job demands (M, SD) 	2.51 (0.54) 	1.86 (0.69)


 	Decision Authority (M, SD) 	1.88 (0.68) 	1.86 (0.69)





*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; ns, non significant.

Paired two-tailed t-test of relationship between respondents’ in 2018 and 2020.
 



3.2 Cross-lagged panel effects

To assess the robustness of associations to potential confounding, we estimated three sequential models as described above: Model 1 included only the focal constructs (procedural justice, managerial leadership, and GBH); Model 2 additionally adjusted for sociodemographic characteristics (age, gender, education, income, country of birth, origin of parents, and marital status); and Model 3 further adjusted for work environment factors (occupation, job demands, job control). In the current text, we focus our interpretation on the fully adjusted Model 3, as it provides the most conservative estimates while controlling for key demographic and workplace confounders. However, comparison across models revealed that the focal associations remained substantively stable across specifications, with only modest attenuation in Model 3 relative to Models 1 and 2 (see Appendix Table A3). This stability indicates that the observed associations are not primarily driven by demographic composition or general work environment characteristics, but represent distinct relationships between organizational justice, leadership, and gender-based harassment.

The cross-lagged effects (standardized estimates) for Model 3 are presented in Figures 1–4 and in text below. Overall, the cross-lagged analyses revealed a pattern of small but consistent prospective associations between organizational conditions and subsequent reports of GBH, the exception being between managerial leadership and later witnessed harassment. Procedural justice and managerial leadership were more strongly associated with later reports of GBH than vice versa, while autoregressive paths for all constructs were substantial, indicating considerable stability over time. That the reverse associations from experienced or witnessed GBH to subsequent perceptions of procedural justice or managerial leadership were not statistically significant suggest that the observed longitudinal associations primarily run from organizational conditions to GBH, rather than the opposite direction.

[image: Path diagram shows relationships between PJ (t-1), PJ (t), GBH-E (t-1), and GBH-E (t). Solid arrows indicate significant paths with coefficients: PJ (t-1) to PJ (t) is 0.527 (p<0.001), GBH-E (t-1) to GBH-E (t) is 0.219 (p<0.001). Dotted arrows show non-significant paths: PJ (t-1) to GBH-E (t) is -0.001 (p=0.018), GBH-E (t-1) to PJ (t) is -0.836 (p=0.461).]

FIGURE 1
 Paths between procedural justice (PJ) and experienced gender-based harassment (GBH-E) (n = 5,127) in SLOSH 2018 (t-1) and 2020 (t). Analyses adjusted for age, gender, education, income, country of birth, origin of parents, type of occupation, marital status, job demands, and job control. Statistically significant paths in solid lines.


[image: Path diagram with four ovals connected by arrows: PJ at t minus one connects to PJ at t (coefficient point five four two, p equals point zero one one) and to GBH-W at t (negative point zero one nine, p equals point one one four). GBH-W at t minus one connects to GBH-W at t (point one three eight, p equals point zero one two) and to PJ at t (negative point zero five two, p less than point zero zero one).]

FIGURE 2
 Paths between procedural justice (PJ) and witnessed gender-based harassment (GBH-W) (n = 4,871) in SLOSH 2018 (t-1) and 2020 (t). Analyses adjusted for age, gender, education, income, country of birth, origin of parents, type of occupation, marital status, job demands, and job control. Statistically significant paths in solid lines.


[image: Path diagram showing relationships between variables ML and GBH-E at two time points. ML at time t-1 predicts ML at time t with coefficient .448 (p<0.001) and GBH-E at time t with coefficient -.036 (p=.017). GBH-E at time t-1 predicts GBH-E at time t with coefficient .204 (p<0.001) and ML at time t with coefficient .014 (p=.114). Solid arrows indicate significant paths, dotted arrows represent non-significant or weaker associations.]

FIGURE 3
 Paths between managerial leadership (ML) and experienced gender-based harassment (GBH-E) (n = 5,127) in SLOSH 2018 (t-1) and 2020 (t). Analyses adjusted for age, gender, education, income, country of birth, origin of parents, type of occupation, marital status, job demands, and job control. Statistically significant paths in solid lines.


[image: Path diagram showing relationships between variables: ML t-1 predicts ML (t) with a coefficient of 0.463 (p<0.001) and GBH-W (t) with 0.005 (p=0.737); GBH-W t-1 predicts GBH-W (t) with 0.141 (p=0.014) and ML (t) with -0.022 (p=0.089). Solid lines indicate statistically significant relationships, and dashed lines indicate non-significant relationships.]

FIGURE 4
 Paths between managerial leadership (ML) and witnessed gender-based harassment (GBH-W) (n = 4,871) in SLOSH 2018 (t-1) and 2020 (t). Analyses adjusted for age, gender, education, income, country of birth, origin of parents, type of occupation, demands, and job control. Statistically significant paths in solid lines.



3.2.1 Associations between procedural justice and experienced GBH

Higher levels of procedural justice in 2018 were associated with slightly lower risk of GBH 2 years later (−0.001, p = 0.018). Although statistically significant, the magnitude of the association was very small and below conventional thresholds for small cross-lagged effects, and should therefore be interpreted as a marginal contextual shift rather than a substantively meaningful individual-level association. The reverse association, between experienced GBH in 2018 and procedural justice in 2020, was not statistically significant. Auto-regressive paths from 2018 to 2020 were stable for both procedural justice 0.527 (p < 0.001) and for experienced GBH 0.219 (p < 0.001).



3.2.2 Associations between procedural justice and witnessed GBH

Higher levels of procedural justice in 2018 were associated with a small but statistically significant reduction in the risk of witnessing GBH in 2020. This association was stronger than the corresponding association for experienced GBH and remained robust after adjustment for covariates and autoregressive effects. Higher procedural justice in 2018 was associated with lower risk of witnessed GBH (small effect) at the workplace in 2020 (−0.052, p < 0.001). The reverse association was not statistically significant. Procedural justice in 2018 significantly predicted procedural justice in 2020 (0.542, p < 0.001) and witnessed GBH in 2018 was significantly associated with witnessed GBH 2020 (0.138, p = 0.012).



3.2.3 Associations between managerial leadership and experienced GBH

Supportive managerial leadership 2018 significantly predicted experienced GBH in 2020, with a small effect size (−0.036, p = 0.017). The magnitude of this association was small, indicating that supportive managerial leadership was associated with a modest reduction in the risk of later experienced GBH. The reverse path between experienced GBH 2018 and managerial leadership 2020 was not statistically significant. The estimates for the auto-regressive paths for managerial leadership was 0.448 (p < 0.001) and for experienced GBH 0.204 (p < 0.001).



3.2.4 Associations between managerial leadership and witnessed gender-based harassment

Supportive managerial leadership in 2018 significantly predicted managerial leadership in 2020 (0.463; p < 0.001) while witnessed GBH in 2018 significantly predicted witnessed GBH in 2020 (0.141; p = 0.014). The estimates for the paths between managerial leadership and witnessed GBH were not statistically significant, as shown in Figure 4. That no statistically significant cross-lagged associations were observed between managerial leadership and witnessed GBH suggests that while leadership may influence the risk of harassment for direct targets, witnessing GBH may reflect broader organizational dynamics that are less directly shaped by individual managerial behavior.

Taken together, the results point to a consistent pattern in which higher procedural justice and supportive managerial leadership are prospectively associated with a reduced risk of GBH over time, particularly with respect to witnessed GBH. Although effect sizes were small, the direction and consistency of the associations across outcomes and model specifications suggest that organizational conditions function as weak but systematic predictors of harassment risk in the workplace.



3.2.5 Gender differences

Given that GBH disproportionately affects women, interaction analyses were conducted to examine whether the longitudinal associations between organizational conditions and GBH differed by gender. This was done by including an interaction term between gender and the exposure variables in Model 4. These analyses did not reveal any statistically significant gender differences, indicating that the observed associations operated in a similar manner for women and men.





4 Discussion

In this longitudinal study of Swedish workers, we found that higher levels of procedural justice predicted reduced risk of experiencing GBH (very small effect) and witnessing GBH (small effect) over time, while supportive managerial leadership predicted reduced risk of experiencing GBH (small effect) only. No reverse associations or gender differences were observed. These findings support theoretical models highlighting organizational conditions as determinants of workplace harassment (Cortina et al., 2018; Einarsen and Einarsen, 2021; Han et al., 2022).

Although the observed associations were in the expected direction, their magnitude was small. This pattern must be interpreted in light of the conservative analytical strategy employed. GBH is a relatively low-prevalence outcome, and its occurrence is shaped by a complex interplay of individual, relational, and organizational conditions. When cross-sectional associations and reverse paths are accounted for, as in the present cross-lagged models, effect estimates are likely to reflect incremental shifts in organizational risk environments rather than strong individual-level prediction.


4.1 Procedural justice and GBH

Previous studies have reported inconsistent associations between procedural justice and GBH with some cross-sectional studies identifying significant relationships while others report weak or non-significant associations. These inconsistencies may partly reflect differences in study design, as cross-sectional analyses are unable to disentangle temporal ordering or account for reverse associations. The present results extend earlier cross-sectional studies (Bildt, 2005; Butler and Chung-Yan, 2011; Cogin and Fish, 2009; Park, 2021) by showing that procedural justice predicts reduced GBH over time, even when adjusting for confounders and autoregressive effects. Importantly, the effect was evident not only for experienced GBH but also for witnessed GBH. Our findings support Han et al.’s (2022) model, which emphasizes that organizational rather than solely individual conditions are central to the risk of incivility and harassment. By showing that procedural justice predicts both experienced and witnessed GBH over time, this study provides longitudinal evidence that transparent and fair decision-making creates an organizational climate that protects not only direct targets but also bystanders. The results may also be interpreted in light of Cortina et al.’s (2018) perpetrator–predation paradigm, which argues that perpetrators exploit environments that tolerate misconduct. The finding that higher procedural justice decreases the likelihood of later GBH suggests that clear and just processes may lead to organizational intolerance for incivility, thereby reducing opportunities for harassment to occur. From this perspective, procedural justice can be viewed not merely as an indicator of organizational climate but also as a mechanism that constrains the organizational space in which harassment can thrive. The associations for both experienced and witnessed GBH are small, but this result should be interpreted with the understanding that the cross-sectional associations between justice and harassment are taken into account at both measurement points and that the time-lag between waves is rather long.



4.2 Managerial leadership and GBH

We also found that supportive managerial leadership was prospectively associated with reduced risk of experiencing GBH. This confirms prior research linking such leadership to lower harassment risks (Cogin and Fish, 2009; Lee, 2018; Muhonen, 2016; Sadler et al., 2017). However, the lack of association with witnessed GBH suggests that leadership may primarily affect the direct leader–employee relationship, whereas witnessing harassment reflects broader group dynamics less influenced by individual leadership behaviors (Grint, 2005; Yukl, 1989). In this context, witnessing GBH may be more associated to inter-relational factors on a personal or group level, such as shared norms or culture within the peer-group. These horizontal group dynamics, establishing what’s viewed as acceptable and normative, may better reflect what influences witnessing GBH than signals from the leadership. In contrast, procedural justice represents an organizational-level process, which may explain its broader reach to both direct targets and observers. This distinction aligns with theoretical perspectives emphasizing that procedural justice reflects organization-wide norms and decision-making structures, whereas managerial leadership represents a more proximal and relational mechanism. While justice perceptions may shape the general climate of tolerance for harassment, leadership practices may be particularly salient in situations involving direct interaction between managers and employees.



4.3 Reverse associations

We found no evidence that experiencing or witnessing GBH predicted later perceptions of procedural justice or managerial leadership. This is in contrast to a previous cross-sectional study showing positive associations between treatment by leaders and satisfaction after reporting GBH (Daniel et al., 2019). The absence of significant reverse associations (i.e., that GBH would affect later perceptions of justice or leadership) strengthens the argument that organizational conditions operate as causal antecedents rather than as mere correlates or consequences of harassment. This finding suggests that investments in procedural justice and supportive leadership may serve as genuinely preventive strategies, rather than solely reactive measures. At the same time, the absence of associations may also partly reflect selective attrition, as individuals exposed to more severe or repeated GBH may be underrepresented in longitudinal follow-up, for example due to health-related non-response or exit from employment.



4.4 Gender differences

The absence of gender differences in the prospective associations suggests that organizational conditions such as procedural justice and managerial leadership may operate in similar ways for women and men. This finding complicates assumptions that organizational antecedents of GBH necessarily function in gender-specific ways and instead points to the role of shared organizational climates and norms in shaping harassment risk across gender groups.



4.5 Contributions of the study

Our results underscore the importance of organizational conditions in preventing GBH from occurring in the workplace, for all employees, regardless of whether they are targets or witnesses of harassment. This distinction between experienced and witnessed GBH extends prior research that has primarily focused on direct targets and allows for a more nuanced understanding of how organizational conditions may shape both individual exposure and the broader workplace climate in which GBH occurs. These findings support theoretical models highlighting organizational conditions as central determinant of workplace harassment (Cortina et al., 2018; Einarsen and Einarsen, 2021; Han et al., 2022). The findings align with the concept of ethical infrastructure (Einarsen and Einarsen, 2021), which refers to the combination of formal systems (policies, procedures, reporting mechanisms) and informal systems (leadership behaviors, workplace culture) that work together to prevent unethical behaviors and promote respectful treatment. Strengthening procedural justice can be seen as a key element of the formal system of ethical infrastructure. Importantly, our longitudinal analyses go beyond prior cross-sectional evidence. By integrating organizational justice theory with the perpetrator–predation paradigm, the present findings furthermore extend existing theoretical perspectives on workplace harassment. Rather than positioning organizational conditions as strong causal drivers, the results suggest that procedural justice and managerial leadership weakly affect the risk for GBH. Even modest associations, when persistent over time, may contribute to cumulative differences in GBH across workplaces. From this perspective, the present findings help reconcile mixed results in the literature by demonstrating that organizational conditions may exert subtle, context-dependent influences that are best captured through longitudinal designs.



4.6 Strengths and limitations

A key strength of this study is its longitudinal design in a large, population-based cohort, which allowed us to examine prospective and reverse associations between organizational conditions and gender-based harassment within a conservative analytical framework. By simultaneously modelling autoregressive, cross-lagged, and reverse paths using structural equation modelling, we were able to account for temporal stability and bidirectionality, thereby strengthening inferences about the temporal ordering of associations. Another strength is the distinction between experienced and witnessed GBH (Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly, 2005), which provides a more nuanced picture of how organizational factors shape both individual exposure and the broader workplace climate in which harassment occurs. At the same time, several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, all variables were self-reported, which may introduce common method variance. However, perceptions of procedural justice, leadership, and GBH are inherently subjective constructs, and self-report is therefore an appropriate method for capturing employees’ experiences of organizational conditions and mistreatment. Second, witnessed GBH was measured using a single item and both GBH outcomes were operationalized as binary variables. While this approach is common in large-scale surveys and allows for the inclusion of relatively rare events, it may have reduced variability and attenuated effect estimates. The use of more detailed, multi-item measures and continuous scaling in future studies may provide a more sensitive assessment of harassment experiences. Third, the two-year time lag between measurement waves may not fully capture shorter-term dynamics between organizational conditions and GBH. Changes in leadership practices or justice perceptions may influence harassment risk over shorter time frames, while longer-term effects may also unfold beyond the interval studied here. Thus, the estimated associations should be interpreted as reflecting average effects over a relatively long time span rather than immediate responses. Additionally, we chose to model procedural justice and managerial leadership as observed composite variables rather than latent constructs in order to ensure model parsimony and convergence stability in the SEM models. However, this approach does not account for measurement error, which is known to attenuate effect sizes and therefore the true underlying associations may be somewhat stronger than reported.

Another limitation relates to potential differential attrition across demographic groups. In the present sample, younger participants and individuals with migration background were less represented in the follow-up wave, resulting in an overrepresentation of older and Swedish-born participants over time. Previous research suggests that GBH may be more prevalent among younger workers and among individuals with migration background, and that these groups may also report less favourable psychosocial working conditions. If individuals belonging to higher-risk groups are underrepresented in longitudinal follow-up, this may lead to an underestimation of both GBH prevalence and associations between organizational conditions and GBH. Such patterns of differential survey participation are well documented in occupational cohort studies and should be considered when interpreting the generalizability and magnitude of the observed associations. Although the observed associations between organizational conditions and GBH were small in magnitude, these effect sizes are consistent with prior meta-analyses of workplace harassment predictors, which report small to medium sized correlations typically in the 0.06 to 0.10 range (Cortina and Berdahl, 2008; Willness et al., 2007). The small effect sizes observed in the present study may partly reflect the conservative design and modelling strategy employed. Despite the conservative modelling approach, the direction of associations was consistent across outcomes. Furthermore, even modest reductions in risk may translate into meaningful decreases in the number of harassment incidents across the workforce. Taken together, the strengths and limitations of this study highlight the value of longitudinal, population-based designs for advancing understanding of organizational antecedents of GBH.




5 Practical implications and directions for future research

Procedural justice and managerial leadership encompass organizational practices related to fair and consistent decision-making, clarity of expectations, and feedback aligned with those expectations. In line with organizational justice theory and the perpetrator–predation paradigm, such practices can be understood as organizational conditions that shape GBH over time. From a practical perspective, this highlights the importance of building an ethical infrastructure (Einarsen et al., 2017) by implementing a coordinated set of formal and informal measures. The formal measures could be policies, recurrent communications, formal surveillance, and sanctions. These formal components are most effective when introduced as an integrated system that explicitly frames GBH and other forms of harassment as unacceptable. Equally important are informal systems, such as cultivating a strong conflict-management culture and ensuring that managers model zero tolerance for harassment in their everyday interactions, attitudes, and responses. By reinforcing both formal structures and informal cultural norms, organisations can create an environment where employees feel safer, more empowered to report incidents, and more confident that GBH and other forms of harassment will be taken seriously and addressed effectively.

While the present findings suggest that procedural justice and managerial leadership have weak effects on GBH, important theoretical and empirical gaps remain. Future research should further examine how justice-related conditions are produced, reinforced, and interpreted within organizations, and how they interact with other organizational conditions such as formal policies, reporting systems, peer norms, and power structures. More fine-grained longitudinal designs, validated multi-item measures of GBH, and mixed-methods approaches incorporating perspectives of employees, witnesses, managers, and HR professionals may provide deeper insight into the mechanisms through which organizational conditions shape GBH across different contexts and groups.



6 Conclusion

This study was motivated by the limited longitudinal evidence on organizational antecedents of GBH and the need to move beyond predominantly cross-sectional findings in the field. By applying a conservative cross-lagged analytical framework in a large, population-based cohort, the study addressed an important gap in understanding how organizational conditions relate to both experienced and witnessed harassment over time.

The findings indicate that procedural justice and managerial leadership are prospectively associated with GBH, although the observed effects were small in magnitude. Rather than undermining their relevance, these modest associations highlight the importance of conceptualizing organizational conditions as contextual risk regulators rather than direct causal drivers of GBH. From a theoretical standpoint, the results refine organizational justice theory and the perpetrator–predation paradigm by demonstrating how organizational conditions may exert weak but systematic influences on GBH.

At the same time, the study’s limitations, including self-reported measures, binary operationalizations of GBH, and a two-year time lag, underscore the need for caution in interpretation and point to important directions for future research. More fine-grained longitudinal designs, improved measurement strategies, and integrative approaches combining quantitative and qualitative methods are needed to further unpack the mechanisms through which organizational conditions shape GBH.
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Introduction: Healthcare workers are exposed to intense organizational pressures and demanding interpersonal dynamics that may undermine psychological wellbeing. Tyrannical leadership—characterized by hostile, controlling, and humiliating supervisory behaviors-represents a particularly harmful organizational stressor in healthcare settings. Under such conditions, psychotropic medication may be used as a coping response to sustained psychological strain. This study examined whether exposure to tyrannical leadership predicts subsequent psychotropic drug use among healthcare workers.
Methods: A longitudinal panel study was conducted among healthcare workers employed in high-complexity public hospitals in Chile. Two waves of data were collected 10 months apart. The analytic sample included 683 participants who completed both measurements. Tyrannical leadership exposure was assessed using a validated scale. Psychotropic medication use was measured through self-reported intake of hypnotics, anxiolytics, or antidepressants. Logistic regression models were used to estimate crude and adjusted associations between baseline tyrannical leadership and psychotropic drug use at follow-up, controlling for baseline medication use, sex, and key psychosocial work stressors, including effort-reward imbalance and emotional demands.
Results: At follow-up, 39.8% of participants reported psychotropic medication use. In crude models, exposure to tyrannical leadership at baseline was associated with approximately twice the odds of psychotropic use at follow-up. In the fully adjusted model, baseline psychotropic use was the strongest predictor of subsequent consumption, with nearly tenfold higher odds of continued or increased use. After adjustment, tyrannical leadership remained significantly associated with psychotropic drug use, doubling the odds of consumption. Effort-reward imbalance also showed a significant association, whereas sex and emotional demands were not significant predictors.
Discussion: These findings identify tyrannical leadership as a significant and potentially preventable organizational risk factor linked to increased psychotropic medication use among healthcare workers. By highlighting leadership as a modifiable determinant of mental health outcomes, the study underscores the importance of organizational interventions aimed at improving supervisory practices in high-stress healthcare environments.

Keywords
healthcare workers, occupational stress, psychotropic medication, tyrannical leadership, workplace violence


1 Introduction

Healthcare workers are exposed to multiple work-related stressors (Rink et al., 2023; Hamama et al., 2022) that can negatively affect their job performance, psychological wellbeing, and overall quality of care they provide (Babapour et al., 2022; Deng et al., 2019).

Among the most significant stressors are interpersonal stressors within work teams, particularly relationships with supervisors and any exposure to tyrannical or abusive leadership (Rink et al., 2023). Exposure to such deficient leadership is consistently found to associated with lower job satisfaction and wellbeing in workers in both western countries as well as in Africa and Asia (Shih et al., 2023; Musinguzi et al., 2018). Similar patterns have been observed in Latin America, where tyrannical leadership has been identified as an important psychosocial risk factor for workers' mental health, particularly in high-stress environments such as healthcare institutions (Palma and Ansoleaga, 2022).

Tyrannical leadership involves sustained exposure to behaviors that undermine employees' wellbeing, motivation, or job satisfaction, while not necessarily undermining the organization's goals, values and mission (Einarsen et al., 2011). Although such may appear aligned with organizational goals and strategies, they often achieve these outcomes at the expense of their subordinates' wellbeing. Tyrannical leaders manipulate, humiliate, abuse and intimidate subordinates. Employing the parallel term, abusive supervision, Tepper (2000) defines it as “subordinates' perceptions of the extent to which supervisors engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal and non-verbal behaviors, excluding physical contact”. Indirectly, this may again affect the organization negatively and even the care and treatment of patients (Bamforth et al., 2023). Yet, the most consistent negative outcome is found among subordinates who may become highly stressed, with lower self-esteem and self-efficacy and experiencing psychosomatic and mental health problems.

Tyrannical leadership can also be understood within the broader literature on workplace aggression and psychological violence. Research on workplace bullying has for instance shown that persistent exposure to hostile leadership behaviors may constitute a form of organizational aggression that undermines employees' psychological safety and wellbeing (Einarsen et al., 2011, 2020). Such behaviors often involve humiliation, intimidation, or systematic degradation of subordinates, placing tyrannical leadership conceptually close to other forms of workplace mistreatment examined in occupational health research. From this perspective, destructive leadership, in our case tyrannical behaviors, can be interpreted not only as ineffective management practices but also as a potential form of workplace psychological violence with important implications for employees' mental health.

Because many employees cannot afford to stop working despite experiencing psychological distress and a bad working situation, some may rely on psychotropic medications to cope with work-related stressors (Milner et al., 2019). Drugs can be used to manage symptoms or as a coping mechanism to avoid dealing with their accompanying emotions (Gerich and Lehner, 2023). Exposure to stressful environments has been identified as a risk factor for the consumption of psychotropics (Dinis-Oliveira and Magalhães, 2020), and particularly among health care workers as a high-risk group (Maggioli, 2020). The use and abuse of psychotropics have shown a correlation with workplace accidents, absenteeism, and presenteeism, as well as developing dependency on the substance (Dinis-Oliveira and Magalhães, 2020), with both licit and illicit psychotropics. The associated psychotropic consumption can also become iatrogenic to the workers, further affecting their mental, physical, and social life (Cerecedo Pérez et al., 2013; Ansoleaga, 2015).

From a stress and coping perspective (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984), exposure to tyrannical leadership may constitute a chronic psychosocial stressor that can undermine employees' psychological well-being, creating fair, uncertainty and prolonged anxiety (see also Fosse et al., 2019). According to the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping, individuals facing persistent stressors may adopt various coping strategies to manage the resulting emotional and physiological strain. In this context, the use of psychotropic medication may reflect attempts to alleviate stress-related symptoms such as anxiety, sleep disturbances, or depressive symptoms. Within occupational health research, such adverse leadership behaviors can be understood as psychosocial job stressors that contribute to strain responses, consistent with frameworks such as the Job Demands–Resources model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). From this perspective, psychotropic medication use may represent a form of symptom management associated with work-related stress exposure, rather than solely an indicator of pre-existing mental health disorders. Thus, tyrannical leadership may function as a workplace stressor that contributes to psychological strain, which in turn may increase the likelihood of psychotropic medication use as a strategy to manage stress-related symptoms. At the same time, it can also be interpreted as a proxy indicator of underlying mental health problems, as these medications are commonly prescribed for conditions such as anxiety, depressive symptoms, and sleep disturbances.

Beyond the general stress–coping framework, several psychological mechanisms may help explain how exposure to tyrannical leadership may translate into psychotropic medication use. Repeated exposure to hostile or humiliating supervisory behaviors may generate chronic psychological strain, emotional exhaustion, and sleep disturbances, which are well-established precursors of anxiety and depressive symptoms (Einarsen et al., 2011; Nielsen and Einarsen, 2012). Over time, such strain responses may lead workers to seek pharmacological strategies to manage distress or maintain functioning at work. In this sense, psychotropic medication use may reflect attempts to regulate stress-related symptoms or maladaptive coping responses associated with prolonged exposure to destructive leadership behaviors (Gerich and Lehner, 2023).

Recent studies have shown how exposure to a violent workplace may be a risk factor for the use of psychotropics (Conway et al., 2025), yet employing cross-sectional data. In addition, the health sector has particular structural and cultural characteristics that can increase the risk of mental health problems and the consequent use of psychotropic drugs. Healthcare organizations are traditionally characterized by hierarchical, rigid structures with clear power differences between occupational groups and hierarchical levels (Hamui-Sutton et al., 2014). In this culture, employees may become particularly vulnerable to how leaders exercise their authority (Curry et al., 2015). Therefore, tyrannical leaders may pose a danger to the healthcare system as a whole, affecting the mental health of their subordinates and cascading across the organization and its patients (Burgos Moreno and Paravic Klijn, 2003).

However, other variables related to mental health (Conway et al., 2025), for example, a stressful life event, or other psychosocial factors at work, such as emotional demands, may act as work stressors with possible implications for mental health. Therefore, it is necessary to examine the long-term impact of tyrannical leadership on workers' mental health while controlling for such confounding factors. This study therefore aims to examine whether exposure to tyrannical leadership at time 1 (T1) predicts psychotropic medication use at time 2 (T2), adjusting for baseline psychotropic use and potential confounders. So, we hypothesized that healthcare workers exposed to tyrannical leadership at time 1 would have higher odds of psychotropic use at time 2, after controlling for confounders. This study contributes to the existing literature by employing a longitudinal design and controlling for key psychosocial confounders relevant to healthcare workers. While much of the research on psychological violence at work, including workplace bullying and tyrannical leadership/abusive supervision, has been conducted in Western countries, the present study was conducted in a sample of healthcare workers in high complexity hospitals in Chile. In this study, psychotropic medication refers to the use of hypnotics, anxiolytics, and antidepressants, which are commonly prescribed to treat sleep disturbances, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. These medications differ in their mechanisms of action and clinical indications but are frequently used to manage stress-related psychological symptoms. The measure used in this study captures self-reported use of these medications, regardless of whether or not they were medically prescribed (Skurtveit et al., 2008).



2 Materials and methods

The research approach of this study was quantitative, non-experimental, and a longitudinal panel, employing a questionnaire. Two measurements were collected at 10-month aparts in a sample of workers from high-complexity public health hospitals in Chile's three most populous regions. Participants represented diverse occupational roles within the healthcare system, including technical staff (38.7%), administrative personnel (14.2%), other health professionals (13.3%), auxiliary staff (13.8%), nursing staff (10.1%), and physicians (10.0%), reflecting the hierarchical and multidisciplinary structure typical of healthcare organizations.

The sample was probabilistically selected and stratified by gender and job position, with 1,855 participants at time 1 (68% response rate). The second measurement reached 683 of the 800 participants estimated at time 2, resulting in an 85.5% response rate in the longitudinal sample. The participant selection process and follow-up are illustrated in Figure 1. A total of 117 participants were in the follow-up, representing an attrition rate of only 14.6%. Baseline characteristics were compared between participants included in the longitudinal analyses and those lost to follow-up. No significant differences were observed for sex, occupational category, education, effort–reward imbalance, or exposure to tyrannical leadership. Participants retained in the study were slightly older and more likely to report baseline psychotropic use and higher emotional demands. Baseline psychotropic use and emotional demands were included as covariates in the regression models. The data collection was conducted by a data collection company through face-to-face surveys and mobile devices to systematize responses.
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FIGURE 1
 Flow diagram illustrating participant selection and follow-up between baseline (T1) and follow-up (T2).


Exposure to tyrannical leadership was measured using four items from the Spanish version of the Destructive and Constructive Leadership scale (Aasland et al., 2010; González-Santa Cruz and Ansoleaga, 2023). The ítems are: 1. Has he/she humiliated you or other workers if they do not meet the expected standards? 2. Has he/she made gestures (e.g., grimaces, looks, gestures) toward you or other workers to express dissatisfaction with your efforts or those of others? 3. Have they spread incorrect information about you or your coworkers with the intention of damaging your position or theirs in the institution? 4. Have they scolded you over the phone, hung up, or sent a rude email because they thought you had done a poor job?. The scale on tyrannical Leadership has a satisfactory reliability (Cronbach's alpha = 0.72 at T1 and 0.75 at T2). Results were reduced to a dichotomous variable of exposure to tyrannical leadership at T1 (dichotomized: 1 = exposed, 0 = unexposed), as reported by Aasland et al. (2010). Using this classification criterion, participants who reported that their leaders presented one or more tyrannical behaviors with a frequency of “usually”, “almost always”, or “always” over the last 6 months were considered as exposed to tyrannical leadership.

Psychotropic consumption was assessed using three single items measuring self-reported use of hypnotics, anxiolytics, and antidepressants. These items were combined into a dichotomous variable indicating the use of any psychotropic (1 = use, 0 = no use). Stimulant medications (e.g., methylphenidate-type prescriptions) were not included, as their prescription and distribution are highly regulated in the Chilean healthcare system. Therefore, the measure focuses on the psychotropic medications most used to manage symptoms such as anxiety, sleep disturbances, and depressive symptoms.

Additionally, several psychosocial factors were evaluated as potential confounders, including sex, emotional demands, and effort–reward imbalance, all measured at T1.

Emotional demands were measured with a subscale of “SUSESO/ISTAS21”, the Chilean version of the Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ) (Candia et al., 2020), which includes quantitative psychological demands, emotional demands associated with them, and the hiding of emotions. The instrument utilizes a five-point Likert scale from 0 (never) to 4 (always), reporting α = 0.78.

Effort-reward imbalance was measured with the Spanish version of Siegrist et al. (2009) effort-reward imbalance scale, validated by Ansoleaga et al. (2014). The ten-item scale measures the perceived imbalance between effort and reward at work. It uses a five-point Likert scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree), with α = 0.72.

The questionnaire also included items on sex, age, occupation, etc.


2.1 Statistical analysis

Changes in prevalence between T1 and T2 were assessed using McNemar's test for paired categorical data. Logistic regression models were used to estimate the association between exposure to tyrannical leadership at T1 and psychotropic medication use at T2.

Potential confounders were evaluated sequentially. Each variable was introduced into the crude model separately, and its confounding role was assessed using three criteria. First, the variable had to show a statistically significant association with the outcome based on a Wald test in the adjusted model. Second, model fit improvement was evaluated using changes in Akaike's Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), considering meaningful improvements in model fit when AIC decreased by more than 2 units and BIC by more than 6 units. Third, the variable had to produce a change of at least 10% in the tyrannical leadership coefficient (log-odds) after adjustment.

A variable was retained as a confounder only if it met these criteria. Based on this procedure, emotional demands, effort–reward imbalance, and sex were included in the adjusted models. Finally, a fully adjusted model incorporating all identified confounders was estimated.

In the analyses, the outcome corresponds to psychotropic medication use at T2 while statistically adjusting for baseline use at T1. Therefore, the models estimate the association between tyrannical leadership and psychotropic use at follow-up rather than incident use or dosage escalation.



2.2 Software

All analyses were conducted in Stata 15.0 (Stata Corp, 2017).




3 Results


3.1 Sample and descriptive statistics

The analysis included N = 683 healthcare workers with complete data on psychotropic use at both Times 1 and 2. A majority of the sample are female, 60.76% (n = 415), with 39.24% (n = 268) males.

The mean age was 38.1 years (SD = 10.9; range 18–67) and participants represented a broad range of occupational roles within the healthcare system, including technical staff (38.7%), administrative personnel (14.2%), auxiliary staff (13.8%), other health professionals (13.3%), nursing staff (10.1%), and physicians (10.0%). This distribution reflects the multidisciplinary and hierarchical structure typical of healthcare organizations. In terms of educational attainment, most participants reported having completed technical education (45.2%) or university education (32.4%), followed by secondary education (12.6%) and postgraduate studies (9.7%), while only a very small proportion reported basic education (0.2%).

Table 1 describes the prevalence of the exposure, outcome, and confounders included. As shown, the prevalences are mostly stable over time. Of these participants, as many as 39.82% (n = 272) reported psychotropic medication in Time 2.

TABLE 1 Prevalence of tyrannical leadership, psychotropic drug use and organizational confounders at T1 and T2.




	Prevalences
	T1 % (N)
	T2 % (N)
	p-value





	Tyrannical leadership
	20.79 (142)
	21.38 (146)
	0.75



	Organizational dimensions



	• Emotional demands (↑ median)
	52.56 (359)
	51.68 (353)
	<0.001



	• Effort-reward imbalance
	57.83 (395)
	58.13 (397)
	0.90



	Psychotropic use (yes)
	34.99 (239)
	39.82 (272)
	0.009





N = 683; P-values correspond to McNemar tests for paired categorical data comparing. T1 and T2 observations.




The prevalence of tyrannical leadership remained stable between T1 and T2 (McNemar χ2(1) = 0.10, p = 0.75). A significant change in emotional demands between T1 and T2 was observed (McNemar χ2(1) = 16.54, p < 0.001). Effort-reward imbalance remained stable between T1 and T2 (McNemar χ2(1) = 0.02, p = 0.90). Psychotropic drug use increased significantly between T1 and T2 (McNemar χ2(1) = 6.85, p = 0.009).

Table 2 shows the results of a logistic regression that examined the likelihood of psychotropic use at Time 2 as a function of exposure to tyrannical leadership at Time 1 and baseline psychotropic use estimated in Stata 15.0.

TABLE 2 Crude association between tyrannical leadership at T1 and psychotropic use at T2.




	Psychotropic use T2
	Odds ratio (OR)
	95% CI
	p-value





	Tyrannical leadership (yes vs. no)
	2.41
	[1.56–3.73]
	<0.001



	Baseline psychotropic use (yes vs. no)
	9.88
	[6.82–14.32]
	<0.001



	Constant
	0.23
	[0.17–0.29]
	<0.001





_cons estimate baseline odds. N = 683.




The model included N = 683 observations and demonstrated good fit: Wald χ2(2) = 202.61, p < 0.001, and a McFadden's pseudo-R2 of 0.2206.

Employees exposed to tyrannical leadership had higher odds of psychotropic use at T2 compared with those not exposed (OR = 2.41; 95% CI [1.56–3.73]; p < 0.001). In addition, participants who reported psychotropic use at baseline showed substantially higher odds of psychotropic use at follow-up (OR = 9.88; 95% CI [6.82–14.32]; p < 0.001).

Table 3 presents the results of a logistic regression model predicting the odds of psychotropic use at time 2, including potential confounders. The model included exposure to tyrannical leadership, baseline psychotropic use (psychotropic_T1), sex (female vs. male), emotional demands, and effort-reward imbalance.

TABLE 3 Adjusted Logistic Regression Predicting Psychotropic Use at Time 2 (N = 683).




	Psychotropic use T2
	Odds ratio (OR)
	95% CI
	p-value





	Baseline Psychotropic Use T1 (yes vs. no)
	9.58
	[6.55−14.02]
	<0.001



	Tyrannical Leadership T1 (yes vs. no)
	2.18
	[1.38−3.45]
	0.001



	Emotional demands T1 (yes vs. no)
	1.28
	[0.87−1.87]
	0.201



	Effort-Reward Imbalance T1 (yes vs. no)
	1.49
	[1.02−2.16]
	0.035



	Female (vs. male)
	1.17
	[0.80−1.71]
	0.398



	Constant
	0.14
	[0.09−0.22]
	<0.001





Statistics of the model: N = 683; LR χ2(5) = 202.61; p < 0.001; Log likelihood = −357.87239; Pseudo R2 = 0.2206.




After adjustment for sex, emotional demands, and effort–reward imbalance, exposure to tyrannical leadership remained significantly associated with psychotropic use at follow-up (OR = 2.18; 95% CI [1.38–3.45]; p = 0.001). Baseline psychotropic use showed the strongest association with the outcome (OR = 9.58; 95% CI [6.55–14.02]; p < 0.001). Effort–reward imbalance was also associated with higher odds of psychotropic use (OR = 1.49; 95% CI [1.02–2.16]; p = 0.035), whereas emotional demands and sex were not statistically significant predictors.

Overall, the full model explained 22.06% of the variance in psychotropic use (pseudo-R2 = 0.2206), indicating a substantive role for both exposure to tyrannical leadership and baseline medication status in predicting subsequent psychotropic consumption.

In conclusion, exposure to tyrannical leadership was associated with approximately twice the odds of psychotropic use at follow-up, independent of sex and other psychosocial work stressors.




4 Discussion

This investigation fills a critical gap in occupational health research by empirically linking exposure to destructive leadership in the form of tyrannical leadership, also denoted as abusive supervision, to psychotropic medication use among healthcare workers, controlling for other psychosocial stressors. Although numerous studies have documented how job stressors undermine employee wellbeing, few have quantified the pharmacological consequences of tyrannical supervisory behaviors in health care settings. By showing that exposure to tyrannical leadership more than doubles the odds of psychotropic use, we highlight the potential downstream implications of leader-subordinate interactions for healthcare professionals' coping responses.

After adjusting for baseline medication use and the measured confounders (sex, emotional demands, and effort–reward imbalance), tyrannical leadership was associated with psychotropic medication use at follow-up, independent of these factors. Notably, a substantial proportion of participants who reported psychotropic use at baseline also reported use at follow-up, highlighting the persistence of medication use over time and underscoring the potential value of leadership-focused interventions to improve psychosocial working conditions.

So, our findings underscore the dual importance of leadership behavior and individual and organizational factors in predicting psychotropic medication uptake among healthcare workers in high-complexity hospitals. Some remarks are that tyrannical leadership is a risk factor; yet the baseline psychotropic use is the strongest predictor of psychotropic use in the future; there are no gender differences, and the organizational dimension in practice lost significance after adjusting the model.

Consistent with international evidence (Shih et al., 2023; Musinguzi et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2022), exposure to a tyrannical supervisor—characterized by intimidation, interactional injustice, and verbally abusive behavior was associated with 2.18 times higher odds of psychotropic use. This aligns with stress-and-coping theory (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984), whereby authoritarian leadership represents a chronic organizational stressor that may precipitate coping strategies (Yagil et al., 2011) and maladaptive coping like pharmacological management of anxiety or sleep disturbance. One plausible interpretation is therefore that tyrannical leadership acts as a chronic psychosocial stressor that may contribute to psychological strain, emotional exhaustion, and sleep disturbances, well-established precursors of anxiety and depressive symptoms. Our findings should then be interpreted considering that psychotropic medication use may function as a proxy indicator of mental health problems, as medications such as anxiolytics, antidepressants, and hypnotics are typically prescribed to treat anxiety, depressive symptoms, or sleep disturbances, and such use may also function as a coping strategy. When systematic exposure to tyrannical/abusive leadership practices generates chronic psychological strain reactions in the form of anxiety and depressive symptoms, these strain responses may increase the likelihood that exposed employees may turn to pharmacological strategies to manage their distress. Such use may even serve to maintain one's work performance and overall functioning at work under such strain. Hence, the use of psychotropic medication can be used to regulate symptoms or as maladaptive coping responses following exposure to a tyrannical and abusive leader (Gerich and Lehner, 2023).

Our findings are quite in line with those of a recent Danish large-scale study combining data from surveys among the general working population and registry data on hospital-redeemed psychotropic drug prescriptions, showing that employees who reported exposure to workplace bullying had a 1.43 (CI: 1.35–1.53) higher risk of such drugs over some years. This study, however, did not control for other work-related stressors, only basic demographics, and did not distinguish between mistreatment from superiors and that from colleagues (Conway et al., 2025). Tyrannical leadership and its effects on subordinates may be particularly prominent in the healthcare sector due to the highly hierarchical relationships between workers and leaders (Essex et al., 2023). Interventions should therefore target leadership practices to mitigate downstream impacts on employee mental health, as described above.

In line with international evidence (Ettorre et al., 1994), prior psychotropic use emerged as the strongest predictor (OR = 9.58), highlighting the persistence of underlying mental-health conditions or established coping patterns. Clinicians and occupational health providers should monitor this subgroup closely, as they remain at elevated risk for continued or increased reliance on medication. Also, the use of psychotropic drugs can affect the quality of the service (Kerr et al., 2020; Cypher, 2024).

While effort–reward imbalance remains associated with higher odds of psychotropic use, contrary to expectations, self-reported emotional demands lost significance after adjustment, potentially due to shared variance with tyrannical leadership or baseline medication use. Likewise, sex differences were not observed, indicating that, in this context, organizational factors overshadow demographic influences. The lack of sex differences was again consistent with the Danish study on workplace bullying (Conway et al., 2025). Other authors have neither found gender differences in the association between abusive supervision and alcohol consumption (Zhou et al., 2018) nor in mental health problems between health workers (Palma and Ansoleaga, 2022), maybe because the health sector is an over-feminized work context.


4.1 Theoretical and practical implications

From the perspective of workplace violence prevention, our findings suggest that tyrannical leadership should be considered a form of psychosocial aggression and a relevant target for prevention efforts in healthcare organizations. Interventions that strengthen respectful leadership, improve reporting and response procedures for workplace mistreatment, and address organizational norms that tolerate hostile supervisory behaviors may contribute to reducing psychosocial harm and its downstream mental health consequences.

By elucidating the impact of tyrannical leadership on pharmacological coping, this study extends models of workplace stress to include leadership as a determinant of mental health trajectories. Organizations should incorporate leadership-development programs that cultivate supportive supervision alongside routine mental-health screening for employees with prior psychotropic use. Monitoring critical incidents of tyrannical leadership behaviors and developing strategies to minimize their effects would also be useful for the affected workers.

In a field strained by high-stakes decisions and systemic pressures, tyrannical leadership compounds risks, eroding workforce resilience, and may even be threatening patient treatment and care.

However, as any damaging effects of those leaders are preventable, this underscores the importance of studying and understanding this relationship. Organizations can and should address tyrannical leaders through improved selection procedures and training programs, improved policies and complaints procedures, yet also focusing on the potential preventive effect of cultural changes involving stronger norms and values for managers, as well as developing evidence-based strategies to protect healthcare workers' mental health.



4.2 Strengths, Limitations and Further Research

The present study has some notable strengths. It has a longitudinal/prospective design based on a relatively large sample. In addition, we controlled for other highly likely confounding stressors in the work environment and used well-established, validated scales. Yet, there are also some noteworthy limitations. First, the observational design limits causal inferences. Furthermore, unmeasured confounding variables (e.g., personality, prior trauma) may bias estimates. Although several psychosocial work stressors were considered as potential confounders and evaluated using predefined criteria, other potentially relevant covariates—such as age, occupational category, shift work, and indicators of psychological distress—were not included in the final models. These variables were not incorporated either because they did not meet the predefined criteria for confounding in the model selection procedure and/or were not consistently available. Nevertheless, residual confounding cannot be entirely ruled out and should be considered when interpreting the observed associations. Future studies should examine these factors more explicitly to further clarify the mechanisms linking adverse leadership behaviors and psychotropic medication use. Second, the study used self-reported measures. Psychotropic medication use was assessed through questionnaire items referring to the use of hypnotics, anxiolytics, and antidepressants. As with all self-reported measures, this approach may introduce reporting bias, as participants may underreport or misreport medication use. In addition, the survey did not distinguish between medically prescribed use and potential non-prescribed consumption. Therefore, the measure should be interpreted as an indicator of psychotropic medication use rather than a precise assessment of clinically prescribed treatment. Nevertheless, self-reported medication use is commonly employed in population-based studies and provides a useful proxy for mental health-related pharmacological treatment (Skurtveit et al., 2008). Future studies could benefit from linking survey data with prescription or administrative health records to further validate medication use, as done in register-based studies using national prescription data (see also., Conway et al., 2025). Regarding sample generalizability, our findings are based on healthcare workers in Chile; therefore, replication in other cultural and occupational settings must be carefully addressed. Furthermore, longitudinal designs with multiple waves could provide a clearer understanding of temporal ordering and potential mediation pathways (e.g., whether tyrannical leadership increases emotional exhaustion, which then elevates psychotropic use). Experimental studies evaluating leadership training interventions would further inform causal mechanisms and prevention strategies.




5 Conclusions

In a sample of 683 healthcare workers, exposure to tyrannical leadership was associated with more than double the odds of psychotropic use over a subsequent follow-up period, even after adjusting for baseline medication use, gender, emotional demands and effort–reward imbalance. Prior psychotropic users had nearly ten-fold greater odds of continued or escalated use. Other covariates, such as sex and emotional demands, did not reach significance. The complete model accounted for 22.06 % of the variance in psychotropic use.

Hence, our results highlight tyrannical leadership as a modifiable organizational predictor of psychotropic medication uptake, emphasizing the critical role of supervisory behavior in safeguarding employees' mental health. From a practical standpoint, these results provide actionable insights for hospital administrators and health system policymakers. Implementing leadership-development programs that emphasize supportive supervision and curtail tyrannical behaviors may not only strengthen workplace climate but also reduce reliance on pharmacotherapy—thereby lowering institutional costs and enhancing staff resilience. More broadly, by positioning leadership as a modifiable organizational determinant of psychotropic use, this study provides a conceptual and empirical framework for other high-stress healthcare environments in which supervisor conduct directly influences employee mental health.
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Although previous research has mostly examined positive and negative leadership separately, or less often within the same leader, little is known about how these leadership styles interact within dual leadership structures when subordinates have two leaders and how their (in-)consistency affects employees. This cross-sectional study with N = 2,602 employees from the German Federal Armed Forces examines profiles and interactions of abusive and transformational leadership from two leaders (i.e., an upper and a lower leader) and explores their relationship with employee strain and commitment. Five distinct dual-leadership patterns were identified: (1) a consistent positive profile, (2) a moderate positive profile, (3) a consistent negative profile, and (4) two inconsistent profiles. Employees in the consistently positive profile reported the lowest strain and highest commitment levels, while there were only rare differences in strain and commitment between the other profiles. Moreover, neither high levels of transformational leadership nor low levels of abusive leadership from a lower-level leader were sufficient to counteract the negative impact of an upper-level leader on employees. Instead, negative leadership from one leader undermines the effects of positive leadership of another leader. Although the cross-sectional design limits causal inferences, the reliance on self-reported data may introduce common method bias, and the specific organizational context may restrict generalizability, the findings highlight the importance of aligned leadership behavior when someone reports to two leaders simultaneously to foster employee strain and commitment. Importantly, dual leadership can only have positive effects on employees if both leaders pull in the same positive direction, as one leader cannot compensate for the negative behavior of the other. By integrating transformational leadership and abusive supervision within a dual leadership framework, this study advances leadership research by examining patterns of consistent and inconsistent leadership across two leaders.
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Introduction

In many organizational contexts, employees do not report to a single, uniform source of leadership but are exposed to multiple leaders who may convey convergent or divergent behavioral signals. To date, most studies have examined positive (i.e., addressing employee values and needs; Bass, 1998) and negative leadership (i.e., hostile verbal and non-verbal behavior towards employees; Tepper, 2000) in isolation and under the implicit assumption that leadership is relatively stable and consistent (e.g., Tautz et al., 2024; Zanchetta et al., 2026). However, more recent research focuses on leadership inconsistencies (Chénard-Poirier et al., 2022; Schilling et al., 2023; van Gerven et al., 2026) pointing out that not only negative behavior poses a threat to employees, but that also inconsistencies can put employee health at risk (Klebe et al., 2022; Klug et al., 2019).

Employees’ day-to-day experiences may be shaped not only by the presence of positive or negative leadership, but also by the (in-)consistency of leadership behaviors across different leaders. Dual leadership is a case in which employee health and commitment could be particularly at risk due to inconsistencies between different leaders. In practice, employees often report to two leaders with yet distinct but complementary roles and responsibilities that may either align or diverge (Ebbers and Wijnberg, 2017). For example, in a corporate setting, a department head (i.e., upper leader) oversees strategic alignment, budget approvals, and stakeholder communication, while a project manager (i.e., lower leader) is responsible for day-to-day execution, team coordination, and deadlines. Similarly, in a military context, a company commander (i.e., upper leader) may focus on tactical decisions, trainings objectives, and overall unit command, whereas a company sergeant major (i.e., lower leader) is responsible for discipline, personnel management, and daily operations.

Despite the prevalence of dual leadership in practice, research on dual leadership remains scarce. While some studies suggest correlations between the behavior of dual leaders (Bai et al., 2012; Litano and Morganson, 2020; Vidyarthi et al., 2014), dual leaders do not always act in harmony (Sahlmueller et al., 2022). Therefore, it is conceivable that different patterns of dual leadership exist, including consistent positive (i.e., high transformational and low abusive leadership for both leaders), consistent negative (i.e., low transformational and high abusive leadership for both leaders), or inconsistent behavior (i.e., varying degrees of transformational and abusive leadership for both leaders). Each of these patterns likely influences employee strain and commitment in distinct ways, underscoring the need for further research into the complex dynamics of dual leadership.

Particularly, it is important to know whether one positive leader can effectively mitigate the negative effects of another leader, or whether the effects of one positive leader are undermined by the negative behavior of another leader. It is particularly questionable whether a non-abusive or transformational lower-level leader can offset the damaging impact of a highly abusive upper-level leader, or whether the potential positive effect of a non-abusive or high transformational leader is diminished by a second leader who acts abusive. Prior research even suggests that leadership inconsistencies within the same leader may have more detrimental effects on employees than consistently negative behavior (Klebe et al., 2022; Ogunfowora, 2013; Schilling et al., 2023). For the case of two different leaders, a lower-level leader who merely refrains from abusive behaviors may offer only little relief, as inconsistencies can foster insecurity, increasing strain and reducing commitment. The same may apply for constellations where a highly abusive upper-level leader is paired with a transformational lower-level leader, as contrasting leadership dyads may send mixed signals so that the negative behavior of an abusive leader may overshadow any positive effect of another leader. Research has shown that variability in leaders’ fairness can be even more stressful for employees than consistently unfair treatment (Matta et al., 2017), so that employees may question their abilities and experience strain and disengagement (Schilling et al., 2023).

However, research on the effects of differing leadership styles and levels is yet outstanding. To address this research gap, the present study aims to explore heterogeneity and inconsistency in dual leadership. The first objective is to identify distinct dual leadership profiles based on the abusive and transformational leadership behaviors of two leaders and to examine their implications for employee strain and commitment. The second objective is to investigate how interactions of abusive and transformational behavior in dual leadership influence these outcomes. This study is the first to explore the extent to which inconsistencies between dual leaders affect employees and whether a second leader can buffer the negative consequences of poor leadership from another, or whether one bad leader undermines the positive effect of a good leader. First, it advances the yet scarce body of research on the impact of dual leadership on employees (Bai et al., 2012; Litano and Morganson, 2020; Sahlmueller et al., 2022; Vidyarthi et al., 2014) by examining leadership profiles and interactions between abusive and transformational leadership. Second, the study extends research on inconsistent leadership, primarily focused on intra-individual inconsistencies within the same leader (e.g., Chénard-Poirier et al., 2022; Klebe et al., 2022; Klug et al., 2019), by providing insights into inter-individual leadership inconsistencies between two leaders.


Transformational, abusive, and inconsistent leadership

Leadership plays a crucial role in shaping employee well-being, influencing both positive and negative workplace experiences (Kaluza et al., 2021). Among the most widely studied leadership styles is transformational leadership, which inspires employees by addressing their values and higher-order needs, motivating them to exceed expectations (Montano et al., 2017). Transformational leadership comprises four key components: (1) idealized influence, where leaders serve as professional and ethical role models, (2) inspirational motivation, in which they provide a compelling vision that energizes employees, (3) individualized consideration, demonstrating support and recognition for employees’ needs, and (4) intellectual stimulation, which encourages innovation and challenges conventional approaches (Bass, 1998). Research has consistently shown positive effects of transformational leadership on employees, enhancing both their health and commitment (e.g., Eliyana et al., 2019; Franke and Felfe, 2011; Jiatong et al., 2022; Munir et al., 2012).

In contrast, destructive leadership encompasses both passive and actively harmful behaviors (Kaluza et al., 2019). A particularly damaging form is abusive supervision, where employees perceive their leader as engaging in hostile verbal and non-verbal behavior, such as public criticism, rudeness, or anger, without physical aggression (Tepper, 2000). Being linked to increased levels of emotional exhaustion, burnout, strain, and work–family conflict, this leadership style has, in contrast to transformational leadership, profound negative consequences for employee health and commitment (e.g., Alsadaan and Alqahtani, 2024; Hong et al., 2024; Yu et al., 2016).

The current study is primarily grounded in leadership theory, which often assumes leadership to be stable and consistent (e.g., Tautz et al., 2024; Zanchetta et al., 2026). However, some scholars suggest that leadership behaviors can vary across individuals, situations, and over time (de Cremer, 2003; Schilling et al., 2023). For example, some studies have focused on within-person fluctuations in leadership, demonstrating that leaders can exhibit varying or even contradictory behaviors (Duffy et al., 2002; Schilling et al., 2023). For instance, research has identified discrepancies between self- and employee-oriented leadership (Klug et al., 2019), variations under calm versus stressful conditions (Klebe et al., 2022), and even daily fluctuations in behaviors (Breevaart et al., 2014; Breevaart and Zacher, 2019). Although emerging research on inconsistent leadership has begun to question this stability assumption (e.g., Schilling et al., 2023; van Gerven et al., 2026), it has largely focused on fluctuations within the same leader. Extending this perspective, we shift the focus to inter-individual (in-)consistencies within dual leadership structures and examine how two leaders jointly shape employee experiences. While the present study is primarily grounded in leadership theory, the examined leadership behaviors can also be interpreted in light of broader stress-related frameworks. In this regard, abusive leadership may function as a social job demand, whereas transformational leadership may represent a social resource. At the same time, rather than fully adopting a general demand-resource framework, the present study focuses more specifically on the relational dynamics between two leaders and extends leadership research by examining inter-individual inconsistencies across leaders.

Dual leadership is given when employees report to two leaders with yet distinct but complementary roles and responsibilities that may either align or diverge (Ebbers and Wijnberg, 2017). The behavior of dual leaders is shaped by contextual and individual factors. Stressful working conditions, high workload, time pressure, or organizational change may limit leaders’ capacity to coordinate and enact consistent behaviors. Structural features such as unclear role boundaries or competing strategic and operational demands may further foster divergent leadership approaches. In addition, individual differences between leaders, differences in workload, or task complexity can influence how leadership behaviors are enacted and perceived, contributing to perceived inconsistency between two leaders.

In dual leadership structures, such divergence may confront employees with persistent yet contradictory relational signals. Drawing on paradox theory (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith and Lewis, 2011), inconsistent leadership can be understood as a paradoxical tension in which employees are simultaneously exposed to competing expectations that cannot easily be reconciled. For example, one leader may emphasize empowerment and support, while another relies on rigid control or even hostility. Because both leaders occupy legitimate authority positions, employees cannot simply ignore one set of signals but must cognitively and emotionally navigate these competing demands. These tensions may manifest as role ambiguity and value conflict, two well-established stressors in occupational stress research. Conflicting expectations regarding priorities, behavioral standards, or performance criteria create role ambiguity (i.e., unclear expectations about appropriate behavior) and value-related tension, thereby increasing psychological uncertainty. Managing such discrepancies requires continuous sensemaking and self-regulation, thereby increasing cognitive load and depleting psychological resources. Over time, this ambiguity may elevate emotional strain and weaken organizational commitment.

Conversely, positive consistent leadership across hierarchical levels may function as a valuable resource. When leaders convey coherent priorities and aligned behavioral standards, employees experience clarity and predictability, which facilitate orientation and reduce regulatory effort. Such consistency supports psychological stability and fosters well-being and positive organizational attitudes (Klebe et al., 2022; Klug et al., 2019). However, consistency is not inherently beneficial. If leadership across hierarchical levels is consistently negative or abusive, consistency may reinforce rather than mitigate harmful dynamics, potentially normalizing destructive behavior and exacerbating strain and disengagement over time.

However, the impact of inconsistencies within dual leadership, where one leader demonstrates supportive behavior while the other engages in destructive leadership, remains largely unexplored. Understanding these dynamics is crucial, as inconsistencies in leadership may introduce ambiguity, unpredictability, and potential strain for employees (Schilling et al., 2023; Vidyarthi et al., 2014), and influence each other in terms of compensation or buffering effects, ultimately shaping their well-being and commitment.



Profiles of dual leadership and their associations with employee strain and commitment

Leadership research has traditionally conceptualized transformational and abusive leadership as individual-level constructs, focusing on behavioral consistency or ambivalence within a single leader (Klebe et al., 2022; Klug et al., 2019). However, employees in organizations are often simultaneously exposed to more than one formal leader. Extending established leadership theories to this interindividual level suggests that constructive and destructive leadership behaviors may not only coexist within persons but also be distributed across persons occupying different hierarchical roles and acting independently. From a configurational perspective, leadership can therefore be understood as a constellation of behaviors emerging across multiple leaders jointly influencing the same employees.

Research on dual leadership suggests that leaders often—but not always—move in the same direction (Bai et al., 2012; Litano and Morganson, 2020; Mayer et al., 2009; Sahlmueller et al., 2022; Vidyarthi et al., 2014). It seems plausible that leadership dynamics can vary, with some leader duos demonstrating alignment while others diverge in their approaches. While some studies in accordance with Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) showed trickling down effects of transformational or abusive leadership (e.g., Bormann and Diebig, 2021; Mawritz et al., 2012), a recent study by Sahlmueller et al. (2022) highlighted discrepancies in employee perceptions of individual leadership between dual leaders. Specifically, employees rated the leadership effectiveness of regional leaders (i.e., upper-level leaders) as lower compared to that of business unit leaders (i.e., lower-level leaders). The same principle may apply to transformational and abusive leadership, where different constellations of dual leadership may emerge, ranging from consistent to inconsistent constellations.

For example, an upper-level leader who serves as a positive role model could influence a lower-level leader to adopt similar supportive and empowering behaviors (Bormann and Diebig, 2021; Mayer et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2018). In this scenario, both leaders would foster a work environment where employees feel valued, safe, and recognized, with minimal or no exposure to negative behaviors. This consistency in positive leadership is expected to be particularly beneficial for employee well-being (de Cremer, 2003; Schilling et al., 2023). Conversely, studies have also shown that negative leadership behaviors can trickle down from upper to lower leadership (Mawritz et al., 2012; Rice et al., 2021; Taylor et al., 2019). If an upper-level leader exhibits abusive supervision, a lower-level leader may adopt similar destructive behaviors, leading to a toxic work environment where employees feel unsafe and unappreciated. This constellation would create an atmosphere of stress and tense, undermining employee health and commitment.

However, not all leadership constellations follow a strictly positive or negative trajectory (Sahlmueller et al., 2022; Vidyarthi et al., 2014). Some leader duos may exhibit inconsistencies, where one leader displays transformational behavior such as motivating employees, addressing their needs, and refraining from abusive behavior, while the other leader displays hostile or unsupportive behavior, such as quick temper and lack of employee recognition. This misalignment may generate uncertainty and distress (Schilling et al., 2023; Vidyarthi et al., 2014), leaving employees without support and stability.

To date, transformational and abusive leadership have often been examined in isolation (Klebe et al., 2022), while research on dual leadership dynamics remains limited. Little is known about the prevalence and structure of diverse dual-leadership patterns, despite their relevance to employees’ day-to-day experiences. The aim is to capture both consistency and inconsistency in dual leadership by identifying distinct leadership profiles based on combinations of transformational and abusive leadership behaviors at two hierarchical levels (i.e., lower and upper leader). Identifying such leadership profiles provides a deeper understanding of their impact on employee outcomes.

Thus, integrating convergence mechanisms derived from Social Learning Theory with divergence mechanisms rooted in role differentiation provides a theoretical basis for expecting both consistent and inconsistent dual-leadership constellations. Taken together, this framework suggests that both consistent and inconsistent dual-leadership profiles are theoretically plausible. Given that leadership styles are often correlated (Bormann and Diebig, 2021; Mawritz et al., 2012; Mayer et al., 2009; Rice et al., 2021), we expect to find at least two consistent leadership profiles: (1) a positive profile, where both upper-level and lower-level leaders exhibit high transformational and low abusive leadership and (2) a negative profile, where both leaders display high abusive and low transformational leadership. However, in line with prior assumptions (Sahlmueller et al., 2022; Vidyarthi et al., 2014), we also anticipate at least (3) two inconsistent leadership profiles, where the upper-level leader exhibits high abusive and low transformational leadership, while the lower-level leader demonstrates the opposite pattern and vice versa. Based on these expectations, we derive the following hypothesis:


Hypothesis 1: Distinct profiles of dual leadership can be identified based on transformational and abusive leadership, including consistent profiles, characterized by (a) high scores for both upper-level and lower-level leader regarding transformational and low scores for abusive leadership, (b) low scores for both upper-level and lower-level leader regarding transformational and high scores for abusive leadership, and (c) inconsistent profiles, characterized by discrepancies between upper-level and lower- level leader regarding transformational and abusive leadership.





Associations with employee strain and commitment

Since different constellations of transformational and abusive behavior in dual leadership structures reflect varying combinations of demands and resources for employees (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007), distinct associations with employee strain and commitment are to be expected. Specifically, employees experiencing consistently positive leadership, characterized by low abusive and high transformational behavior from both leaders, are expected to exhibit lower strain and higher commitment levels compared to those in consistently negative leadership environments (i.e., high abusive and low transformational leadership).

Moreover, they are also likely to fare better than employees experiencing inconsistent leadership patterns. Drawing on the literature on leadership inconsistency (Klebe et al., 2022; Schilling et al., 2023; Vidyarthi et al., 2014), it is plausible that employees who work under one negative (i.e., high abusive and low transformational leadership) and another positive leader (i.e., low abusive and high transformational leadership) may report higher strain and lower commitment than those in a consistently positive leadership environment. In addition to the general detrimental effects of abusive leadership (Alsadaan and Alqahtani, 2024; Hong et al., 2024), these employees may experience ambiguity regarding their own performance and behavior, perceiving their leadership duo as less authentic and reliable (Vidyarthi et al., 2014). Inconsistency may diminish the benefits of transformational behavior, as conflicting messages from dual leaders may increase strain and undermine commitment.

Furthermore, building on previous research showing that inconsistent leadership behaviors can negatively impact employees (Klebe et al., 2022; Klug et al., 2019; Schilling et al., 2023), it seems likely that strain and commitment levels among employees in inconsistent leadership constellations do not significantly differ from those in consistently negative leadership constellations. Employees in inconsistent leadership settings are likely to experience uncertainty and psychological stress due to contradictory expectations and mixed signals from their leaders (Schilling et al., 2023). This ambiguity can lead to confusion about performance expectations, hinder decision-making, and reduce feelings of stability and support. In turn, employees in consistently negative leadership environments may at least develop clearer expectations regarding their work environment (Klebe et al., 2022). The absence of inconsistency, though harmful, could allow employees to adapt to a predictable, albeit negative, work atmosphere. Consequently, the negative effects of unpredictability in inconsistent constellations may be just as detrimental to employee health and commitment as the exposure to constant negative leadership. Based on these considerations, we propose the following:


Hypothesis 2a: Employees in the consistently positive profile report lower strain and higher commitment than those with a consistently negative profile.

Hypothesis 2b: Employees in the consistently positive profile report lower strain and higher commitment than those with an inconsistent profile.

Hypothesis 2c: Employees in the inconsistent profile report similar levels of strain and commitment as those with a consistently negative profile.





Interactions within dual leadership

Abusive leaders displaying hostile behavior and a lack of recognition endanger employee well-being and commitment. To mitigate these negative effects, prior research has examined various moderating factors that can buffer the detrimental consequences of abusive supervision. Studies have identified protective factors, such as workplace friendship (Arshad et al., 2021), co-worker support (Hobman et al., 2009; Pradhan and Jena, 2018), organizational support (Kim et al., 2015; Li et al., 2016), political skills (Li et al., 2016), organizational justice (Lee et al., 2018), autonomy (Velez and Neves, 2016), or individual resilience (Jahedian et al., 2021). These resources can help employees in coping with harmful effects of abusive leadership by providing social and emotional support or fostering control and fairness in the workplace.

To date, little is known about the role of a second leader in a dual leadership setting. In dual leadership systems, two leaders could either operate independently or interact in shaping employee well-being. Independence would imply that the behaviors of the upper- and lower-level leaders have no reciprocal influence on each other. However, this seems unlikely as dual leaders typically fulfill complementary roles and share responsibilities (Ebbers and Wijnberg, 2017). It remains open whether a second leader, who either demonstrates high transformational or at least low abusive leadership, can effectively mitigate the harmful effects of another abusive leader, or whether the effect of one positive leader is neutralized if the other leader behaves negatively. Similar to the second proposition, in this inconsistent case negative effects of one leader may not be buffered by the other, but the positive effect of one leader may be neutralized by the other. Schilling et al. (2023) suggest that inconsistencies within leaders may have even more severe consequences for employees than consistent destructive leadership. Understanding this dynamic between dual leaders is essential for assessing how different leadership constellations affect employee strain and commitment.



Interactions of abusive and transformational leadership

Transformational leaders actively engage in positive behaviors, leading to two possible interaction scenarios with abusive supervision. According to the JD-R model, it would be plausible that a transformational lower-level leader serves as a resource that helps to counterbalance the harmful effects of an abusive upper-level leader (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007, 2017; Schyns and Schilling, 2013; Wu and Hu, 2009), as transformational leaders provide support and motivation, creating a sense of trust and guidance that helps to reduce employee strain and to foster commitment (Breevaart and Bakker, 2018). However, in the case of dual leadership resource and demand may be more closely intertwined and cannot influence each other independently. Given that dual leaders are unlikely to operate independently from each other, we propose that more positive leadership at one level (i.e., not being abusive) will only benefit employees when also the other leader demonstrates similar behavior as inconsistencies may create a tense work environment, where unclear expectations, ambiguities, and a need for self-protection elicit strain and disengagement among employees (Klebe et al., 2022; Ogunfowora, 2013; Schilling et al., 2023). Similarly, the more positive impact of one transformational leader may be undermined if the other leader displays abusive supervision due to contradictory expectations and communication. In a lab study, Matta et al. (2017) could show that variably fair treatment of leaders resulted in even more stress than consistently unfair treatment. In a dual leadership context, differences in leadership styles (i.e., abusive vs. transformational leadership) could thus lead to confusion and insecurity, fostering employee strain and diminishing commitment. For example, a transformational leader may encourage employees to challenge the status quo and come up with new ideas (intellectual stimulation). If the other leader questions the competence of the employees and threatens negative consequences for mistakes or stupid suggestions, the employees will not dare to follow the request of the transformational leader.

While employee strain is expected to be the lowest and commitment the highest when the upper-level leader exhibits low abusive, and the lower-level leader high transformational leadership, strain is expected to be the highest and commitment the lowest when the upper-level leader is highly abusive, and the lower-level leader lacks transformational behaviors. However, in an inconsistent constellation where an upper-level leader shows abusive behavior while a lower-level leader displays transformational behavior (or vice versa), employees are likely to experience significant contradictions in leadership. Instead of fully benefiting from transformational leadership of one leader, employees may perceive a lack of cohesion, struggle with contrasting behaviors or expectations, and question their own abilities and competences (Schilling et al., 2023), diminishing the positive effects of transformational leadership of the other leader. For example, when a lower-level leader aims to motivate employees by supportive and inspirational behaviors, but the upper-level leader frequently belittles and humiliates employees and their performance, these conflicting and negative messages may undermine any positive effect of transformational behavior.

Accordingly, we anticipate only small differences in employee outcomes when comparing consistently negative leadership duos (i.e., high abusive supervision and low transformational behavior) with inconsistent duos (i.e., high transformational and high abusive behavior). In such cases, the presence of abusive leadership is expected to create a negative climate that overshadows the benefits of transformational behavior, resulting in similar strain and commitment levels in both constellations. Conversely, we expect more pronounced differences when comparing inconsistent leadership duos with consistently positive duos (i.e., low abusive and high transformational behavior), as a positive combination likely creates a stable and trusting environment, enhancing employee commitment and reducing strain.

Following previous findings on leadership inconsistencies (Klebe et al., 2022; Matta et al., 2017; Schilling et al., 2023), we expect that the negative behavior of one leader (here: upper-level leader, leader) (1) may neutralize the benefits of a second positive leader (here: lower-level leader, leader) (2) so that dual leadership only fosters employee commitment and alleviate employee strain when both leaders engage in positive behaviors (i.e., low abusive and high transformational leadership). Accordingly, we expect only minor differences in employee strain and commitment between consistently negative and inconsistent leadership duos, as any exposure to abusive leadership likely diminishes the positive influence of transformational behavior. In contrast, consistently positive leadership is expected to yield the most favorable employee outcomes, with more pronounced differences to inconsistent leadership constellations. We expect the following:


Hypothesis 3a: Transformational leadership of leader 1 interacts with abusive leadership of leader 2 regarding employee strain and commitment. Positive leadership in terms of transformational leadership of leader 1 will only have positive effects on employees if leader 2 refrains from abusive behavior, but effects are neutralized, if leader 2 behaves abusively.





Interactions of high and low abusive leadership

Regarding the interplay of abusive leadership from upper- and lower-level leaders, employee strain is expected to be the lowest and commitment the highest when both leaders avoid abusive behaviors and employee strain is expected to be the highest and commitment the lowest when both leaders highly engage in abusive behaviors (Ogunfowora, 2013; Schyns and Schilling, 2013; Wu and Hu, 2009). Another critical scenario may arise when dual leadership is inconsistent. It seems plausible that the interplay of one high and one low abusive leader follows a similar pattern to abusive and transformational leadership in terms of leadership inconsistency. Accordingly, inconsistent leadership elicits strain because unpredictable behaviors create uncertainty and stress (Klebe et al., 2022; Schilling et al., 2023). For example, when an upper-level leader consistently criticizes and ridicules employees in front of others, this behavior harms employees even when the lower-level leader refrains from such behaviors, neutralizing any positive effect from the lower-level leader. Instead of benefiting from low abusive behavior of one leader, employees may question the lack of support in this critical situation, increasing strain and lowering commitment.

Accordingly, we expect only small differences in employee strain and commitment when comparing constellations in which both leaders show high levels of abusive behavior (i.e., consistent negative) to those where only the upper-level leader is abusive (i.e., inconsistent). Regarding our example, strain and commitment levels due to constant criticism will be similar when only one or both leaders make offensive comments. In both cases, the presence of abusive behavior from one leader can create a negative leadership climate that overshadows any potentially positive effects from another less abusive leader. As a result, employees are likely to feel similarly strained and disengaged in both scenarios. In contrast, we expect more pronounced differences when comparing inconsistent leader constellations to constellations in which both leaders show only low levels of abusive behavior (i.e., consistent positive). A consistently non- or low abusive leadership duo across leadership levels can provide more psychological safety, stability, and trust, decreasing strain and increasing commitment.

This notion aligns with prior research on inconsistencies within individual leaders. For example, Ogunfowora (2013) showed that variability in abusive behaviors within leaders is associated with diminished perceptions of leader and organizational ethicality, reduced job satisfaction and commitment, and increased counterproductive work behaviors. Also, Klebe et al. (2022) showed that inconsistencies in abusive supervision account for additional variance in employee strain beyond consistent patterns as inconsistent leadership is unpredictable and difficult to anticipate for employees.

Therefore, it is expected that dual leadership can only have positive effects on employees, when both leaders pull in the same positive direction and show no or only low abusive behaviors. If one leader is abusive (here: upper-level leader, leader 1), the potential positive effect of the other non-abusive leader (here: lower-level leader, leader 2) is neutralized. Employee strain and commitment levels are expected to differ only slightly between constellations where both leaders versus only the upper-level leader display abusive behavior, as any presence of abuse can deteriorate the leadership climate and reduce the benefits of positive leadership. In contrast, consistent low abusive behavior across both leaders is likely to enhance psychological safety, leading to higher differences in strain and commitment compared to inconsistent constellations. We therefore hypothesize the following:


Hypothesis 3b: Abusive leadership of leader 1 interacts with abusive leadership of leader 2 regarding employee strain and commitment. Positive leadership in terms of lower abusive supervision of leader 1 will only have positive effects on employees if leader 2 also refrains from abusive behavior, but effects are neutralized, if leader 2 behaves abusively.






Methods


Sample and procedure

Data were collected between December 2014 and January 2015 using a questionnaire administered both online and via paper-and-pencil. Participants were recruited through various units of the armed forces that agreed to support the study and facilitated the distribution of the survey. The survey included measures of transformational and abusive leadership for both leaders, as well as employee stress and commitment as outcomes. Further variables (e.g., health and organizational citizenship behavior) were assessed but are not considered in the present study. In total, the survey consisted of 58 items covering all study variables. The number of items for each scale is indicated in the ‘Measures’ section. The sample consists of N = 2,602 employees of the German Federal Armed Forces. Participants indicated working either in the army (52.3%), the air force (4.8%), or the joint support and enabling services (i.e., logistical, operational, and administrative support; 42.4%). The majority of the sample were men (91.2%), and the average age was M = 33.3 years (SD = 8.44). However, it must be noted that only 9.1% of the participants indicated their age. Data were collected via paper-pencil surveys. The procedure was conducted in line with the ethical principles of the Declaration of Helsinki, ensuring voluntary participation, informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymity. The study was registered and approved by the Psychological Services of the German Federal Armed Forces (registration number 2/05/12).



Measures

In the survey, employees reported transformational and abusive leadership for (1) their upper-level leader, which is the company commander who is responsible for tactical decisions and the overall unit command, and (2) their lower-level leader, which is the sergeant major who is responsible for daily organization, discipline, training and supply (“mother of the company”). Moreover, employees rated their own strain and affective commitment to the organization. Items for each of the scales were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = not at all true to 5 = completely true.


Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership of both leaders was reported with the German version of the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ, Felfe, 2006; originally by Bass and Avolio, 1995). Each subscale (i.e., idealized influence attributed, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, individual consideration) was measured with three items. An example item is “My direct supervisor spends time coaching me”. Cronbach’s Alpha was α = 0.93 for transformational leadership of the upper-level leader and α = 0.94 for the lower-level leader.



Abusive supervision

Abusive leadership of both leaders was rated with the German version of the Abusive Supervision Scale (Loock and Schilling, 2010; originally by Tepper, 2000). Offensive-humiliating behaviors were measured with three items and insincere-unfair behaviors with one item. An example item is “It may occur that my direct supervisor humiliates employees in front of others”. Cronbach’s Alpha was α = 0.81 for abusive leadership of the upper-level leader and α = 0.83 for the lower-level leader.



Employee strain

Employee strain was measured as an indicator for their mental health. Employees rated their own strain with the Irritation Scale by Mohr et al. (2005) with three items for cognitive irritation and three items for emotional irritation. An example item is “I have difficulty relaxing after work”. Cronbach’s Alpha was α = 0.89.



Employee commitment

Employees’ organizational commitment was measured using the subscale affective organizational commitment of the COMMIT by Felfe and Franke (2012) according to Allen and Meyer (1990). Commitment was measured with three items, for example ‘I feel a strong sense of belonging to my organization’. Cronbach’s Alpha was α = 0.78.



Control variables

Because employee health may be influenced by gender and type of work, we controlled for participants’ gender and unit.




Statistical analyses

To identify profiles of transformational and abusive leadership in dual leader constellations (Hypothesis 1), a latent profile analysis (LPA) was conducted. Profiles were calculated based on four leadership behaviors, that is, (1) transformational and (2) abusive leadership of the upper-level leader, as well as (3) transformational and (4) abusive leadership of the lower-level leader using the maximum likelihood procedure in Mplus 7 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2017). The number of profiles was determined based on the following criteria (Nylund et al., 2007): (1) model fit as indicated by the adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion (aBIC) and likelihood ratio tests (LMRT and VLMRT); (2) classification quality based on entropy and average latent class posterior probabilities (AvePP); (3) profile prevalence (no less than 1% of the sample in one profile), and (4) clarity and theoretical interpretability of the profiles. Lower values for aBIC indicate better model fit.

To test differences between the profiles regarding employee strain and commitment (Hypotheses 2a-c), ANCOVAs were calculated for each variable controlling for gender and unit. To test interactions between leadership behavior of the upper- and lower-level leader (Hypothesis 3a-b), moderation analyses were calculated, also controlling for gender and unit.




Results

As shown in Table 1, leadership styles of both leaders were positively correlated (transformational leadership: r = 0.53, p < 0.001; abusive leadership: r = 0.53, p < 0.001). Moreover, both behaviors were associated with employee strain and commitment. Transformational behaviors of upper-level (r = −0.11, p < 0.001) and lower-level leader (r = −0.06, p < 0.01) were negatively related to employee strain and positively linked to employee commitment (r = 0.31, p < 0.001 for upper-level and r = 0.29, p < 0.001 for lower-level leader). In contrast, abusive behaviors from both the upper-level (r = 0.15, p < 0.001) and the lower-level leader (r = 0.13, p < 0.001) were positively related to employee strain and negatively to employee commitment (r = −0.19, p < 0.001 for upper-level and r = −0.20, p < 0.001 for lower-level leader).


TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations for gender, age, transformational leadership of upper and lower leader, abusive leadership of upper and lower leader, employee strain and commitment.


	No.
	Study variables
	M (SD)
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

 

 	1 	Gender 	- 	- 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2 	Age 	33.30 (8.44) 	−0.19** 	- 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	3 	TFL UL 	3.41 (0.91) 	0.03 	−0.11 	(0.93) 	 	 	 	 	


 	4 	TFL LL 	3.40 (0.95) 	0.02 	−0.04 	0.53*** 	(0.94) 	 	 	 	


 	5 	AS UL 	1.91 (0.90) 	−0.01 	0.12 	−0.49*** 	−0.24*** 	(0.81) 	 	 	


 	6 	AS LL 	2.02 (0.98) 	−0.04 	−0.02 	−0.28*** 	−0.55*** 	0.53*** 	(0.83) 	 	


 	7 	Strain 	2.39 (1.03) 	0.08*** 	0.29*** 	−0.11*** 	−0.06** 	0.15*** 	0.13*** 	(0.89) 	


 	8 	Commitment 	3.63 (0.98) 	−0.02 	−0.02 	0.31*** 	0.29*** 	−0.19*** 	−0.20*** 	−0.09*** 	(0.78)





N = 582. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. TFL = transformational leadership, AS = Abusive Supervision, UL = upper-level leader, LL = lower-level leader. Gender coded as 1 = male, 2 = female. Alpha coefficients across the diagonal in parentheses.
 


Profiles of dual leadership

Table 2 presents the results of the latent profile analysis, comparing models from two to seven profiles. Based on fit criteria, parsimony, and interpretability, the five-profile solution was selected as the final model. The likelihood ratio tests were also significant for the two-, three-, six-, and seven-profile models. However, we opted for the more parsimonious five-profile solution, as the other profile models did not provide substantially distinct or meaningfully interpretable patterns by comparison. The five-profile solution demonstrated good classification quality in terms of entropy, average posterior probabilities (Ave PP), and profile proportions.


TABLE 2 Latent profile analyses of dual leadership.


	No. of profiles
	No. of free parameters
	logL
	aBIC
	VLMRT
	LMRT
	Entropy
	AVE PP
	Latent profile counts / proportions

 

 	2 	13 	−12641.79 	25344.35 	0.000 	0.000 	0.777 	0.91–0.95 	1763 (68.55%)/809 (31.45%)


 	3 	18 	−12315.26 	24714.68 	0.000 	0.000 	0.794 	0.86–0.92 	891 (34.64%)/1,402 (54.51%)/290 (10.85%)


 	4 	23 	−12053.20 	24213.93 	0.311 	0.317 	0.822 	0.89–0.93 	1,385 (53.85%)/242 (9.41%)/779 (30.29%)/166 (6.45%)


 	5 	28 	−11829.03 	23788.96 	0.000 	0.000 	0.862 	0.86–0.94 	1,370 (53.27%)/113 (4.39%)/146 (5.68%)/178 (6.92%)/765 (29.74%)


 	6 	33 	−11654.44 	23463.15 	0.001 	0.001 	0.790 	0.75–0.91 	551 (21.42%)/151 (5.87%)/1,014 (39.43%)/592 (23.02%)/106 (4.12%)/158 (6.14%)


 	7 	38 	−11492.18 	23162.01 	0.001 	0.001 	0.796 	0.77–0.88 	423 (16.45%)/561 (21.81%)/335 (13.03%)/106 (4.12%)/149 (5.79%)/118 (4.59%)/880 (34.22%)





Final solution in boldface. logL = Log likelihood. aBIC = sample size-adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion. VLMRT = Vuong-Lo–Mendell likelihood ratio test. LMRT = Lo–Mendell likelihood ratio test. AvePP = average latent class posterior probabilities.
 

Figure 1 depicts the five dual leadership profiles based on mean scores for all dual leadership dimensions. Table 3 summarizes the five dual-leadership profiles regarding their core characteristics as well as their differential relationships with strain and commitment. The first profile, labeled positive (53.27% of the sample), was characterized by low abusive and high transformational leadership from both upper-level and lower-level leaders. The second profile, labeled moderate positive (29.74% of the sample), displayed moderate to low abusive supervision and moderate transformational leadership for both leaders. The third profile, labeled inconsistent 1 (4.39% of the sample), showed high abusive supervision and moderate to low transformational leadership from the upper-level leader, while the lower-level leader exhibited low abusive and high transformational leadership. The fourth profile, labeled inconsistent 2 (5.68% of the sample), presented the opposite pattern, with low abusive supervision and moderate to high transformational leadership from the upper-level leader, but high abusive supervision and low transformational leadership from the lower-level leader. Finally, the fifth profile, labeled negative (6.92% of the sample), was marked by high abusive supervision and moderate to low transformational leadership from both leaders.

[image: Line graph comparing mean scores of six categories—positive, moderate positive, inconsistent 1, inconsistent 2, and negative—across four groups: AS UL, AS LL, TFL UL, and TFL LL. Each line represents one category, showing changing trends in mean scores from left to right along the x-axis.]

FIGURE 1
 Profiles of dual leadership: mean scores of abusive supervision of upper-level (AS UL) and lower-level leader (AS LL), as well as transformational leadership of upper-level (TFL UL) and lower-level leader (TFL LL) across the five profiles of dual leadership.



TABLE 3 Overview of dual leadership profiles, their characteristics, and associations with outcomes.


	Profile
	% of sample
	Upper-level leader
	Lower-level leader
	Consistency pattern
	Strain
	Commitment

 

 	Positive 	53.27% 	Low abusive, high transformational 	Low abusive, high transformational 	Consistent positive 	Lowest 	Highest


 	Moderate positive 	29.74% 	Moderate-low abusive, moderate transformational 	Moderate-low abusive, moderate transformational 	Consistent Moderately positive 	Moderate 	Moderate


 	Inconsistent 1 	4.39% 	High abusive, moderate-low transformational 	Low abusive, high transformational 	Inconsistent (upper negative / lower positive) 	Elevated 	Intermediate


 	Inconsistent 2 	5.68% 	Low abusive, moderate-high transformational 	High abusive, low transformational 	Inconsistent (upper positive / lower negative) 	Elevated 	Low


 	Negative 	6.92% 	High abusive, moderate-low transformational 	High abusive, moderate-low transformational 	Consistent negative 	Highest 	Lowest




 

In summary, we identified (1) two consistent profiles – a consistent positive (i.e., low abusive supervision and high transformational leadership from both leaders) and a consistent negative profile (i.e., high abusive supervision and moderate to low transformational leadership from both leaders) – as well as (2) two inconsistent profiles (i.e., discrepancies in abusive and transformational leadership between upper- and lower-level leader). Additionally, we detected (3) one moderate positive profile (i.e., moderate to low abusive and moderate transformational leadership from both leaders). These findings support Hypotheses 1 a-c.



Differences in strain and commitment across profiles

The ANCOVA results presented in Figure 2 provide an overview of the mean strain and commitment levels across all profiles. First, we hypothesized that employees in the positive profile would report lower strain and higher commitment compared to those in the negative profile. Results (i.e., adjusted for pairwise comparisons between the five profiles) indicate that employees in the positive profile reported lower strain (M = 2.25, SD = 0.99 vs. M = 2.67, SD = 1.12; SE = 0.08, p < 0.001) and higher commitment (M = 3.85, SD = 0.92 vs. M = 3.18, SD = 1.10; SE = 0.08, p < 0.001) than employees in the negative profile. Hypothesis 2a was supported.

[image: Bar graph comparing mean scores of strain and commitment across five categories: positive, moderate positive, inconsistent 1, inconsistent 2, and negative. Commitment scores are consistently higher than strain scores in all categories.]

FIGURE 2
 Mean scores of employee strain and commitment across the five profiles of dual leadership.


Second, we expected employees in the positive profile to experience lower strain and higher commitment compared to those in the inconsistent profiles. Results confirm that employees in the positive profile reported lower strain (M = 2.25, SD = 0.99 vs. M = 2.59, SD = 1.08; SE = 0.10, p < 0.001) and higher commitment (M = 3.85, SD = 0.92 vs. M = 3.53, SD = 1.03; SE = 0.09, p < 0.05) than employees in the inconsistent profile 1. Similarly, employees in the positive profile reported lower strain (M = 2.25, SD = 0.99 vs. M = 2.56, SD = 1.16; SE = 0.09, p < 0.05) and higher commitment (M = 3.85, SD = 0.92 vs. M = 3.42, SD = 1.17; SE = 0.09, p < 0.001) than employees in the inconsistent profile 2. These findings support Hypothesis 2b.

Third, we hypothesized that strain and commitment levels in the inconsistent profiles would be similar to those in the negative profile. Results indicate that employees in the inconsistent profile 1 reported similar strain levels (M = 2.59, SD = 1.08 vs. M = 2.67, SD = 1.12; SE = 0.13, p = 1.00), but higher commitment levels as in the negative profile (M = 3.53, SD = 1.03 vs. M = 3.18, SD = 1.10; SE = 0.12, p < 0.05). Moreover, employees in the inconsistent profile 2 reported similar strain (M = 2.56, SD = 1.16 vs. M = 2.67, SD = 1.12; SE = 0.12, p = 1.00) and commitment levels (M = 3.42, SD = 1.17 vs. M = 3.18, SD = 1.10; SE = 0.11, p = 0.28) as employees in the negative profile. Thus, Hypothesis 2c was supported regarding differences in strain, but regarding commitment only when comparing the inconsistent profile 2 with the negative profile.

Additionally, employees in the moderate positive profile, reported higher strain (M = 2.50, SD = 1.03 vs. M = 2.25, SD = 0.99; SE = 0.05, p < 0.001) and lower commitment levels (M = 3.41, SD = 0.92 vs. M = 3.85, SD = 0.92; SE = 0.04, p < 0.001) than those in the positive profile, but did not differ from any other profile.

In summary, our hypotheses regarding differences in strain and commitment across profiles were largely supported. Significant differences emerged, with the positive profile displaying the most favorable outcomes and the negative profile the least favorable, while the inconsistent profiles showed similar levels of strain and partially similar levels of commitment compared to the negative profile.



Interactions of dual leadership

First, we expected that the abusive leadership of one leader would interact with the transformational leadership of another leader. Results show a positive relationship between abusive leadership of an upper-level leader and employee strain (B = 0.16, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001), and a negative relationship between abusive leadership and employee commitment (B = −0.14, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001). However, the interaction between abusive leadership of an upper-level leader and transformational leadership of a lower-level leader were neither significant for employee strain (B = 0.02, SE = 0.02, p = 0.46, ΔR2 = 0.000), nor for employee commitment (B = 0.00, SE = 0.02, p = 1.00, ΔR2 = 0.000). Hypothesis 3a is thus rejected.

Second, we expected that abusive leadership of one leader would interact with abusive leadership of another leader. Results show a positive relationship between abusive supervision of an upper-level leader and employee strain (B = 0.14, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001). As can be seen in Figure 3, low abusive supervision only affects employee strain negatively, when both leaders behave in the same manner, but this effect is neutralized, when one leader behaves highly abusive (B = −0.04, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05, ΔR2 = 0.002). Simple slope analyses were significant for both high (B = 0.10, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.04, 0.16], p < 0.01) and low abusive supervision of the lower-level leader (B = 0.18, SE = 0.04, 95% CI [0.11, 0.26], p < 0.001). Moreover, results show a negative relationship between abusive supervision of an upper-level leader and employee commitment (B = −0.13, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001). As shown in Figure 4, low abusive behavior only affects employee commitment positively, when both pull in the same positive direction, but this effect is neutralized, when one leader behaves highly abusive (B = 0.04, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05). Simple slope analyses were significant for both high (B = −0.09, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [−0.15, −0.04], p < 0.01) and low abusive supervision of the lower leader (B = −0.18, SE = 0.04, 95% CI [−0.25, −0.10], p < 0.001). Hypothesis 3b is supported.

[image: Line graph comparing employee strain for AS LL high and AS LL low across AS UL high and AS UL low conditions, showing a decrease in employee strain as AS UL decreases for both groups.]

FIGURE 3
 Interaction between upper-level (UL) and lower-level (LL) leaders’ abusive leadership (AS) on employee strain.


[image: Line graph comparing employee commitment for "AS UL high" and "AS UL low" groups, with two lines representing "AS LL high" and "AS LL low." Both lines increase slightly from left to right, with "AS LL low" showing higher values than "AS LL high." Y-axis ranges from 1 to 5. Legend on the right explains line types.]

FIGURE 4
 Interaction between upper-level (UL) and lower-level (LL) leaders’ abusive supervision (AS) on employee commitment.





Discussion

The objective of this study was to account for heterogeneity in employees’ experiences of dual leadership, specifically regarding its implications for employee strain and organizational commitment. By examining consistent and inconsistent leadership constellations, the study extends the understanding of dual leadership dynamics beyond the predominant focus on within-person variability (e.g., Breevaart et al., 2014; Klebe et al., 2022; Klug et al., 2019; van Gerven et al., 2026). It is the first study to identify profiles of dual leadership that represent distinct patterns of abusive and transformational leadership across leadership duos, and to investigate their differential effects on employee outcomes.


Profiles of dual leadership

Consistent with our expectations, the analysis revealed distinct profiles of dual leadership. First, a consistently positive profile (53.27% of the sample) was found, which was characterized by low abusive and high transformational leadership from both leaders. Second, we found a negative profile (6.92%), which showed reverse patterns, reflecting a consistent but adverse leadership constellation. Third, we found two inconsistent profiles. The inconsistent profile 1 (4.39%), was marked by high abusive supervision and moderate to low transformational leadership from the upper-level leader, while the lower-level leader exhibited low abusive and high transformational leadership. In turn, the inconsistent profile 2 (5.68% of the sample) displayed the reverse pattern, with low abusive supervision and moderate to high transformational leadership from the upper-level leader, but high abusive supervision and low transformational leadership from the lower-level leader. Additionally, we found a fifth, moderate positive profile (29.74% of the sample), where both leaders engaged in moderate to low abusive supervision and moderate transformational leadership.

The first two profiles (i.e., positive and negative) as well as the moderate positive profile reflect consistency across leadership levels regarding both abusive and transformational behaviors. These findings are in line with previous research indicating that dual leadership is often correlated (Bormann and Diebig, 2021; Mawritz et al., 2012; Mayer et al., 2009; Rice et al., 2021). Consistent leadership patterns signal clear and coherent behavioral expectations to employees, which, in case of positive alignment, can either foster a positive work environment or, in case of negative alignment, intensify negative experiences. More importantly, the identification of two inconsistent profiles (i.e., inconsistent profiles 1 and 2) underlines that discrepancies or even contradictory behaviors between dual leaders are a relevant phenomenon. Specifically, leadership duos where an upper-level leader demonstrates abusive behaviors, while the lower-level leader acts transformational, and vice versa exist. This finding aligns with the existing literature, which shows that dual leaders do not always act in harmony and may diverge in their leadership approaches (Sahlmueller et al., 2022; Vidyarthi et al., 2014). These leadership inconsistencies are crucial as they highlight that employees may face conflicting leadership signals, which shape their strain and commitment. These findings replicate and extend prior research on leadership inconsistency by demonstrating that such inconsistencies are not only present within individual leaders in different situations or over time (Breevaart et al., 2014; de Cremer, 2003; Klebe et al., 2022), but also manifest between leaders across hierarchical levels.



Associations with employee strain and commitment

The analysis revealed several important insights into how different constellations of dual leadership affect employee strain and organizational commitment. First, as expected, employees within the positive profile reported lower strain and higher commitment levels compared to those in the negative profile. This finding replicates existing evidence on the detrimental effects of negative leadership and the beneficial effects of positive leadership (e.g., Hong et al., 2024; Tautz et al., 2024), and underscores the importance of consistent positive leadership in leadership duos.

Second, employees in the positive profile also experienced lower strain and higher commitment than those in the inconsistent profiles. This indicates that the presence of only one positive leader in a dual leadership setting is insufficient to achieve the same positive outcomes as consistently positive leadership duos. It appears that the negative influence of one abusive leader undermines or neutralizes the beneficial effects of another positive leader, regardless of whether the upper- or the lower-level leader behaves positively. Alignment in positive leadership seems to be essential to fully support employee commitment and lower strain in a dual leadership setting.

Third, and most importantly, employees in the inconsistent profiles reported similar strain levels as those in the negative profile. This is in line with previous research on inconsistencies within leaders (Klebe et al., 2022; Schilling et al., 2023), and suggests that inconsistent leadership duos impact employees equally to consistently negative duos. These results indicate that discrepancies between dual leaders create uncertainty and confusion for employees (Schilling et al., 2023), undermining the positive influence of one positive leader and deteriorating the leadership climate. A similar pattern emerged for employee commitment when comparing the inconsistent profile 2 (i.e., positive upper-level leader, negative lower-level leader) with the negative profile. In this case, commitment levels were equally low, suggesting that a negative lower-level leader can overshadow the effects of a positive upper-level leader. However, a notable exception was observed for inconsistent profile 1 (i.e., negative upper-level leader, positive lower-level leader). Commitment levels were higher compared to the negative profile. As lower-level leaders are more likely to influence employees’ day-to-day experiences and motivation by managing immediate tasks and interpersonal relations, their behavior may be of particular importance for employee commitment.



Interactions within dual leadership

Moreover, we expected an interaction between abusive supervision of upper- and lower-level leaders. As expected, results indicated a synergistic effect: when both leaders exhibit low levels of abusive behavior, employee strain is notably lower and commitment higher. However, these positive effects are neutralized when one of the leaders, in this case the upper-level leader, displays high abusive supervision. This pattern suggests a compounding mechanism for abusive leadership behaviors. When both leaders display non-abusive behaviors, a consistent positive leadership climate exists which accounts for better employee commitment and less strain. However, when only one out of two leaders displays abusive behavior, the positive leadership climate is undermined, leading to higher strain and lower commitment. This finding aligns with prior research indicating that consistent leadership signals across hierarchical levels are critical for employee well-being (Klebe et al., 2022; Ogunfowora, 2013; Schilling et al., 2023). Inconsistent leadership behaviors, particularly abusive leadership, may in turn irritate employees’ expectations and sense of fairness (Ogunfowora, 2013; Schilling et al., 2023), thereby intensifying strain and undermining affective commitment.

Moreover, we assumed that also the positive effect of transformational behavior of one leader would be undermined by another abusive leader. Contrary to our expectations, the interactions were non-significant. Destructive leadership behaviors are typically more salient and emotionally charged than positive behaviors, particularly when enacted by individuals in positions of higher authority (e.g., Tepper, 2000). In line with previous research (Klebe et al., 2022; Matta et al., 2017; Schilling et al., 2023), abusive leadership may therefore exert a dominant influence that overshadows the potential buffering effects of transformational leadership. From a psychological perspective, employees may assign greater weight to threatening or hostile cues than to supportive ones, consistent with negativity bias and the heightened impact of adverse social interactions. Drawing on paradox theory (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith and Lewis, 2011), such inconsistent constellations can also be understood as the simultaneous presence of contradictory, yet legitimate leadership signals. Paradox theory suggests that individuals may respond to these tensions either defensively or through integrative sensemaking. This perspective may help explain why inconsistent profiles were not necessarily more harmful than coherent negative profiles. Thus, the non-significant interaction may reflect not only the asymmetric strength of negative versus positive leadership signals but also the complex ways in which employees navigate paradoxical leadership dynamics. In such constellations, transformational behavior may not function as a compensatory resource but instead coexist with an overall deteriorated leadership climate shaped by abusive conduct. Rather than creating a protective interaction, contradictory signals from two leaders may generate ambiguity and cognitive dissonance, preventing employees from fully benefiting from transformational behaviors. Thus, the non-significant interaction may reflect the asymmetric strength of negative versus positive leadership signals rather than the absence of meaningful dynamics between leadership styles.



Theoretical implications

The current findings highlight the critical role of dual leadership by revealing the risks posed by inconsistencies in dual leadership constellations for employee strain and commitment. Results indicate that discrepancies in dual leadership can have detrimental effects, emphasizing the dominance of abusive leadership in shaping employee experiences (Schilling et al., 2023). This underscores the importance of fostering consistency in positive leadership within dual leadership structures to support employee strain and lower commitment.

This study expands existing research on dual leadership (e.g., Litano and Morganson, 2020; Sahlmueller et al., 2022; Vidyarthi et al., 2014) by exploring the interplay of different leadership styles and their varying degrees. Moreover, it contributes to the literature on leadership inconsistencies by demonstrating that the negative effects of inconsistent leadership, previously observed within individual leaders across situations or over time (e.g., Klebe et al., 2022; Schilling et al., 2023), also manifest in dual leadership settings. Consistent with prior research (Klebe et al., 2022), the findings suggest that only a consistently positive leadership approach (i.e., high transformational and low abusive behavior) fosters employee well-being, while both inconsistent and consistently negative leadership produce similarly harmful effects. To better understand how inconsistencies in dual leadership impact employees, future research should explore underlying mechanisms such as employee contact frequency, attributions, or expectations (Klug et al., 2019).



Practical implications

Regarding practice, the findings suggest that leadership duos should be aware of their collective influence on employee well-being. To promote consistent positive leadership in dual leadership settings, occupational health promotion should specifically target leadership duos, addressing both upper- and lower-level leaders simultaneously. Supporting leaders in acknowledging their shared responsibility for employee strain and organizational commitment is essential. For consistently negative constellations (i.e., high abusive and low transformational leadership at both levels), organizations may need to prioritize corrective interventions such as intensive leadership development, feedback-based coaching, and clear accountability structures to reduce destructive behaviors and develop transformational behaviors, at least in terms of individualized consideration and accountability and respect as part of idealized influence. In contrast, inconsistent leadership profiles require alignment-focused interventions. Joint workshops, facilitated dialogue sessions, or structured reflection exercises could help leadership duos clarify shared values, align expectations, and coordinate behavioral standards to avoid sending contradictory signals to employees. In such cases, training should emphasize perspective-taking, conflict management (Kelloway and Barling, 2010), and the development of a coherent joint leadership approach. Even in consistently positive constellations, interventions may aim to stabilize and reinforce effective collaboration, for instance through regular strategic alignment meetings or structured communication routines. At the organizational level, work design strategies that formalize coordination between leadership levels—such as clearly defined decision rights, shared goal-setting processes, and transparent communication channels—may reduce the likelihood of conflicting demands and promote sustainable, health-supportive leadership structures.



Strengths, limitations, and recommendations for future research

This study has some limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results. First, due to the cross-sectional design, causal relationships between dual leadership and employee outcomes cannot be inferred. It is possible that employees who experience high strain or low commitment perceive their leaders more negatively. However, reverse causation alone would not account for the emergence of distinct leadership profiles and interactions. The primary aim of this study was to identify different dual leadership patterns and to examine their associations with employee strain and commitment rather than isolating causal effects of individual variables. To investigate causal effects, future research should examine dual leadership using longitudinal or diary designs. Such approaches would not only allow for stronger causal inferences but also help to determine whether dual-leadership profiles represent stable constellations or dynamic configurations that evolve over time. Moreover, longitudinal data could clarify whether the observed effects on employee strain and commitment reflect short-term reactions to specific leadership episodes or accumulate into more enduring outcomes.

Second, it would be conceivable that the relationships between leadership are influenced by common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). However, Harman’s single-factor test suggests that common method bias is unlikely to have influenced the results, as a single factor accounted for only a small proportion of variance (28.24%). Additionally, it is common practice to investigate employee perceptions when examining individual outcomes (Perko et al., 2016). Since leadership can only have an impact when it is perceived by employees (Schyns and Schilling, 2013), subjective ratings remain a valuable source of data. Nevertheless, future studies would benefit from incorporating leader perspectives and additional third variables to gain deeper insights into the reciprocal dynamics between leaders and employees that may shape different leadership profiles. For example, the contact frequency between the two leaders or between each leader and their employees could play an important role in shaping these profiles and their respective effects.

Third, regarding the sample, one might argue that the military context represents a unique and highly hierarchical work environment with limited comparability to economic organizations, potentially restricting the generalizability of findings. The Armed Forces are characterized by clearly formalized authority structures and pronounced hierarchical norms, which may intensify the salience of leadership constellations and their effects on employees. However, dual leadership structures are not exclusive to the military but are also prevalent in both large and small organizations across the private and public sectors. In particular, matrix organizations, project-based structures, and cross-functional teams frequently involve employees reporting to multiple supervisors (e.g., functional and disciplinary leaders or line managers and project managers). In such contexts, leaders may likewise differ in priorities, behavioral styles, and value orientations, creating comparable patterns of alignment or divergence. At the same time, contextual characteristics such as the degree of formal hierarchy, role clarity, and cultural norms regarding authority may influence the prevalence and strength of specific dual-leadership profiles. Thus, while the structural phenomenon of dual leadership extends beyond the military, its manifestations and consequences may vary across sectors. To strengthen the external validity and the transferability of the findings, future research should aim to replicate these results with samples from various organizational contexts beyond the military.

A final limitation concerns the exclusively quantitative design of the present study. While the identified profiles provide insight into the structure and consequences of dual-leadership constellations, they do not explain why certain profiles emerge. For instance, inconsistent leadership patterns may result from limited coordination time between leaders, unclear role boundaries, divergent training backgrounds, personality differences, heightened stress, limited resources, or insufficient leadership competencies. Structural factors such as workload, organizational pressure, or competing strategic versus operational demands may also hinder alignment between hierarchical levels. Without qualitative data, it remains unclear whether inconsistencies are intentional, situationally constrained, or rooted in stable individual differences. Future research could therefore complement profile-based approaches with interviews or qualitative case studies involving leaders and employees to better understand the underlying mechanisms that give rise to consistent or inconsistent dual-leadership constellations. Quantitative follow-up studies may provide evidence for relevant antecedences.




Conclusion

This study is the first to examine profiles and interactions within dual leadership constellations and their impact on employee strain and commitment. By considering subpopulations with varying levels of abusive and transformational leadership, the study identifies five distinct dual leadership profiles, each representing meaningful constellations of leadership behaviors at the upper and lower levels. These profiles reveal differential associations with employee strain and commitment, highlighting the critical role of leadership consistency. Both the latent profile analysis (LPA) and interaction effects suggest that dual leadership fosters employee commitment and alleviates strain only when both leaders consistently demonstrate positive leadership (i.e., low abusive and high transformational leadership). Importantly, the findings indicate that one leader’s positive behavior cannot compensate for the negative behavior of another, but that potential positive effects of leadership are undermined with a second negative leader. To promote and sustain employee well-being, organizations should provide targeted training and support for leadership duos, ensuring alignment in leadership approaches to foster employee commitment and lower strain.
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Background: Workplace bullying constitutes a major psychosocial hazard with downstream consequences for mental health, work performance, and population health. In South Korea, statutory provisions addressing workplace bullying were introduced under the Labor Standards Act and have been in effect since July 16, 2019. However, empirical evidence remains limited regarding how workers' self-reported, everyday experiences and response pathways are articulated and patterned in the post-legislation context, particularly within online help-seeking narratives explicitly labeled as “workplace bullying.”
Methods: A total of 10,788 workplace-bullying-related question posts were collected from Naver Knowledge iN (South Korea) between July 16, 2019 and July 31, 2025. Comments and answers were excluded, and deduplication, minimum-length filtering, and relevance screening were applied. Korean text was preprocessed, and Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic models were fitted. Topic solutions were evaluated using coherence and perplexity metrics; a 12-topic solution (K = 12) was selected for the full corpus, and a reduced 4-topic structure (K = 4) was used to summarize macro-level discourse frames.
Results: Prominent themes encompassed hierarchical/relational conflict, work conditions and employment transitions (e.g., resignation, contracts, dismissal), and institutional responses (e.g., reporting, evidentiary documentation, investigation, disciplinary procedures, and legal consultation/disputes). Descriptive comparisons suggested that later-period discourse clustered more clearly around reporting, investigation, documentation, and legal advice, whereas psychosocial distress and interpersonal mistreatment remained salient across the study period.
Conclusion: Post-legislation Q&A discourse on workplace bullying appears to reflect layered narratives in which lived psychosocial distress coexists with salient procedural and evidentiary concerns. These findings have implications for public health implementation, underscoring the need for integrated prevention and response systems that reduce psychosocial burden while improving the accessibility and navigability of institutional processes.

Keywords
Latent Dirichlet Allocation, occupational health, online discourse, topic modeling, workplace bullying


1 Introduction

Workplace bullying is a psychosocial hazard that cumulatively undermines workers' mental and physical health and impairs occupational functioning (1). Beyond interpersonal conflict, it constitutes a public health problem that calls for population-level prevention and intervention (2, 3). Workplace bullying is typically distinguished from isolated workplace disagreements by a pattern of repeated negative acts over time, coupled with a power imbalance that makes it difficult for the target to defend against or stop the behavior (4). Such negative acts range from overt aggression to more subtle forms of mistreatment, including exclusion, social disregard, excessive work demands, and humiliating or demeaning communication (5).

Internationally, the policy and legal landscape has increasingly recognized workplace violence and harassment—including bullying—as an institutional and regulatory concern. The International Labor Organization (ILO) Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190) defines violence and harassment in the world of work as a range of unacceptable behaviors and practices, or threats thereof, that are aimed at, result in, or are likely to result in physical, psychological, sexual, or economic harm—regardless of whether the conduct occurs as a single event or repeated over time (6, 7). This global framework provides a normative basis for addressing psychosocial hazards through policy and organizational systems rather than relying solely on individual coping or interpersonal resolution.

The burden of workplace bullying is evident in both prevalence and consequences. Although estimates vary by measurement approach and context, meta-analytic evidence suggests that bullying exposure is not uncommon (e.g., an average prevalence of approximately 14.6%) (8). Exposure has been linked to a range of adverse mental health outcomes, including depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress symptoms, and sleep disturbances, as well as physical health deterioration such as cardiovascular problems, musculoskeletal symptoms, and immune dysregulation (9, 10). These health impacts can translate into prolonged sickness absence, reduced work performance, and turnover, amplifying organizational and societal costs (11, 12). At the organizational level, bullying is associated with absenteeism, turnover, productivity loss, and increased medical and management expenditures (13), and some work has estimated substantial costs at the national level (14). Taken together, these cumulative harms support the view that workplace bullying is not merely an individual adjustment issue but a public health challenge that requires multilevel prevention involving organizational, institutional, and community resources (15, 16).

Research on workplace bullying has developed along several major trajectories. First, epidemiological and meta-analytic studies have repeatedly documented associations between bullying exposure and poorer mental health and other negative outcomes (10, 12, 17). Second, organizational psychology and management research has identified antecedents such as leadership patterns, organizational justice, job stressors, and power imbalances (18, 19), thereby informing theoretical targets for prevention (20). Third, intervention studies have examined organizational policies, training programs, and reporting systems, but findings remain mixed (21), and scholars have emphasized that effectiveness may hinge on cultural and institutional context as well as implementation quality (22, 23). From a public health standpoint, therefore, the key question is not only what policies exist, but how they are enacted in practice—and how workers navigate these systems when seeking help.

As legal and policy efforts to regulate workplace bullying have expanded in many countries, interest has grown in whether regulatory changes are accompanied by shifts in reporting, organizational responses, and use of support systems. Within this broader trend, ILO Convention No. 190 and Recommendation No. 206 have promoted the institutionalization of standards for “violence- and harassment-free workplaces,” encouraging national and organizational regulatory strengthening (7, 24). Yet empirical evidence on the effects of legal reforms remains limited. Existing work has often focused on quantitative indicators of system use after legal adoption—such as complaint counts, policy awareness, or case-law analysis (25–27). A public health-relevant question extends beyond whether legal channels are used more frequently. Specifically, it asks whether and how the introduction of legal and procedural frameworks may be associated with changes in how workers label experiences as “bullying,” attribute responsibility, and seek institutional remedies—processes of case construction and proceduralization through institutional language and pathways (28, 29). Based on prior literature on workplace-bullying interventions, reporting barriers, and institutional responses to workplace mistreatment, we expected later-period discourse to place greater emphasis on reporting, investigation, and evidentiary aspects of help-seeking, while experiential suffering would remain present (30–32).

Online discourse offers a distinctive vantage point for examining such reorganization. In this study, “online discourse” refers to naturally occurring text generated when users voluntarily describe workplace problems and solicit advice on an online platform, rather than text elicited by researcher-designed survey items or interview prompts. Accordingly, the present study does not aim to estimate causal effects of legal regulation. Instead, it provides an empirical description of how workplace bullying discourse evolves and reorganizes during the implementation trajectory of a legal reform.

Discourse-oriented scholarship has contributed to understanding workplace bullying not only as interpersonal behavior but also as a phenomenon constructed within social and institutional contexts (33, 34). Qualitative research has suggested that organizational policy and procedural language can frame bullying in ways that generate conceptual ambiguity (35, 36), and that targets' narratives may depict bullying as diffuse and ongoing rather than as discrete incidents (37). Others have argued that formal procedures can impose procedural burdens and produce secondary victimization (38). However, empirical evidence on how naturally occurring help-seeking discourse reorganizes over time—particularly in relation to institutional references such as evidence, investigation processes, and medical/administrative pathways—remains scarce.

To address this gap, topic modeling is employed as a computational text analysis approach consistent with a “text-as-data” perspective (39). Importantly, the aim is not to reproduce micro-level discursive mechanisms (e.g., rhetorical moves, justification strategies, or accountability work). Rather, latent thematic structure is estimated from a large corpus, and the analysis describes how clusters of recurring issues are organized and foregrounded over time. Topic interpretation was informed by top-ranked terms and representative documents, and labels were refined iteratively to ensure conceptual clarity and internal consistency.

South Korea introduced a legal prohibition of workplace bullying and imposed duties on employers to investigate and respond through amendments to the Labor Standards Act in July 2019. Following implementation, demand for consultation and complaint filing has been reported, and public attention has expanded (40). Nevertheless, organizational contexts characterized by relatively high power distance, relational norms, and tendencies toward organizational silence may create barriers to reporting and intervention (41, 42). For example, the anonymity afforded by online platforms has provided a new outlet for employees in a hierarchical culture to share experiences and seek help without direct confrontation, amplifying voices that might otherwise be silenced (43). At the same time, Korea's relationship-oriented, face-saving norms could lead to more indirect or deferential language even in anonymous posts—victims may downplay accusations or frame their stories cautiously to avoid “losing face,” reflecting cultural pressures even in online discourse (44). Concerns have also been raised that the occupational safety and health system has historically emphasized physical hazards, potentially leaving psychosocial risk management comparatively underdeveloped, particularly amid high levels of nonstandard employment and job insecurity (45, 46). In such a context, even well-intended legal protections can have unintended effects: fear of retaliation or stigma may persist despite new formal channels, discouraging some victims from reporting. Notably, surveys indicate that a significant proportion of Korean workers who experience bullying do not officially report it, and among those who do, nearly half have faced retaliatory disadvantages (47). These patterns suggest that legal reform must be coupled with credible safety mechanisms and cultural change to truly empower workers. In this context, examining whether legal regulation is accompanied by shifts in workers' language, coping strategies, and institutional resource invocation can inform improvements in implementation—focusing on how policy is actually used and perceived, not merely its existence.

Online question-and-answer (Q&A) platforms can function as accessible, often anonymous spaces where workers narrate workplace experiences and seek advice, providing a window into unsolicited narratives that may not be captured well through official statistics or survey instruments (48). In South Korea, Naver Knowledge iN hosts a long-running archive of workplace-related questions, enabling analysis of discursive reorganization following institutional change (49). Topic modeling is an unsupervised machine-learning approach that infers latent thematic structure in large text corpora with minimal reliance on strong a priori assumptions (50). In public health research, topic modeling has been applied to analyze online discourse, understand health information seeking, and track policy discourse shifts (51–53).

The methodological contribution of this study lies in capturing how workers articulate experiences and invoke response resources (e.g., evidence, investigation procedures, legal consultation, medical/administrative pathways) in naturally occurring help-seeking text. Compared with surveys or interviews, which can constrain the scope of experiences by design, online narratives may more directly reflect how procedural burdens, substantiation strategies, and help-seeking pathways combine in real-world situations (48, 54). Using a large corpus accumulated between July 2019 and July 2025 also enables a descriptive examination of how procedural and event-oriented framings appear across the corpus and across periods as institutional pathways become more salient. At the same time, the analysis is conceptually and structurally bounded to experiences explicitly labeled as “workplace bullying.” This study clarifies its scope by distinguishing this term from related Korean concepts. “Gapjil” refers to an abuse of power by superiors rooted in hierarchical culture, broadly aligning with workplace bullying yet differing in cultural perception (55). “Emotional labor” refers to the imposed management of feelings in customer-facing roles, highlighting psychological stressors distinct from peer harassment (56). These data should be interpreted as an auxiliary signal that complements—rather than represents—population-level prevalence or official indicators, and any policy implications must be derived with attention to representativeness limitations and privacy/ethical principles (57). Because the corpus was assembled using “workplace bullying” as a search term, the analysis is structurally bounded to discourse in which users adopt that label; accordingly, the study aims to describe how “bullying”-named experiences are organized in relation to institutional and procedural language, rather than to estimate population-wide changes in recognition.

Workplace-bullying-related posts from Naver Knowledge iN collected between July 16, 2019, and July 31, 2025, were analyzed across two post-legislation periods: an early period (July 16, 2019—June 30, 2022) and a late period (July 1, 2022—July 31, 2025). Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic modeling was employed to identify recurring thematic structures. Period-specific models were estimated separately and compared as descriptive thematic frames, reporting both a macro-level solution (K = 4) and a finer-grained solution (K = 12).

Accordingly, this study addresses three research questions: (1) What are the primary topics that structure online help-seeking discourse about workplace bullying, and what components constitute these topics? (2) How do topic structure and thematic salience differ between the early and late periods? (3) What implications do observed discursive patterns offer for public health prevention and intervention strategies? Drawing on the public health three-tier prevention framework—primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention—the study considers how observed discursive patterns may inform prevention and intervention priorities under policy implementation (22, 58, 59). Ultimately, the present study provides a descriptive account of how workplace-bullying discourse is organized across two post-legislation periods, offering a comparative case for settings with similar institutional and cultural conditions.



2 Methods


2.1 Research design and analytical framework

This study adopts a bottom-up, data-driven analytical framework to examine how workplace bullying is articulated and reorganized in online discourse following the introduction of legal regulation in South Korea. Rather than imposing predefined theoretical or legal categories, the analysis seeks to identify latent thematic structures emerging from large-scale, naturally occurring textual data.

As illustrated in Figure 1, the analytical workflow consists of four sequential stages: data collection, data filtering, text preprocessing, and topic modeling. First, online posts related to workplace bullying were collected from Naver Knowledge iN using a web crawler. Second, the raw dataset was refined through deduplication, length-based filtering, and relevance screening to ensure semantic adequacy and analytical consistency. Third, the filtered texts underwent preprocessing procedures—including spacing correction, morphological analysis, and noun-based tokenization—to reduce linguistic noise while preserving the semantic characteristics of informal Korean-language discourse.
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FIGURE 1
 Analytical framework.


In the final stage, Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic modeling was applied to the preprocessed corpus. Prior to topic estimation, frequency analysis was conducted to examine overall lexical distributions. In this study, frequency refers to corpus-level token frequency, namely the total number of occurrences of each token across all documents in the corpus, rather than the number of documents in which the token appears. The optimal number of topics was determined by evaluating model performance across different values of K. Topic models were then estimated for the full observation period as well as for early and late post-legislation periods, enabling both overall and temporal analyses of workplace bullying discourse.

By structuring the analysis around these interconnected stages, the research framework ensures methodological coherence and transparency, allowing systematic examination of how individual experiences are transformed into recurring discursive patterns and how these patterns differ across corpora in the context of legal regulation.



2.2 Data collection

Online textual data related to workplace bullying were collected from Naver Knowledge iN (https://kin.naver.com), a major question-and-answer platform in South Korea. The platform allows users to anonymously post questions and narratives regarding personal, occupational, and legal concerns, making it well suited for capturing first-person accounts and informal discourse on workplace bullying.

Posts were retrieved using the Korean-language search query for workplace bullying. The data collection period spanned from July 16, 2019 (the official enforcement date of workplace bullying regulations in South Korea) to July 31, 2025. This timeframe was selected to capture post-legislation discourse and enable temporal comparisons between the early and late post-legislation periods. Data collection was automated using a Python-based web crawler (Python version 3.13.5) in a macOS environment, implemented with Selenium, Google Chrome, and the corresponding ChromeDriver.

For each post, the title, body text, and publication date were collected. Only original question posts were included; replies and comments were excluded to maintain consistency in the unit of analysis.

Regarding ethical considerations, this study was confirmed to be exempt from IRB review by the Yonsei University Institutional Review Board (Approval Number: 7001988-202512-HR-3053-01E). The dataset consisted exclusively of publicly accessible online question posts collected from Naver Knowledge iN, and all data were obtained in compliance with the platform's terms of service. The study did not involve bypassing access restrictions, interacting with users, or collecting private user information. To reduce privacy risks, personally identifying information, including names of individuals, workplace identifiers, and contact details, was not included in the analytic dataset or reported in the manuscript. When illustrative excerpts were used, they were selected and presented cautiously so as to avoid unnecessary exposure of sensitive personal narratives and to minimize the risk of secondary victimization.



2.3 Data filtering

The initial crawling process yielded 23,605 posts. First, duplicate posts were identified based on identical titles, which typically indicated repeated or reposted questions on the platform. As a result, 1,610 duplicate posts were removed, leaving 21,995 unique posts.

Prior research has highlighted the limitations of relying solely on textual similarity in user-generated content and the common use of heuristic preprocessing in large-scale text analysis (39). In this study, title-based deduplication was implemented as a procedural step to remove clearly redundant entries, rather than to identify semantically equivalent content.

Next, to ensure sufficient semantic information for stable topic modeling, posts were filtered based on body text length. Prior studies have shown that very short documents provide limited word co-occurrence information, leading to unstable topic inference in probabilistic models such as LDA (60). Following prior research on online inquiry platforms and Korean text analysis (61), posts consisting only of titles (n = 746) and posts with body text shorter than 150 characters (n = 5,759) were excluded. After length-based filtering, 15,490 posts remained.

While the 150-character threshold was introduced to ensure sufficient semantic content for stable topic modeling—given that very short texts may provide limited word co-occurrence information (60, 62)—it was also informed by the nature of online help-seeking narratives. In many cases, very short posts tend to consist of fragmentary questions or keyword-based inquiries, offering limited contextual detail for interpreting workplace experiences (63). Accordingly, the length criterion was applied as a pragmatic balance between model stability and the inclusion of posts with sufficient contextual information for analysis.

Subsequently, posts were screened for relevance to workplace bullying to exclude content that fell outside the conceptual scope of the study despite containing the search keyword. To ensure conceptual clarity, explicit operational criteria were established to distinguish workplace bullying from related but distinct forms of workplace misconduct, particularly sexual harassment and workplace violence. In this study, workplace bullying was defined as repeated or sustained negative acts occurring within a workplace context that involve power imbalance and result in psychological distress, including behaviors such as verbal abuse, exclusion, humiliation, excessive monitoring, or unfair work assignments.

In contrast, sexual harassment and sexual violence were defined as behaviors involving unwanted sexual attention, sexually explicit language or actions, or coercion of a sexual nature, regardless of whether they occurred within the workplace. Although such behaviors may co-occur with workplace bullying, they are governed by distinct legal definitions and institutional response systems. Based on these definitions, posts were included if they contained substantive descriptions of non-sexual, power-related interpersonal mistreatment consistent with workplace bullying, even when other forms of misconduct were also mentioned. Conversely, posts were excluded if (a) the content focused primarily on sexual harassment or sexual violence without describing broader patterns of workplace bullying, or (b) the reference to workplace bullying was superficial or incidental (e.g., keyword mention without experiential description).

Importantly, references to sexual harassment or sexual violence were not treated as automatic exclusion criteria. Posts in which such experiences appeared as secondary or contextual elements within a broader narrative of workplace bullying were retained in the dataset. Only cases in which sexual harassment or sexual violence constituted the primary focus of the post, without substantive description of workplace bullying dynamics (e.g., power imbalance, repeated mistreatment), were excluded. This distinction allowed the analysis to capture the complex and overlapping nature of workplace experiences while maintaining conceptual focus on workplace bullying.

Based on these criteria, a multi-step filtering procedure was implemented. First, posts lacking substantive descriptions of workplace bullying were automatically excluded. Posts containing references to workplace violence or sexual harassment were identified through automated keyword screening and reviewed for relevance. Only posts lacking substantive descriptions of workplace bullying were excluded from the analytical dataset. Subsequently, the remaining posts were manually reviewed to exclude cases that did not involve the author's own experiences, such as references to third-party incidents, media reports, or broadcast content. To enhance reliability, the initial coding and filtering were conducted by one researcher and subsequently reviewed by a second researcher. Discrepancies were discussed and resolved through consensus.

After relevance-based filtering, an additional 4,702 posts were excluded. The final analytical dataset consisted of 10,788 posts (M = 555.48 characters, SD = 479.59). For temporal analysis, the dataset was divided into two periods: an early period from July 16, 2019 to June 30, 2022 (n = 4,571), and a late period from July 1, 2022 to July 31, 2025 (n = 6,217). A detailed flow of the data filtering and exclusion process is presented in Figure 2 (PRISMA diagram), including the number of records removed at each stage and the specific reasons for exclusion. Representative examples of included and excluded posts following the filtering process are provided in Supplementary Table S4.


[image: Flowchart illustrating the identification, screening, and final inclusion process for topic modeling of workplace bullying discourse, showing step-by-step document filtering from 23,605 initial records to 10,788 final documents based on deduplication, text length, and relevance.]
FIGURE 2
 Flow diagram of data selection and filtering process.




2.4 Text preprocessing

All texts underwent a multi-stage preprocessing procedure commonly adopted in Korean natural language processing research. First, spacing correction was applied using PyKoSpacing to address inconsistencies in Korean spacing known to affect tokenization and morphological analysis (64). The corrected texts were then segmented based on whitespace.

Prior to tokenization, a corpus-level frequency list was generated and examined to support systematic preprocessing (39). Based on this list, two researchers manually examined the full set of candidate words extracted from the corpus and conducted rule-guided refinement before tokenization. In this process, expressions that could be consistently nominalized were converted into noun forms, semantically redundant or non-informative expressions were excluded, and multiple expressions referring to overlapping meanings—particularly those conceptually related to workplace bullying—were unified into standardized lexical forms. Through this manual review, recurrent patterns in meaningless, redundant, or semantically overlapping expressions were identified and formalized into preprocessing rules.

These rules were organized into a domain-specific lexicon and applied prior to tokenization. Based on this lexicon, stopwords were defined and normalization rules were implemented to consolidate spelling variants and semantically equivalent expressions, thereby reducing lexical redundancy and improving semantic consistency (39). In addition, rule-based post-processing was applied to merge frequent compound nouns into single tokens (e.g., “unemployment benefits,” “workplace bullying”), minimizing lexical fragmentation. Detailed lists of the domain-specific lexicon, stopword entries, normalization rules, and token-combination procedures are provided in Supplementary Tables S1–S3, together with representative examples of lexical standardization. This documentation is provided to enhance transparency in preprocessing decisions and to reduce the possibility that the identified topic structure reflects arbitrary researcher-driven choices. To further assess the robustness of preprocessing decisions, sensitivity analyses were conducted using alternative preprocessing specifications, including retaining stopwords and omitting normalization rules. All models were estimated under identical modeling parameters. As shown in Supplementary Table S5, coherence scores ranged from 0.439 to 0.472 across conditions, while log perplexity remained stable. Although the removal of stopwords improved topic coherence, the overall topic structure and interpretability were largely consistent across preprocessing conditions, indicating that the identified thematic patterns were not driven by specific preprocessing choices (65). These findings suggest that the identified topic structure was robust to reasonable variations in preprocessing decisions.

For descriptive word-frequency analysis, query-defining keywords and their close variants (e.g., “workplace bullying,” “bullying”), as well as platform-redundant generic terms (e.g., “company,” “workplace”), were excluded from frequency counts to avoid trivial repetition. Importantly, the same lexicon-based preprocessing pipeline and resulting corpus were used consistently for both word-frequency analysis and subsequent topic modeling.

Morphological analysis and tokenization were conducted using the KOMORAN analyzer via KoNLPy. Tokenization was restricted to nouns (NN* tags), which are considered most informative for representing document-level semantic content in Korean text, while reducing syntactic and functional noise commonly introduced by particles and verbal endings (66, 67). Prior studies have shown that noun-focused representations improve topic coherence and interpretability by concentrating on core semantic units of documents (67, 68).

However, restricting tokens to nouns may lead to the loss of evaluative or affective information, which is typically conveyed through adjectives, adverbs, and verbal expressions (69). To mitigate this limitation, the preprocessing pipeline incorporated a rule-based normalization procedure in which evaluative expressions were systematically nominalized or mapped to semantically equivalent noun forms wherever possible. In addition, domain-specific lexicon construction and manual review ensured that frequently occurring evaluative meanings—particularly those relevant to workplace bullying experiences, where such evaluations play a central role (38)—were preserved in standardized lexical representations.

Furthermore, topic interpretation was not based solely on token distributions but also involved iterative examination of representative documents for each topic. This procedure allowed evaluative and contextual meanings, which may not be fully captured by noun-only tokens, to be reintegrated during the interpretative phase. These strategies enabled the advantages of noun-based representations to be retained while mitigating potential loss of evaluative and contextual information during analysis (67, 68).



2.5 Latent Dirichlet allocation topic modeling

Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) was employed to identify latent thematic structures in workplace bullying discourse. LDA models documents as mixtures of topics and topics as distributions over words, allowing thematic interpretation based on word co-occurrence patterns (50).

Topic modeling was conducted using a Bag-of-Words document–term matrix. To determine the optimal number of topics, LDA models were estimated with topic numbers (K) ranging from 2 to 18 under identical preprocessing and learning conditions. Model performance was evaluated using perplexity and topic coherence (c_v and c_npmi). Consistent with prior topic modeling research, topic coherence was treated as the primary criterion for selecting the number of topics, as it reflects the semantic interpretability and internal consistency of topic-word distributions, whereas perplexity was used as a supplementary diagnostic indicator of model fit. The full range of coherence and perplexity values across K = 2–18 is visualized in Figure 3, allowing direct comparison of model performance across different topic numbers.


[image: Line chart comparing log perplexity and coherence across number of topics, with two vertical axes; log perplexity decreases and coherence varies as topics increase, highlighting optimal topic number near thirteen with a dashed line.]
FIGURE 3
 Topic coherence and perplexity across different numbers of topics.


Perplexity was calculated in log scale on a held-out test set obtained via an 80:20 train-test split of the corpus, with the split fixed using a random seed (seed = 42). All LDA models were trained using identical hyperparameters (passes = 10, iterations = 200, chunksize = 2,000, random_state = 42) to ensure comparability across different values of K. Based on the joint examination of coherence (c_v and c_npmi) and log perplexity metrics, and prioritizing semantic interpretability, a 12-topic solution was selected for subsequent analyses. Specifically, c_v coherence reached its highest value at K = 12 (0.3848) and decreased slightly at K = 13 (0.3826). Although c_npmi coherence was marginally higher at K = 13 than at K = 12 (0.0116 vs. 0.0111), this difference was minimal. Log perplexity was slightly lower at K = 13 than at K = 12 (−7.0274 vs. −7.0194), indicating a marginal improvement in statistical fit; however, this gain was limited and accompanied by reduced semantic coherence. Importantly, visual inspection of coherence and perplexity trends indicated a stabilization point around K = 12, beyond which improvements in model fit were marginal while interpretability decreased. Taken together, these results indicate that K = 12 provided the best balance between semantic coherence, interpretability, and model parsimony. These results are reported in Supplementary Table S6.

To examine temporal variation, the same modeling procedure was applied separately to the early and late periods. For each period, topic models with K = 4 were estimated to capture macro-level discourse patterns, alongside models with K = 12 to explore finer-grained thematic structures. Topic interpretation was based on the combined examination of top-ranked words and representative documents, with topic labels assigned through iterative researcher discussion to ensure conceptual clarity and internal consistency.

To examine temporal variation in topic prevalence, yearly topic proportions were calculated by averaging document-level topic distributions within each year. These aggregated values were used to visualize temporal trends and identify topics with the largest changes over time. The resulting yearly topic proportions were used to generate visualizations presented in the Results section.




3 Results


3.1 Word frequency analysis

Core search terms such as workplace bullying and closely related expressions appeared with high frequency across the corpus; however, these terms were excluded during preprocessing and therefore did not appear in the reported frequency analysis to avoid trivial repetition. After exclusion, the most frequently occurring words primarily reflected workplace roles and organizational contexts (e.g., work, employee, supervisor, company), as well as experiential and psychological states (e.g., stress, distress, mental health).

In addition, relational and employment-related terms—including resignation, report, dismissal, and unemployment benefits—ranked highly, indicating that workplace bullying discourse was closely intertwined with both interpersonal dynamics and broader employment-related concerns. Notably, terms associated with institutional processes (e.g., evidence, legal action, human resources, investigation) also appeared frequently. Table 1 presents the frequencies of these top-ranked words, illustrating the prominence of terms related to organizational contexts and reporting processes.

TABLE 1 Frequencies of the top ranked words.




	Rank
	Word
	Frequency
	Rank
	Word
	Frequency





	1
	Work
	9,352
	21
	Verbal abuse
	2,084



	2
	Resignation
	9,040
	22
	Perpetrator
	2,050



	3
	Employee
	9,018
	23
	Leaving work
	2,016



	4
	Report
	8,712
	24
	Writing
	1,950



	5
	Working conditions
	6,982
	25
	Phone call
	1,936



	6
	Supervisor
	5,472
	26
	Unfairness
	1,928



	7
	Unemployment benefits
	3,540
	27
	Coworker
	1,881



	8
	Distress
	3,471
	28
	Handling
	1,876



	9
	Team leader
	3,246
	29
	Method
	1,837



	10
	Evidence
	3,046
	30
	Instruction
	1,780



	11
	Going to work
	2,690
	31
	Reason
	1,776



	12
	Employer
	2,679
	32
	Dismissal
	1,754



	13
	Stress
	2,598
	33
	Recognition
	1,751



	14
	Human resources
	2,554
	34
	Individual
	1,727



	15
	Legal action
	2,547
	35
	Insults
	1,722



	16
	Department
	2,435
	36
	Seat
	1,690



	17
	CEO
	2,325
	37
	Application
	1,664



	18
	Mental health
	2,234
	38
	Process
	1,661



	19
	Hiring
	2,228
	39
	Contract
	1,660



	20
	Audio recording
	2,148
	40
	Afterward
	1,653








3.2 Determination of the number of topics

Figure 3 illustrates the changes in topic coherence and perplexity across different numbers of topics, ranging from 2 to 18. Topic coherence was used as the primary criterion for selecting the optimal number of topics, as higher coherence values indicate greater semantic interpretability and internal consistency of the extracted topics. Perplexity values are reported in log scale and are presented as a comparative indicator of model fit rather than as an absolute criterion for topic selection.

As shown in Figure 3, coherence scores did not increase monotonically with the number of topics but instead exhibited noticeable fluctuations across different model specifications. Notably, a clear local maximum in coherence was observed at K = 12. Beyond this point, coherence scores either declined or varied without demonstrating a consistent or substantial improvement. While models with fewer topics resulted in overly broad and less differentiated thematic structures, models with a larger number of topics tended to fragment semantically related themes, reducing interpretability.

Log perplexity values decreased as the number of topics increased, indicating improved model fit with greater model complexity. However, consistent with prior topic modeling studies, perplexity was treated as a supplementary diagnostic measure, given its tendency to favor larger topic numbers without necessarily improving semantic clarity. Taken together, these results suggest that a 12-topic solution provides an appropriate balance between model fit and semantic interpretability. Accordingly, subsequent analyses were conducted using an LDA model with 12 topics.



3.3 Overall topic structure of workplace bullying discourse

Using the selected model with K = 12, topic modeling was applied to the full dataset to identify the overall thematic structure of workplace bullying discourse (see Table 2). The resulting topics captured a broad range of experiences and concerns, encompassing interpersonal conflict, organizational hierarchy, employment instability, legal procedures, and psychological distress. The relative prevalence of each topic across the corpus is presented in Figure 4.

TABLE 2 Representative topics and illustrative excerpts from online workplace bullying discourse.




	Topic
	Topic label
	Representative keywords
	Representative excerpts for each topic





	1
	Attendance, leave, and resignation conflicts in small businesses and part-time work
	leave, employer, part-time work, resignation letter, attendance, vacation, absence, store, manager
	“After submitting my resignation, I requested to use my remaining annual leave, but the company rejected it, citing the absence of a replacement. Would this situation be considered workplace bullying?”



	2
	Organizational hierarchy and resignation-related conflicts in office settings
	employee, CEO, resignation, executive, task handover, office, hiring, company dinner
	“A senior employee repeatedly assigns me non-work-related personal errands, justifying it by citing the difference in rank. When I expressed discomfort, I was told that such tasks were part of my role and ordered to comply. Would this type of directive be considered workplace bullying?”



	3
	Legal disputes involving harassment, threats, and compensation claims
	lawsuit, civil case, sexual harassment, claim, legal complaint, lawyer, compensation, threat
	“After reporting workplace bullying to the labor authorities, I am considering filing a civil or criminal lawsuit. Would a confirmed ruling increase my chances of success, and what are the typical costs of hiring a lawyer?”



	4
	Dismissal and labor condition disputes (wages, contracts, severance)
	dismissal, contract, wages, unfair treatment, severance pay, employment contract
	“I worked without a written contract and was not clearly informed of my working conditions. Although a 1-hour break was stated, I often received little or no actual rest. After submitting my resignation, I experienced what I perceived as intentional mistreatment. Would this situation be subject to reporting?”



	5
	Reporting verbal abuse and evidence collection in bullying incidents
	report, verbal abuse, evidence, supervisor, recording, insult, assault
	“During a work-related gathering, my supervisor suddenly hit me on the back during a work-related gathering, which is clearly captured in an audio recording. When I reacted by pushing back, the situation escalated. Given these circumstances, would it be possible to file charges for assault?”



	6
	Excessive workload and coercive work demands
	work assignment, overtime, weekend work, coercion, workload, supervision
	“Even after completing my assigned work, I am pressured to stay longer due to implicit expectations from other teams. I am also expected to come in on weekends when other teams are busy. Would these situations be considered workplace bullying?”



	7
	Managerial surveillance and organizational control mechanisms
	manager, surveillance, CCTV, mobile phone, monitoring, control, union
	“To report workplace bullying, I am considering recording conversations that I am directly involved in. Would such recordings be legally permissible, and could they be shared with a third party for reporting purposes? If not, would obtaining consent from the other party make it permissible to disclose the recordings?”



	8
	Formal investigation and administrative procedures following reports
	report, investigation, perpetrator, victim, labor office, disciplinary action
	“After reporting workplace bullying, the case was dismissed without disciplinary action. I find this difficult to accept. What options are available to appeal this decision?”



	9
	Team-level management and task allocation conflicts
	team leader, department, personnel transfer, task allocation, meetings, reporting
	“Since last year, my supervisor has been excluding me from important meetings and withholding work-related information, making it difficult for me to perform effectively. I have also received the lowest performance evaluation and have been socially isolated from colleagues. Would this situation be considered workplace bullying?”



	10
	Employment stability, contract conditions, and leave-related issues
	contract period, probation, salary, maternity leave, return to work, employment status
	“About a month before the end of my contract, my supervisor began pressuring me to resign, stating that either I should leave or they would. The situation has made it difficult to continue working, and several employees have already left due to similar treatment. What options do I have to respond to this situation?”



	11
	Emotional distress during early employment and workplace adaptation
	stress, distress, mistake, being ignored, anxiety, emotional difficulty
	“I am experiencing workplace bullying, including the spread of negative rumors about me. Although I try to ignore the situation to avoid conflict, the stress has become overwhelming, and I find myself experiencing severe emotional distress, including frequent episodes of crying. As I feel unable to leave my job or confront the issue directly, how can I cope with this depression?”



	12
	Post-resignation administrative and mental health support processes
	resignation, unemployment benefits, industrial accident, treatment, depression
	“After resigning due to workplace bullying that was later recognized by the labor authorities, I briefly worked at another company and am now considering applying for unemployment benefits. However, I understand that eligibility is based on the most recent employment. In this case, would I still qualify for unemployment benefits?”







[image: Horizontal bar chart titled “Topic Prevalence Across the Full Corpus (K = 12)” displays twelve topics with proportions ranging from about 3 percent to 13 percent; Topic 8 is the most prevalent at 13.2 percent.]
FIGURE 4
 Topic prevalence across the full corpus (K = 12).


To further examine temporal variation in topic prevalence, Figure 5 presents the six topics with the largest absolute changes across years. In addition, Figure 6 displays yearly prevalence trends for all 12 topics, allowing a comprehensive comparison of temporal patterns across the full topic structure. The full yearly topic prevalence values are provided in Supplementary Table S7. These visualizations suggest temporal differentiation across topics, with some topics showing steady increases, others declining after initial peaks, and several remaining relatively stable over time.


[image: Line graph illustrating temporal changes in topic proportions from 2019 to 2025 for issues such as employment stability, compensation, legal disputes, harassment, administrative procedures, organizational hierarchy, resignation support, and emotional distress, featuring eight color-coded lines for each topic.]
FIGURE 5
 Temporal trends in selected workplace bullying topics (K = 12). The figure shows the six topics with the largest absolute changes in yearly prevalence. Values represent average document-level topic proportions.



[image: Twelve line charts display temporal trends for distinct workplace topics, each showing annual changes in proportion from 2016 to 2023. Topics include leave and resignation, hierarchy conflicts, legal disputes, dismissals, verbal abuse, excessive workload, surveillance, formal inquiries, team issues, job stability, emotional distress, and post-resignation support, with notable variations and peaks identified for several topics over the years.]
FIGURE 6
 Yearly topic prevalence across all topics (K = 12). Each panel shows the yearly prevalence of a topic, calculated as the average document-level topic proportion.


Across topics, several recurring thematic dimensions were observed. First, multiple topics centered on hierarchical power relations, including conflicts with supervisors, team leaders, and employers. Second, institutional and procedural responses—such as reporting, evidence collection, legal action, and human resources processes—formed a distinct thematic cluster, indicating that institutional and procedural language was salient in the corpus. Third, employment-related transitions, including resignation, dismissal, unemployment benefits, and contract issues, emerged as salient themes, indicating that bullying was frequently discussed in relation to career disruption. Finally, psychological and emotional experiences, such as stress, mental exhaustion, and distress, were embedded across multiple topics rather than isolated in a single theme.

To complement the yearly topic-prevalence plots, temporal trend analysis further suggested that certain topics displayed differing prevalence patterns across years. For example, topics related to employment stability and legal disputes appeared more prevalent in later years of the corpus, whereas topics related to formal investigation procedures appeared to decline after the initial post-legislation period. In contrast, some topics, such as emotional distress and managerial control, remained relatively stable, indicating persistent experiential concerns that were not substantially altered by institutional changes. These patterns may reflect both gradual institutional adaptation and enduring experiential dimensions in workplace bullying discourse over time.



3.4 Temporal comparison of topic distributions

To explore how workplace bullying discourse evolved following the implementation of legal regulation, topic modeling was conducted separately for the early period (July 16, 2019–June 30, 2022) and the late period (July 1, 2022–July 31, 2025). Because topic models were estimated independently for each period, the temporal comparison presented here is intended as an exploratory and descriptive contrast of thematic patterns, rather than a formal statistical test of quantitative changes in identical topics across periods. A reduced topic structure (K = 4) was used to summarize macro-level shifts in dominant discourse frames, while a more detailed structure (K = 12) was employed to examine finer-grained thematic configurations.

At the macro level (K = 4), descriptive differences in dominant discourse frames were identified between the two corpora (see Table 3). In the early period, discourse appeared to be more strongly oriented toward relational and experiential dimensions, including emotional suffering in hierarchical relationships and conflicts embedded in everyday labor conditions. Although institutional elements such as reporting and legal claims were present, they were often intertwined with resignation and post-employment uncertainty rather than articulated as standardized procedures. In contrast, in the late period, macro-level topics appeared more clearly differentiated around institutional and legal processes. Reporting, investigation, disciplinary actions, and juridical disputes appeared more visibly differentiated in the later-period corpus, suggesting that bullying experiences were more often articulated through procedural and system-oriented lenses. At the same time, a topic centered on everyday relational stress remained visible, indicating that experiential suffering continued to coexist with institutionalized framings rather than being fully replaced by them.

TABLE 3 Macro-level topic frames in the early (2019–2022) and late (2022–2025) periods (K = 4).




	Topic
	Early period (July 16, 2019–June 30, 2022)
	Late period (July 1, 2022–July 31, 2025)





	Topic 0
	Post-incident responses linked to resignation, in which reporting, evidence collection, and legal claims are closely tied to unemployment benefits and job exit
	Formal investigation and disciplinary procedures, framing bullying through standardized institutional processes such as investigation, sanctions, and administrative or legal resolution



	Topic 1
	Organizational hierarchy and managerial control, with conflicts embedded in formal structures such as departments, supervisors, and HR authority rather than emotional suffering or legal action
	Employment termination and post-resignation issues, where reporting is strongly entangled with resignation, unemployment benefits, and administrative concerns following job exit



	Topic 2
	Relational and emotional experiences of bullying, characterized by accumulated emotional distress in hierarchical relationships prior to formal institutionalization
	Legal dispute and evidentiary framing, articulating bullying as a legally contestable case requiring evidence, recordings, and juridical interpretation



	Topic 3
	Labor conditions and contractual conflicts, linking bullying to everyday employment issues such as contracts, wages, working hours, and leave
	Persistent everyday relational stress, indicating that daily relational strain and emotional suffering remain salient despite institutionalization





Topics are contrasted as descriptive thematic frames rather than one-to-one matched categories across identical models.




At the micro level (K = 12), these macro-level patterns were further elaborated through more specific thematic distinctions (see Table 4). Topics related to legal action, organizational procedures, and employment termination appeared more salient in the late period, whereas themes centered on emotional distress and relational conflict were relatively more pronounced in the early period. Together, the K = 4 and K = 12 results suggest that workplace-bullying discourse in the later-period corpus was organized in a more layered way, while experiential narratives remained present.

TABLE 4 Micro-level topic frames in the early (2019–2022) and late (2022–2025) periods (K = 12).




	Topic
	Early period (July 16, 2019–June 30, 2022)
	Late period (July 1, 2022–July 31, 2025)





	Topic 0
	Work continuation and exit process surrounding resignation, including attendance, overtime, handover, and pressure to remain before leaving
	Formal investigation and disciplinary procedures following reports, involving victims, perpetrators, HR, labor authorities, and litigation.



	Topic 1
	Organizational operation issues related to department transfer, personnel assignment, leave, and workplace placement
	Medical and psychological consequences of bullying, including treatment, diagnosis, and industrial accident compensation



	Topic 2
	Relational strain and emotional endurance in education and care-related occupations (e.g., teachers, instructors, caregivers)
	Criminal and legal disputes such as defamation, insults, threats, and police involvement following reports



	Topic 3
	Employment contracts and job security issues involving regular, probationary, or fixed-term positions
	Everyday managerial pressure and control by supervisors, particularly toward newcomers or subordinates



	Topic 4
	Conflicts arising from top-level management directives and reporting within organizational hierarchies
	Labor condition disputes related to contracts, wages, leave, and reporting mechanisms



	Topic 5
	Daily power struggles centered on supervisors' task assignments and authority in routine work
	Dismissal and wage settlement issues following termination, including unpaid salaries, and contract disputes



	Topic 6
	Working conditions in hospitals and field-based occupations, including shifts, night work, and on-site management
	Organizational operation conflicts related to task assignment, department structure, and managerial authority



	Topic 7
	Early-stage everyday bullying experiences marked by emotional reactions and minor incidents
	Administrative processing of resignation, including unemployment benefits and voluntary or forced departure



	Topic 8
	Interpersonal bullying and emotional distress involving ignoring, gossip, and relational exclusion
	Relational conflict and emotional exhaustion involving coworkers, supervisors, and part-time workers



	Topic 9
	Formal legal responses to bullying, including reporting, lawsuits, punishment, and labor office involvement
	Sexual harassment and assault cases, accompanied by legal consultation and counseling support



	Topic 10
	Wage, leave, and dismissal disputes between owners and, workers, particularly in small workplaces
	Managerial surveillance and control over attendance, communication, and on-site work processes



	Topic 11
	Post-resignation institutional responses, including unemployment benefits and compensation systems
	Evidence collection and documentation practices, such as recordings, emails, reports, and privacy-related issues





Topics are contrasted as descriptive thematic frames rather than one-to-one matched categories across identical models.




Overall, the K = 4 and K = 12 analyses capture complementary levels of corpus-level thematic contrast. The macro-level results (K = 4) are consistent with a contrast between more loosely organized accounts of work stress and relational conflict in the early period to more procedurally structured, report-centered framing in the late period. The micro-level results (K = 12) further indicate that, particularly in the later-period corpus, bullying-related discussions were represented across more specific issue domains such as investigation, legal disputes, and evidence documentation, while experiential distress remained present.




4 Discussion

Using a corpus of N = 10,788 workplace-bullying-related posts from Naver Knowledge iN (July 2019—July 2025), this study provides an exploratory description of how online help-seeking discourse is organized into recurring thematic structures following legal regulation. Because topic models were fitted separately by period, the analyses do not test statistical changes in identical topics or estimate causal effects. Within these constraints, the findings indicate that workplace bullying discourse extends beyond relational mistreatment and is closely intertwined with institutional references, including reporting and investigation procedures, disciplinary actions, legal disputes, evidentiary documentation, employment transitions, and medical and mental health responses.

Across periods, later discourse showed stronger clustering of procedural and institutional vocabulary—such as reporting, investigation, discipline, legal disputes, and documentation—together with clearer differentiation of thematic frames. In the 4-topic solution, period-specific discourse could be summarized along higher-order axes reflecting (a) hierarchical power relations, (b) institutional and procedural responses, (c) employment-related transitions, (d) psychological and emotional experiences. In the 12-topic solution, particularly in the later period, more granular issues—investigation processes, legal disputes, evidentiary framing and documentation, and medical or administrative responses—emerged as distinct topic domains rather than remaining embedded within broader narratives. Psychological distress was organized alongside relational and everyday stress narratives at the higher-order level (K = 4), whereas the finer-grained model (K = 12) additionally revealed more differentiated emotion- and relationship-conflict topics, suggesting a layered structure in which “suffering” and “procedural response” co-occur within the broader discourse. Notably, alongside emotional expressions (e.g., distress and stress), evaluative and action-oriented terms related to judgment, substantiation, and case handling were more visible in the later-period corpus, suggesting a stronger procedural framing of help-seeking narratives. This pattern should be interpreted as exploratory and descriptive rather than inferential.


4.1 Interpretation in relation to prior literature

International evidence has consistently linked workplace bullying exposure to poorer mental health and adverse occupational outcomes [e.g., (10, 12)], and longitudinal studies have further connected bullying with sickness absence and related indicators [e.g., (70)]. Research on antecedents has emphasized unfavorable psychosocial work environments and destructive or laissez-faire leadership as key predictors [e.g., (13, 71)]. However, much of this literature conceptualizes bullying primarily as an exposure or outcome, paying comparatively less attention to how institutional environments—legal rules, procedures, and formal channels—intersect with the construction and narration of bullying experiences. Acknowledging that some studies do consider psychological or contextual factors indirectly, this study's unique contribution is to examine how workplace-bullying experiences are constructed and narrated within a legal regulatory context. In other words, rather than simply identifying individual-level risk factors or outcomes, the analysis adopts a discourse- and institution-sensitive perspective, exploring the social and linguistic organization of bullying narratives under a new legal regime. This approach complements the existing “antecedents–consequences” framework by suggesting that definitions of bullying, narrative forms of experience, and invoked response resources may be articulated in relation to procedural concepts such as investigation, documentation, and evidentiary substantiation. Rather than indicating direct policy effects, these patterns are more appropriately interpreted as corpus-level contrasts that bring greater attention to macro-level legal and policy contexts alongside micro-level variables. This finding is consistent with theorizing that organizational contexts characterized by silence and power distance can constrain voice and increase the burdens associated with entering formal channels, including the perceived need to generate records and proof (72).



4.2 Discursive reorganization: eventification and proceduralization

One descriptive contrast between the two corpora was that, in the later-period corpus, terms and frames associated with reporting, investigation, discipline, legal disputes, and evidentiary documentation appeared more salient and more clearly differentiated. This pattern should be interpreted as a descriptive contrast in how thematic frames are organized across corpora, rather than as a reconstruction of individual case trajectories. Because LDA identifies corpus-level co-occurrence patterns rather than within-case sequences, the present findings do not show how individual experiences changed over time. Instead, they suggest that the later-period corpus was more often articulated through procedural and institutional categories, with clearer visibility of documentation, investigation, and formal handling frames. These contrasts may reflect a combination of legal, organizational, and discursive conditions, but they should not be interpreted as direct evidence of causal policy effects.

The appearance of “sexual harassment and assault cases” as a distinct later-period topic, together with legal consultation and support-seeking language, further indicates that discourse labeled as “workplace bullying” may internally differentiate into subdomains with distinct institutional pathways. Importantly, references to sexual harassment or sexual violence were initially identified through automated keyword screening during data filtering and subsequently subjected to manual review. Posts were excluded only when such references appeared without substantive descriptions of workplace bullying experiences. This topic should therefore be interpreted as reflecting boundary references within “workplace bullying”-named narratives rather than as a comprehensive representation of sexual harassment discourse. These changes should not be attributed solely to legal reform; they likely also reflect broader social learning, media attention, and the diffusion of organizational rules and training. Nonetheless, the observed thematic differentiation underscores the practical importance of implementation: institutional systems shape not only whether individuals report but also how they formulate and frame their experiences when seeking help.



4.3 Public health implications: multilevel prevention and implementation quality

A public health approach to workplace bullying emphasizes coordinated prevention and response across levels—reducing exposure (primary prevention), enabling early detection and protective intervention (secondary prevention), and supporting treatment, recovery, and return-to-work (tertiary prevention) (58). The higher-order thematic axes identified in the 4-topic solution (hierarchical power relations–institutional and procedural responses–employment-related transitions–psychological and emotional experiences) provide a useful lens for mapping discursive concerns onto this prevention continuum and for identifying points at which burdens and resource invocation become most salient. These implications should be understood as practical interpretations of corpus-level discourse patterns rather than as direct evidence that legal regulation itself produced the observed thematic contrasts.


4.3.1 Primary prevention: organizational design to reduce bullying occurrence

Recurring depictions of hierarchical control and coercive work assignment reinforce the view that bullying can be embedded in organizational structures and management practices rather than reflecting isolated individual deviance (13, 73). Primary prevention therefore targets structural risks through work design (e.g., workload, autonomy, role clarity), leadership development (communication and conflict management), and organizational culture monitoring to detect early signs of power abuse and exclusion. Given that psychosocial risk exposures may be elevated among precariously employed workers and in small workplaces or service and care sectors, prevention resources should be strategically prioritized to promote health equity (74, 75). In the South Korea context, translating these strategies into practices in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and fragmented subcontracting structures may require low-burden, scalable tools (e.g., standardized risk checklists, role-clarity templates, and brief supervisor coaching modules) rather than resource-intensive bespoke programs. Policy levers such as government subsidized consulting vouchers for SMEs and sector-specific minimum standards (e.g., for healthcare, hospitality, and care work) could operationalize primary prevention while reducing implementation gaps across organization size and employment type.



4.3.2 Secondary prevention: safe reporting and high-quality investigation

The prominence of reporting, investigation, evidence, and recording within the topic structure reflects both the availability of formal channels and the potential burdens these channels impose on targets. The emergence of evidentiary documentation as an independent theme suggests that substantiation work may itself constitute a substantial demand placed on help-seekers (37, 76). Effective secondary prevention therefore requires not only formal procedures but credible safety and protection mechanisms, including physical and work-related separation during investigations, explicit anti-retaliation measures, and investigator neutrality and competence. This is particularly salient in South Korea, where survey-based evidence indicates that many targets do not report, and retaliation following reporting remains a nontrivial concern (27, 76). Providing multiple entry points—such as anonymous consultation, informal resolution options, or ombuds systems—may increase opportunities to address problems before escalation (77). To strengthen neutrality and trust, organizations can adopt independent investigation arrangements (e.g., external investigators or cross-organizational panels), mandate training/certification for internal investigators, and implement auditable anti-retaliation protocols (e.g., rapid protection orders, documentation of transfer decisions, and follow-up checks). Importantly, implementation-focused indicators are needed to assess whether procedures operate safely and effectively (e.g., time to investigation initiation, protection enactment, retaliation monitoring, investigator capacity, and recurrence following case closure), consistent with process evaluation and implementation outcome frameworks (78, 79).



4.3.3 Tertiary prevention: treatment, compensation, and employment recovery support

The emergence of medical and mental health terms as a distinct later-period topic underscores that bullying-related harm may reach levels requiring clinical intervention (10, 12). Tertiary prevention includes timely linkage to mental health services (e.g., EAP, compensation pathways, treatment support), employment protection (e.g., preventing unfair dismissal and respecting worker preferences in transfers), appropriate perpetrator sanctions and recurrence prevention, and ongoing monitoring during return-to-work. Given that employment transition (resignation, dismissal, unemployment benefits, disputes) appeared as a higher-order axis, recovery support should integrate clinical care with employment, and administrative pathways rather than treating them as separate domains. Recent Korean administrative data also suggest that bullying-related harms are increasingly entering formal compensation and support systems, including work-related mental disorders recognized as industrial accidents (80, 81) and rising utilization of occupational trauma counseling services (82). These patterns underscore a practical gap that may be better addressed by case-management-style linkage integrating clinical care, documentation support, and employment/benefits navigation into a single, coordinated pathway.



4.3.4 Online platforms as auxiliary public health signals

Online Q&A spaces such as Naver Knowledge iN may function as complementary help-seeking routes rather than substitutes for formal administrative, legal, or medical channels, leveraging accessibility and anonymity (48, 83). Systematic analysis of these digital traces may help identify emerging burdens (e.g., documentation pressure), procedural bottlenecks (e.g., investigation and protection measures), and distress signals among potentially vulnerable groups, thereby supplementing public health surveillance. At the same time, the use of online discourse as an auxiliary signal requires careful attention to representativeness, privacy, and ethical constraints. Importantly, these signals are shaped by selection and participation processes specific to digital platforms. The corpus is more likely to reflect workers who are digitally connected, willing to disclose experiences in semi-public anonymous settings, and motivated to seek procedural or informational guidance, while underrepresenting workers whose experiences remain offline, unlabeled, or less easily articulated in platform-based formats.

A feasible integration framework is to treat platform signals as “rapid, ground-up feedback” consistent with infodemiology/infoveillance approaches—useful for early detection of new problem forms and procedural pain points—followed by validation and targeted follow-up using conventional surveys, administrative records, or workplace audits (54, 57). In practice, spikes in specific procedural concerns (e.g., documentation pressure or delayed investigations) could trigger focused implementation reviews (e.g., response-time audits, protection enactment checks) rather than being interpreted as prevalence estimates, preserving the auxiliary-signal logic while enhancing policy responsiveness.

Taken together, these implications may extend beyond the Korean context. As jurisdictions introduce or strengthen workplace bullying regulations, help-seeking discourse may in some contexts show greater visibility of substantiation, investigation processes, and documentation, suggesting that policy effectiveness depends not only on compliance but also on implementation designs that prioritize safety, protection, and recovery (23). At the same time, discursive patterns and intervention feasibility are likely to vary across cultural and institutional contexts (22, 42). Employment arrangements (standard vs. nonstandard work), sectoral conditions, and organizational size may further shape both experiential narratives and viable response pathways (19). Multilevel prevention strategies should therefore be adapted to local conditions when applied elsewhere.





5 Limitations

Several limitations warrant consideration. First, online Q&A data capture individuals who actively seek information and share experiences in digital spaces and thus may not represent the broader workforce; accordingly, the corpus should be interpreted as an auxiliary signal rather than a population estimate. This participation structure may overrepresent workers who are digitally literate, comfortable with anonymous online disclosure, or actively seeking advice about formal or procedural responses, while underrepresenting those who do not use digital help-seeking channels or whose experiences remain unposted. Second, because the corpus was assembled using the keyword “workplace bullying,” analyses are inherently bounded to narratives in which users explicitly adopt this label; relevant experiences described using alternative labels (e.g., “power abuse,” “conflict,” or “stress”) may be underrepresented. Third, cross-period comparisons are descriptive. Topic models were fitted separately by period and thematic frames were compared; however statistical tests of changes in topic prevalence were not conducted, nor were causal effects of legal reform estimated. Fourth, noun-centered tokenization—common in Korean topic modeling—may omit evaluative content conveyed through verbs, adjectives, and negation, potentially underrepresenting stance-taking or moral appraisal. Fifth, topic modeling captures corpus-level co-occurrence patterns and does not recover within-case temporal sequencing; topic labeling also necessarily involves interpretive judgment. Accordingly, any temporal interpretation in this study should be understood as a comparison of corpus-level thematic organization between document collections, not as evidence of longitudinal change within individual cases. Although topic interpretation was informed by iterative inspection of top terms and representative documents, transparency could be further strengthened by specifying labeling rules, inter-rater agreement procedures, and sensitivity checks more explicitly. Finally, discursive patterns were not linked to external outcomes (e.g., formal reporting, service utilization, sickness absence, turnover), limiting inference regarding behavioral or health impacts.


5.1 Future research directions

Future work could strengthen inference about temporal change by incorporating document-level metadata (e.g., year, sector, employment type) and modeling topic prevalence as a function of covariates using Structural Topic Models [STM; (84)], or by modeling temporal dynamics directly via Dynamic Topic Models [DTM; (85)]. Robustness could also be enhanced through systematic sensitivity analyses (e.g., alternative preprocessing choices, tokenization schemes, and stability checks across random seeds) and triangulation with qualitative methods. Substantively, priority directions include (1) linking discursive reorganization to downstream outcomes (e.g., reporting behavior, administrative or legal pathway use, mental health service utilization, sickness absence, turnover), (2) identifying organizational conditions that facilitate a shift from “knowing the law” to “using the law safely,” (3) addressing potential underrepresentation of vulnerable groups through targeted sampling or complementary data sources, and (4) evaluating multilevel prevention strategies using explicit implementation and process measures aligned with public health frameworks. In particular, future studies should consider strategies to capture the experiences of workers who may be underrepresented in mainstream online forums. For example, researchers could collect data from specialized communities frequented by certain vulnerable groups (e.g., anonymous nurse forums, call-center worker online communities, or migrant worker support websites) to ensure a more inclusive sample of bullying narratives. Qualitative approaches, such as in-depth interviews or focus groups with contract workers or foreign employees, could complement online text analysis to bring forward voices that might otherwise be overlooked. Indeed, recent surveys show that non-regular (freelance, temporary, or subcontracted) workers report higher rates of bullying than regular employees in Korea (86), underscoring the importance of including such groups in research. To achieve this, multi-language data collection and translation may be necessary; for instance, incorporating content from migrant workers' social media in their native languages could broaden the cultural scope of discourse analysis. By expanding data sources and methods, future research can better address the blind spots of this study and deepen our understanding of how workplace bullying is discussed and managed across diverse populations.




6 Conclusion

Workplace bullying constitutes a structural public health concern that requires coordinated multilevel prevention and response. Drawing on naturally occurring online help-seeking narratives accumulated over 6 years following legal regulation in South Korea, we observed corpus-level thematic patterns suggesting a more procedurally framed bullying discourse in the later-period corpus, with greater visibility of documentation, investigation, and institutional remedy pathways, while expressions of distress remained prominent. These findings should be interpreted as descriptive contrasts between corpora rather than as causal evidence of policy-driven change. This more procedurally framed pattern may be double-edged: without implementation designs that prioritize safety, protection, and recovery, formal systems may inadvertently intensify evidentiary burdens and risks of secondary victimization. Integrating primary prevention (organizational design and leadership), secondary prevention (safe reporting and high-quality investigations), and tertiary prevention (treatment and employment recovery support) into a coherent continuum remains central to reducing population-level harms.
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Introduction: Workplace gender microaggressions constitute subtle forms of symbolic violence that are often difficult to recognize, particularly in their manifestations as microinsults and microinvalidations. Although related constructs such as micromachismos and sexism have been examined in Spanish-speaking contexts, no validated Spanish-language instrument has operationalized these experiences in line with the microinsults–microinvalidations taxonomy. This study examines the psychometric properties of the Spanish adaptation of the Microinvalidations and Microinsults Scale (MIMI-16) in working women.
Methods: Two independent samples of working women in Spain (N1 = 352; N2 = 404) were analyzed. Confirmatory factor analyses using a robust weighted least squares estimator (WLSMV), multigroup analyses for measurement invariance, and correlational analyses for criterion-related validity were conducted.
Results: Supported the expected correlated two-factor structure, with moderate to high standardized loadings (λ = 0.60–0.92) and high reliability (ω = 0.88–0.89; composite reliability = 0.93–0.95). Measurement invariance was supported at the configural, metric, and scalar levels. Criterion-related validity was evidenced by associations with poorer workplace social relations, higher psychological distress and burnout, lower work engagement and job satisfaction, and greater turnover intention. However, the high inter-factor correlation and partial limitations in discriminant validity suggest substantial shared variance between dimensions.
Discussion: Overall, these findings support the reliability and structural validity of the Spanish MIMI-16 and its use for assessing subtle forms of gender-based violence in organizational contexts, while highlighting the need for further research on the distinctiveness of its dimensions.
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1 Introduction

In recent decades, research in social and organizational psychology has increasingly focused on subtle forms of gender-based discrimination embedded in everyday interactions and workplace contexts. Within this line of inquiry, gender microaggressions have been conceptualized as brief verbal, behavioral, or contextual exchanges that convey implicit messages of devaluation toward women, often in ambiguous ways and without explicit hostile intent (Sue et al., 2007; Sue, 2010), a characterization that resonates with earlier descriptions of micromachismos as low-intensity, socially legitimized practices of domination that operate through everyday interactions and tend to remain invisible due to their normalization (Bonino, 2004).

In organizational settings, repeated exposure to gender microaggressions directed at women has been linked to a range of adverse psychological and occupational outcomes, including increased emotional strain, lower well-being, and reduced professional self-confidence (Basford et al., 2014; Kim and Meister, 2023). Although these behaviors are typically characterized by their low intensity and high degree of normalization, their cumulative nature may contribute to the persistence of gender inequalities within workplace environments.

From a psychosocial perspective, gender microaggressions are not merely isolated incidents but interactional processes that may affect identity, perceived competence, and coping responses among women in professional contexts (Sue, 2010). Prior qualitative and theoretical work has emphasized that such experiences can elicit complex emotional reactions and require specific coping strategies, particularly when they occur repeatedly in environments marked by asymmetric power relations (Nadal and Haynes, 2012; Nadal et al., 2013).

Despite growing scholarly interest in this phenomenon, the systematic assessment of gender microaggressions in workplace settings remains limited, particularly outside Anglo-Saxon and Central European contexts. Most existing instruments were developed and validated within specific cultural frameworks, raising concerns about their structural validity and cross-cultural generalizability (Algner and Lorenz, 2022). Related measures—such as scales assessing hostile and benevolent sexism (Glick and Fiske, 1996, 2001) or instruments addressing symbolic violence in relational domains (Ferrer Pérez et al., 2008)—capture broader gender attitudes but do not assess the subtle, interactional nature of workplace microaggressions. In Spain, the Escala de Micromachismos (Torralba-Borrego and Garrido-Hernansaiz, 2021) has provided psychometric evidence for the measurement of micromachista attitudes in adult and university samples; however, it does not specifically target occupational interactions nor is it grounded in the microinsults–microinvalidations taxonomy proposed by Sue (2010).

Within this context, the Microinvalidations and Microinsults Scale (MIMI-16), developed by Algner and Lorenz (2022), represents one of the first instruments specifically designed to assess gender microaggressions directed at women in occupational settings, grounded in the taxonomy of microinvalidations and microinsults proposed by Sue (2010). Initial validation studies of this scale developed in German supported a correlated two-factor structure and provided evidence of adequate reliability and validity. However, the distinction between microinvalidations and microinsults remains theoretically and empirically complex. Given their conceptual proximity, these dimensions may exhibit substantial overlap, raising the possibility that gender microaggressions could also be represented as a more unified or hierarchically structured construct. Therefore, examining alternative factorial representations constitutes a relevant step in the validation of adapted versions of the instrument. Furthermore, particular attention should be given to their interrelationship, as they may share a substantial proportion of variance.

In addition, the expression, interpretation, and social normalization of microinvalidations and microinsults are likely to be shaped by cultural, linguistic, and organizational contexts. Accordingly, adaptation to a new linguistic setting requires empirical examination beyond simple translation, including the assessment of conceptual equivalence and structural validity in the target context.

Accordingly, the present study aims to adapt and validate the MIMI-16 in a sample of employed women in Spain. Specifically, we examine (a) the factorial structure of the instrument through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), including the evaluation of theoretically plausible alternative models, (b) its internal consistency, (c) measurement invariance across two independent samples, and (d) multiple sources of validity evidence, including convergent and discriminant validity at the latent level, as well as criterion-related validity through associations with psychosocial risk and occupational health indicators. Following the methodological logic of the original validation study (Algner and Lorenz, 2022), analyses were conducted in two independent samples in order to assess the structural stability and replicability of the model in the Spanish occupational context.



2 Methods


2.1 Participants and procedure

The sample consisted of employed women (i.e., individuals who self-identified as women) from a wide range of occupational sectors and Spanish regions. A non-probabilistic sampling strategy was employed, aimed at maximizing occupational and territorial heterogeneity, as commonly recommended in psychometric validation studies to examine factorial stability and external validity in adapted instruments (Boateng et al., 2018; Worthington and Whittaker, 2006).

The inclusion criteria were: (a) self-identifying as a woman, (b) being 18 years of age or older, and (c) being actively working at the time of data collection. A total of 788 participants initially met the inclusion criteria. Cases with incomplete responses on the MIMI-16 were excluded using listwise deletion, resulting in the exclusion of 32 cases (Sample 1: n = 10; Sample 2: n = 22) and a final analytic sample of N1 = 352 and N2 = 404 participants. The proportion of excluded cases was low (approximately 4.1%), suggesting a limited impact on the representativeness of the analytic sample.

Data collection was conducted using an online self-administered questionnaire hosted on a secure digital platform. The study invitation was disseminated through collaborating organizations, professional networks, and social media channels. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and all participants provided informed consent prior to completing the survey. Data were collected at two different time points for each sample, and recruitment was conducted through partially independent dissemination channels. No participant overlap between samples was allowed or detected.


2.1.1 Sample 1

Sample 1 consisted of 352 women from diverse occupational sectors and Spanish regions. This sample was predominantly drawn from the public sector and was characterized by substantial work experience and broad territorial representation (see Table 1).


TABLE 1 Sociodemographic and occupational characteristics of sample 1 (N = 352).


	Dimension
	Category
	%

 

 	Economic sector 	Public administration 	63.9


 	Hospitality 	17.9


 	Financial and insurance activities 	9.9


 	Administrative and support services 	6.8


 	Wholesale and retail trade 	1.4


 	Type of organization 	Public sector 	63.9


 	Private sector 	36.1


 	Main region 	Basque country 	19.0


 	Valencian community 	15.9


 	Canary islands 	12.8


 	Andalusia 	9.9


 	Other provinces 	42.4


 	Age 	Under 20 years 	7.1


 	20–29 years 	13.6


 	30–39 years 	12.2


 	40–49 years 	25.6


 	50–60 years 	32.4


 	Over 60 years 	9.1


 	Job tenure 	<1 year 	18.8


 	Between 1 and 2 years 	8.8


 	Between 2 and 5 years 	8.5


 	Between 5 and 10 years 	6.3


 	>10 years 	57.0


 	Nationality 	Spanish 	95.7


 	Migrant person 	4.3


 	Recognized disability 	Yes 	4.0


 	No 	96.0


 	Work modality 	Full or partial telework 	58.8


 	Exclusively on-site work 	41.2


 	Work organization 	Solo work 	40.6


 	Stable team work 	59.4


 	24/7 operational environment 	Yes 	13.1


 	No 	86.9


 	External violence (users, clients) 	Has experienced work-related aggression or conflicts 	14.5


 	Has not experienced external violence 	85.5




 

Overall, Sample 1 represents a heterogeneous and predominantly public-sector workforce, characterized by substantial professional experience, territorial diversity, and a notable presence of occupations involving public-facing roles and partial or full remote work.



2.1.2 Sample 2

Sample 2 consisted of 404 women from a wide range of occupational sectors and Spanish regions. In contrast to Sample 1, this group exhibited a more heterogeneous profile in terms of geographic origin, age, and type of organization, with a greater representation of private-sector employment (see Table 2).


TABLE 2 Detailed sociodemographic and occupational characteristics of sample 2 (N = 404).


	Dimension
	Category
	%

 

 	Economic sector 	Public administration and defense 	33.7


 	Health and social services 	28.2


 	Information and communication 	14.9


 	Hospitality 	13.9


 	Commerce and distribution 	7.4


 	Construction 	2.0


 	Type of organization 	Private sector 	75.2


 	Public sector 	24.8


 	Main region 	Community of Madrid 	51.0


 	Galicia 	16.8


 	Basque country 	7.9


 	Cantabria 	7.7


 	Aragon 	7.4


 	Other regions 	9.2


 	Age 	Under 20 years 	12.9


 	20–29 years 	19.6


 	30–39 years 	20.5


 	40–49 years 	20.0


 	50–59 years 	17.8


 	Over 60 years 	9.2


 	Job tenure 	< 1 year 	15.2


 	Between 1 and 2 years 	16.2


 	Between 2 and 5 years 	22.3


 	Between 5 and 10 years 	6.3


 	>10 years 	40


 	Nationality 	Spanish 	81.4


 	Migrant person 	18.6


 	Recognized disability 	Yes 	15.3


 	No 	84.7


 	Work modality 	Full or partial telework 	52.0


 	Exclusively on-site work 	48.0


 	24/7 operational environment 	Yes 	11.6


 	No 	88.4


 	External violence 	Has experienced work-related external violence 	18.3


 	Has not experienced external violence 	81.7




 

Overall, Sample 2 exhibited a younger and more diverse profile, with a stronger representation of the private sector, a higher prevalence of telework, and a substantial presence of participants from the healthcare and social services sectors. These differences enhance the comparative value of the study and allow for the examination of the stability of the measurement model across contrasting workplace contexts.



2.1.3 Combined sample

In addition to analyses conducted separately in each sample, a complementary set of analyses was performed using the combined sample (N = 756), obtained by pooling Sample 1 and Sample 2. This strategy was adopted to examine the stability of the factorial structure and psychometric properties of the MIMI-16 in a large and diverse group of working women, while preserving the independence of the original samples for comparative purposes.




2.2 Instruments

We assessed (a) the target measure, the original MIMI-16 scale, and (b) a set of external criterion measures used to examine criterion-related and nomological validity evidence.


2.2.1 Microinvalidations and Microinsults Scale (MIMI-16)

Gender microaggressions in the workplace were assessed using the Microinvalidations and Microinsults Scale (MIMI-16), developed by Algner and Lorenz (2022). The instrument consists of 16 items designed to measure two core dimensions of gender microaggressions: microinsults and microinvalidations. Microinsults refer to subtle comments or behaviors that implicitly question women’s professional competence, whereas microinvalidations involve the denial, minimization, or dismissal of experiences related to gender-based discrimination. Items are rated on a six-point rating-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree), with higher scores indicating greater perceived exposure to gender microaggressions in the workplace.

The Spanish version of the MIMI-16 was developed following a translation and back-translation procedure, in accordance with established guidelines for cross-cultural adaptation of psychological instruments (Brislin, 1970; Beaton et al., 2000; Hambleton et al., 2005). In the first stage, two bilingual translators with experience in psychological research independently translated the original German version into Spanish. The resulting translations were then compared and synthesized into a single consensual version after resolving discrepancies. Subsequently, a third bilingual translator, independent from the initial translators, performed a back-translation into German to assess semantic and conceptual equivalence with the original scale.

Finally, the original authors of the MIMI-16 reviewed the Spanish version to ensure that each item preserved its intended meaning and conceptual content. Although no formal cognitive pretesting was conducted, this step is acknowledged as a limitation. The resulting version was considered suitable for empirical evaluation in the Spanish workplace context. The German original and the Spanish translation of the MIMI-16 items are presented in Table 3.


TABLE 3 MIMI 16 German version and Spanish translation.


	Item
	German original MIMI-16
	Spanish version MIMI-16

 

 	Invalidations 	1 	Es kommt vor, dass männliche kollegen ein meeting fortsetzen, nachdem die frauen den raum verlassen haben 	Mis compañeros varones continúan las reuniones una vez las mujeres hemos salido de la habitación


 	Invalidations 	2 	Ich habe das gefühl, dass man mir weniger zutraut, weil ich eine frau bin 	Tengo la sensación de que la gente espera menos de mí porque soy mujer


 	Invalidations 	3 	Frauen bekommen komplimente für ihr äußeres, männer für ihre arbeitsleistung 	Las mujeres reciben cumplidos por su apariencia, los hombres por su desempeño laboral


 	Invalidations 	4 	Andere nehmen an, dass sich familiengründung negativ auf die arbeitsleistung von frauen auswirkt 	La gente asume que formar una familia tiene un impacto negativo en el desempeño laboral de las mujeres


 	Invalidations 	5 	Meine durchsetzungskraft wird im beruflichen kontext negativ bewertet 	Mi asertividad es vista negativamente en un contexto profesional


 	Invalidations 	6 	Man hat mir schon einmal zu verstehen gegeben, dass meine berufliche leistung anders bewertet wird, als die von männern 	Me han dicho que mi desempeño profesional se evalúa de manera diferente a la de los hombres


 	Invalidations 	7 	Ich habe das gefühl ständig meine berufliche qualifikation beweisen zu müssen 	Tengo la sensación de que tengo que demostrar desempeño laboral todo el tiempo


 	Invalidations 	8 	Vorschläge werden eher akzeptiert, wenn sie von einem mann geäußert werden 	Es más probable que se acepten las sugerencias si las hace un hombre


 	Insults 	9 	Manchmal bekomme ich komplimente, die ich als unangebracht empfinde 	A veces recibo cumplidos que considero inapropiados


 	Insults 	10 	Unter meinen kolleg*innen werden manchmal anzügliche witze gegenüber frauen gemacht 	Mis compañeros varones hacen bromas lascivas sobre mujeres


 	Insults 	11 	Es ist schon vorgekommen, dass kolleg*innen meine kleidung kommentierten 	Mis compañeros han comentado mi forma de vestir


 	Insults 	12 	Ich wurde in meinem arbeitsumfeld schon nach meinem menstruationszyklus gefragt 	Han hecho comentarios sobre mi ciclo menstrual en mi lugar de trabajo


 	Insults 	13 	Ich bin im beruflichen kontext sexualisiert worden 	He sido sexualizada en un contexto profesional


 	Insults 	14 	Es kam schon vor, dass man mir an meinem arbeitsplatz anzügliche kosenamen gegeben hat 	En mi lugar de trabajo me han puesto motes sugerentes


 	Insults 	15 	Mein verhalten wurde schon einmal aufgrund meines geschlechts scherzhaft nachgeahmt 	Mi comportamiento ha sido imitado en broma debido a mi género


 	Insults 	16 	Ich habe das gefühl, dass mein aussehen mehr für meinen beruflichen erfolg verantwortlich ist, als meine qualifikation 	Siento que mi apariencia es más responsable de mi éxito profesional que mi desempeño laboral





Translation–back-translation with expert review.
 




2.3 Criterion measures

To examine criterion-related and nomological validity evidence, the MIMI-16 was correlated with a set of psychological and organizational variables that have been theoretically and empirically linked to experiences of gender microaggressions in the workplace.


2.3.1 Psychological distress

Psychological distress was assessed using the Spanish version of the 12-item General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12; Goldberg and Williams, 1988), validated in the Spanish population by Sánchez-López and Dresch (2008). Items are rated on a 4-point rating scale ranging from 0 (less than usual) to 3 (much more than usual). An example item is: “Have you felt constantly under strain?”. Total scores were computed, with higher scores indicating greater psychological distress.



2.3.2 Burnout

Burnout was assessed using the Spanish version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI; Maslach et al., 1996). The MBI conceptualizes burnout as a multidimensional construct comprising emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. Items are rated on a 7-point frequency scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day). Example items include: “I feel emotionally exhausted by my work” (emotional exhaustion), “I have become more callous toward people since I took this job” (depersonalization), and “I feel I am positively influencing other people’s lives through my work” (personal accomplishment). The Spanish version of the MBI has demonstrated adequate reliability and construct validity in occupational samples (e.g., Moreno-Jiménez et al., 2001; Salanova et al., 2000).



2.3.3 Work engagement

Work engagement was assessed using the Spanish version of the 9-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9; Schaufeli et al., 2006). The scale measures three dimensions of engagement—vigor, dedication, and absorption—reflecting a positive, work-related affective–motivational state. Example items include: “At my work, I feel bursting with energy” (vigor), “I am enthusiastic about my job” (dedication), and “I am immersed in my work” (absorption). Items are rated on a 7-point frequency scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day). Evidence from Spanish samples included in the cross-national validation study supports the reliability and factorial validity of the UWES-9 (Schaufeli et al., 2006).



2.3.4 Job satisfaction

Job satisfaction was assessed using the 5-item Brief Job Satisfaction Measure originally developed by Judge et al. (1998). For the present study, we used the Spanish adaptation of this brief scale developed by Extremera et al. (2018). The instrument assesses individuals’ global affective evaluation of their job. Items are rated on a 7-point rating scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). An example item is: “I feel fairly satisfied with my present job.” Higher mean scores indicate greater overall job satisfaction.



2.3.5 Core self-evaluations (CSE)

Core self-evaluations were assessed using the Spanish version of the Core Self-Evaluations Scale (CSES; Judge et al., 2003), validated by Beléndez et al. (2018). The CSES is a 12-item measure of a broad dispositional construct encompassing self-esteem, generalized self-efficacy, locus of control, and emotional stability. Items are rated on a 5-point rating scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). An example item is: “I am confident in my abilities.” Higher scores indicate more positive core self-evaluations.



2.3.6 Occupational self-efficacy

Occupational self-efficacy was assessed using the short version of the Spanish version of the Occupational Self-Efficacy Scale (Rigotti et al., 2008). The scale consists of six items measuring individuals’ confidence in their ability to successfully deal with work-related demands and problems. Items are rated on a 6-point rating scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 6 (completely true). An example item is: “I can effectively solve the problems that arise in my work.” Higher scores indicate greater perceived occupational self-efficacy.



2.3.7 Turnover intention (TIS)

Turnover intention was assessed using the 6-item Turnover Intention Scale (TIS-6), originally developed by Roodt (2004) and later validated by Bothma and Roodt (2013). For the present study, we used the Spanish-language version of the scale (Morales Hernández, 2021). The scale consists of six items assessing the frequency with which individuals consider leaving their current job. Responses are recorded on a 5-point rating scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). An example item is: “How often have you thought about leaving your current job?” Higher scores indicate stronger turnover intentions.



2.3.8 Workplace social relations and exposure to interpersonal conflict

Workplace social relations and exposure to interpersonal conflict were assessed using selected items from the FPSICO 4.1 psychosocial risk questionnaire (NTP 926), developed by the Spanish National Institute for Safety and Health at Work (INSST) and widely used in Spain to evaluate psychosocial working conditions. Specifically, items from the Social Relations and Support factor assessing problematic interpersonal interactions and exposure to workplace violence were selected. Items are rated on a 5-point rating-type scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (always). An example item is: “Do conflicts or tense situations frequently arise in your work environment?” In addition, a composite index of social relations and support was computed by averaging the selected items, with higher scores indicating poorer social relations and greater exposure to adverse interpersonal experiences at work.




2.4 Data analysis

Preliminary data screening and assumption checking—including the examination of missing values, univariate normality, skewness, and kurtosis—were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27). Missing data were handled using listwise deletion, because only participants who completed all MIMI-16 items were retained for analysis. Therefore, CFA and multigroup CFA models were estimated using complete cases, and no imputation procedures were applied. CFA were estimated using the robust weighted least squares estimator with mean and variance adjustment (WLSMV), which is recommended for ordinal indicators. Given the six-point rating-type response format of the MIMI-16 and the observed deviations from normality in several items, WLSMV provides more appropriate parameter estimates and standard errors than maximum likelihood estimators. Although the original study employed MLR, the present study adopted WLSMV to better accommodate the ordinal nature of the data.

The model was first estimated using the combined sample (N = 756) and subsequently examined in two independent subsamples (N = 352 and N = 404) to assess the stability of the factorial structure across samples. In addition to the hypothesized correlated two-factor model, alternative theoretically plausible models (i.e., unidimensional, higher-order, and bifactor models) were also estimated and compared to evaluate the adequacy of the factorial structure. Model fit was evaluated using multiple indices: the chi-square statistic (χ2), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) with 90% confidence intervals, and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), following commonly accepted criteria (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

Given that the MIMI-16 has a clearly specified and empirically supported factorial structure in its original version (Algner and Lorenz, 2022), the present study adopted a confirmatory approach. Accordingly, no exploratory factor analysis was conducted, as the aim was not to identify an unknown latent structure but to evaluate the replicability and stability of a previously specified theoretical model in the Spanish workplace context. This decision is consistent with current methodological recommendations, which discourage the use of exploratory analyses when strong theoretical and empirical foundations exist and instead prioritize confirmatory methods for testing validated models (Boateng et al., 2018; Flora and Flake, 2017; Worthington and Whittaker, 2006).

Standardized factor loadings were computed, and internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha (α), McDonald’s omega (ω), and composite reliability (CR). Evidence of convergent and discriminant validity was examined through the average variance extracted (AVE) and the Fornell–Larcker criterion (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Additionally, the heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT) was computed as a complementary indicator of discriminant validity. These analyses were conducted using the semTools package (Jorgensen et al., 2021) and the MBESS package in R.

Finally, the results of the original validation study by Algner and Lorenz (2022) were used as a comparative benchmark for interpreting model fit and psychometric performance.

In addition to Pearson bivariate correlations used to examine criterion-related validity at the scale level, supplementary Spearman rank-order correlations were computed to assess the robustness of the observed associations given the ordinal nature of the response formats. This sensitivity analysis allowed us to verify that the pattern of relationships did not depend on parametric assumptions.




3 Results


3.1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses

Item-level descriptive statistics for the MIMI-16 are presented in Table 4. Across both samples, most items showed pronounced positive skewness and elevated kurtosis, indicating a strong concentration of responses at the lower end of the scale. Several items, particularly those reflecting more explicit forms of microinsults, exhibited substantial departures from normality, consistent with the presence of floor effects.


TABLE 4 Item-level descriptive statistics of the MIMI-16 by sample.


	Item
	Mean S1
	SD S1
	Skew S1
	Kurt S1
	Mean S2
	SD S2
	Skew S2
	Kurt S2

 

 	mi_1 	1.54 	1.28 	2.44 	4.81 	1.26 	0.90 	3.81 	14.39


 	mi_2 	1.47 	1.18 	2.68 	6.36 	1.32 	0.92 	3.22 	10.39


 	mi_3 	1.76 	1.38 	1.74 	1.86 	1.58 	1.24 	2.26 	4.25


 	mi_4 	2.35 	1.81 	1.03 	−0.43 	2.27 	1.67 	1.04 	−0.24


 	mi_5 	1.98 	1.51 	1.41 	0.79 	1.77 	1.39 	1.80 	2.13


 	mi_6 	1.70 	1.39 	2.04 	3.01 	1.54 	1.26 	2.41 	4.77


 	mi_7 	2.54 	1.92 	0.79 	−0.99 	2.52 	1.86 	0.79 	−0.92


 	mi_8 	1.94 	1.56 	1.53 	1.05 	1.67 	1.41 	2.12 	3.24


 	mi_9 	1.65 	1.26 	2.16 	4.00 	1.36 	0.96 	3.10 	9.53


 	mi_10 	1.59 	1.24 	2.39 	4.98 	1.34 	0.98 	3.53 	12.57


 	mi_11 	1.46 	1.09 	2.66 	6.68 	1.28 	0.87 	3.70 	14.12


 	mi_12 	1.20 	0.69 	4.53 	23.42 	1.12 	0.59 	5.91 	39.04


 	mi_13 	1.30 	0.88 	3.44 	12.14 	1.15 	0.66 	5.33 	30.91


 	mi_14 	1.20 	0.73 	4.48 	21.79 	1.08 	0.49 	6.94 	52.86


 	mi_15 	1.23 	0.82 	4.37 	20.13 	1.12 	0.60 	5.81 	37.04


 	mi_16 	1.55 	1.24 	2.47 	5.26 	1.28 	0.79 	3.51 	13.64





S1, Sample 1; S2, Sample 2; Skew, skewness; Kurt, kurtosis.
 

Following the methodological approach adopted in the original validation study of the MIMI-16 (Algner and Lorenz, 2022), Pearson bivariate correlations were first computed to examine the pattern of associations between MIMI-16 scores and the criterion variables related to psychosocial functioning and organizational outcomes.

Although the MIMI-16 items are ordinal, correlations were computed on aggregated scale scores, which approximate continuous distributions. To ensure robustness of the findings, supplementary analyses using Spearman rank-order correlations were also conducted. These yielded an equivalent pattern of associations in terms of direction, magnitude, and statistical significance across both samples (see Supplementary Tables S1, S2), supporting the stability of the results.

As an external organizational indicator, a global index of social relations and support was included. This index was derived from the FPSICO 4.1 psychosocial risk assessment instrument and computed by aggregating items assessing social relations, support, and exposure to problematic interpersonal interactions at work (see notes to Tables 5, 6). Additional correlations were examined with indicators of psychological health and work-related psychosocial variables. For Sample 1, these included psychological distress, work engagement, job satisfaction, and burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment). For Sample 2, analyses focused on core self-evaluations, turnover intention, and general self-efficacy.


TABLE 5 Pearson correlations between the MIMI-16 and psychosocial and organizational variables (sample 1).


	Scale and subscales
	MIMI-16 total
	Microinsults
	Microinvalidations
	Social relations and support
	Work engagement
	Psychological distress (GHQ)
	Job satisfaction
	Emotional exhaustion
	Depersonalization
	Personal accomplishment

 

 	MIMI total 	1 	0.848** 	0.936** 	0.551** 	−0.312** 	0.374** 	−0.415** 	0.398** 	0.437** 	0.117*


 	Microinsults 	0.848** 	1 	0.606** 	0.495** 	−0.281** 	0.290** 	−0.384** 	0.272** 	0.302** 	0.149**


 	Microinvalidations 	0.936** 	0.606** 	1 	0.497** 	−0.280** 	0.369** 	−0.366** 	0.415** 	0.454** 	0.076





*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
 


TABLE 6 Pearson correlations between the MIMI-16 and psychosocial and organizational variables (sample 2).


	Scale and subscales
	MIMI-16 total
	Microinsults
	Microinvalidations
	Social relations and support
	Core self-evaluations (CSE)
	Turnover intention (TIS)
	Occupational self-efficacy

 

 	MIMI total 	1 	0.841** 	0.951** 	0.343** 	−0.222** 	0.151** 	−0.117**


 	Microinsults 	0.841** 	1 	0.631** 	0.291** 	−0.139** 	0.102* 	−0.127*


 	Microinvalidations 	0.951** 	0.631** 	1 	0.325** 	−0.238** 	0.158** 	−0.095





*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
 


3.1.1 Pearson correlations (sample 1)

In Sample 1, the total MIMI-16 score showed a moderate to strong positive association with the global index of social relations and support (r = 0.551, p < 0.01), psychological distress (GHQ total; r = 0.374, p < 0.01), emotional exhaustion (r = 0.398, p < 0.01), and depersonalization (r = 0.437, p < 0.01). In contrast, negative associations were observed with work engagement (r = −0.312, p < 0.01) and job satisfaction (r = −0.415, p < 0.01). The association with personal accomplishment was smaller in magnitude (r = 0.117, p < 0.05).

When the two dimensions of the MIMI-16 were examined separately, microinsults and microinvalidations exhibited associations in the same direction and of comparable magnitude. Both dimensions were statistically significantly correlated with the global index of social relations and support and with indicators of psychological health and work-related well-being.

Overall, these results indicate that higher levels of perceived gender microaggressions are consistently associated with poorer psychosocial functioning and less favorable work-related outcomes, with stronger associations observed for proximal indicators such as burnout, distress, and job satisfaction. The full set of correlation coefficients for Sample 1 is reported in Table 5.



3.1.2 Pearson correlations (sample 2)

In Sample 2, the total MIMI-16 score showed a positive association with the global index of social relations and support (r = 0.343, p < 0.01) and with turnover intention (r = 0.151, p < 0.01), as well as negative associations with core self-evaluations (CSE total; r = −0.222, p < 0.01) and occupational self-efficacy (r = −0.117, p < 0.01).

Consistent with the findings for Sample 1, the microinsults and microinvalidations dimensions exhibited associations in the same direction and of comparable magnitude. The full set of correlation coefficients for Sample 2 is presented in Table 6.




3.2 Confirmatory factor analysis

Following the original two-factor structure proposed by Algner and Lorenz (2022), a correlated two-factor model was specified, comprising microinvalidations (mi_1–mi_8) and microinsults (mi_9–mi_16). Given the ordinal nature of the response scale and the marked skewness observed in several items, models were estimated using WLSMV.

The model was first tested separately in each sample and subsequently in the pooled dataset. Fit indices for the correlated two-factor model across samples are presented in Table 7. In Sample 1 (N = 352), the model showed overall acceptable fit, although RMSEA values were slightly above conventional thresholds. In Sample 2 (N = 404), fit indices were good or very good. In the combined sample (N = 756), the model demonstrated excellent overall fit, χ2 (103) = 223.09, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.983, TLI = 0.981, SRMR = 0.057, and RMSEA = 0.051, 90% CI [0.045, 0.057].


TABLE 7 CFA fit indices (sample 1, sample 2, total).


	Sample
	
N

	
χ
2

	df
	
p

	CFI
	TLI
	SRMR
	RMSEA
	90% CI RMSEA

 

 	Sample 1 	352 	260.71 	103 	<0.001 	0.977 	0.973 	0.071 	0.066 	[0.056, 0.076]


 	Sample 2 	404 	171.74 	103 	<0.001 	0.986 	0.984 	0.064 	0.041 	[0.030, 0.051]


 	Total sample 	756 	223.09 	103 	<0.001 	0.983 	0.981 	0.057 	0.051 	[0.045, 0.057]





Estimation method, WLSMV with ordinal indicators. Reported values correspond to scaled fit indices.
 

To further evaluate the dimensional structure of the instrument, several theoretically plausible alternative models (i.e., unidimensional, higher-order, and bifactor models) were estimated and compared. The corresponding fit indices are presented in Table 8. Comparative analyses indicated that the unidimensional model provided inferior fit, whereas the higher-order model did not yield interpretable parameter estimates. Although the bifactor model showed improved nominal fit, it resulted in inadmissible solutions (negative latent variances), suggesting model instability and potential overfitting.


TABLE 8 Comparison of alternative factorial models for the MIMI-16.


	Model
	
χ
2

	df
	CFI
	TLI
	RMSEA
	90% CI RMSEA
	SRMR
	Notes

 

 	Unidimensional 	609.28 	104 	0.96 	0.95 	0.080 	[074, 0.086] 	0.087 	Poorer fit


 	Two correlated factors 	341.07 	103 	0.98 	0.98 	0.055 	[049, 0.062] 	0.059 	Retained as most interpretable solution


 	Higher-order 	— 	102 	— 	— 	— 	— 	0.059 	Did not yield interpretable fit indices


 	Bifactor 	184.30 	88 	0.99 	0.99 	0.038 	[0.030, 0.046] 	0.034 	Inadmissible solution (negative latent variances)




 

Taken together, these results support the correlated two-factor model as the most parsimonious and interpretable solution, while acknowledging the substantial shared variance between factors.


3.2.1 Standardized factor loadings

Standardized loadings, presented in Table 9, in the pooled dataset ranged from 0.65 to 0.93 for microinvalidations and from 0.80 to 0.91 for microinsults, indicating strong associations between observed indicators and their respective latent factors.


TABLE 9 Standardized factor loadings.


	Item
	Factor
	λ (standardized)

 

 	mi_1 	Microinvalidations 	0.73


 	mi_2 	Microinvalidations 	0.88


 	mi_3 	Microinvalidations 	0.86


 	mi_4 	Microinvalidations 	0.72


 	mi_5 	Microinvalidations 	0.80


 	mi_6 	Microinvalidations 	0.92


 	mi_7 	Microinvalidations 	0.71


 	mi_8 	Microinvalidations 	0.89


 	mi_9 	Microinsults 	0.84


 	mi_10 	Microinsults 	0.82


 	mi_11 	Microinsults 	0.80


 	mi_12 	Microinsults 	0.88


 	mi_13 	Microinsults 	0.91


 	mi_14 	Microinsults 	0.83


 	mi_15 	Microinsults 	0.89


 	mi_16 	Microinsults 	0.81





All loadings p < 0.001.
 

All items loaded substantially on their intended factors, supporting the internal coherence of the two dimensions. However, consistent with the high correlation observed between factors, these results also suggest that both dimensions capture closely related aspects of workplace gender microaggressions.




3.3 Measurement invariance across samples

To examine the stability of the MIMI-16 measurement model across independent samples of working women, multigroup CFA were conducted using the WLSMV estimator, which is recommended for ordinal indicators. The results are presented in Table 10.


TABLE 10 Measurement invariance across samples (WLSMV estimation).


	Model
	CFI
	RMSEA
	SRMR
	ΔCFI
	ΔRMSEA
	ΔSRMR

 

 	Configural 	0.984 	0.048 	0.065 	— 	— 	—


 	Metric 	0.987 	0.043 	0.075 	+0.003 	−0.005 	+0.010


 	Scalar 	0.984 	0.046 	0.065 	−0.003 	+0.003 	−0.010





Δ values are relative to the preceding model.
 

Measurement invariance was tested sequentially following standard procedures for ordinal data: configural invariance (same factorial structure across groups), metric invariance (equal factor loadings), and scalar invariance (equal factor loadings and thresholds). Because WLSMV estimation does not rely on traditional χ2 difference testing, decisions were based on changes in approximate fit indices, in line with current methodological recommendations (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002; Chen, 2007). Specifically, invariance was supported when changes in CFI were ≤0.010, RMSEA ≤0.015, and SRMR ≤0.030 for metric and ≤0.010 for scalar invariance.

The configural model demonstrated acceptable fit (CFI = 0.984; RMSEA = 0.048; SRMR = 0.065), indicating that the two-factor structure was similarly represented in both samples. Imposing equality constraints on factor loadings (metric invariance) did not result in a meaningful deterioration of model fit (CFI = 0.987; RMSEA = 0.043; SRMR = 0.075), with changes in fit indices (ΔCFI = 0.003; ΔRMSEA = −0.005; ΔSRMR = 0.010) well below recommended thresholds. Likewise, the scalar invariance model (equal loadings and thresholds) showed comparable fit (CFI = 0.984; RMSEA = 0.046; SRMR = 0.065), again meeting established criteria for invariance.

Taken together, these findings support configural, metric, and scalar invariance of the MIMI-16 across samples, indicating that the factorial structure, factor loadings, and item thresholds are largely comparable. This level of invariance supports comparisons of structural relations across samples. In the present study, scalar invariance was primarily established to confirm measurement stability rather than to support latent mean comparisons.



3.4 Reliability and latent convergent/discriminant validity

Internal consistency was high for both dimensions. Ordinal alpha values were 0.92 (microinvalidations) and 0.95 (microinsults). Model-based omega coefficients were 0.88 and 0.89, respectively. Composite reliability (CR) values exceeded 0.93 for both factors, indicating strong internal consistency.

Convergent validity at the latent level was examined through the average variance extracted (AVE). AVE values were 0.64 for microinvalidations and 0.73 for microinsults, exceeding the recommended 0.50 threshold and suggesting adequate to strong convergence between indicators and their respective latent constructs.

The latent correlation between factors was high (r ≈ 0.83), reflecting the conceptual proximity of both dimensions. Discriminant validity was evaluated using the Fornell–Larcker criterion. Specifically, the AVE for microinvalidations (0.64) was lower than the squared inter-factor correlation (r2 ≈ 0.69), indicating that the criterion was not met for this dimension. To complement this analysis, the heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT) was computed, yielding a value of 0.83, which falls below the recommended threshold of 0.85 and provides additional support for discriminant validity. The results are presented in Table 11.


TABLE 11 Reliability, AVE/CR and discriminant validity for the MIMI-16.


	Factor
	
α

	Ordinal α
	
ω

	CR
	AVE
	
r

	
r
2

	Discriminant validity

 

 	Microinvalidations 	0.85 	0.92 	0.88 	0.93 	0.64 	0.83 	0.69 	Partial


 	Microinsults 	0.86 	0.95 	0.89 	0.95 	0.73 	0.83 	0.69 	Adequate




 

Taken together, these results indicate substantial shared variance between microinvalidations and microinsults. However, considering the HTMT results and the theoretical relatedness of both dimensions within the broader microaggression framework, the distinction between factors remains interpretable, albeit with caution.

Beyond latent-level evidence, the pattern of associations with external psychosocial and organizational variables provides criterion-related and nomological validity evidence, rather than convergent or discriminant validity in the strict psychometric sense.



3.5 Comparison of factorial model fit between Spanish and German samples

To contextualize the findings, descriptive comparisons were conducted between the Spanish and German validation studies. Across datasets, global fit indices were broadly comparable, with Spanish samples showing CFI and RMSEA values within—and in some cases exceeding—those reported in the original German validation. The results are presented in Table 12.


TABLE 12 Comparison Spanish vs.German fit indices.


	Sample
	
N

	
χ
2

	df
	CFI
	TLI
	SRMR
	RMSEA
	90% CI RMSEA

 

 	German-study 1 (dataset 2) 	250 	150.34 	103 	0.959 	0.953 	0.049 	0.046 	[0.029, 0.062]


 	German-study 2 (dataset 1) 	306 	207.43 	103 	0.936 	0.926 	0.049 	0.062 	[0.050, 0.074]


 	German-study 2 (dataset 2) 	306 	174.84 	103 	0.960 	0.954 	0.042 	0.051 	[0.038, 0.064]


 	Spanish-sample 1 	352 	260.71 	103 	0.977 	0.973 	0.071 	0.066 	[0.056, 0.076]


 	Spanish-sample 2 	404 	171.74 	103 	0.986 	0.984 	0.064 	0.041 	[0.030, 0.051]


 	Spanish-total sample 	756 	223.09 	103 	0.983 	0.981 	0.057 	0.051 	[0.045, 0.057]





Spanish models estimated using WLSMV with ordinal indicators.
 

These comparisons should be interpreted with caution, as they are descriptive in nature and do not reflect formal statistical equivalence testing across samples or studies.

Nevertheless, the overall similarity in model fit provides preliminary support for the structural robustness of the MIMI-16 across different linguistic and cultural contexts.




4 Discussion

The present study sought to examine the factorial structure and measurement invariance of the Spanish adaptation of the MIMI-16 in two independent samples of working women. Overall, the results supported the replication of the original correlated two-factor model and provided consistent evidence of structural validity across samples.

However, the substantial correlation observed between microinvalidations and microinsults, together with the partial limitations identified in discriminant validity, points to a considerable degree of shared variance between both dimensions. From this perspective, the findings are more appropriately interpreted as reflecting a two-dimensional structure comprising closely related facets of a broader underlying construct, rather than fully independent factors.

This interpretation is consistent with theoretical accounts of microaggressions as a unified phenomenon expressed through distinct but interrelated forms (Sue, 2010), in which microinvalidations and microinsults represent differentiated yet overlapping manifestations of symbolic gender-based devaluation.

Notably, alternative factorial representations—including unidimensional, higher-order, and bifactor models—were examined but either showed inferior fit or yielded inadmissible or unstable solutions. Taken together, model comparisons indicate that although a general factor may underlie gender microaggressions, the correlated two-factor structure provides the most stable and interpretable representation of the construct in the Spanish context.


4.1 Factorial structure and psychometric properties

Model fit across both independent samples and the pooled dataset supported the adequacy of the correlated two-factor structure under WLSMV estimation. Standardized factor loadings were generally moderate to high, indicating that items functioned consistently as indicators of their respective dimensions. Microinvalidations showed slightly greater variability in loadings than microinsults, which may reflect the broader and more ambiguous nature of invalidating experiences in workplace interactions. This pattern is consistent with theoretical accounts describing microinvalidations as subtle, often normalized practices that may be differentially interpreted depending on organizational culture and role expectations (Sue, 2010; Nadal and Haynes, 2012).

With respect to reliability, both dimensions demonstrated high internal consistency, as indicated by Cronbach’s alpha, McDonald’s omega, and ordinal alpha coefficients. Composite reliability and average variance extracted values further supported the convergent validity of the scale. However, the AVE for microinvalidations was lower than the squared inter-factor correlation, indicating that the Fornell–Larcker criterion was not met for this dimension. This result reflects the substantial empirical overlap between microinvalidations and microinsults, which was further qualified by HTMT values below recommended thresholds, supporting a cautious but defensible distinction between factors. In line with these findings, alternative factorial representations (unidimensional, higher-order, and bifactor models) were examined but either showed inferior fit or yielded inadmissible or unstable solutions.

Taken together, these results suggest that the two dimensions capture differentiated yet highly interrelated manifestations of gender microaggressions. This pattern is consistent with theoretical perspectives that conceptualize microaggressions as a unified phenomenon expressed through distinct but overlapping forms (Sue, 2010), thereby supporting the retention of a correlated two-factor structure despite the high degree of shared variance.

Importantly, multigroup analyses supported configural, metric, and scalar invariance across samples, indicating that the factorial structure, loadings, and thresholds operated comparably in both subsamples. This strengthens confidence in the structural stability of the instrument and supports the comparability of latent scores across independent samples within the same cultural context.



4.2 Criterion-related validity and nomological evidence

Beyond internal structure, the pattern of associations between MIMI-16 scores and external criteria provided further support for construct validity. Higher exposure to gender microaggressions was consistently associated with poorer workplace social relations, greater psychological distress and burnout, lower work engagement and job satisfaction, and higher turnover intention.

Importantly, the strength of these associations differed across samples, with stronger relationships observed in Sample 1, which included more proximal, state-like indicators (e.g., burnout, distress, job satisfaction), and weaker associations in Sample 2, which relied on more distal and dispositional constructs (e.g., core self-evaluations and occupational self-efficacy).

This pattern was robust to alternative (nonparametric) correlation estimates, with supplementary analyses yielding an equivalent pattern of results across both independent samples. These findings align with prior research documenting the cumulative psychosocial costs of gender microaggressions in organizational settings (Basford et al., 2014; Kim and Meister, 2023) and reinforce the scale’s nomological validity within occupational research contexts.

Taken together, the present findings provide converging evidence supporting the reliability, structural validity, measurement invariance, and criterion-related validity of the Spanish version of the MIMI-16. While some psychometric indicators suggest substantial overlap between dimensions, the overall pattern of results supports its use as a theoretically grounded measure of workplace gender microaggressions in both research and applied contexts.



4.3 Limitations and future research

Several limitations of the present study should be acknowledged. First, the use of a non-probabilistic sampling strategy limits the generalizability of the findings beyond the populations and occupational contexts represented in the study. Although efforts were made to maximize heterogeneity in terms of sectors, regions, and employment conditions, future research should replicate these findings using probabilistic or stratified sampling designs.

Second, the cross-sectional design precludes causal inferences regarding the relationships between gender microaggressions and psychosocial or occupational outcomes. Longitudinal designs would be particularly valuable for examining the temporal dynamics and cumulative effects of workplace microaggressions, as well as their potential role in the development of psychological distress, burnout, and turnover intention over time.

Third, all variables were assessed using self-report measures collected within the same survey context, which may raise concerns regarding common-method variance. Although the primary aim of the present study was the psychometric validation of a measurement instrument rather than causal modeling, and self-report methodologies are standard in scale validation research, future studies should consider incorporating multi-source assessments (e.g., supervisor ratings or objective organizational indicators) or longitudinal designs to further examine the robustness of the observed associations. Nevertheless, the replication of the expected pattern of associations across two independent samples reduces the likelihood that the findings are solely attributable to shared method variance.

Fourth, although the scale demonstrated acceptable levels of discriminant validity according to HTMT criteria, the high shared variance between microinvalidations and microinsults suggests that their distinction should be interpreted with caution. This overlap may reflect partially overlapping manifestations of gender microaggressions rather than fully distinct constructs, and future research should further examine the dimensional structure of the instrument using alternative modeling approaches and diverse samples.

Fifth, the study did not include established Spanish-language measures assessing conceptually related constructs (e.g., micromachismos or ambivalent sexism), which limited the extent to which convergent validity could be examined at the construct level. Incorporating such measures in future studies would strengthen convergent validity evidence.

Sixth, different sets of criterion variables were used across samples, including more proximal, state-like outcomes in Sample 1 and more distal, dispositional constructs in Sample 2. Although this design allowed us to examine the scale across diverse nomological contexts, it limited the direct comparability of criterion-related validity evidence between samples. Future studies should include overlapping criterion measures across samples to enhance comparability.

Finally, although the MIMI-16 was originally developed and validated in Germany, its application in different cultural contexts requires caution. When using the scale in other national settings, future research should consider that the specific manifestations of gender microaggressions may vary as a function of cultural and organizational context. Although the present study validated a Spanish-language version of the MIMI-16, data were collected exclusively in Spain; therefore, further research should adapt and examine the measure in other Spanish-speaking cultural contexts.

These findings should be interpreted within the constraints of cross-sectional self-report data and require replication across different cultural and organizational contexts.




5 Conclusion

In conclusion, the present study provides initial empirical support for the reliability and validity of the Spanish version of the MIMI-16 as an instrument for assessing gender microaggressions in occupational settings. The original correlated two-factor structure—comprising microinvalidations and microinsults—was replicated across two independent samples and demonstrated structural stability across groups, in line with the specification proposed by Algner and Lorenz (2022).

From a psychometric standpoint, the scale demonstrated adequate factor loadings, high levels of internal consistency, and evidence of convergent validity. At the same time, the strong correlation between dimensions and partial limitations in discriminant validity indicate that both factors capture closely related aspects of a broader underlying construct. This pattern is consistent with theoretical models of microaggressions (Sue, 2010; Nadal and Haynes, 2012), which conceptualize these phenomena as interconnected expressions of gender-based devaluation rather than fully independent categories.

Overall, the findings support the use of the MIMI-16 as a theoretically grounded and psychometrically adequate tool for examining subtle forms of gender-based discrimination in workplace contexts, while highlighting the need for continued research to further refine its dimensional structure and cross-cultural applicability.
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Purpose: Drawing upon moral disengagement theory, this study investigates the cognitive mechanisms and boundary conditions underlying how and when ambient coworker incivility spills over into workplace cheating behavior (WCB). Specifically, we offer a nuanced perspective on ethical leadership by examining its unintended amplifying effect in uncivil work environments.
Methods: Utilizing a three-wave, time-lagged field survey with one-month intervals, we collected data from 252 full-time employees. We estimated a moderated mediation model using path analysis and bias-corrected bootstrapping to examine how ethical leadership conditionally shapes the indirect effect of coworker incivility on WCB via moral disengagement.
Results: Results reveal that employee moral disengagement serves as a cognitive mechanism mediating the positive relationship between coworker incivility and subsequent cheating behavior. High ethical leadership amplifies the positive relationship between coworker incivility and moral disengagement. Consequently, the positive indirect effect of coworker incivility on WCB via moral disengagement is significantly stronger when ethical leadership is high rather than low.
Conclusion: This study provides evidence that coworker incivility translates into workplace cheating by deactivating employees’ ethical self-regulation. Importantly, it highlights an unintended consequence of ethical leadership: when leaders espouse stringent moral standards but peer incivility remains unchecked, the stark contrast between normative expectations and interpersonal reality equips employees with potent cognitive justifications to morally disengage, thereby exacerbating ethical erosion.
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Introduction

Workplace cheating behavior (WCB), defined as “unethical acts intended to create an unfair advantage or avoid negative outcomes” (Mitchell et al., 2018), poses a pervasive and costly threat to organizational integrity and functioning. Consequently, organizational scholars have increasingly focused on identifying the workplace stressors that precipitate such self-serving misconduct. Among various stressors, coworker incivility, characterized as “low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm” (Andersson and Pearson, 1999; Lim and Cortina, 2005), has emerged as a particularly ubiquitous and insidious interpersonal challenge. While extensive research demonstrates that targets of incivility often respond with negative emotions or direct retaliation against the instigator (e.g., tit-for-tat incivility; Andersson and Pearson, 1999), far less is known about how and why these everyday interpersonal slights spill over into unethical transgressions directed at the work itself, such as cheating. Addressing this theoretical puzzle is critical for understanding how seemingly interpersonal mistreatment can silently escalate into ethical breaches that compromise the broader organizational system.

To explicate this psychological spillover, we draw upon moral disengagement theory (Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, 1999) to propose that employee moral disengagement serves as the critical cognitive mechanism linking exposure to coworker incivility to WCB. According to this theory, individuals typically refrain from unethical conduct because it violates internal moral standards and triggers self-censure. However, this self-regulatory system can be selectively deactivated through cognitive rationalizations, a process known as moral disengagement (Bandura et al., 1996). We argue that operating in an environment permeated by coworker incivility, where mutual disrespect and interpersonal norm violations are frequently exhibited among peers, provides employees with potent cognitive justifications to loosen their own moral boundaries.

Specifically, exposure to such ambient incivility leads employees to cognitively reframe the workplace as a context where ethical guidelines are malleable or unenforced. This perception facilitates cognitive strategies such as the diffusion of responsibility or advantageous comparison (Bandura, 1999; Moore et al., 2012), allowing individuals to rationalize that their own ethical compromises are acceptable given the broader climate of peer misconduct. Once moral self-regulation is deactivated, the psychological barriers to committing unethical acts are dismantled. Consequently, employees are more likely to engage in self-serving transgressions, such as WCB, because the moral cost of doing so has been cognitively neutralized by the prevailing uncivil context (Detert et al., 2008; Moore et al., 2012).

While the mediating role of moral disengagement elucidates how ambient incivility translates into cheating, it is equally critical to identify the boundary conditions under which this cognitive erosion is exacerbated. Traditionally, ethical leadership, defined as the demonstration and promotion of normatively appropriate conduct (Brown et al., 2005), has been predominantly viewed as a strong deterrent against workplace misconduct (Newman et al., 2020; Ogunfowora et al., 2022). However, we offer a more nuanced perspective by exploring the interactive tension between conflicting normative cues within the organizational context. Specifically, what happens when the stringent moral standards espoused by an ethical leader collide with a work environment permeated by peer incivility?

Drawing further on moral disengagement theory, we posit a counter-intuitive hypothesis: high ethical leadership paradoxically amplifies the positive relationship between ambient coworker incivility and employee moral disengagement. When an ethical leader explicitly advocates for respect yet ambient incivility remains rampant, it creates a stark cognitive discrepancy. Due to a strong contrast effect, this glaring inconsistency suggests that the leader’s ethical standards are merely rhetorical and unenforced (Dineen et al., 2006; Martin et al., 2014). Consequently, rather than buffering the negative effects of incivility, high ethical leadership inadvertently provides employees with even more potent cognitive justifications to disengage morally. Employees exposed to such contradictory cues are more likely to rely on specific cognitive rationalizations, such as displacement of responsibility or moral justification (Bandura, 1999; Ashforth and Anand, 2003). Thus, the presence of an ethical leader in a highly uncivil environment serves as a catalyst, rather than a deterrent, for moral disengagement.

Taken together, the present study develops and tests a moderated mediation model to systematically examine the psychological mechanisms and boundary conditions underlying the translation of ambient coworker incivility into WCB. Specifically, we propose that employee moral disengagement mediates the positive relationship between exposure to coworker incivility and subsequent cheating behavior. Furthermore, we identify ethical leadership as a critical situational moderator in this process. We hypothesize that high levels of ethical leadership will amplify the positive effect of ambient incivility on moral disengagement, thereby strengthening the overall indirect effect on WCB. Figure 1 depicts our theoretical framework.
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FIGURE 1
 Hypothesized research model.


The present study advances the extant literature by unpacking the cognitive mechanisms that link ambient coworker incivility to organizational misconduct. By identifying moral disengagement as a critical mediator, we shift the theoretical focus toward the erosion of ethical self-regulation (Schilpzand et al., 2016). Furthermore, we offer a nuanced perspective on the traditional assumption that ethical leadership consistently deters misconduct (Brown et al., 2005). By highlighting the interactive tension between conflicting contextual cues (Newman et al., 2020), we reveal the unintended consequences of ethical leadership when it collides with a highly uncivil peer environment (Hayat et al., 2025). Ultimately, our model demonstrates how the discrepancy between interpersonal realities (i.e., ambient incivility) and normative expectations (i.e., ethical leadership) collectively shapes employees’ moral disengagement and subsequent cheating behaviors.



Theoretical framework and hypotheses


Coworker incivility and moral disengagement

According to moral disengagement theory (Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, 1999), individuals typically regulate their behaviors to align with internalized moral standards, anticipating self-sanctions if they violate these norms. Meanwhile, individuals can cognitively deactivate these self-regulatory processes through a set of cognitive mechanisms, collectively termed moral disengagement, allowing them to act unethically without experiencing distress (Moore et al., 2012). We argue that observed coworker incivility provides the contextual impetus for such cognitive deactivation.

First, frequent exposure to rude and disrespectful treatments creates a perception of a hostile and norm-violating work environment. This toxic interpersonal context facilitates the displacement of responsibility (Bandura, 1999). When the workplace is permeated with incivility (Han et al., 2022; Magley et al., 2026), employees are more likely to attribute their own relaxation of moral standards to the broader dysfunctional environment or the instigators, rather than taking personal accountability. Consequently, employees may rationalize their relaxation of moral standards by perceiving that the widespread disregard for interpersonal rules by others diminishes their own obligation to strictly adhere to moral norms (Christian and Ellis, 2014).

Second, viewing the work environment as inherently unfair or hostile due to coworkers’ mistreatment, employees can cognitively justify their subsequent moral loosening as a legitimate defensive response or a deserved reaction against an unfair system (Hillebrandt and Barclay, 2013; Valle et al., 2019). Consequently, the pervasive experience of coworker incivility provides employees with convenient cognitive rationalizations to bypass their moral compass, leading to elevated levels of moral disengagement. Thus, we hypothesize the following:


H1: Coworker incivility is positively related to employee moral disengagement.





Ethical leadership and moral disengagement

Leadership styles significantly shape employees’ moral cognition (Brown et al., 2005; Moore et al., 2019). Ethical leaders serve as salient moral role models in the workplace. By explicitly articulating ethical standards and holding employees accountable for their actions, ethical leaders cultivate a strong moral environment that reinforces employees’ internal moral self-regulatory systems (Bandura, 1999). This heightened moral awareness and strict adherence to ethical norms make it psychologically difficult for employees to utilize cognitive rationalizations, such as displacing responsibility or distorting consequences, to justify misconduct (Treviño et al., 2006; Hsieh et al., 2020). Consequently, the presence of ethical leadership effectively inhibits the cognitive deactivation process, thereby reducing employees’ tendency to morally disengage. Thus, we hypothesize the following:


H2: Ethical leadership is negatively related to employee moral disengagement.





The moderating role of ethical leadership

Although ethical leadership generally inhibits baseline moral disengagement, we propose that it amplifies the positive relationship between coworker incivility and moral disengagement. Drawing on moral disengagement theory, we argue that the cognitive rationalizations required to deactivate moral self-regulation are highly contingent on the contextual cues provided by leaders and the broader social environment (Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, 1999).

Under high ethical leadership, leaders explicitly promote moral standards and interpersonal respect, establishing high normative expectations. However, when ambient coworker incivility frequently occurs within this context, it triggers a sharp contrast effect, providing employees with highly potent cognitive justifications to morally disengage. Specifically, the stark cognitive discrepancy between the leader’s espoused expectations and the interpersonal reality facilitates the displacement of responsibility and the attribution of blame (Bandura et al., 1996; Christian and Ellis, 2014). Employees can cognitively rationalize their moral disengagement by blaming the leader’s failure to enforce the espoused rules (Greenbaum et al., 2015; Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara and Viera-Armas, 2019). They may justify their transgressions by reasoning that if heavily promoted ethical norms remain unenforced, they are absolved from the obligation to adhere to them. Ultimately, this salient inconsistency provides a powerful cognitive rationale for employees to bypass their moral compass.

Conversely, under low ethical leadership, the workplace lacks clear moral guidelines, and incivility may be perceived as a routine aspect of a morally ambiguous environment (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). In such contexts, there is no salient ethical framework to “disengage” from. Because the environment does not explicitly demand high moral adherence, employees do not need to exert strong cognitive efforts, such as resolving a sharp expectation-reality discrepancy or displacing responsibility onto the leader, to rationalize their own moral relaxation. Consequently, the cognitive mechanisms of moral disengagement are less intensely activated by coworker incivility when ethical leadership is low. Thus, we hypothesize the following:


H3: Ethical leadership moderates the positive relationship between coworker incivility and employee moral disengagement. Specifically, the positive relationship is stronger when ethical leadership is high rather than low.





Moral disengagement and WCB

Extensive research drawing on moral disengagement theory has established a robust link between moral disengagement and various forms of unethical conduct (Detert et al., 2008; Moore et al., 2012). According to Bandura (1999), when individuals successfully deactivate their internal moral self-regulatory processes, they are freed from the anticipatory guilt and self-censure that typically deter wrongdoing. Consequently, morally disengaged employees are more likely to engage in WCB. Because they have cognitively reframed these transgressions as acceptable, justified, or consequence-free, the psychological barriers to committing such acts are removed (Newman et al., 2020; Ogunfowora et al., 2022). Therefore, consistent with prior literature, we expect a positive relationship between moral disengagement and WCB.


H4: Employee moral disengagement is positively related to WCB.



Taking the rationales for Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 4 together, we further propose a moderated mediation model.


H5: Ethical leadership moderates the indirect effect of coworker incivility on WCB via moral disengagement. Specifically, the positive indirect effect is stronger when ethical leadership is high rather than low.






Methods


Participants and procedure

Data were collected from full-time employees working at a large construction company located in central China using a convenience sampling method. We purposefully selected this industry because its high-pressure, project-based environment makes it highly relevant for examining interpersonal stressors like workplace incivility and leadership dynamics. With the assistance of the human resources department, we distributed questionnaires to 320 employees. To encourage participation, respondents received a cash reward of 10 RMB for completing each wave, totaling 30 RMB (approximately $4.4 USD). To match the surveys across the three waves while ensuring confidentiality, participants were required to input the last six digits of their mobile phone numbers as unique identification codes, which protected their anonymity.

To minimize potential common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012) and establish temporal precedence for our hypothesized model, we conducted a three-wave field survey with a one-month time lag between each wave. At Time 1, participants reported their demographic information (i.e., gender, age, and education), coworker incivility, and ethical leadership. One month later (Time 2), participants were asked to rate their moral disengagement. After another month (Time 3), participants reported their WCB.

After matching the data across all three time points and excluding incomplete responses or those that failed the attention check, we obtained a final valid sample of 252 employees, yielding an effective response rate of 78.75%. Among the final 252 participants, 70.6% were male. The average age of the participants was 30.37 years (SD = 13.77). Regarding educational background, 27.8% held a high school diploma or below, 51.2% held an associate degree, and 21.0% held a bachelor’s degree.



Measures

Because the original measurement scales were developed in English, we followed the standard back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1980) to create the Chinese versions of the survey instruments. Unless otherwise specified, participants responded to all items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Coworker incivility. We measured coworker incivility at Time 1 using a 4-item scale adapted from Lim and Cortina (2005). Participants were asked to indicate the frequency with which they experienced uncivil behaviors from their coworkers. A sample item is “My coworker put others down or was condescending to others.” The Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.87.

Ethical leadership. At Time 1, employees rated their supervisors’ ethical leadership using the 10-item scale developed by Brown et al. (2005). A sample item is “My leader can be trusted.” The Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.90.

Moral disengagement. At Time 2, we assessed employees’ moral disengagement using a 4-item scale validated by Welsh et al. (2020). A sample item is “Questionable behavior is sometimes justifiable given the actual interpersonal atmosphere in my organization.” The Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.83.

WCB. At Time 3, employees self-reported their WCB using a 7-item scale developed by Mitchell et al. (2018). A sample item is “I made it look like I am working when I am not.” The Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.84.

Control variables. Consistent with prior research on moral literature (e.g., Allmon et al., 2000; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010), we controlled for employees’ gender, age, and education level in our analyses, as these demographic characteristics may potentially influence individuals’ moral disengagement and subsequent WCB.



Data analysis

We conducted our statistical analyses using R software with the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012). Our analytical procedures proceeded in three main steps. First, to evaluate the discriminant validity of our focal constructs, we performed confirmatory factor analyses. Following established methodological recommendations (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016), model fit was assessed using a combination of absolute and incremental fit indices, including the comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). Generally, CFI and TLI values greater than 0.90, and RMSEA and SRMR values below 0.08 indicate an acceptable model fit (Kline, 2016).

Second, we employed path analysis to test the main and moderation hypotheses. To minimize potential multicollinearity issues and facilitate the interpretation of the interaction term, the independent variable (coworker incivility) and the moderator (ethical leadership) were mean-centered prior to creating the interaction term (Aiken and West, 1991). For significant interactions, we conducted simple slope analyses and plotted the effects at one standard deviation above and below the mean of the moderator, as recommended by Aiken and West (1991).

Finally, to test the moderated mediation model, we calculated the index of moderated mediation (Hayes, 2015). We utilized bias-corrected bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples to estimate the 95% confidence intervals for the conditional indirect effects. Bootstrapping is highly recommended for testing indirect effects because it avoids the assumption of a normal sampling distribution and provides greater statistical power (Preacher et al., 2007).




Results


Confirmatory factor analyses

To examine the discriminant validity of our focal constructs (i.e., coworker incivility, ethical leadership, moral disengagement, and WCB), we conducted confirmatory factor analyses. The hypothesized 4-factor model demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data: χ2 (269) = 512.70, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.06. Furthermore, we compared the hypothesized 4-factor model with all 6 alternative 3-factor models (by combining different pairs of constructs). Results revealed that all alternative models yielded significantly poorer fit, with χ2 (272) ranging from 843.49 to 1209.48. Chi-square difference tests indicated that the hypothesized 4-factor model fit the data significantly better than all alternative 3-factor models [Δχ2 (3) ranging from 330.79 to 696.78, p < 0.001]. Together, these results provide strong support for the discriminant validity of our focal variables.



Hypothesis tests

In Table 1, we presented the descriptive statistics and correlations for all variables included in our study. We then utilized path analysis to test our hypotheses, and results are presented in Table 2. Hypothesis 1 proposed that coworker incivility is positively related to employee moral disengagement. As shown in Model 1 of Table 2, after accounting for the control variables, the unstandardized path coefficient from coworker incivility to moral disengagement was positive and statistically significant (b = 0.28, SE = 0.07, p < 0.01). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported.


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations.


	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

 

 	1. Gender 	1.29 	0.46 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2. Age 	30.37 	13.77 	−0.06 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	3. Education 	1.93 	0.70 	0.13* 	−0.31** 	 	 	 	 	


 	4. Coworker Incivility 	2.24 	0.75 	−0.03 	0.06 	−0.13* 	(0.87) 	 	 	


 	5. Ethical Leadership 	4.20 	0.53 	−0.00 	−0.01 	0.05 	−0.32** 	(0.90) 	 	


 	6. MD 	2.46 	0.79 	−0.08 	0.07 	−0.12 	0.28** 	−0.15* 	(0.83) 	


 	7. WCB 	2.31 	0.60 	−0.00 	−0.07 	0.04 	0.24** 	−0.13* 	0.29** 	(0.84)





N = 252. MD, Moral Disengagement; WCB, Workplace Cheating Behavior. Gender was coded as 1 = male, 2 = female. Education was coded as 1 = high school and below, 2 = associate degree, 3 = bachelor’s degree, 4 = graduate degree and above. Cronbach’s αs are reported in parentheses along the diagonal. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01.
 


TABLE 2 Results of path analysis.


	Variables
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3



	MD
	WCB
	MD
	WCB
	MD
	WCB

 

 	Intercept 	2.69**(0.23) 	1.81**(0.21) 	2.73**(0.24) 	1.77**(0.22) 	2.77**(0.22) 	1.84**(0.22)


 	Gender 	−0.11(0.11) 	0.01(0.08) 	−0.11(0.11) 	0.01(0.08) 	−0.14(0.10) 	0.01(0.08)


 	Age 	0.00(0.00) 	0.00(0.00) 	0.00(0.00) 	0.00(0.00) 	0.00(0.00) 	0.00(0.00)


 	Education 	−0.07(0.07) 	0.06(0.06) 	−0.10(0.07) 	0.05(0.06) 	−0.07(0.07) 	0.06(0.06)


 	Coworker Incivility 	0.28**(0.07) 	0.15**(0.05) 	 	 	0.20**(0.07) 	−0.06(0.08)


 	Ethical Leadership 	 	 	−0.21*(0.09) 	−0.11(0.07) 	−0.13(0.09) 	0.14*(0.06)


 	Interaction 	 	 	 	 	0.31**(0.11) 	0.03(0.09)


 	MD 	 	0.19**(0.05) 	 	0.22**(0.05) 	 	0.19**(0.05)


 	R
2
 	0.09 	0.12 	0.04 	0.10 	0.12 	0.13





N = 252. MD, Moral Disengagement; WCB, Workplace Cheating Behavior; Interaction, Coworker Incivility × Ethical Leadership. Unstandardized path coefficients are reported, with standard errors in parentheses. Predictors were mean-centered prior to forming the interaction term. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that ethical leadership is negatively related to employee moral disengagement. Consistent with our expectation, results in Model 2 of Table 2 revealed a significant negative relationship between ethical leadership and moral disengagement (b = −0.21, SE = 0.09, p < 0.05). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 received support.

Hypothesis 3 proposed that ethical leadership moderates the positive relationship between coworker incivility and employee moral disengagement, such that the relationship is stronger when ethical leadership is high. As shown in Model 3 of Table 2, the interaction term between coworker incivility and ethical leadership was significantly and positively related to moral disengagement (b = 0.31, SE = 0.11, p < 0.01). To further interpret the nature of this significant interaction, we conducted simple slope analyses and plotted the interaction effect at high (+1 SD) and low (−1 SD) levels of ethical leadership (see Figure 2). The simple slope tests revealed that the positive relationship between coworker incivility and moral disengagement was strong and significant when ethical leadership was high (b = 0.36, SE = 0.09, p < 0.01), but became weak and non-significant when ethical leadership was low (b = 0.03, SE = 0.09, ns). These results indicate that high ethical leadership exacerbates the positive effect of coworker incivility on moral disengagement. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

[image: Line graph showing the relationship between coworker incivility (x-axis: low, medium, high) and moral disengagement (y-axis: 2.4 to 3) for three levels of ethical leadership. High ethical leadership line increases sharply, medium increases moderately, and low remains nearly flat.]

FIGURE 2
 Moderating effect of ethical leadership on relationship between coworker incivility and moral disengagement.


Hypothesis 4 predicted that employee moral disengagement is positively related to WCB. As shown in the WCB column of Model 3 in Table 2, after controlling for demographic variables and the independent variables, moral disengagement was positively and significantly related to WCB (b = 0.19, SE = 0.05, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Hypothesis 5 proposed a moderated mediation model, such that ethical leadership moderates the positive indirect effect of coworker incivility on WCB via moral disengagement. To test this hypothesis, we estimated the conditional indirect effects and the index of moderated mediation using bias-corrected bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples.

As presented in Table 3, the index of moderated mediation was significant [b = 0.06, SE = 0.03, 95% CI (0.01, 0.11)], as the confidence interval excluded zero. Specifically, the indirect effect of coworker incivility on WCB via moral disengagement was positive and significant when ethical leadership was high [+1 SD; b = 0.07, SE = 0.02, 95% CI (0.02, 0.12)], but was not significant when ethical leadership was low [−1 SD; b = 0.01, SE = 0.02, 95% CI (−0.03, 0.04)]. These results demonstrate that the positive indirect effect is stronger under high ethical leadership. Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported.


TABLE 3 Results of moderated mediation effect.


	Conditions
	b
	SE
	95% CI

 

 	Moderated mediation effect 	0.06* 	0.03 	[0.01, 0.11]


 	High EL (+1 SD) 	0.07* 	0.02 	[0.02, 0.12]


 	Low EL (−1 SD) 	0.01 	0.02 	[−0.03, 0.04]





N = 252. EL, Ethical Leadership; CI, Confidence interval. Unstandardized coefficients (b) are reported. The moderated mediation effect represents the index of moderated mediation. The 95% CIs were computed using bias-corrected bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples. *p < 0.05.
 




Discussion

The primary objective of this research was to delineate how and when everyday interpersonal mistreatment, specifically, ambient coworker incivility, escalates into self-serving organizational transgressions. Drawing on moral disengagement theory, our results confirm that moral disengagement acts as a crucial cognitive conduit linking exposure to uncivil peers with WCB. By navigating a disrespectful environment, employees cognitively deactivate their ethical self-regulation, which subsequently removes the psychological barriers to cheating. Most intriguingly, our study uncovers a paradoxical boundary condition that adds nuance to the traditional view of ethical leadership as a consistent deterrent against misconduct. We found that high levels of ethical leadership actually exacerbate the positive relationship between ambient incivility and moral disengagement, thereby strengthening the indirect effect on cheating. Ultimately, these findings suggest that when a leader’s strict moral rhetoric collides with an unchecked, uncivil peer environment, the resulting normative discrepancy inadvertently equips employees with powerful cognitive rationalizations to bypass their moral compass.


Theoretical implications

Our first theoretical implication lies in extending the literature on the spillover effects of workplace incivility by illuminating the cognitive mechanisms that link interpersonal mistreatment to organizational misconduct. While a substantial body of research has established that exposure to incivility typically elicits affective reactions, withdrawal, or direct retaliation against the instigator (Andersson and Pearson, 1999; Cortina et al., 2001; Porath and Erez, 2007), far less is known about how these everyday interpersonal slights escalate into self-serving ethical transgressions, such as cheating (Mitchell et al., 2018). By identifying moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999; Moore et al., 2012) as the critical cognitive bridge, we shift the theoretical narrative from an emotion-driven or retaliatory paradigm (Hayat et al., 2025) to one of cognitive erosion. We demonstrate that a work environment permeated by peer disrespect does more than just foster negative feelings; it fundamentally alters employees’ moral cognition. Ambient incivility signals that normative boundaries are malleable, thereby equipping employees with convenient cognitive rationalizations to deactivate their ethical self-regulation (Detert et al., 2008). Consequently, our findings provide a more nuanced understanding of the insidious nature of incivility: it silently dismantles the psychological barriers to wrongdoing, allowing employees to engage in cheating behaviors while remaining insulated from the self-censure that typically deters such acts.

Second, our findings offer a counter-narrative to the dominant view that ethical leadership universally serves as a robust buffer against workplace misconduct (Al Halbusi et al., 2025; Brown et al., 2005; Jeong et al., 2025; Kalra et al., 2025; Mayer et al., 2012; Ogunfowora et al., 2022; Qasim and Laghari, 2025). By revealing that high ethical leadership paradoxically amplifies the positive relationship between ambient incivility and moral disengagement, we illuminate a critical blind spot in the ethical leadership literature. When a leader explicitly espouses high moral standards but ambient incivility remains unchecked among peers, it creates a stark normative discrepancy. Rather than mitigating unethical tendencies, this glaring contradiction provides employees with highly potent cognitive justifications, such as the displacement of responsibility (Bandura, 1999), to morally disengage. Employees can easily rationalize their own ethical compromises by blaming the leader’s failure to enforce the promoted norms, a reaction to low behavioral integrity (Simons, 2002). Consequently, this study enriches the boundary conditions of ethical leadership by demonstrating that leadership effectiveness cannot be fully understood in isolation from the surrounding peer environment (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978; Oc, 2018). Espousing ethical values without corresponding enforcement in a toxic context may inadvertently accelerate, rather than arrest, ethical erosion.

Finally, our research advances moral disengagement theory by highlighting the interactive tension between conflicting contextual cues (Fida et al., 2025). While prior literature has predominantly examined the antecedents of moral disengagement in isolation, focusing either on leadership styles or peer behaviors as independent triggers, our study paints a more complex, interactive picture. We demonstrate that the deactivation of moral self-regulation is not merely a straightforward reaction to a single stressor. Instead, it is a sophisticated cognitive response to the glaring discrepancy between interpersonal realities (i.e., coworker incivility) and normative expectations (i.e., ethical leadership). By conceptualizing moral disengagement as a product of contextual dissonance, we answer calls for a more integrative approach to ethical decision-making (Tenbrunsel and Smith-Crowe, 2008; Treviño et al., 2014). Employees do not process leadership rhetoric and peer behavior in a vacuum; rather, they actively compare and synthesize these social cues (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). When these organizational signals sharply collide, the resulting dissonance provides the exact fertile psychological ground needed for specific moral disengagement mechanisms, such as moral justification and displacement of responsibility (Bandura, 1999), to flourish. Thus, our moderated mediation model provides a more holistic and dynamic understanding of how complex, and sometimes contradictory, organizational environments collectively shape employees’ moral cognition.



Practical implications

Our findings yield several imperative insights for managerial practice, particularly regarding the unintended consequences of ethical leadership in uncivil environments. First, it is crucial for leaders to consistently align their rhetoric with tangible actions to avoid creating a stark contrast between ethical expectations and workplace reality. Our counter-intuitive finding, that ethical leadership may exacerbate misconduct when paired with high ambient incivility, serves as a cautionary note regarding moral advocacy. When managers espouse lofty ethical standards without enacting substantive disciplinary measures against uncivil behaviors, such advocacy risks backfiring, potentially fostering cynicism and facilitating moral disengagement. Thus, to be truly effective, ethical leadership should ideally be accompanied by consistent behavioral enforcement.

Second, organizations are encouraged to cultivate a climate that actively discourages ambient incivility. While managers may be tempted to dismiss minor interpersonal frictions as trivial or private matters, our results underscore that these everyday slights can act as a catalyst for cognitive erosion, gradually undermining the collective moral compass and ultimately escalating into organizational transgressions such as cheating. Finally, organizations can benefit from proactively monitoring and addressing employees’ moral cognitive dynamics. Through targeted ethics training and interventions, management can equip employees to identify and challenge common moral disengagement rationalizations, such as displacing blame onto leaders’ inaction or diffusing responsibility among uncivil peers, thereby interrupting the cognitive pathways that lead to misconduct.



Limitations and future directions

Despite its theoretical and practical implications, this study has several limitations that offer fruitful avenues for future research. First, although we utilized a time-lagged design to mitigate common method variance, the correlational nature of our data precludes definitive causal inferences. Future research could employ experimental designs or experience sampling methods (ESM) to capture the dynamic, within-person fluctuations of moral disengagement and establish stricter causality.

Second, because our data were collected exclusively in China, the cross-cultural generalizability of our findings remains to be tested. Cultural dimensions like high power distance may uniquely amplify employees’ sensitivity to the discrepancy between leadership rhetoric and peer incivility. Future research could cross-validate our model in Western or other diverse cultural contexts to establish the boundary conditions of this paradoxical effect.




Conclusion

In conclusion, this study unveils the insidious cognitive pathway through which ambient workplace incivility spills over into self-serving cheating behavior. More importantly, it highlights the unintended consequences of ethical leadership. By demonstrating that high ethical advocacy, when juxtaposed with unchecked peer incivility, paradoxically exacerbates employees’ moral disengagement, we add nuance to the assumption that ethical leadership acts as a consistent deterrent against misconduct. Ultimately, our findings serve as a potent reminder that in the absence of rigorous behavioral enforcement, moral rhetoric may inadvertently cultivate the very unethical behaviors it seeks to prevent, transforming a well-intentioned ethical climate into a contradictory environment that fosters moral disengagement.



Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

Ethical approval was not required for the studies involving humans because under Chinese regulations, institutional ethics approval is not required for anonymous, voluntary, and non-clinical survey research involving adult participants. All procedures involving human participants were conducted strictly in accordance with the ethical standards of the American Psychological Association (APA). The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

BF: Writing – review & editing, Writing – original draft, Formal analysis, Methodology, Data curation, Conceptualization. ZC: Supervision, Resources, Writing – review & editing, Funding acquisition.



Funding

The author(s) declared that financial support was received for this work and/or its publication. This study was supported in part by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (Grant no. 72272088).


Conflict of interest

The author(s) declared that this work was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declared that Generative AI was used in the creation of this manuscript. During the preparation of this work, the authors used Generative AI in order to improve the readability, language, and academic tone of the manuscript. After using this tool, the authors thoroughly reviewed and edited the content as needed and take full responsibility for the final content, originality, and accuracy of the publication.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.




References
	 Aiken,L. S., and West,S. G. (1991). Multiple Regression: Testing and Interpreting Interactions. Newbury Park, Calif: Sage Publications.
	 Al Halbusi,H., Ruiz-Palomino,P., Linuesa-Langreo,J., and Scalzo,G. (2025). Ethical leadership as a driver of supervisor technical and social effectiveness: a triple helix for cultivating employees’ sense of purpose. Bus. Ethics Environ. Responsib. 34, 2013–2033. doi: 10.1111/beer.12750
	 Allmon,D. E., Page,D., and Roberts,R. (2000). Determinants of perceptions of cheating: ethical orientation, personality and demographics. J. Bus. Ethics 23, 411–422. doi: 10.1023/A:1006087104087
	 Andersson,L. M., and Pearson,C. M. (1999). Tit for tat? The spiraling effect of incivility in the workplace. Acad. Manag. Rev. 24, 452–471. doi: 10.2307/259136
	 Ashforth,B. E., and Anand,V. (2003). The normalization of corruption in organizations. Res. Organ. Behav. 25, 1–52. doi: 10.1016/S0191-3085(03)25001-2
	 Bandura,A. (1999). Moral disengagement in the perpetration of inhumanities. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 3, 193–209. doi: 10.1207/s15327957pspr0303_3, 
	 Bandura,A., Barbaranelli,C., Caprara,G. V., and Pastorelli,C. (1996). Mechanisms of moral disengagement in the exercise of moral agency. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 71, 364–374. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.71.2.364
	 Brislin,R. W. (1980). “Translation and Content Analysis of Oral and Written Material,” in Handbook of Cross-Cultural Psychology: Methodology, eds. H. C. Triandis and J. W. Berry (Boston: Allyn & Bacon), 389–444.
	 Brown,M. E., Treviño,L. K., and Harrison,D. A. (2005). Ethical leadership: a social learning perspective for construct development and testing. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 97, 117–134. doi: 10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.03.002
	 Christian,J. S., and Ellis,A. P. J. (2014). The crucial role of turnover intentions in transforming moral disengagement into deviant behavior at work. J. Bus. Ethics 119, 193–208. doi: 10.1007/s10551-013-1631-4
	 Cortina,L. M., Magley,V. J., Williams,J. H., and Langhout,R. D. (2001). Incivility in the workplace: incidence and impact. J. Occup. Health Psychol. 6, 64–80. doi: 10.1037/1076-8998.6.1.64
	 Detert,J. R., Treviño,L. K., and Sweitzer,V. L. (2008). Moral disengagement in ethical decision making: a study of antecedents and outcomes. J. Appl. Psychol. 93, 374–391. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.93.2.374, 
	 Dineen,B. R., Lewicki,R. J., and Tomlinson,E. C. (2006). Supervisory guidance and behavioral integrity: relationships with employee citizenship and deviant behavior. J. Appl. Psychol. 91, 622–635. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.91.3.622
	 Fida,R., Skovgaard-Smith,I., Barbaranelli,C., Paciello,M., Searle,R., Marzocchi,I., et al. (2025). The suspension of morality in organisations: conceptualising organisational moral disengagement and testing its role in relation to unethical behaviours and silence. Hum. Relat. 78, 959–994. doi: 10.1177/00187267241300866
	 Greenbaum,R. L., Mawritz,M. B., and Piccolo,R. F. (2015). When leaders fail to “walk the talk”: supervisor undermining and perceptions of leader hypocrisy. J. Manage. 41, 929–956. doi: 10.1177/0149206312442386
	 Han,S., Harold,C. M., Oh,I.-S., Kim,J. K., and Agolli,A. (2022). A meta-analysis integrating 20 years of workplace incivility research: antecedents, consequences, and boundary conditions. J. Organ. Behav. 43, 497–523. doi: 10.1002/job.2568
	 Hayat,A., Gamage,A., and Shahid,S. (2025). Workplace incivility and employee well-being in the hospitality industry in Pakistan: a moderated mediation model. Stress. Health 41:e70069. doi: 10.1002/smi.70069, 
	 Hayes,A. F. (2015). An index and test of linear moderated mediation. Multivar. Behav. Res. 50, 1–22. doi: 10.1080/00273171.2014.962683
	 Hillebrandt,A., and Barclay,L. J. (2013). Integrating organizational justice and affect: new insights, challenges, and opportunities. Soc. Justice Res 26, 513–531. doi: 10.1007/s11211-013-0193-z
	 Hsieh,H.-H., Hsu,H.-H., Kao,K.-Y., and Wang,C.-C. (2020). Ethical leadership and employee unethical pro-organizational behavior: a moderated mediation model of moral disengagement and coworker ethical behavior. Leadersh. Organ. Dev. J. 41, 799–812. doi: 10.1108/LODJ-10-2019-0464
	 Hu,L., and Bentler,P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure analysis: conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Struct. Equ. Model. Multidiscip. J. 6, 1–55. doi: 10.1080/10705519909540118
	 Jeong,S. S., Sun,C., and Yam,K. C. (2025). The affective processes of ethical leadership: the role of moral emotions. J. Bus. Ethics 196, 149–167. doi: 10.1007/s10551-024-05718-8
	 Kalra,A., Singh,R., Badrinarayanan,V., and Gupta,A. (2025). How ethical leadership and ethical self-leadership enhance the effects of idiosyncratic deals on salesperson work engagement and performance. J. Bus. Ethics 196, 169–188. doi: 10.1007/s10551-024-05717-9
	 Kish-Gephart,J. J., Harrison,D. A., and Treviño,L. K. (2010). Bad apples, bad cases, and bad barrels: meta-analytic evidence about sources of unethical decisions at work. J. Appl. Psychol. 95, 1–31. doi: 10.1037/a0017103, 
	 Kline,R. B. (2016). Principles and Practice of Structural Equation Modeling. 4th Edn New York: The Guilford Press.
	 Lim,S., and Cortina,L. M. (2005). Interpersonal mistreatment in the workplace: the interface and impact of general incivility and sexual harassment. J. Appl. Psychol. 90, 483–496. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.90.3.483, 
	 Magley,V. J., Kabat-Farr,D., Malcore,M. A., and Walsh,B. M. (2026). Workplace incivility. Annu. Rev. Organ. Psychol. Organ. Behav. 13, 337–361. doi: 10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-020924-072249
	 Martin,S. R., Kish-Gephart,J. J., and Detert,J. R. (2014). Blind forces: ethical infrastructures and moral disengagement in organizations. Organ. Psychol. Rev. 4, 295–325. doi: 10.1177/2041386613518576
	 Mayer,D. M., Aquino,K., Greenbaum,R. L., and Kuenzi,M. (2012). Who displays ethical leadership, and why does it matter? An examination of antecedents and consequences of ethical leadership. Acad. Manag. J. 55, 151–171. doi: 10.5465/amj.2008.0276
	 Mitchell,M. S., Baer,M. D., Ambrose,M. L., Folger,R., and Palmer,N. F. (2018). Cheating under pressure: a self-protection model of workplace cheating behavior. J. Appl. Psychol. 103, 54–73. doi: 10.1037/apl0000254, 
	 Moore,C., Detert,J. R., Klebe Treviño,L., Baker,V. L., and Mayer,D. M. (2012). Why employees do bad things: moral disengagement and unethical organizational behavior. Pers. Psychol. 65, 1–48. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-6570.2011.01237.x
	 Moore,C., Mayer,D. M., Chiang,F. F. T., Crossley,C., Karlesky,M. J., and Birtch,T. A. (2019). Leaders matter morally: the role of ethical leadership in shaping employee moral cognition and misconduct. J. Appl. Psychol. 104, 123–145. doi: 10.1037/apl0000341, 
	 Newman,A., Le,H., North-Samardzic,A., and Cohen,M. (2020). Moral disengagement at work: a review and research agenda. J. Bus. Ethics 167, 535–570. doi: 10.1007/s10551-019-04173-0
	 Oc,B. (2018). Contextual leadership: a systematic review of how contextual factors shape leadership and its outcomes. Leadersh. Q. 29, 218–235. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.12.004
	 Ogunfowora,B. T., Nguyen,V. Q., Steel,P., and Hwang,C. C. (2022). A meta-analytic investigation of the antecedents, theoretical correlates, and consequences of moral disengagement at work. J. Appl. Psychol. 107, 746–775. doi: 10.1037/apl0000912, 
	 Podsakoff,P. M., MacKenzie,S. B., and Podsakoff,N. P. (2012). Sources of method bias in social science research and recommendations on how to control it. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 63, 539–569. doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-120710-100452
	 Porath,C. L., and Erez,A. (2007). Does rudeness really matter? The effects of rudeness on task performance and helpfulness. Acad. Manag. J. 50, 1181–1197. doi: 10.5465/amj.2007.20159919
	 Preacher,K. J., Rucker,D. D., and Hayes,A. F. (2007). Addressing moderated mediation hypotheses: theory, methods, and prescriptions. Multivar. Behav. Res. 42, 185–227. doi: 10.1080/00273170701341316, 
	 Qasim,M., and Laghari,A. A. (2025). Belonging through values: ethical leadership, creativity, and psychological safety with ethical climate as a moderator. Front. Psychol. 16:1559427. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1559427, 
	 Rosseel,Y. (2012). Lavaan: an R package for structural equation modeling. J. Stat. Softw. 48, 1–36. doi: 10.18637/jss.v048.i02
	 Salancik,G. R., and Pfeffer,J. (1978). A social information processing approach to job attitudes and task design. Admin. Sci. Q. 23, 224–253. doi: 10.2307/2392563, 
	 Schilpzand,P., De Pater,I. E., and Erez,A. (2016). Workplace incivility: a review of the literature and agenda for future research. J. Organ. Behav. 37:76. doi: 10.1002/job.1976
	 Simons,T. (2002). Behavioral integrity: the perceived alignment between managers’ words and deeds as a research focus. Organ. Sci. 13, 18–35. doi: 10.1287/orsc.13.1.18.543
	 Tenbrunsel,A. E., and Smith-Crowe,K. (2008). 13 ethical decision making: where we’ve been and where we’re going. Acad. Manage. Ann. 2, 545–607. doi: 10.5465/19416520802211677
	 Treviño,L. K., Den Nieuwenboer,N. A., and Kish-Gephart,J. J. (2014). (un)ethical behavior in organizations. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 65, 635–660. doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-113011-143745, 
	 Treviño,L. K., Weaver,G. R., and Reynolds,S. J. (2006). Behavioral ethics in organizations: a review. J. Manage. 32, 951–990. doi: 10.1177/0149206306294258
	 Valle,M., Kacmar,K. M., Zivnuska,S., and Harting,T. (2019). Abusive supervision, leader-member exchange, and moral disengagement: a moderated-mediation model of organizational deviance. J. Soc. Psychol. 159, 299–312. doi: 10.1080/00224545.2018.1466776, 
	 Welsh,D. T., Baer,M. D., Sessions,H., and Garud,N. (2020). Motivated to disengage: the ethical consequences of goal commitment and moral disengagement in goal setting. J. Organ. Behav. 41, 663–677. doi: 10.1002/job.2467
	 Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara,P., and Viera-Armas,M. (2019). Does ethical leadership motivate followers to participate in delivering compassion? J. Bus. Ethics 154, 195–210. doi: 10.1007/s10551-017-3454-1


Copyright
 © 2026 Feng and Chen. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.



[image: Promotional graphic for the journal Frontiers in Psychology features green background, descriptive text on the journal’s scope in psychological sciences, contact information, and a sample issue cover with a blurred human face and colored blocks.]


OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1845596/fpsyg-17-1845596-g002.jpg
Moral Disengagement

29

28

27

26

25

24

Ethical Leadership
—m—high
——med
——low

low

high






OPS/images/fpubh-14-1811545/fpubh-14-1811545-g006.gif





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1821085/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1845596/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1845596/fpsyg-17-1845596-g001.jpg
Ethical Leadership

Workplace Cheating
Behavior

Coworker Incivility IMoral Disengagement|






OPS/images/fpubh-14-1811545/fpubh-14-1811545-g004.gif





OPS/images/fpubh-14-1811545/fpubh-14-1811545-g005.gif
Soptcs with the Lecges

 mpors chengs =12






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1738277/fpsyg-17-1738277-g002.jpg
D

Fornandez2021
Jang2023
Daderman2019|

Fong2023a|

Braun2024
Braun2024
Fernandez2021
Braun2024
Dadermanz019|
Jang2023

Feng2023

Feng2023]
Ferandez2021
Kiozad2010
Pich2015,
Kiozad2010
Dadorman2019

Feng2023

Fernandez2021
Proston2022
Carre2018]
Dadormanz019

Feng2023

(Total Score

-
-
[
_
T 000 0% 050 075
Corrlaton ()
Narcisism
-
-
-
.
-
-
=]
om0 0% 050 05
Corrlaton ()
Machiavellinjsm
Ta
-
.
il o
e
-
o=
0% 0w 0% 0% 0%
Corrlaton ()
Paychopathy
-
-
-
-
—
=07 oW 0% 050 075

Coerdabich i)

02710.19,034]

0571050, 0.63]

0701061,0.77)

082(0.79,086)

0.631032,082]
T

0151003, 0:26)
02110.10,031)
0261018, 0.33)
0421032,050)
05410.42,060)
0551047, 061]

03810

. 0.65)

0.4010.26, 0521

o0

01010.02,022]
0131005, 0211
016(002,029)
0311014, 0.47]
0341015, 0511
06010.49, 0.69]
064105, 0.70]

0.341013,053]
T

0261018, 033)
032(022,0.1)
0521045, 0.58]
0581047, 067)

0801076, 0.83)

0531028, 0.71)

T





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1738277/fpsyg-17-1738277-g003.jpg
<

070 075 00

3

045 050 055

g

g ° .
““““““““““ S i e . [ [ u—
° e .4
s R | F 2
3 g o £ . H
H . f E H
5 £ . L . £
HEERE N T g 55 8- Figseess § § § o5 %
s e a5 e 35 [
[} (8] [=]

Piikers





OPS/images/back-cover.jpg
Frontiers in
Psychology

Paving the way for a greater understanding of
human behavior

The most cited journal in its field, exploring
psychological sciences - from clinical research to
cognifive science, from imaging studies to human
factors, and from animal cognition to social
psychology.

Discover the latest
Research Topics

o= Frontiersin

Averue du Trbunal-Fédeéral 34
1005 Lausanne, Swizeriand
ontersinor.

Contactus
4410215101700
rontersin org/about/contact

2 frontiers | Research Topics






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1794504/crossmark.jpg
©

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1755436/fpsyg-17-1755436-g003.jpg
Helping Behaviors

39

37

35

33

31

29

27

Low abusive supervisoin of coworker

High abusive supervisoin of coworker

—+— Low perceived
supervisor support

-~ High perceived
supervisor support





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1755436/fpsyg-17-1755436-g004.jpg
39
37
2
2 35 —e— Low moral
4 attentiveness
@
W 33
2
] - High moral
T3 attentiveness
29
27
25

Low abusive supervisoin of coworker  High abusive supervisoin of coworker





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1738277/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1738277/fpsyg-17-1738277-g001.jpg
Records identified from*:
Databases (n =89 )
Registers (n =0 )

Records removed before
screening:
Duplicate records removed
(n=41)
Records marked as ineligible
by automation tools (n = 0)
Records removed for other
reasons (n=1)

l

Records screened for title and
abstract and full text

(n=47)

Reports excluded: 31
Wrong outcome: 14
Wrong study type: 10
Wrong context : 7

Reports sought for retrieval

Reports not retrieved
(n=0)

(n=16)
!

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=16)

v

Reports of excluded studies for
meta-analysis (n = 7)

Wrong predictor construct: 1
Mediator or moderator models
only:2

Qualitative study: 1

Insufficient data for effect size
extraction: 3

Studies included in meta-
analysis
(n=9)






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1755436/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1755436/fpsyg-17-1755436-g001.jpg
(

Social identity theory

\ﬁe‘muc justice lhemyw

Vietim-related factor

Perpetrator-related factor

Witess-related factor

Decp-level similarity
with coworker

Perceived supervisor
support

Moral attentiveness

Abusive super
of coworker

sion

~

Helping behaviors toward

the coworker






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1755436/fpsyg-17-1755436-g002.jpg
3.9
57

35 —+— Low similarity

- High similarity

«
3.1

29

2.7

25
Low abusive supervisoin of High abusive supervisoin of
CowoHker COWGHATE





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		The dynamics of workplace violence: emotions, abusive relationships, and response in organizations

		Editorial: The dynamics of workplace violence: emotions, abusive relationships, and response in organizations

		The role of individual dispositions and emotions


		Abusive relationships and relational complexity


		Leadership, organizational, and external regulatory factors


		Conclusion


		Author contributions


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher's note


		References







		Being nice, outgoing, curious, organized, and calm—protective or eroded by workplace bullying? Reciprocal effects of personality and bullying, and mechanisms to explain the associations

		1 Introduction


		2 Part 1: the relationships between exposure to workplace bullying and personality

		2.1 Personality as a risk factor for exposure to bullying


		2.2 Bullying as a precursor to changes in personality


		2.3 Previous research on personality and workplace bullying


		2.4 Research questions







		3 Methods (part 1)

		3.1 Participants


		3.2 Measures


		3.3 Data analyses







		4 Results (part 1)


		5 Summary (part 1)


		6 Part 2: explaining reciprocal associations between exposure to bullying and personality traits

		6.1 Theoretical rationale for underlying mechanisms


		6.2 Neuroticism as a predictor of subsequent bullying


		6.3 Change in personality following exposure to bullying







		7 Methods (part 2)

		7.1 Measurements


		7.2 Data analysis







		8 Results (part 2)


		9 Discussion

		9.1 Practical implications


		9.2 Strengths and limitations


		9.3 Conclusion







		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher’s note


		Supplementary material


		References







		Crime scene examiners' mental health: a scoping review

		Introduction


		Police mental health


		Method


		Search strategy


		Study selection and inclusion/exclusion criteria


		Data charting


		Results


		Psychological outcomes


		Lack of institutional support


		Organizational and structural stressors

		Forensic awareness and role perception







		Protective factors and resilience

		Individual-level attributes and cognitive mechanisms


		Social and organizational enablers


		Cultural and symbolic coping







		Discussion


		Organizational conditions and forensic invisibility


		Theoretical implications


		Limitations


		Conclusions and contributions


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher's note


		References







		The contingency effects of abusive supervision of coworker on helping behaviors: the relationships among the perpetrator, the victim, and the third party

		Introduction


		Theoretical background and hypothesis development

		To help or not to help: two perspectives


		Moderating effect of similarity between witness and abused coworker


		Moderating effect of witness’s perceived supervisor support


		Moderating effect of witness’ moral attentiveness







		Method

		Participants and procedure


		Measures

		Abusive supervision of coworker


		Deep-level similarity with coworker


		Perceived supervisor support


		Moral attentiveness


		Helping behaviors toward the coworker












		Results

		Preliminary analysis


		Hypothesis testing


		Supplementary analysis on three-way interaction effects







		Discussion

		General discussion


		Theoretical implications


		Practical implications


		Limitations and directions for future research







		Conclusion


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher’s note


		References







		Dark Triad traits and workplace bullying: a systematic review and meta-analysis of personality, power, and psychosocial safety

		Introduction


		Methods

		Search strategy and study selection


		Eligibility criteria


		Screening and data extraction


		Risk of bias assessment


		Outcomes and synthesis







		Results

		Study selection and characteristics


		Risk of bias


		Meta-analysis


		Narrative synthesis


		Bias and robustness checks







		Discussion

		Robustness, heterogeneity, and sensitivity


		Practical implications


		Strengths and limitations


		Future directions







		Conclusion


		Data availability statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher’s note


		Supplementary material


		References







		Negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior in the Chinese kindergarten teaching workforce: exploring interpersonal trust as a mediator

		Introduction

		Theoretical background and hypotheses


		Negative workplace gossip and organizational citizenship behavior


		Interpersonal trust as a mediating factor







		Methods

		Participants and procedure


		Measures

		Negative workplace gossip


		Organizational citizenship behavior


		Interpersonal trust


		Control variables







		Statistical analysis







		Results

		Common method variance and multi-collinearity testing


		Preliminary analyses


		Measurement model validation and discriminant validity


		Testing the mediation model







		Discussion

		Theoretical contributions


		Implications for practice


		Limitations and future directions







		Conclusions


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher's note


		References







		The relationship between workplace bullying and adaptive performance in junior nurses: the mediating role of emotion regulation and work engagement

		1 Introduction


		2 Methods

		2.1 Study design


		2.2 Participants


		2.3 Data collection


		2.4 Variables and measurements

		2.4.1 General information questionnaire


		2.4.2 The negative acts questionnaire-revised (NAQ-R)


		2.4.3 Emotion regulation questionnaire (ERQ)


		2.4.4 Work engagement questionnaire (WEQ)


		2.4.5 Adaptive performance questionnaire (WPQ)







		2.5 Statistical analysis


		2.6 Ethical considerations







		3 Results

		3.1 Common method bias test


		3.2 Demographic characteristic


		3.3 Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis


		3.4 Testing the research hypothesis and analyzing the parameter estimates







		4 Discussion

		4.1 Effect of workplace bullying on adaptive performance


		4.2 Mediation through cognitive reappraisal and work engagement


		4.3 Mediation through expressive suppression and work engagement







		5 Strengths and limitations


		6 Conclusion


		7 Implications for nursing management


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Acknowledgments


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher’s note


		Supplementary material


		Abbreviations


		References







		Procedural justice, managerial leadership and gender-based harassment in the workplace: longitudinal cross-lagged associations in a Swedish cohort

		1 Introduction


		2 Materials and methods

		2.1 Study sample and design


		2.2 Measures

		2.2.1 Procedural justice


		2.2.2 Managerial leadership


		2.2.3 Experienced GBH


		2.2.4 Witnessed GBH


		2.2.5 Covariates







		2.3 Analytical strategy







		3 Results

		3.1 Descriptive statistics


		3.2 Cross-lagged panel effects

		3.2.1 Associations between procedural justice and experienced GBH


		3.2.2 Associations between procedural justice and witnessed GBH


		3.2.3 Associations between managerial leadership and experienced GBH


		3.2.4 Associations between managerial leadership and witnessed gender-based harassment


		3.2.5 Gender differences












		4 Discussion

		4.1 Procedural justice and GBH


		4.2 Managerial leadership and GBH


		4.3 Reverse associations


		4.4 Gender differences


		4.5 Contributions of the study


		4.6 Strengths and limitations







		5 Practical implications and directions for future research


		6 Conclusion


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher’s note


		Supplementary material


		References







		Tyrannical leadership predicts psychotropic use over time: a longitudinal study of healthcare workers in Chile

		1 Introduction


		2 Materials and methods

		2.1 Statistical analysis


		2.2 Software







		3 Results

		3.1 Sample and descriptive statistics







		4 Discussion

		4.1 Theoretical and practical implications


		4.2 Strengths, Limitations and Further Research







		5 Conclusions


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher's note


		References







		Good cop, bad cop? How (in-)consistencies in dual leadership shape employee strain and commitment

		Introduction

		Transformational, abusive, and inconsistent leadership


		Profiles of dual leadership and their associations with employee strain and commitment


		Associations with employee strain and commitment


		Interactions within dual leadership


		Interactions of abusive and transformational leadership


		Interactions of high and low abusive leadership







		Methods

		Sample and procedure


		Measures

		Transformational leadership


		Abusive supervision


		Employee strain


		Employee commitment


		Control variables







		Statistical analyses







		Results

		Profiles of dual leadership


		Differences in strain and commitment across profiles


		Interactions of dual leadership







		Discussion

		Profiles of dual leadership


		Associations with employee strain and commitment


		Interactions within dual leadership


		Theoretical implications


		Practical implications


		Strengths, limitations, and recommendations for future research







		Conclusion


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Acknowledgments


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher’s note


		References







		Topic modeling of workplace bullying discourse following legal regulation in South Korea

		1 Introduction


		2 Methods

		2.1 Research design and analytical framework


		2.2 Data collection


		2.3 Data filtering


		2.4 Text preprocessing


		2.5 Latent Dirichlet allocation topic modeling







		3 Results

		3.1 Word frequency analysis


		3.2 Determination of the number of topics


		3.3 Overall topic structure of workplace bullying discourse


		3.4 Temporal comparison of topic distributions







		4 Discussion

		4.1 Interpretation in relation to prior literature


		4.2 Discursive reorganization: eventification and proceduralization


		4.3 Public health implications: multilevel prevention and implementation quality

		4.3.1 Primary prevention: organizational design to reduce bullying occurrence


		4.3.2 Secondary prevention: safe reporting and high-quality investigation


		4.3.3 Tertiary prevention: treatment, compensation, and employment recovery support


		4.3.4 Online platforms as auxiliary public health signals












		5 Limitations

		5.1 Future research directions







		6 Conclusion


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher's note


		Supplementary material


		References







		Measuring workplace gender microaggressions in Spain: validation and measurement invariance of the Spanish version of the MIMI-16

		1 Introduction


		2 Methods

		2.1 Participants and procedure

		2.1.1 Sample 1


		2.1.2 Sample 2


		2.1.3 Combined sample







		2.2 Instruments

		2.2.1 Microinvalidations and Microinsults Scale (MIMI-16)







		2.3 Criterion measures

		2.3.1 Psychological distress


		2.3.2 Burnout


		2.3.3 Work engagement


		2.3.4 Job satisfaction


		2.3.5 Core self-evaluations (CSE)


		2.3.6 Occupational self-efficacy


		2.3.7 Turnover intention (TIS)


		2.3.8 Workplace social relations and exposure to interpersonal conflict







		2.4 Data analysis







		3 Results

		3.1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses

		3.1.1 Pearson correlations (sample 1)


		3.1.2 Pearson correlations (sample 2)







		3.2 Confirmatory factor analysis

		3.2.1 Standardized factor loadings







		3.3 Measurement invariance across samples


		3.4 Reliability and latent convergent/discriminant validity


		3.5 Comparison of factorial model fit between Spanish and German samples







		4 Discussion

		4.1 Factorial structure and psychometric properties


		4.2 Criterion-related validity and nomological evidence


		4.3 Limitations and future research







		5 Conclusion


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher’s note


		Supplementary material


		References







		The paradox of moral salience: when ethical leadership amplifies the impact of coworker incivility on workplace cheating behavior

		Introduction


		Theoretical framework and hypotheses

		Coworker incivility and moral disengagement


		Ethical leadership and moral disengagement


		The moderating role of ethical leadership


		Moral disengagement and WCB







		Methods

		Participants and procedure


		Measures


		Data analysis







		Results

		Confirmatory factor analyses


		Hypothesis tests







		Discussion

		Theoretical implications


		Practical implications


		Limitations and future directions







		Conclusion


		Data availability statement


		Ethics statement


		Author contributions


		Funding


		Conflict of interest


		Generative AI statement


		Publisher’s note


		References


















OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1783045/fpsyg-17-1783045-g004.jpg
-005 (0.737)

1141 (.014)





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1804035/crossmark.jpg
©

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1740837/fpsyg-16-1740837-g002.jpg
Conflict T1

Stress T1

an

Conflict T2

Depression T1

Anxiety T1

Neuroticism T1

e

A1

085

Stress T2

Depression T2

Anxiety T2

N

106

Aa7

Bullying T1

Bullying T2






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1783045/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1740837/fpsyg-16-1740837-g003.jpg
Stress T1

68

Depression T1

675

o7

Stress T2

Depression T2

060
Anxiety T4 Anxiety T2 133

- )
Bullying T1 -or1e !

Neuroticism T1 |

Neuroticism T2






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1783045/fpsyg-17-1783045-g001.jpg





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1740837/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1783045/fpsyg-17-1783045-g002.jpg
-.052 (<0.001) ' ~.019 (.114)

.138(.012)





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1740837/fpsyg-16-1740837-g001.jpg
Bullying Tt o3 Bulyng T2
-ass*
Agreeableness
7o ot
06"
Conscientious-
g ness T2
Extraversion Extraversion
ki) b3
oo
Openness Tt Openness T2
Neuroticism - Neuroticism
ot a7 gy






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1783045/fpsyg-17-1783045-g003.jpg
.448 (<0.001)

-036 (.017)

1204 (<0.001)





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1724579/fpsyg-16-1724579-g001.gif
R
s Recots oo e
Poyoio -8 Soon P
S re——
S G s faeey
2 it
v <66

[——— [—

T ey

P ——— s tnoss

e by

P

R cncne
oo

Stocs oo v
ke






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1794504/fpsyg-17-1794504-g001.gif





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1724579/fpsyg-16-1724579-g002.gif
(Crime scene examiner mental health studies by year, country, and method

.. g
4 a3 R

PSPPSR LSOO
bk





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1794504/fpsyg-17-1794504-g002.gif





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1740837/fpsyg-16-1740837-g004.jpg
Stress T4 so8 Stress T2
o
Depression T1 o5 Depression T2
oss-
Anxiety TH [ 7207 Anxiety T2
Bullying T4
Gonscientious-

ness T1

-Otans

-086"

N

| Conscientious-

ness T2






OPS/images/fpubh-14-1805252/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1724579/crossmark.jpg
©

|





OPS/images/fpubh-14-1805252/fpubh-14-1805252-g001.jpg
=0..175*

Cognitive
-0. 212#%”| reappraisal 0. 355
. 355
W1 ko921 G
‘EO, 92: WPB -0. 168+ Work 0. 360+ Adaptive
engagement performance
s 0509 0. 108 R
0. 144 Expressive -0.067

suppression






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1913769/crossmark.jpg
(®) Check for updates





OPS/images/cover.jpg
& frontiers | Research Topics.

The dynamics of
workplace violence:
emotions, abusive
relationships, and
response in organizations

Eaitea by

Published in
Frontirs in Psychology.






OPS/images/fpubh-14-1811545/fpubh-14-1811545-g003.gif





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1638116/fpsyg-17-1638116-g004.jpg
‘employee commitment

'AS UL high AT fow:






OPS/images/fpubh-14-1811545/crossmark.jpg
(®) Check for updates





OPS/images/fpubh-14-1811545/fpubh-14-1811545-g001.gif
oy
(v s oredoe )

Comaisseca ey
ey 356 s

(oo R roenin )

Sres 1. Tome MopELING o)






OPS/images/fpubh-14-1811545/fpubh-14-1811545-g002.gif
e PO oy Wl
i o
1
=l ™
1
e Rl o






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1638116/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1638116/fpsyg-17-1638116-g001.jpg
T Ao

ASUL

positive

<= -~ inconsistent 2

ASLL TELUL

— — - moderate positive

negative

TELLL

— = inconsistent 1





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1638116/fpsyg-17-1638116-g002.jpg
A






OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1638116/fpsyg-17-1638116-g003.jpg
employee strain

—+— ASLL high

- ASLL low

'AS UL high AS UL low





OPS/images/fpsyg-17-1804035/fpsyg-17-1804035-g001.gif
T

et






