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mediators and moderators of
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Agenda for future research
Arpana Rai and Upasna A. Agarwal
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Abstract
Purpose – During the past 26 years, there has been a phenomenal growth in the literature on workplace
bullying. The purpose of this paper is to review and synthesize the extant empirical studies on underlying and
intervening mechanisms in antecedents–bullying and bullying–outcomes relationships.

Design/methodology/approach – In total, 53 studies on mediators and moderators in antecedents–
bullying and bullying–outcomes relationships (2001-2016) were selected from academic databases (Google
Scholar, Research Gate, Emerald Insight, Science Direct, etc.)
Findings – The review suggests that while a reasonable number of studies examine the role of mediators
and moderators in bullying–outcomes relationships, such efforts are meager in antecedents–bullying
relationships. The paper concludes by proposing some potential variables that can explain the underlying
mechanisms in the bullying phenomenon and alleviate/aggravate the antecedents–bullying–outcomes
relationships.
Originality/value – To the best of authors’ knowledge, this is the first review on mediators and
moderators of workplace bullying.

Keywords Bullying, Antecedents, Outcomes, Moderators, Organizational theory and behaviour,
Mediators, Underlying and intervening mechanisms

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Workplace bullying is a form of interpersonal mistreatment characterized by persistency,
power disparities and intent to harm (Einarsen et al., 2011). Since the theoretical introduction
of the workplace bullying construct by Leymann (1990), workplace bullying has emerged as
an important area of research in management studies (Samnani and Singh, 2012). In the past
two and a half decades, in particular, researchers have made considerable progress in
developing conceptual clarity, frameworks, examining the prevalence, antecedents and
outcomes of workplace bullying, which has helped to understand and explain the bullying
phenomenon in detail. Surprisingly, although the research on workplace bullying has
crossed the 26-year mark, a number of scholars still consider it to be an “oversimplified and
misunderstood phenomenon” (Branch et al., 2013, p. 280).

One of the prime reasons for misinterpreting workplace bullying as an oversimplified
phenomenon is perhaps because the majority of studies on workplace bullying have focused
on examining a linear relationship between antecedents, bullying and outcomes, allowing
little understanding of the potential underlying and intervening mechanisms in these
relationships. Human moods and attitudes or behaviors do not change in a linear fashion
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and certain psychological mechanisms are involved (Rigotti, 2009). There are various
underlying variables which can explain the process of workplace bullying, i.e. how
workplace experiences get converted into perceptions of workplace bullying, which in turn
are manifested as undesirable attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. Similarly, there could be
boundary conditions in which hypothesized effects may or may not hold ground (Cortina,
2003). Though the onset of bullying research is marked back to 1990, the examination of
mediators and moderators of bullying phenomenon started only in 2001. Although a
considerable amount of literature is available on antecedents and outcomes of workplace
bullying, limited research efforts have been dedicated toward examining the underlying
mechanisms of bullying and factors which can alleviate or aggravate the impacts of
bullying (Tuckey and Neall, 2014; Trépanier et al., 2013; Nielsen and Einarsen, 2012; Rai and
Agarwal, 2017a). A thorough understanding of the underlying and intervening mechanisms
result in developing a rich and deep theoretical understanding of the phenomenon and is
considered an indication of its maturity (Frazier et al., 2004). However, lack of sufficient
research efforts toward examining mediators and moderators in bullying phenomenon is a
glaring gap which has potentially undermined the development of knowledge base on the
subject that needs urgent attention (Samnani and Singh, 2012; Branch et al., 2013).

Since 1990, there has been a tremendous growth in the body of literature on workplace
bullying; therefore, to grab a summary of the extant literature, it is very necessary and
advantageous to create regular reviews of recent literature. There has been several
comprehensive reviews (Rayner and Hoel, 1997; Einarsen, 2000; Moayed et al., 2006; Johnson,
2009; Bartlett and Bartlett, 2011; Samnani and Singh, 2012; Branch et al., 2013; Ciby and Raya,
2015; Rai and Agarwal, 2016) and meta-analyses (Nielsen et al., 2010; Nielsen and Einarsen,
2012) on workplace bullying. Therefore, to contribute beyond these systematic reviews and
meta-analysis, we believe that there is a strong need for a review on mediators and moderators
of workplace bullying. This, in turn, would help to identify the current empirical and theoretical
status of the bullying literature and proposing avenues to guide further research on important
mediators and moderators to strengthen the theoretical base and broaden the scope of bullying
research. In this paper, we aim to extend Samnani and Singh’s (2012) review on antecedents
and consequences of workplace bullying by adding existing literature on mediators and
moderators of the bullying phenomenon. We present a review of antecedents and outcomes of
workplace bullying with a special focus on the mediators and moderators examined in the
antecedents–bullying and bullying–outcomes relationships.

The structure of this paper is as follows. The paper begins with a general review of
workplace bullying. This is followed by a section on the methodology. Next, the mediators
and moderators in antecedents–bullying and bullying–outcomes relationships are
summarized and tabulated. The paper concludes by proposing some potential variables
which can act as mediators andmoderators in the bullying phenomenon.

Workplace bullying: a general review of literature
Research into workplace bullying has emerged from Scandinavian investigations into
schoolyard bullying in the late 1980s, which subsequently expanded to include bullying at
work. Heinz Leymann (1990), a German-born physician and psychiatrist, is considered the
pioneer in this field. Leymann initially studied aggressive behavior in school children when
groups or packs of children singled out individuals for hostile treatment and termed this
behavior as mobbing and later moved his research focus from the schoolyards to investigate
similar behavior in the workplace, especially adult bullying. The topic surfaced in the UK in
1990 by a freelance journalist named Andrew Adams (1992), who in collaboration with the
psychologist Neil Crawford brought the issue to public attention in Britain through a series
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of BBC radio broadcasts and coined the term “bullying”. Currently, although scholars from
Scandinavia and the UK continue to lead in this area, bullying research now includes,
among others, scholars and professionals from different nations. Stale Einarsen, Helge Hoel,
Dieter Zapf, Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik, Premilla D’ Cruz, Gary Namie, Michael James Sheehan
and Denise Salin are few of the pioneers in the domain of workplace bullying.

One of the most widely used and approved definitions of workplace bullying has been
proposed by European researchers who have defined workplace bullying as:

Bullying at work means harassing, offending, socially excluding someone or negatively affecting
someone’s work tasks. In order for the label bullying to be applied to a particular activity,
interaction or process, it has to occur repeatedly and regularly (e.g., weekly) and over a period of
time (e.g. about six months). Bullying is an escalating process in the course of which the person
confronted ends up in an inferior position and becomes the target of systematic negative social
acts. A conflict cannot be called bullying if the incident is an isolated event or if two parties of
approximately equal “strength” are in conflict (Einarsen et al., 2011, p. 15).

As per this definition, there are three distinguishing features of workplace: bullying
persistency, power disparities and intent to harm. First, persistency of the inappropriate
behaviors in terms of repetition (at least once or twice a week), duration (at least for six
months) and patterning (of a variety of behaviors involved) is one of the most salient
features of bullying (Einarsen et al., 2003), which distinguishes bullying from a “one-off
clash” (Hoel and Cooper, 2001; Saunders et al., 2007). Thus, workplace bullying is often
subject to escalation over time (Zapf and Gross, 2001; Branch et al., 2013). Second, a power
imbalance must exist between the perpetrator and the target, whereby the target finds it
increasingly difficult to defend himself or herself. Bullying involves the illegitimate use of
the personal power and overstepping limits of appropriate behavior (Branch et al., 2007,
2013). The power imbalance has been conceptualized as being derived from the perpetrator’s
organizational position, informal power, the target’s dependency on the perpetrator or target
and perpetrator personality traits (Hoel and Cooper, 2001; Aquino and Thau, 2009; Einarsen
et al., 2011; Samnani, 2013a, 2013b). Besides formal power, personal power, or power derived
from a person’s access to informal sources of power (e.g. expertise, information and
networks of people; French et al., 1959; Raven, 1993), can be used to gain sufficient power to
bully others in the workplace (Hutchinson et al., 2006; Branch et al., 2007). Third, negative
acts must be systematic and planned, and the presence of negative intent of the perpetrator
is a feature of workplace bullying. However, there is no general agreement in bullying
literature whether intent to harm should be a defining feature of workplace bullying.

The earlier definitions of workplace bullying suggest that “intent to harm” by the
bullying perpetrator is a key feature of bullying (Einarsen, 1999; Saunders et al., 2007;
Keashly and Jagatic, 2003). Einarsen (1999) and Keashly and Jagatic (2003) have argued that
bullying involves actual or perceived intent to harm, and according to these researchers,
when there is no intention to cause harm, there is no bullying. More specifically, these
researchers suggest that “intent to harm” is implicit in reference to deliberate and
premeditated actions in most of the definitions of workplace bullying. The criterion of intent
is also theoretically important in defining bullying, as it distinguishes bullying from
accidental, unintended harm (Neuman and Baron, 1997; Anderson and Bushman, 2002;
Goldsmid and Howie, 2014; Einarsen et al., 2011), from episodes of thoughtlessness or from
the misperception of innocent or even fairly legitimate behaviors (Einarsen et al., 2011).
Many of the current definitions of workplace bullying have commonly focused on the
perceptions of the targets about the impact of negative behaviors (Mayhew et al., 2004) and
not on the intention of the bullying perpetrator (Sheehan, 2004). This line of research
suggests that intent to harm is the weakest and controversial aspect of the definition, as the
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two main protagonists of bullying dynamics (targets and bullies) differ on this dimension
(Hoel et al., 1999; Zapf and Einarsen, 2005). However, deliberate and premeditated nature of
bullying acts and the importance of distinguishing bullying from accidental harmmean that
this is an important criterion andmust be retained (Goldsmid and Howie, 2014).

Bullying ranges from behaviors that are fairly subtle to those that are explicit and
identifiable (e.g. violence, aggression, insults and threats) (Parzefall and Salin, 2010; Stouten
et al., 2010). These behaviors have been differentiated into three categories: work-related
bullying (e.g. withholding information, unreasonable deadlines, excessive monitoring and
unmanageable workload), person-related bullying (e.g. humiliated in connection with your
work, repeated reminders of your errors, persistent criticism) and physically intimidating
bullying (e.g. being shouted at, being the target of spontaneous anger and threats of
violence) (Einarsen et al., 2009; Rai and Agarwal, 2017c).

Like most academic studies, the growth of the research on workplace bullying was slow
and gradual. From being a taboo in both organizational life and organizational research, the
issue of bullying and harassment at work became what was called the “research topic of the
1990s” (Hoel and Einarsen, 1999). Over past decade and a half, literature on bullying has
blossomed progressively to the extent that it is now firmly located within the lexicon
of human resource management (HRM) discipline. The studies on mediators andmoderators
of workplace bullying are far less as compared to studies on antecedents and outcomes of
workplace bullying. For any construct to achieve a degree of maturity of knowledge, efforts
need to be made to examine the mediators that answer why and how workplace experiences
get translated into undesirable attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. Similarly, efforts to
explain the moderators which set the boundary conditions and explain when workplace
experiences have more positive/negative impact on outcomes also need to be investigated
(Frazier et al., 2004). The objective of this paper is to review and synthesize the extant
empirical studies on underlying and intervening mechanisms in antecedents–bullying and
bullying–outcomes relationships concomitantly.

Methodology
Primary empirical studies on mediators and moderators in antecedents–bullying and
bullying–outcomes relationships published in peer-reviewed journals over the 16-year
period from 2001 to 2016 were included in the review. An information search was made on
popular databases (e.g. Google Scholar, Research Gate, Academic.edu, Kinmbus, Scopus,
PubMed, EBSCO, Proquest, Emerald Insight and Science Direct), together covering the
majority of the literature in organizational and management research. The keywords (or a
combination of keywords) used for the search were bullying, mediators, moderators,
underlying mechanisms, process and intervening factors.

Inclusion criteria
The inclusion criteria were empirical studies, which had undergone a peer-review process
andwhich focused on one of five themes:

(1) mediators in antecedents–bullying relationships;
(2) moderators in antecedents–bullying relationships;
(3) mediators in bullying–outcomes relationships;
(4) moderators in bullying–outcomes relationships; and
(5) or a combination of mediators and moderators in antecedent–bullying and

bullying–outcomes relationships.
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Moreover, we have strictly focused on studies that have been conducted from targets/
victims’ perspective. Language was an important criterion; hence, we focused primarily on
studies that have been written in English. Among all the searched paper (42 papers), 36
papers met the strict inclusion criteria. Six papers were excluded as they were not published
in peer-reviewed journals.

We also supplemented the electronic search with a manual search of reference lists of key
articles on the topic. Following the identification of this initially narrowed sample, a
“snowballing” technique was utilized, where the reference lists of the articles found through
the popular databases were searched for other articles that met the inclusion criteria. A
further 17 articles were identified as a result of this process, matching the inclusion criteria
and thereby yielding a final total of 53 articles for the review.

The complete methodology for papers selection is presented as flow chart in Figure 1.

Findings
Mediators and moderators in antecedents–bullying relationships
From the beginning of bullying research, causes of bullying have been a topic of interest in
the scientific community (Zapf and Einarsen, 2011). Etiologically, workplace bullying is
attributed to characteristics of the individual protagonists (bullies and victims) (Zapf and
Einarsen, 2011) and features of work organizations (Leymann, 1996; Salin et al., 2011). The
antecedents of bullying can be broadly classified as individual-level antecedents (big five
personality traits, conflict, gender and ethnicity), work-related antecedents (job
characteristics and psychosocial working conditions) and organization-related antecedents

Figure 1.
Flow chart

methodologyfor
paper selection

Ar�cles iden�fied through 
database searching 

(n = 42)

Ar�cles iden�fied for possible 
inclusion 
(n = 36)

Final ar�cles included in the review 
(n = 53)

Ar�cles excluded (ar�cles not 
sa�sfying the inclusion criteria)

(n = 6)

Addi�onal ar�cles iden�fied from 
the retrieved ar�cles and key 

ar�cles on the topic 
(n = 17)

Note: Study selection process 
source: Adapted from the PRISMA, 2009 Flow Diagram:Moher et al. (2009)

Workplace
bullying

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 1

22
.1

72
.1

91
.3

5 
A

t 0
1:

51
 1

0 
A

pr
il 

20
18

 (
PT

)



(leadership, organizational culture, climate and change). This section covers the extant
empirical work on the mediators and moderators in antecedents–bullying relationships. The
details of the studies are presented in Tables I and II.

Big five personality traits. The Big five personality traits are one of the most studied
individual-level antecedents of workplace bullying (Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015). However,
much of the research on these personality traits remain inconclusive (Aquino and Thau,
2009), and researchers have reported mixed findings. No mediators and moderators have
been examined in the personality–bullying relationships, as the relationships between
personality traits and workplace bullying are assumed to be linear and examined in the
same way (Samnani and Singh, 2012), and this may be one of the most potent reasons for the
mixed findings. The relationships between certain personality traits and workplace bullying
may not be linear, and this assumption needs to be challenged conceptually and empirically
by examining moderators or mediators in the personality–bullying relationship, as research
suggests that moderators/mediators can help to understand the inconclusive nature of the
relationship between variables (Horwitz and Horwitz, 2007). Though personality traits are
primarily examined as antecedents of workplace bullying, albeit limited studies have also
examined personality traits as moderators in antecedents–bullying relationships.
Personality traits such as assertiveness and social anxiety (workplace inequality–bullying
relationship, Moreno-Jimenez et al., 2007); machiavellianism (perceptions of adhocracy and
hierarchy cultures–bullying relationship, Pilch and Turska, 2015); neuroticism (job demand–
bullying relationship, Balducci et al., 2011) and Type A personality (perceived organizational
politics and perceived organizational support–bullying relationship, Naseer et al., 2016) have
been examined as moderators in antecedents–bullying relationships.

Conflict. Another well-studied antecedent of bullying is conflict (Ayoko et al., 2003;
Baillien and De Witte, 2010; Baillien et al., 2011a, 2011b, 2014, 2016; Leon-Perez et al., 2015).
Research has proved a positive relationship between the occurrences of conflicts and
bullying (Baillien et al., 2016). Very little research efforts have been directed towards
exploring the underlying mechanisms in the conflict–bullying relationship, except for two
recent studies by Baillien et al. (2016) and Leon-Perez et al. (2015). Baillien et al. (2016)
examined relationship conflict as a mediator between task conflict and bullying and yielding
as a moderator in the relationship conflict–bullying relationship. The findings supported the
proposed mediating and moderating roles, suggesting that relationship conflict contains
strong negative emotions which mediate task conflict–bullying relationship and yielding
strengthened the positive relationship between relationship conflict and bullying. In another
study, Leon-Perez et al. (2015) also examined the mediating role of relationship conflict in
task conflict–workplace bullying relationship and the extent to which this mediation is
moderated by conflict management styles. The findings supported the proposed mediating
and moderating roles suggesting that relationship conflict which encompasses a degree of
emotionality mediates task conflict–bullying relationship, whereas problem-solving and
forcing prevent task conflict to escalate into relationship conflict. In addition to being
examined as a precursor of workplace bullying, role conflict has also been examined as a
mediator in the relationship between antecedents (laissez-faire leadership and organizational
change) and bullying (Skogstad et al., 2007; Baillien and DeWitte, 2009).

Regarding moderators in conflict–bullying relationship, Baillien and De Witte (2010)
examined both the direct relationship between conflict, conflict management styles and
bullying and the moderating role of conflict management styles in the conflict–bullying
relationship. The findings revealed a positive association between conflict, fighting,
problem-solving and bullying, no relationship was found between avoiding and yielding
and no moderation was found. Conflict management styles have been examined both as an
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antecedent of workplace bullying and a moderator in antecedents–bullying relationship
(Baillien and De Witte, 2010; Baillien et al., 2014). In another study, Baillien et al. (2011a,
2011b) examined the moderating role of conflict frequency in conflict management styles–
bullying relationship and found a stronger relationship between the conflict management
styles and bullying with increasing levels of conflict frequency.

Situational antecedents. Among other explored individual antecedents are situational
factors such as gender. There are two distinct approaches to gender in the bullying
research – a gender-blind perspective (which primarily treats gender as a control variable)
and a gendered perspective (which conceives of gender as a social status, Keashly et al.,
2012; Salin and Hoel, 2013). Lee (2002), Simpson and Cohen (2004), Salin and Hoel (2013) and
Salin (2015) are few researchers who are involved with studying bullying as a gendered
phenomenon, while others have focused on gender differences in prevalence rates and forms
of bullying (Vartia and Hyytia, 2002; J�ohannsd�ottir and Ólafsson, 2004; Lewis and Orford,
2005; Rodríguez-Muñoz et al., 2010). Ethnicity (ethnic minorities are more likely to
experience bullying) is another less studied situational antecedent of workplace bullying
(Fox and Stallworth, 2005; Lewis and Gunn, 2007). However, the studies on situational
factors have not been explored in light of mediators andmoderators.

Job characteristics. Job characteristics are one of the most studied work-related
antecedents of workplace bullying (Zapf, 1999; Notelaers et al., 2010). However, the
underlying mechanisms linking job characteristics and workplace bullying are completely
missing from the literature. There are only three studies examining moderator in job
characteristics–bullying relationship. Moreno-Jiménez et al. (2009) examined the moderating
roles of psychological detachment and thoughts of revenge in job characteristics (work
stressor)–bullying relationship, wherein psychological detachment was found to weaken
and thoughts of revenge to strengthen the job characteristics–bullying relationship. In
another study, Baillien et al. (2011) examined the moderating role of job autonomy in the
workload–bullying relationship (as assessed through job demand-control (JDC) model,
Karasek, 1979), suggesting that the relationship between workload and being a target of
bullying is stronger under the conditions of low job autonomy. Hauge et al. (2007) also
examined the moderating role of laissez-faire leadership style in job stressor and bullying
relationship, suggesting that the combination of poorly organized work conditions and
inadequate leadership, in particular, can create a fertile ground for bullying at work. In
addition to being examined as antecedent of workplace bullying, job characteristics have
also been examined as potential mediators in antecedent (laissez-faire leadership)–bullying
relationship (Skogstad et al., 2007).

Psychosocial working conditions. Another well-explored work-related antecedent of
workplace bullying is psychosocial working conditions (Skogstad et al., 2007; Tuckey et al.,
2009; Baillien et al., 2011a, 2011b; Notelaers et al., 2013). With respect to mediators in
psychosocial working conditions–bullying relationships, Van den Broeck et al. (2011)
examined the mediating role of emotional exhaustion in association between the perceptions
of adverse psychosocial working conditions (as assessed through the job demand-resources
[JD-R] model, Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) and being a target of workplace bullying. This
study revealed that job demands relate positively and job resources relate negatively to
work-related strain, mostly burnout (specifically emotional exhaustion as its main
component), which in turn leads to employee perceptions of workplace bullying. Four
studies have examined the moderators in psychosocial working conditions–bullying
relationships. Francioli et al. (2015) found the moderating role of sense of coherence (SOC) in
the relationship between psychosocial working conditions (assessed through JDC model,
Karasek, 1979) and bullying. This study revealed that SOC, which is a reflection of a general
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individual ability to select appropriate coping strategies in the face of stressors, has the
potential to weaken the relationship between psychosocial working conditions and bullying.
In another study by Jiménez et al. (2007), the personality trait of assertiveness has been found
moderating the antecedent (workplace inequality)–bullying relationship. However, Balducci
et al. (2011) study did not find the significant moderating role of the personal dimension
“neuroticism” in the relationship between high job demands and workplace bullying
(however, it found the moderating role of job resources in job demands and bullying
relationship). In another study, Goodboy et al. (2015), drawing on JDC model, found the
moderating role of high control in the relationship between high psychological demands (and
low supervisor social support) and bullying.

Leadership. Target’s dissatisfaction with leadership styles has been widely reported in
workplace bullying literature (Einarsen et al., 1994; Vartia, 1996). Different form of
leadership styles such as autocratic/authoritarian, participative, non-contingent punishment
(NCP), laissez-faire, transactional, transformational, constructive, authentic and ethical
leadership have been examined as organizational level antecedents of workplace bullying
(Skogstad et al., 2007; Hoel et al., 2010; Hauge et al., 2011; Laschinger and Fida, 2013; Nielsen,
2013; Francioli et al., 2015). Research suggests that compared to other forms of leadership,
autocratic (Hoel et al., 2010) and laissez-faire leadership styles (Skogstad et al., 2007) are most
often associated with the incidences of workplace bullying. Recent research has proved that
supportive leadership styles such as authentic and ethical leadership tend to be associated
with lower incidences of workplace bullying (Stouten et al., 2010; Hauge et al., 2011;
Laschinger and Fida, 2013). However, to date, knowledge of the mechanisms linking quality
of leadership and workplace bullying is scarce (Nielsen, 2013). Rare exceptions are the four
studies, which have investigated mediators in leadership–bullying relationship.

Francioli et al. (2015) conducted a longitudinal study by investigating the role of
perceptions of low social community at work as a mediator between poor quality of
leadership and workplace bullying. In their study, they found that quality of leadership
plays a role in establishing working conditions, i.e. social community at work, which in turn
fully mediates the leadership–bullying relationship. Nielsen (2013) investigated the
mediating roles of group cohesion and safety perceptions between three leadership styles
(laissez-faire, transformational and authentic leadership) and workplace bullying. Their
study revealed some very interesting findings: laissez-faire leadership was found to have no
indirect effects on bullying; the relationship between transformational leadership and
bullying was fully mediated by safety perceptions; the relationship between authentic
leadership and bullying was partially mediated by safety perceptions; and group cohesion
did not function as a mediator between any of the leadership styles and bullying. Stouten
et al. (2010) investigated the mediating roles of quantitative and qualitative work
environment (workload and poor working conditions) in ethical leadership–bullying
relationship. The results of their study proved that by establishing a more favorable work
environment, ethical leaders can prevent employees from being targets of bullying.
Skogstad et al. (2007) investigated job characteristics as a potential mediator between
leadership (laissez-faire leadership) and workplace bullying. Their study revealed that
laissez-faire leadership style provides a fertile ground for bullying by creating a social
climate characterized by poor job characteristics and interpersonal conflicts. Surprisingly, to
the best of author’s knowledge, no moderator has been examined in the leadership–bullying
relationship. In addition to being examined as antecedent of workplace bullying, leadership
style (laissez-faire leadership style) has also been examined as a moderator in antecedent (job
stressor)–bullying relationship (Hauge et al., 2007).
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Organizational culture and climate. Other organization-level variables studied in
workplace bullying literature are organizational culture and climate (Vartia, 1996; Zapf,
1999; Bulutlar and Öz, 2009; O’Farrell and Nordstrom, 2013). Research indicated that
employees working in chaotic organizations (i.e. lacking transparency, accountability and
appropriate rewards and guidelines) experienced more bullying (O’Farrell and Nordstrom,
2013). Bulutlar and Öz (2009) investigated ethical climate types as precursors of workplace
bullying and found that caring climate and rules climate (an ethical climate dominated by
rules where organizational rules and policies are strictly followed by employees) predicted
lower levels of workplace bullying, whereas organizations with instrumental climates
(which cause employees to act in their own self-interests) predicted increased bullying.
However, no mediators and moderators have been so far theorized and examined in the
organizational culture/climate and bullying relationship.

Organizational change. Researchers have empirically found that organizational change/
restructuring (Skogstad et al. (2007); Baillien and De Witte, 2009) can predict workplace
bullying. However, no moderator has been examined, and only two studies have examined
mediators in organizational change–bullying relationship. Skogstad et al. (2007)
investigated interpersonal conflict with superior as a mediator between organizational
change and workplace bullying, arguing that frustration and aggression associated with
organizational change may result in interpersonal conflicts between co-workers and
between subordinates and superiors, which may result in bullying. Their study suggests
that interpersonal conflicts with one’s immediate superior are a stronger mediator than are
interpersonal conflicts with co-workers. In another study, Baillien and De Witte (2009)
investigated various job and team-related stressors (role conflict, job insecurity, workload,
role ambiguity, frequency of conflict, social support from colleagues and social leadership) as
mediators between organizational change and workplace bullying and the mediating roles
of role conflict and job insecurity were established.

Mediators and moderators in bullying–outcomes relationships
From the onset of research on workplace bullying, much of the research attention has also
been focused on examining the negative effects experienced by the victims of workplace
bullying (Einarsen et al., 2003). The outcomes of workplace bullying can be broadly
classified as work-related outcomes (behavioral and attitudinal outcomes) and health-
related outcomes. Intention to quit, job satisfaction and work engagement are the most
studied work-related outcomes of workplace bullying, and psychological and
psychosomatic health and stress are most studied health-related outcomes of workplace
bullying. This section covers the extant empirical work on the mediators and moderators
examined in bullying–outcomes relationships. The details of the studies are presented in
Tables III and IV.

Intention to quit. Intention to quit is one of the most studied outcomes of workplace
bullying. Research has shown that withdrawing from the organization can be an effective
means to react to aversive work environments and avoid subsequent bad feelings
(Chadwick-Jones et al., 1982; Houshmand et al., 2012). Several empirical studies have also
revealed that workplace bullying positively correlates with intention to quit (Djurkovic et al.,
2004; Simons, 2008; Berthelsen et al., 2011; Houshmand et al., 2012). A few studies have
examined the mediators and moderators in bullying–intention to quit relationship. Glasø
et al. (2010) and Glasø and Notelaers, (2012) investigated the mediating role of emotions in
bullying-–intention to quit relationships and found that emotions partly mediate bullying–
intention to quit relationship. In another study, Glasø et al. (2011) found mediating roles of
job engagement and job satisfaction in the bullying–intention to quit relationship. Similarly,
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McCormack et al. (2009) found the mediating role of affective commitment in the bullying–
intention to quit relationship. These studies revealed that individual affective states play a
central role in the bullying–intention to quit relationships. In terms of moderators,
personality dispositions – trait anxiety and trait anger (Glasø et al., 2010), support-perceived
organizational support (Djurkovic et al., 2008) and workplace resources (Quine, 2001) – have
been foundmoderating the bullying–intention to quit relationship.

Job satisfaction. Another well-explored outcome of workplace bullying is job satisfaction.
Rodríguez-Muñoz et al. (2009) in their longitudinal study found that targets of workplace
bullying reported a lower level of job satisfaction compared to non-targets. Several other
studies have also revealed that workplace bullying negatively correlates with job
satisfaction (Quine, 2003; Nielsen and Einarsen, 2012, Giorgi et al.2015). However, only a
handful of studies has examined the mediators and moderators in the bullying–job
satisfaction relationship. Emotions (Glasø et al., 2010; Glasø and Notelaers, 2012), emotional
exhaustion (Laschinger et al., 2012), psychological capital (PsyCap) and social support have
been examined as mediators in the bullying–job satisfaction relationship (Cassidy et al.,
2014). With respect to moderators, Carroll and Lauzier (2014) examined the moderating role
of social support in the bullying–job satisfaction relationship and found that social support
appears to function as a buffer for targets of workplace bullying by providing them with
resources to cope with difficult workplace situations. In another study, Quine (2001) found
the moderating role of workplace resources in the bullying–job satisfaction relationship.
Jennifer et al. (2010) found the moderating role of national culture (ethnicity) in the bullying–
job satisfaction relationship (as well as in the bullying–workgroup identification
relationship). In addition to being examined as a direct outcome of workplace bullying, job
satisfaction has also been examined as a mediator in the bullying–outcomes relationship
(e.g. bullying–mental health relationship, Arenas et al., 2015; bullying–task performance;
organizational citizenship behavior and counterproductive workplace behavior
relationships, Devonish, 2013; and bullying–intention to quit relationship, Glasø et al., 2011).

Work engagement. Work engagement is another well-explored outcome of workplace
bullying. Previous research has shown that workplace bullying negatively relates to work
engagement (Rodríguez-Muñoz et al., 2009; Glasø et al., 2011). With reference to mediators in
the bullying–engagement relationship, Park and Ono (2016) examined the mediating role of
job security in the bullying–engagement relationship and found that bullying may be
perceived as threat to the most important aspects of jobs, which in turn may result in
negative outcomes. In another study, Trépanier et al., 2013 found the mediating roles of
autonomy, competence and relatedness in the bullying–engagement relationship and
revealed that bullying thwarts the satisfaction of basic psychological needs. In terms of
moderators, conflict management climate (CMC) (Einarsen et al., 2016) and psychosocial
safety climate (PSC) (Law et al., 2011) have been examined as moderators in the bullying–
work engagement relationship. Einarsen et al. (2016) found that CMC reduces both the
occurrence and the consequences of perceived demands, thereby reducing the connection
demands might have with negative outcomes such as lowered work engagement. Law et al.
(2011) found that PSC as an organization-based resource helps victims of workplace
bullying to cope with the social and emotional demands of bullying and thereby help them
to remain engaged to their jobs. In addition to being examined as a direct outcome of
workplace bullying, work engagement has also been examined as a mediator in the
bullying–outcomes relationship (bullying–intention to quit relationship, Glasø et al., 2011).

Less studied outcomes of workplace bullying. In addition to the above-mentioned
studies, there are five more studies which have examined the mediators and moderators
between bullying and its less studied work-related outcomes such as job performance,
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organizational commitment, task performance, individual-targeted citizenship
behavior, interpersonal counterproductive work behavior relationships and job and
personal resources. Tuckey and Neall, 2014 examined the mediating role of emotional
exhaustion in bullying–outcomes (coworker support, optimism and self-efficacy)
relationship and found that bullying at work erodes job and personal resources by
depleting emotional energy. In another study, Devonish (2013) found the mediating
roles of job satisfaction in bullying–task performance relationship; work-related
depression in bullying–organizational citizenship leadership relationship; and both job
satisfaction and work-related depression in bullying–counterproductive workplace
behaviors relationship. Giorgi et al. (2016) found the mediating role of psychological
distress in bullying–self-management ability relationship. In terms of moderators, Lee
et al. (2013) found that by sustaining reciprocal positive attitudes and behaviors,
perceived organizational support and organizational initiatives moderated bullying–
performance; bullying–well-being and bullying–organizational commitment
relationships. Bulutlar and Oz (2008) found that supervisory support dampens the
negative relationship between bullying and commitment (affective, normative and
continuance).

Psychological and psychosomatic health.Many studies on workplace bullying have found
that victims of bullying experience a wide range of psychological and psychosomatic health
complaints (e.g. psychological distress, low sleep quality, poor mental health,
musculoskeletal complaints and physical illness) (Nielsen and Einarsen, 2012; Einarsen and
Nielsen, 2015). A considerable amount of research has been devoted toward examining
mediators andmoderators in bullying–health relationships.

Emotions have been examined and established as a potential mediator in the bullying–
health relationship (Vie et al., 2012). A personality disposition of negative affectivity has also
been examined and established as a potential mediator in the bullying–health relationship
(Mikkelsen and Einarsen, 2002; Casimir et al., 2012). These studies found that emotions, as
well as negative affectivity, are central to understanding the detrimental effects of bullying
on health. In another study, Lee and Brotheridge (2006) examined the mediating role of
coping in the bullying–health relationship and found that targets’ sense of mastery and
control are diminished as a result of bullying, as they are unable to rebalance demands and
resources and are more likely to experience stress and strain. In other studies, Rodríguez-
Muñoz et al. (2011) andMagee et al. (2015) found the mediating roles of need for recovery and
worry and psychological distress between workplace bullying and sleep quality and
highlighted the relevance of cognitive activation in understanding bullying–health
relationships. Arenas et al. (2015) found themediating role of job satisfaction in the bullying–
mental health relationship.

In terms of moderators, Jiménez et al. (2007) found the moderating roles of social anxiety
and assertiveness, and Mikkelsen and Einarsen (2002) found the moderating role of self-
efficacy in bullying–health relationships. Both these studies highlight the role of individual
dispositions as an important determinant of individual differences in outcomes of workplace
bullying. In another study, Warszewska-Makuch et al. (2015) found the moderating roles of
authentic leadership and social support in the bullying–health relationship. Attributional
style has also found to be moderating the bullying–psychological distress relationship
(Goldsmid and Howie, 2013), as a tendency toward a negative attributional style may
increase the risk of psychological distress in victims of bullying. Culture is also found
moderating the bullying–health relationship (Casimir et al., 2012). Law et al. (2011) found the
moderating role of PSC in the bullying–heath relationship.
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Stress. Another well-explored health-related outcome of workplace bullying is stress.
There is considerable evidence that workplace bullying is associated with increased
levels of stress (Hoel et al., 2002; Tehrani, 2004; Balducci et al., 2011). However, the
extant workplace bullying literature lacks studies examining the underlying
mechanisms linking bullying and stress, except for one study by Cassidy et al. (2014) in
which psychological capital (PsyCap) and social support have been examined as
mediators in the bullying–stress relationship.

In terms of the moderators in bullying–stress relationship, Nielsen et al. (2008) found the
moderating role of SOC (personality traits) in bullying–stress relationship. Similarly,
Laschinger and Nosko (2015) found the moderating role of another individual disposition of
psychological capital (PsyCap) in bullying–post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
symptomology. However, both the studies found the moderating roles of personality
dispositions at low levels of bullying and revealed that bullying is a traumatic experience for
all those exposed, even those with comprehensive coping resources (SOC) or with high
protective intrapersonal resources (PsyCap level), as the effects of these personality
dispositions diminish as bullying becomes severe. In addition to personality dispositions,
organizational resources, i.e. PSC, has also been found moderating the bullying–stress
relationship (Bond et al., 2010).

Discussion
The objective of this study was to review and synthesize the extant empirical studies on
mediators and moderators in antecedents–bullying and bullying–outcomes relationships.
Overall, the findings suggest that mediators and moderators in bullying–outcomes
relationships are far well explored than mediators and moderators in antecedents–bullying
relationships. We also propose few potential variables which can explain the underlying
mechanisms in the bullying phenomenon and alleviate/aggravate the antecedents–bullying
and bullying–outcomes relationships.

Mediators and moderators in antecedents–bullying relationships.
Overall studies suggest that limited research efforts have been directed toward examining
the processes via which workplace conditions get translated into perceptions of workplace
bullying. Similarly, there is a dearth of research examining boundary conditions impacting
the antecedents–bullying relationship. An overview of all the studies suggests that
workload and poor working conditions, conflict (role conflict, interpersonal conflict and
relationship conflict), role ambiguity, group cohesion, safety perceptions, social community
at work and emotional exhaustion have been examined as mediators in the antecedents–
bullying relationships. Job resources, job autonomy, high control and individual personality
traits and dispositions (SOC, psychological detachment and thoughts of revenge,
assertiveness, social anxiety, machiavellianism and Type A personality), conflict frequency
and conflict management styles have been found moderating the antecedents–bullying
relationship.

However, the review of studies also suggests that no mediator and moderator has been
examined in personality–bullying relationship and organizational culture/climate–bullying
relationship; no mediator has been examined in job characteristics–bullying relationship;
and no moderator has been examined in the leadership–bullying relationship and
organizational change–bullying relationships. Therefore, we propose few variables (gender,
personal resources, psychological safety and power distance orientation, PDO) which can
act as potential mediators andmoderators in the antecedents–bullying relationship.
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Potential mediators and moderators in antecedents–bullying relationships
Gender as a moderator. Gender can play a very potential role in bullying research as a
moderator. Treated as a personal characteristic, gender is not only relevant for the way
bullying is expressed but also how people make sense of and appraise the negative behavior
(Hoel and Salin, 2003). Although, there are two distinct approaches to gender in the bullying
research – a gender-blind perspective and a gendered perspective (Lee, 2002; Keashly et al.,
2012; Salin and Hoel, 2013) – the extant literature has primarily adopted a gender blind/
neutral perceptive to study workplace bullying, and gender has been treated as a control
variable signifying “biological sex”, while ignoring the socially constructed aspects of
gender (Salin and Hoel, 2013). In the domain of organizational behavior, studies have
examined how gender might alter the relationship between constructs (Lee and Farh, 1999;
Peterson and Hughey, 2004; Salguero et al., 2012). Understanding the moderating role of
gender in the antecedents–bullying relationships is a critical concern for theory, research
and practice and can be a potential avenue for future research.

Personal resources as mediators or moderators. The bullying literature has primarily
viewed the JD-R model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) from job demands and job resources
perspective (Ariza-Montes et al., 2016; Baillien et al., 2011a, 2011b; Broeck et al., 2011).
Drawing on Kurt’s (1936) proposition that behavior is a function of the person and the
environment, the JD-R model has been extended to cover personal resources in addition to
the characteristics of the work environment. Personal resources are defined as the
psychological characteristics or aspects of the self that are generally associated with
resiliency and that refer to the ability to control and impact one’s environment successfully
(Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). As per the JD-R model, personal resources (e.g. self-efficacy,
optimism and self-esteem) can moderate/mediate the relation between job characteristics
and employee’s attitudes and behaviors and can influence the perception of job
characteristics (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007; Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). Borrowing this
concept to workplace bullying research, we argue that the personal resources can play a
crucial role (as moderators or mediators) in job characteristics–bullying relationship and can
be a potential future avenue for research.

Psychological safety as a mediator. Another potential mediator in the antecedent–
bullying relationships can be psychological safety. Psychological safety refers to
individuals’ perceptions of the consequences of taking interpersonal risks in their work
environment (Kahn, 1990; Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson et al., 2004). It describes the
perception that “people are comfortable being themselves” (Edmondson, 1999, p. 354)
and “feel able to show and employ one’s self without fear of negative consequences to
self-image, status, or career” (Kahn, 1990, p. 708). Drawing on conservation of resources
theory (COR, Hobfoll, 2001) which suggests that people strive to obtain, retain and
protect their resources (i.e. objects, personal characteristics and conditions), we argue
that adverse workplace conditions can endanger the resources of employees that help
them to maintain their perceptions of psychological safety and subsequently their good
experiences at work.

Power distance orientation as a moderator. Though leadership is one of the most
widely explored antecedents of workplace bullying, the factors aggravating/
attenuating the effects of leadership on perceptions of workplace bullying are not
examined. We argue that one individual characteristic, PDO can moderate the
leadership–bullying relationship (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005; Kirkman et al., 2009)
and other antecedents–bullying relationships. PDO refers to the extent to which an
individual accepts the unequal distribution of power in institutions and organizations
(Farh et al., 2007) and can address the individual-level variation in cultural value
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relating to status, authority and leadership behavior in organizations (Loi et al., 2012).
Employees who are high on PDO perceive a wider range of behaviors as legitimate
within the authority of a supervisor than those who are low on PDO (Hofstede, 1980).
Such employees (high on PDO) may be more tolerant toward supervisory mistreatment
and may be less likely to perceive negative acts as bullying, less complaining about
incidences of workplace bullying, more tolerant toward bullying acts and even interpret
bullying behaviors as a part of the culture without being negatively affected by them
(Tyler et al., 2000; Lian et al., 2012; Samnani, 2013a, 2013b; Giorgi et al., 2015; Agarwal
and Rai, 2018). Thus, it can be argued that PDO provides a basis for the acceptability of
authority that sensitizes subordinates to negative acts and thereby blunts the impact of
negative events that may be perceived by the individual as workplace bullying.

Mediators and moderators in bullying–outcomes relationships. Overall studies suggest
that reasonable research efforts have been directed toward examining mediators and
moderators in the bullying–outcomes relationships. Individual affective responses,
especially emotions, have been primarily examined and established as a potential
mediator in bullying–outcomes relationships. Besides emotions, other individual
affective states (emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction, work-related depression, job
engagement, affective commitment, need for recovery and worry, psychological needs
and psychological distress), cognitive state (job security), individual dispositions
(coping, negative affectivity and psychological capital) and support have also been
found mediating the bullying–outcome relationships. In terms of moderators,
individual personality traits and dispositions (trait anger, trait anxiety, social anxiety,
assertiveness, self-efficacy, SOC, attribution style and psychological capital), support
(social support, perceived organizational support, authentic leadership and
organizational anti-bullying initiatives), organizational climate (CMC and PSC) and
culture have been found moderating the bullying–outcome relationships.

The research that so far exists suggests that affective states are central underlying
mechanisms in explaining bullying–outcomes relationships (Glasø et al., 2010; Glasø
and Notelaers, 2012). One of a critical measure of employee’s affective states is the
psychological contract violation (PCV, Conway and Briner, 2005) which has not been
thoroughly examined in the context of workplace bullying (Parzefall and Salin, 2010;
Rai and Agarwal, 2017a; Salin and Notelaers, 2017). Moreover, researchers have
primarily examined the individual dispositions and distal factors as moderators in
bullying–outcomes relationships, and studies examining the proximal relationships
such as workplace friendship are missing from the extant literature. To address these
gaps, we propose PCV as a mediator and workplace friendship as a moderator in
bullying–outcomes relationships.

Potential mediator and moderator in bullying–outcomes relationships
Psychological contract violation as a mediator. Psychological contract represents an
important framework for understanding the employment relationship (Rousseau, 2001) and
captures the implicit beliefs about the promises and commitments made in the exchange
relationship (Rousseau, 1995).When an employee perceive that the quality relationship is
poor, he may experience psychological contract breach (PCB) or PCV. While a discrepancy
(PCB) may link to outcomes, it is fundamentally the strong negative emotions (PCV) arising
as a consequence of the discrepancy that elicits direct changes in outcomes (Cassar and
Briner, 2011). As per social exchange theory (SET, 1964), an implicit belief of an employee in
an “employee–employer exchange relationship” may be that he should be treated with
fairness, due respects and dignity in his professional and social interactions with others. As
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noted by Parzefall and Salin (2010), being subjected to workplace bullying defies
conventional expectations of fair treatment and violates the norm of reciprocity governing
most employee–employer exchange relationships, which in turn may evoke deep negative
emotions in the employees in the form of felt violation. This felt violation (negative
emotions) in turn may get converted into undesirable attitudes and behaviors.

Workplace friendship as a moderator. Workplace friendship is defined as the voluntary,
informal person-related interactions and reciprocal relations among employees in the
workplace setting (Berman et al., 2002) with support as their key defining feature and
function (Sias, 2009). Drawing on social support theory (Lakey and Cohen, 2000), which
suggests that support reduces the effects of stressful life events on outcomes through either
the supportive actions of others (e.g. advice, reassurance or encouragement: emotional
support) or the belief that support is available, we argue that workplace friendship can
moderate bullying–outcome relationships. Qualitative studies have revealed the importance
of workplace friendship in bullying dynamics (D’Cruz and Noronha, 2011; Rai and Agarwal,
2018).

To sum up the discussion, we argue that though workplace bullying is assumed to be a
complex and multi-causal phenomenon that seldom can be explained by one factor alone
(Zapf, 1999; Hoel and Salin, 2003), the extant literature has adopted a piecemeal approach to
study workplace bullying, and limited research efforts have been directed toward examining
mediators and moderators in antecedents–bullying–outcomes relationships. Drawing on
“interactionist theory of behavior” (Chatman, 1989) and in line with Samnani and Singh
(2015), we also suggest that to fully understand the dynamics of workplace bullying,
researchers need to adopt a person-environment perspective and thoroughly examine the
interaction of individual and work environment factors in antecedents–bullying–outcomes
relationships. Approaching workplace bullying through an interactionist, multi-level
approach by pulling together different sets of variables from different levels can help to get
a better understanding of workplace bullying and can help to identify the keymediating and
moderating conditions across multiple levels (Samnani and Singh, 2015). An understanding
of how factors at multiple levels interact (interactionist, multi-level approach) can provide a
more intricate and nuanced understanding of the bullying phenomenon and can broaden the
scope of bullying research.

Managerial implications
Workplace bullying negatively affects nearly half of employees sometime during their
working lives (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007), so preventing workplace bullying is a prime
concern for the managers. Managers should ensure that the work environments are free of
bullying behaviors, and this can be achieved through implementation of clear anti-bullying
policies such as “zero tolerance bullying policy at work” and “managing with respect”, as
well as active monitoring of the same (Lewis and Rayner, 2003). In particular, a policy to
deal with bullying and a clear procedure on how to handle complaints about bullying and
consequences for not adhering to the norms of acceptable workplace behaviors should be
established and communicated to all the employees (Vartia et al., 2011). Many times, it is
impossible to get a bullying-free environment (Vartia et al., 2011); therefore, in addition to
attempting to put a stop to the situation, by gaining a better understanding of bullying
dynamics, managers may be able to limit its consequences.

As the present review illustrated, conflict is a potential precursor of workplace bullying.
When conflict reaches a higher intensity, it produces negative emotional reactions which
give rise to perceptions of workplace bullying; hence, steps should be taken to control
conflict in initial stages. Job characteristics have also been examined as an important
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antecedent of workplace bullying. Managers should focus on employees’ job characteristics,
for instance, reducing taxing job characteristics (e.g. workload, role conflicts, job demand
and role ambiguity) and increasing favorable ones (e.g. feedback, job control, job autonomy
and job resources) would prevent workplace bullying (Notelaers et al., 2010; Skogstad et al.,
2011). Improving the psychosocial work environment may be particularly effective in
reducing the risk of workplace bullying. Attention should be paid to promote supportive
leadership styles (e.g. ethical, authentic and transformational leadership styles) and
supportive and healthy workplace climate and culture, which may reduce the occurrence of
workplace bullying. Organizations may benefit from implementing training programs that
aim to increase leaders’ awareness on appropriate workplace behaviors (Avolio and Gardner
2005; Rai and Agarwal, 2017b).

Bullying fosters negative states (negative emotions, psychological distress and emotional
exhaustion) in employees as employees perceive bullying acts to be challenging and
threatening, which over a period of time get converted into undesirable attitudinal and
behavioral outcomes. Therefore, organizations should timely identify and intervene bullying
situations and should focus on providing adequate resources to employees, as well as
strengthening their personal resources as resources can buffer the negative effect of
workplace bullying (Harvey et al., 2007). Timely workshops and training should be
conducted to build and strengthen the psychological/personal resources (psychosocial
capital, emotional intelligence, psychological hardiness, coping skills, self-efficacy, optimism
and conflict management styles) of employees (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Moreover, it is the
organization’s obligation to give employees adequate social support, job enhancement
opportunities, workplace resources and job security to cope with adverse workplace
conditions (Duffy and Sperry, 2012). Interventions focusing on maintaining and promoting
civility and social support at work such as CREW (civility, respect, and engagement at
work) at workplaces (Leiter et al., 2011) should also be implemented. In more severe cases of
bullying, more formal resources may be provided to help the victims like counseling
(Tehrani, 2013; Trépanier et al., 2013).

Conclusion
Through our review of the literature, we make two distinct contributions to workplace
bullying literature. First, we have gathered and organized extant research on mediators and
moderators of workplace bullying. This review provides a source through which
researchers can locate the extant research on mediators and moderators of workplace
bullying (as well as antecedents and outcomes of workplace bullying) to gain an overview of
it. Second, we propose some potential underlying and intervening variables anchored on
strong theoretical explanations that can be examined in future studies investigating
antecedents–bullying–outcomes relationships.
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