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Abstract 
The aim of the present thesis is to investigate how supportive leadership 
affects workplace bullying—both in terms of risk factors that may lead to 
bullying but also in terms of the effects of workplace bullying. There is a 
need for more studies that investigate the mechanisms involved with the 
origins and effects of workplace bullying. The present thesis addresses 
that need.  

The thesis includes three survey studies based on different Swedish 
cohorts and using different research design in terms of the number of data 
collection waves and timeframes.  

Based on the well-known association between workplace bullying 
and poor health—and drawing on the social learning theory, the theory of 
social information processing, the social identity theory, and the self-cat-
egorisation theory—a circular and multilevel theoretical interaction 
model was created. It is presented together with six hypotheses, as well 
as with an open research question, that were all investigated. The hypoth-
eses are as follows:  

 
(1) Role ambiguity is a long-term risk factor of being exposed to bul-

lying behaviours at work.  
(2) A hostile work climate is a mediator for the long-term association 

between ambiguous roles and exposure to bullying behaviours at 
work. 

(3) Poor general health, including both physical and mental health 
problems, is over time a risk factor of being exposed to bullying 
behaviours at work. 

(4) a. Perceived support from close co-workers moderates the nega-
tive association between exposure to bullying behaviours and 
health. 
b. Perceived supportive leadership moderates the negative asso-
ciation between exposure to bullying behaviours and health.  
Following hypotheses (4) a. and (4) b. an open research question 
was formulated: How do the two forms of perceived support—
from supervisors and co-workers—interact in understanding the 
association between exposure to bullying behaviours and health?  

(5) Supportive leadership moderates the expected association be-
tween role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours, me-
diated by a hostile work climate—a moderated mediation. 
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(6) Supportive leadership moderates the expected association be-
tween poor health and exposure to bullying behaviours. 

 
The summarised and combined results can be divided into two major 

parts concerning (a) two studied risk factors (role ambiguity and individ-
ual poor health), and (b) the investigated moderator (supportive leader-
ship).  

Concerning the two risk factors, the result showed that role ambigu-
ity—an organisational risk factor in line with the work environment hy-
pothesis—is a long term (almost four years) predictor of being exposed 
to bullying behaviours at work, and that a hostile work climate is a medi-
ator for that association. The result also showed that poor general 
health—an individual risk factor in line with the general approach of the 
individual disposition hypothesis—is a predictor of being exposed to 
workplace bullying. This means that the first three hypotheses received 
support. 

Concerning supportive leadership as a moderator, the results showed 
that a supportive leadership fully moderated the effects on exposure to 
bullying behaviours by (a) ambiguous roles, mediated through a hostile 
work climate, and (b) poor general health. This means support for hy-
potheses 5 and 6. The result also showed that a supportive leadership have 
an effect on the association between exposure to bullying behaviours and 
health. The effect was in terms of a moderated moderation also including 
co-worker support. The results showed that supportive leadership may act 
as a moderator for the buffering effect of co-worker support. That is, the 
level of leadership support may have a potential of opening for—or 
blocking—the buffering effect of co-worker support on the association 
between exposure to bullying behaviours and poor health. This was an 
answer to the open research question and also giving support to hypothe-
ses 4a and indirectly to 4b.  

The results also point to the direct positive effects of both supportive 
leadership and co-worker support on individual health as well as to the 
direct mitigating effect of a supportive leadership on workplace bullying.   

Altogether, the thesis points to very important moderating effects of 
a supportive leadership and especially the fundamentally destructive ef-
fects in association with non-supportive leadership.  
 
Keywords: Workplace bullying, supportive leadership, health, role am-
biguity, hostile work climate, moderation, longitudinal    
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Preface and Acknowledgement 
 
 
 
I first came in closer contact with the phenomenon of workplace bullying 
as a practitioner and organisational psychologist in the first decade of the 
new Millennia when I worked in a large occupational healthcare com-
pany. Sometimes I was called to investigate individual cases with claimed 
exposure to bullying at work. Other times I was asked to give support and 
counsel to employees who claimed to be exposed to bullying and harass-
ment. In general, I thought that working with workplace bullying was 
difficult.   

In 2011 I changed my job and started to work at an occupational and 
environmental medicine centre where I did assessments of hazardous 
work environments. After only one year in my new job, and after some 
assessments of workplaces with bullying problems, I was to my great sur-
prise regarded a Swedish national expert on the concept and phenomenon 
of workplace bullying! In the autumn of 2012, I did several interviews in 
national radio, television, and newspapers. This unexpected development 
is described in my Swedish textbook about workplace bullying that was 
published a few years later (Blomberg, 2016).  

In the autumn of 2013, I started my doctoral work aiming for this 
thesis. As I was a so called industrial doctoral student combining part 
time doctoral studies with part time work as a psychologist at the Depart-
ment of Occupational and Environmental Medicine at Linköping Univer-
sity Hospital, I knew from the beginning that my PhD studies would be 
carried on for many years, maybe as much as 8 to 10 years. Why not make 
that an advantage? Having that many years opened possibilities for long 
term data collections with multiple data waves.  

After my years as a consultant in occupational healthcare I also had 
a lot of experience of analysing organisations and working with organi-
sational development. In that work I had been responsible for the devel-
opment of a broad semi structural interview guide used for organisational 
assessments and analyses. In 2012 I had started to translate and convert 
that semi structural interview guide, based on the experience of many 
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organisational assessments during several years, into an extensive work 
environment questionnaire with over 200 questions.  

So, when I started my PhD studies in October 2013, knowing that I 
maybe would have up to 8 to 10 years of doctoral research in front of me, 
I decided (together with my supervisor) to make a bold move: To validate 
a new extensive Swedish work environment survey questionnaire and to 
collect longitudinal multi wave data from several organisations. At that 
time, I did not fully understand the consequences of such a decision… It 
turned out to be quite a lot of work, but eventually it worked out and has 
then been very fruitful. The questionnaire is now validated and named 
Psychosocial Work Environment Questionnaire (PSYWEQ; Rosander & 
Blomberg, 2018) and the number of research articles published based on 
data from the PSYWEQ is growing fast, with co-operations so far with 
researchers in both Norway and Finland.  

From 2017 and onward the research project has been supported by 
the AFA Insurance (grant number 160285) and the Swedish Research 
Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare (grant number 2019-
01232). But initially, back in 2013 and during the first years, there were 
no grants. Me and my supervisor started and developed the project based 
on the fact that my employer let me devote half of my working hours to 
this doctoral research project.  

The present thesis is based on a small slice of all the data that has 
been collected in the research project now called WHOLE—Work, 
Health, Organization, Leadership & Experience. Besides the present the-
sis, with the three included papers, I have also been a part of several other 
published papers (Nielsen et al., 2021; Rosander & Blomberg, 2019, 
2022; Rosander, Salin, et al., 2022; Rosander et al., 2020) as well as sev-
eral books and book chapters (Blomberg, 2015, 2016, 2019; Einarsen, 
Pedersen, et al., 2020), and a governmental-based guideline (Blomberg et 
al., 2022)—all published in the same period as my doctoral studies has 
been carried out. In 2017 Swedish Television also broadcasted a five-
episode TV-series with me involved as an expert on workplace bullying. 
Since then, I have also been doing frequent lectures for, and consultations 
with, large employers and organisations in Sweden, raising awareness of 
workplace bullying and how to prevent and manage such problems at 
work. To be honest—it has been a quite busy period.   

In all my years of working with workplace bullying in different 
ways—where this thesis is only a small part in the whole picture—I have 
realised that we need different kind of focus in different phases. We have 
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preventive, remedial, and follow-up measures—all carried out on the 
level of the individual, the work group, the organisation, and even the 
society. What I have learned is that we need to separate and act differently 
in how to prevent and counteract bullying at work on the one hand, and 
how to act and handle actual bullying problems on the other hand. Pre-
venting the occurrence of workplace bullying is very much an organisa-
tional issue. That is, how the organisation is designed and how it works, 
how leadership is performed, how different systems at work function, 
how co-operation and social support is performed, et cetera—all of this 
profoundly matters in predicting and preventing bullying problems over 
time. And this present thesis is all about that—how to prevent bullying 
with organisational measures.  

But there is also an individual level, and individual responsibility, 
which is especially important to be aware of when handling actual and 
ongoing bullying problems. This perspective is however outside the 
scope of this thesis but has been a very big part of my personal journey 
into and throughout the world of workplace bullying. My experience is 
that when negative behaviours at work escalate into systematic bullying, 
with victimised individuals as a result, it becomes very difficult to solve. 
The costs also become very high—both for the involved individuals, the 
actual working groups as well as for the organisation itself. The costs can 
be all from serious individual health consequences to workplaces where 
most people do not want to work anymore. Thus, there is all to win by 
preventing bullying at work to arise at all, that is, to build organisations 
in a way that minimises the risk factors. Hopefully, the present thesis will 
be a contribution to that end. 
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Introduction  

The History of the Bullying Concept 
Workplace bullying is a multifaceted phenomenon that started to receive 
systematic academic attention for about 35 years ago. Bullying as a gen-
eral phenomenon was, however, first described by a Swedish-German 
physician named Peter Paul Heinemann (1931-2003) in a debate article 
about bullying among children in a Swedish magazine in the late 1960s 
(Heinemann, 1969). A few years later Heinemann also published a book 
(1972) about bullying and at the same time systematic research about 
school bullying started (Olweus, 1973, 1978), carried out by the Swedish-
Norwegian psychologist Dan Olweus (1931-2020) in Bergen, Norway.  

In the mid 1970s the phenomenon was also observed and described 
among workers in the United States by the American psychiatrist Carroll 
M. Brodsky (1922-2014) in his seminal work The Harassed Worker 
(Brodsky, 1976). Then, in the 1980s, the Swedish-German psychologist 
Heinz Leymann (1932-1999) started to systematically study bullying at 
work (Leymann, 1986, 1988, 1989, 1990), quickly followed by the Nor-
wegian psychologist Ståle Einarsen (1963-) who started to apply the re-
search of school bullying on adults at work (Einarsen & Raknes, 1991; 
Einarsen, Raknes, Matthiesen, et al., 1994). The Swedish psychologist 
Ingela Thylefors (1942-) also published an influential book about scape-
goats and bullying at the time (Thylefors, 1987, 1999).  

Early in the 1990s the awareness and the concept of workplace bul-
lying started to spread, first in the Nordic countries quickly followed by 
several European countries but also by Australia on the other side of the 
globe (for review, see Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 2020b). However, it seems 
that the interest many times started in parallel, rather than followed one 
another meaning that there was a general raising awareness of negative 
social exposure at work, such as bullying, around the world in the late 
1990s and in the first years of the new millennium. Today, the published 
research of workplace bullying—from all over the world—has increased 
tremendously.  
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The bullying concept that was introduced in the 70s and the 80s in 
Sweden was very successful in the public and popular awareness with the 
acceptance it had first in Sweden and then in so many countries during 
almost the same time-period. Larsson (2010) discusses how the bullying 
concept, when it was introduced in Sweden, well suited the development 
in the Swedish society at the time. The ongoing changes in the view of 
parenting and leadership, the view of social relations in family, school 
and society, the view of individual’s rights being more important than the 
obligation of individuals to adapt to their social environment, made the 
new concept quickly gaining ground and spread. The concept covered 
several already well-known phenomena such as ostracism, oppression, 
domination, bantering, et cetera, but did put the responsibility for it, not 
primarily on the individuals involved, but on the system, that is, the 
group, the organisation, or even the society (Heinemann, 1969; Larsson, 
2010).  

From Mobbing to Victimization  
Initially, the term that was used was mobbing, with focus on the actions 
by a mob—a group—on an individual (Heinemann, 1969; Heinemann & 
Thorén, 1972). The term mobbing and the explanation of it was based on 
the description of animal aggression, applied to humans, by the German 
ethologist and Nobel Prize winner Konrad Lorenz (1903-1989). In the 
Swedish translation (Lorenz, 1967) of Lorenz’s famous book Das sogen-
annte Böse: Zur Naturgeschichte der Aggression (published in English 
under the title On Aggression) the term mobbing was used in Swedish, 
probably for the first time. In the English translation published in 1966 
the term mobbing was introduced to describe the behaviour of a group of 
social animals, such as birds, attacking a dangerous enemy. Later on in 
his book, Lorenz expands the use of mobbing to humans and states that a 
person who is a non-conformist or an outsider—for example in groups in 
the school (children) or in the military (adults)—may be “mobbed in the 
most cruel manner” (Lorenz, 2005, p. 76).  

As the phenomenon of aggression was in such a focus in the first 
conceptualization of mobbing as a group based aggressive behaviour 
among animals (Lorenz, 2005), one could have expected that research of 
aggression would have been an important aspect in the following devel-
opments. But generally, it did not turn out in that way. Instead, there were 
two lines of developments that nowadays is called the European versus 
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the North American traditions (Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 2020a). In the 
American tradition, that mainly started in the 1990s, aggression became 
a core feature with a lot of focus on the perpetrators of aggressive behav-
iours at work (Keashly, Tye-Williams, et al., 2020). In the European tra-
dition, on the other hand, the primarily focus became the victims which 
meant that perpetrators and aggression were of less interest (Einarsen, 
Hoel, et al., 2020b). This latter way of using the new concept can be seen 
in the early development in Sweden, already in the 1970s.  

When Heinemann used and introduced the term mobbing for a wider 
Swedish audience (Heinemann, 1969; Heinemann & Thorén, 1972) the 
description was of something destructive and unacceptable that one may 
be exposed to. The rights and the uniqueness of the individual was also 
described as more important than blending in and adapting to the groups 
the individual belonged to. And by not focusing primarily on the respon-
sibility of the individuals, it opened for new explanations that involved 
social systems, groups, and organisations (Larsson, 2010). As long as the 
explanations were individual, the responsibilities and the measures were 
individual. Thus, the concept itself opened for social, structural, and or-
ganisational explanations and measures (Larsson, 2010).  

Following this reasoning, it is telling that Heinz Leymann—when he 
started to study and write about the phenomenon in the second half of 
1980s—strongly emphasised the responsibility of the group, the organi-
sation, the leaders involved, and the employers where people were ex-
posed. Leymann strongly rejected the idea that bullying may be explained 
by using individually based explanations (Leymann, 1986, 1988).  

Just a few years later, in 1993, the bullying concept had made its way 
into the Swedish work environment legislation, under the term victimiza-
tion when Sweden was the first country in the world to formulate statu-
tory regulation about the phenomenon. In the provision from the Swedish 
Work Environment Authority (AFS 1993:17)1 it was a very strong em-
phasis on employer responsibility and on organisational measures to 
counteract and remedy bullying problems at work. The same kind of re-
sponsibility is common around the world in countries with a developed 
work environment legislation (Yamada, 2020), but a more common legal 
term is harassment.  

The use of the term victimisation in the Swedish work environment 
regulation may seem odd, with current knowledge of how bullying may 

 
1 Provision on victimization at work (AFS 1993:17) 
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develop and eventually turn into victimisation when problems deteriorate 
(Rosander & Blomberg, 2019). Trying to counteract and remedy bullying 
problems are difficult when people have been victimised but may be more 
successful in earlier stages (Zapf & Vartia, 2020). When the term victim-
isation was introduced in the Swedish legislation the definition focused 
on repeated and systematically exposure to negative, offensive treatment 
that differs from how others are treated at the workplace. However, in the 
updated provision (AFS 2015:4)2 from the Swedish Work Environment 
Authority, introduced in March 2016, the definition was broadened sig-
nificantly. The new definition states that if an action or a treatment is 
abusive and poses a risk of ill health or exclusion from the workplace 
community, it is considered victimisation. In practice, this means that vic-
timisation—according to the Swedish legislation—now is considered a 
risk situation, rather than an escalated situation where someone perceive 
themselves as “momentarily or repeatedly [exposed] to aggressive acts 
emanating from… other persons.” (definition of victimization by Aquino 
& Bradfield, 2000, p. 526). This makes it a so called level 3-term (serious 
or severe bullying) of a level 1-situation (risk for or incipient bullying) 
according to the sectioning model of the bullying process presented by 
Rosander and Blomberg (2019). In the Swedish national guidelines pub-
lished by the Swedish Agency for Work Environment Expertise 
(Blomberg et al., 2022) the legal development in Sweden is reviewed in 
more detail. 

Latent vs Manifest Problems 
Raising awareness of bullying is like lifting a latent problem to a manifest 
problem (Larsson, 2010). The latent problem is that people are recur-
rently exposed to negative acts in their working environment. According 
to Larsson (2010), the concept of bullying, or mobbing as it first was 
named, was a needed manifest name of an existent latent problem. The 
quick acceptance and spreading of the bullying concept show that the so-
ciety, so to say, needed it. But the bullying concept opened for new dy-
namics and new borders of acceptability because bullying, as it is defined 
and formulated, is always unacceptable. So, lifting a latent problem of 
ongoing negative acts in the social work environment to a manifest prob-
lem of bullying is also to draw a line and say that it must stop. In Sweden 

 
2 Provisions on organizational and social work environment (AFS 2015:4)  
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there is even an explicit requirement in the work environment legislation 
that every employer must state to their employees that victimisation (the 
legal term for bullying acts) is unacceptable and that it will not be toler-
ated (13§ AFS 2015:4)3.  

From research of prevalence levels of bullying we know that many 
seems to hesitate to call themselves bullied (Zapf et al., 2020). This may 
be associated with a so-called shame factor (Lewis, 2004) meaning that 
people in general do not like to see themselves as victims. So, for indi-
vidual employees to dare to make ongoing latent exposure of negative 
treatments at work to a manifest problem, by calling it bullying or vic-
timisation, and report the exposure to the employer, demands trust in that 
the employer is going to act and handle the situation in a proper way 
(Blomberg et al., 2022; Einarsen et al., 2017).   

Definition of Workplace Bullying 
So far, I have used different terms for the same phenomenon—mobbing, 
bullying, and victimisation. Another common term is harassment, espe-
cially in legal contexts, such as the recent Violence and Harassment Con-
vention #190 from the International Labour Organization, ILO or in the 
European framework agreement on the prevention of violence and har-
assment (European Social Dialogue, 2007).  

In research, the term workplace bullying is mostly used (Einarsen, 
Hoel, et al., 2020b) and is about repeated and/or systematic unwanted and 
unreasonable actions, behaviours, and practices directed at one or several 
employees. Such actions, behaviours, and practices are carried out over 
an extended time-period in situations where exposed people have diffi-
culties defending themselves and are feeling humiliated, distressed and/or 
offended (Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 2020b). Bullying is not an either-or phe-
nomenon, but an escalating process with different levels of seriousness 
(Rosander & Blomberg, 2019).  

Most workers may however occasionally be exposed to behaviours 
that may be socially stressing, unpleasant or regarded as negative in some 
ways. Such occasional negative social behaviour may be framed as bul-
lying behaviours but does not constitute workplace bullying if the expo-
sure is not systematic, long-term, or high frequent (Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 
2020b). Such occasional negative social acts may also resemble so called 

 
3 Provisions on organizational and social work environment (AFS 2015:4) 
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incivility or mistreatment at work (Cortina et al., 2001) which also may 
include terms such as deviant or anti-social behaviours as well as violence 
at work (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Incivility or mistreatment at work 
and bullying behaviours at work are basically the same phenomenon, 
which is shown by how they are measured as the same kind of acts and 
behaviours are involved (Cortina et al., 2001; Einarsen et al., 2009; 
Einarsen & Raknes, 1997). However, what makes bullying stand out is 
that it is about systematic, ongoing, and frequent exposure to such nega-
tive social treatments (Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 2020b).  

Being exposed to bullying at work has also, mostly in Scandinavian 
and German speaking countries, been labelled “mobbing at work” (Ley-
mann, 1996). However, in English speaking countries the label became 
bullying at work or workplace bullying (Liefooghe & Olafsson, 1999). In 
some cases, there are more than only a linguistic difference between the 
two labels. For example, Zapf (1999b) used the term mobbing to describe 
situations where a group––the mob––is gathering up against someone, 
and bullying refers to actions by one person––the bully. However, in the 
probably most widespread definition of the phenomenon the two terms 
are used interchangeably:  
 

Bullying at work means harassing, offending, socially exclud-
ing someone or negatively affecting someone’s work. In order 
for the label bullying (or mobbing) to be applied to a particular 
activity, interaction or process it has to occur repeatedly or reg-
ularly (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 may end up in an inferior position 
becoming the target of systematic negative social acts. A con-
flict cannot be called bullying if the incident is an isolated 
event or if two parties of approximately equal “strength” are in 
conflict. (Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 2020b, p. 26)  

 
In the present thesis, the term bullying (at work) is used both as describing 
negative actions by a group or by an individual (or both) with particular 
focus on those who is exposed to bullying. The term bullying behaviours 
is also used in describing a risk situation with exposure that may develop 
into workplace bullying.  
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The Present Thesis  
The present thesis is a part of the research project called WHOLE (Work, 
Health, Organization, Leadership, Experience). The overall aim of this 
research project is to longitudinally study how different organisational 
factors are related and interact in their effect on, for example, health, 
workplace bullying, the individual’s work experience, et cetera. This the-
sis falls exactly within that scope. Such research has also been called for 
by Nielsen and Einarsen (2018) in their review article. To investigate lon-
gitudinal chains of event between risk factors and also investigating the 
mechanisms of how and when these risk factors may lead to workplace 
bullying have hardly been addressed in empirical research before (as 
notable exceptions, see Reknes et al., 2014; Zahlquist et al., 2019; 
Ågotnes et al., 2018). Thus, the present thesis tries to address a small part 
of this knowledge gap pointing to what employers really can do to influ-
ence the detrimental phenomenon of workplace bullying.  

The focus on the how and when-mechanisms behind workplace bul-
lying also mean that this thesis is about how to prevent bullying, that is, 
what we should be doing—or not be doing—on an organisational level, 
to counteract the risks of bullying. And, by knowing the mechanisms of 
how and when bullying behaviours tend to increase over time, the coun-
teracting work of the phenomenon hopefully become more accurate and 
effective.  

Talking and writing about bullying, working with, and researching 
bullying, will continue to raise the awareness of this important and unac-
ceptable phenomenon. It will encourage people to act and claim their 
rights in unacceptable situations. Hopefully, it will also encourage organ-
isations to counteract bullying problems—with better practices and a gen-
erally better social work environments as a result. In that process, this 
thesis may be a small piece in the large puzzle.  

Aims and Structure 
The aim of the present thesis is to investigate how supportive leadership 
affects workplace bullying—both in terms of risk factors that may lead to 
bullying but also in terms of the effects of workplace bullying.  

To achieve this, the following structure is used. After this introduc-
tory chapter, a broad picture of the world of workplace bullying is drawn 
giving an understanding for both the phenomenon itself, the risk factors, 
and the detrimental effects. In that chapter several central concepts of the 
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thesis are introduced. Then, in the next chapter, the concept of supportive 
leadership is explored and presented in terms of how it may affect work-
place bullying. This is followed by a chapter where I present a theoretical 
framework that will be used as a basis for a chapter with a theoretical 
model and a series of hypotheses. Then follows three more traditional 
chapters—Methodology (sample, measures, statistical methods, et 
cetera), Results (a short review of the included studies), and Discussion. 
Finally, the thesis ends with a chapter containing conclusions and impli-
cations.  
 
 



9 

The World of Workplace Bullying 

Prevalence and Measurement 
In general, about 10% of the working population in Europe is subjected 
to at least occasional workplace bullying behaviours and about 3% is sub-
jected to serious and systematic workplace bullying (Zapf et al., 2020), 
also called victims of bullying (Notelaers & Einarsen, 2013). At least 10 
to 20% of the employees may also occasionally be exposed to negative 
acts at work which do not meet the strict criteria of the bullying definition 
but are still being very stressful for the persons concerned (Zapf et al., 
2020). For example, Rosander and Blomberg (2019) presented a three-
level grading of exposure, from Risk of or incipient bullying, via Ongoing 
bullying to Severe or extreme bullying, on a representative sample of the 
Swedish work force. They showed that in total 19.6% of the Swedish 
workforce is at least occasionally exposed to negative acts with discerni-
ble negative health impact. The distribution of exposure in their study 
(Rosander & Blomberg, 2019, p. 783) was:  

Table 1. Distribution of Bullying Exposure in a Swedish Representative 
Sample.  

Categorisation % Cumulative % 
Severe or extreme bullying 2.8 2.8 
Ongoing bullying 4.0 6.8 
Risk of or incipient bullying 12.8 19.6 
Not bullied 80.4 100.0 

The prevalence of bullying exposure and further social risk exposure 
in Swedish working life, reported by Rosander and Blomberg (2019), is 
in line with what Zapf et al. (2020) summarised on a general European 
level, combining and estimating a general prevalence level based on 
many different studies with different measurement methods.  

A problem of the growing research area of workplace bullying has 
been that the measuring methods of the phenomenon has differed and 
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thus making comparisons difficult (Nielsen, Notelaers, et al., 2020). In 
general, two ways of measuring bullying exposure have been used: (a) 
the self-labelling method (with or without a definition) and (b) the behav-
ioural experience method. The former uses a question concerning to what 
extent one has been exposed to bullying and to which the respondent usu-
ally answers a simple yes or no, or answers to some kind of frequency 
scale (for example, never, now and then, monthly, weekly, and daily). 
The latter method uses an inventory presenting a range of examples of 
different acts and behaviours one may have been exposed to, and to which 
the respondent answers on a frequency scale (never, now and then, 
monthly, weekly, and daily). Usually, for both methods, the duration of 
exposure is also included (often 6 or 12 months). Additionally, the fre-
quency cut-off also differs between studies. For the behavioural experi-
ence method, it has been put forward that once a week is enough to be 
considered exposed to workplace bullying (also called the Leymann cri-
terion; 1990, 1996) while others have argued for two (Mikkelsen & 
Einarsen, 2001) or even three (Agervold, 2007) acts per week. For the 
self-definition method some conclude that all respondents that do not ex-
plicitly answer no to the bullying question is considered exposed to work-
place bullying, while others only include those who answer that they are 
exposed weekly or daily (for overview, see Nielsen, Notelaers, et al., 
2020; Zapf et al., 2020).  

With this short review of different ways of measuring workplace bul-
lying, the reported results by Rosander and Blomberg (2019) is interest-
ing as they combine the described measuring methods and present levels 
of increasing social exposure which fits well with the overview by Zapf 
et al. (2020). That the way one measure the bullying phenomenon really 
matters is also shown by Rosander et al. (2020) in their study of gender 
effects in bullying. They showed, for example, that women have a slightly 
higher tendency to self-label themselves as bullied while men are signif-
icantly more exposed according to the behavioural experience method. 
The measurement method also affected the results of the association be-
tween bullying and mental health risks.  

The uncertainty of how to measure bullying in the best way, or that 
different methods may cover aspects of the phenomenon in slightly dif-
ferent ways, does not hide the fact that workplace bullying in general is a 
really challenging problem in all sectors of working life (Nielsen & 
Einarsen, 2018; Zapf, 1999a; Zapf et al., 2020), and that it may find tar-
gets among workers as well as managers (Bjorklund et al., 2019; Hoel et 
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al., 2001), among young and old people, no matter of gender, sexual iden-
tity or ethnical background (e.g., Hoel et al., 2017; Lewis & Gunn, 2007; 
Salin, 2018). Perpetrators may be found among both colleagues and su-
pervisors (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Torok et al., 2016). There may 
also very often be more than one perpetrator involved and the number of 
perpetrators, as well as the bullying intensity, may increase over time 
(Zapf, 1999a; Zapf & Gross, 2001).  

All in all, this is a quite sad picture of the state of affairs but let us 
now turn to how we can understand the processes behind workplace bul-
lying and also how one may prevent it, which is what the present thesis 
is about.  

Organisational Perspectives  

Work Stressors and the Work Environment Hypothesis  
One explanation of why workplace bullying may emerge is based on the 
so-called work environment hypothesis, a concept that was introduced by 
the Norwegian researcher Ståle Einarsen (Einarsen et al., 2003; 2020; 
Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994). The idea, which also was con-
veyed by Heinz Leymann (1990, 1996), states that bullying is a result of 
deficiencies in the organisation. Already in the early 1990s Leymann 
(1993) suggested that such organisational deficiencies could be related to 
work design and leadership behaviours in combination with socially ex-
posed positions for victims and low department morale.  

A lot of research has been performed during the years, inspired by 
the work environment hypothesis. There is now an overarching and uni-
versal support for the hypothesis as a description of organisational ante-
cedents to workplace bullying (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018; Salin & Hoel, 
2020; Van den Brande et al., 2016).  

The organisational antecedents of workplace bullying can also be de-
scribed as work environment stressors (Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 
1994; Leymann, 1996) with the risk factors situated on either the individ-
ual job level, the level of the team, the organisation, or even on a societal 
level (e.g., Samnani & Singh, 2012; Van den Brande et al., 2016). How-
ever, as workplace bullying is a complex and multi-causal phenomenon 
it cannot be explained by only one factor (Salin, 2003b). There is an in-
terplay between different factors on different levels, also including indi-
vidual factors (Bowling & Beehr, 2006).  
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To understand the relationship between stressors in the work envi-
ronment and workplace bullying, it has been argued  (Baillien et al., 2009) 
that work stressors may raise the level of frustration and increase the en-
ergy consumption among employees making inefficient coping with work 
stressors a path towards bullying. For example, an inefficient coping of 
work-related frustrations may lead to more of aggressive behaviours in 
the organisation. Inefficient coping could also lead to norm breaking be-
haviours that additionally may elicit aggression (Baillien et al., 2009). All 
in all, stressors related to the work environment may increase the risk of 
interpersonal conflicts (e.g., Keashly, Minkowitz, et al., 2020; Stoetzer 
et al., 2009) which in turn is a well-known risk factor of workplace bul-
lying (Arenas et al., 2015) through conflict escalation (Baillien et al., 
2009) (see below).  

Work Design 
One important part of the organisation that may produce work-related 
stress is deficient work design, which was pointed out already by Ley-
mann (1993). Work design (or job design) is a term used in organisational 
psychology that points to the content and organisation of employees 
tasks, activities, responsibilities and relationships at work (Parker, 2014). 
Examples of deficiencies in work design that has been reported to be re-
lated to workplace bullying is high workload (e.g., Agervold, 2009; 
Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; Hauge et al., 2007) and high job 
demands (e.g., Baillien et al., 2008; Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Notelaers 
et al., 2010) as well as low autonomy or low decision authority (e.g., 
Astrauskaite et al., 2015; Balducci et al., 2011; Lewis et al., 2017). High 
demand and low autonomy is also close to the well-known stress model 
of job demand-control-support by Karasek and Theorell (1990) which 
also points to the importance of resources in the form of social support. 
Resources and demands are conceptually opposite pairs in the so called 
framework of job demands–resources (JD-R; Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; 
Demerouti et al., 2001) which also is used to understand and describe the 
association between the work environment and workplace bullying. For 
example, Tuckey et al. (2012) reported that insufficient resources is a risk 
factor of workplace harassment.  
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Role Stress 
Another organisational or work design deficiency that has received pro-
nounced attention, in regard of its association with workplace bullying, is 
different kinds of role stress. Deficiencies in connection with work-re-
lated roles is reported to be among the strongest predictors of bullying at 
work (e.g., Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hauge et al., 2007; Notelaers et al., 
2010). Salin and Hoel (2020) stated that “bullying seems to thrive where 
employees perceive contradictory expectations, demands and values in 
their jobs and where expectations are perceived as unclear or unpredicta-
ble” (p. 307). Unclear, contradictory and/or lack of information about re-
sponsibilities and demands connected to one’s work role is the very def-
inition of role ambiguity (e.g., Beehr, 1995; King & King, 1990) which 
is one of two classical role stressors described by Kahn et al. (1964). The 
other classical role stressor is role conflict, which occurs when one expe-
rience two or more role expectations, or role pressures, that are not com-
patible with each other (Beehr, 1995) requiring decisions that one does 
not perceive as optimal (Kahn et al., 1964). Role ambiguity and role con-
flict are independent, but related, sources of stress (Kahn et al., 1964). 
The presence of unclear and conflicting role expectations may create un-
certainty and pressure leading to a situation where the focal person (in 
the terminology of Kahn et al., 1964) does not know what to do. This 
makes role ambiguity both an objective verifiable organisational condi-
tion as well as a subjective phenomenon based on perceptions of a focal 
person. Further, an ambiguous role is probably not only unclear for the 
focal person but also for the surrounding people including so called role 
senders. This may lead to conflicting pressures because of the inconsist-
encies in demands and expectations. The consequences, according to 
Kahn et al. (1964), are detrimental to interpersonal relationships as it 
makes people losing trust in each other as the confidence of cooperative-
ness and good intensions evaporate. In this respect, role stress—and es-
pecially role ambiguity—can also be seen as a social stressor (Bowling 
& Beehr, 2006). Role ambiguity may lead to negative affect in work 
groups as it makes it unclear what to expect from each other as well as 
how to behave and act in a proper way as seen by other organisation 
members.  

In a meta-analysis by Van den Brande et al. (2016) they found 21 
studies in which role stress was associated with workplace bullying. Even 
if most of the studies were cross-sectional, there is growing evidence of 
a causal link (Salin & Hoel, 2020) between role stress and workplace 
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bullying. An example of a longitudinal study that provides important sup-
port of a causal link was made by Reknes et al. (2014) and was a two-
years and a two-waves study with 2835 employees. In the study they 
found an association between role stress and subsequent workplace bul-
lying using a true prospective design looking only at new cases of bully-
ing at follow up.  

 
In the present thesis, role ambiguity is a key concept used both as an or-
ganisational predictor of exposure to bullying behaviours and as an im-
portant covariate when investigating other predictors.  

Interpersonal and Group Process Perspectives  
Workplace bullying is an interpersonal phenomenon that develops 
through interactions between at least two parties (Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 
2020b). Those parties may also involve groups of individuals, what Ley-
mann (1996), and originally Heinemann (1969), called a mob, that may 
engage in aggressive acts against one or several targets. There can be sig-
nificant between-groups variations in the occurrence of workplace bully-
ing (e.g., Escartín et al., 2013; Skogstad et al., 2011) which indicates that 
group process perspectives also are important in understanding the origin 
and development of workplace bullying.  

There are several interpersonal or group-based phenomena that may 
be relevant in understanding the developments of bullying at work. There 
are interpersonal conflicts, work climates, scapegoating, ostracism of mi-
norities or outsiders, et cetera. There is a considerable overlap between 
these phenomena, and they often influence each other in several ways 
(e.g., Lewis et al., 2020). For example, the level of work group identifi-
cation, by a group member, influences how possible acts of conflict or 
supportive behaviours by other group members are interpreted and what 
kind of emotions arising of those acts or behaviours (e.g., Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984).  

Interpersonal Conflicts 
Interpersonal conflicts have been reported to be a risk factor for work-
place bullying (Baillien et al., 2009; Einarsen, 1999; Einarsen & 
Skogstad, 1996; Keashly, Minkowitz, et al., 2020) with conflicts and bul-
lying being related but still distinctive phenomena (Baillien et al., 2017; 
Notelaers et al., 2018). Interpersonal disputes, struggles and conflicts “are 
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a natural part of all human interaction and must not be considered bully-
ing [but] they may be a starting point … leading up to instances of work-
place bullying” (Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 2020b, p. 33). What makes bully-
ing distinct, in comparison with conflicts, is the inability to defend one-
self, the frequency, and the long lasting nature (Baillien et al., 2017). The 
risk of conflicts turning into bullying has been reported to be highly in-
fluenced by a wide range of factors on both individual, dyadic, group, and 
organisational level (Hoel & Cooper, 2001; Zapf, 1999b). For example, 
Ågotnes et al. (2018) showed that conflicts only escalated into bullying 
when laissez-faire leadership was present. Another factor that may influ-
ence the risk of conflict escalation is the social climate at work (van de 
Vliert, 2000).  

Work Climates  
The general social climate at work has been shown to be related to work-
place bullying (Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; Keashly, Tye-
Williams, et al., 2020; Muhonen et al., 2017; Vartia, 1996) either as over-
arching climates or as facet-specific climates associated with certain as-
pects of the working conditions, for example, conflict management cli-
mate (Einarsen et al., 2016) or competitive work climate (Vartia, 1996). 
In research, climates can be studied as an overarching phenomenon, but 
more often as facet-specific climates (e.g., Dollard & Bakker, 2010; 
Pirola-Merlo & Mann, 2004).  

There is a vast literature on different kinds of social climates at work. 
Mostly, the literature refers to affective climates at work (or in the organ-
isation) and for more than 50 year such affective social work climates, or 
in short––work climates––has been studied as important influences 
(Jones & Lawrence, 1979; Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009).  

A work climate is considered to be an overarching condition with 
direct or indirect causal effects that clearly influence factors in the work 
environment and in the organisation, such as safety, performance, turn-
over, demands, resources, and health among employees (for a review, see 
Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009). It is claimed that 
work climates account for a substantial variance in work behaviours and 
attitudes (De Rivera, 1992; Tse et al., 2008).  

The definition of work climates focus on shared perceptions regard-
ing policies, practices, and procedures that is rewarded, supported, and 
expected in the organisation (Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009; Schneider & 
Reichers, 1983). It can also be about shared perceptions of behaviours, 
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values, and emotions expected in a typical work group setting (De Rivera, 
1992; Schneider et al., 2013). The definition establish work climates as 
perceptual phenomenon (Schneider & Reichers, 1983) that may be 
clearly sensed but also being related to underlying structures (De Rivera, 
1992). Such structures may for example include role characteristics in the 
organisation such as variety, challenge, job pressures, and role ambiguity 
(Jones & Lawrence, 1979) as well as enacted policies and procedures put 
forward by decisions by senior management (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; 
Flin et al., 2000).  

A work climate that have received attention in the last years, is psy-
chosocial safety climate (Dollard & Bakker, 2010). At low levels, the 
psychosocial safety climate is claimed—by the authors—to be “the pre-
eminent psychosocial risk factor at work capable of causing psychologi-
cal and social harm through its influence on other psychosocial risk fac-
tors” (Dollard & Bakker, 2010, p. 580). It is, however, not fully articu-
lated on what basis that bold statement rests. Regardless, the psychosocial 
safety climate combines and unifies the traditional concept of a safety 
climate, which refers to physical health and safety, with work stress per-
spectives. It is defined as “policies, practices, and procedures for the pro-
tection of worker psychological health and safety” (Dollard & Bakker, 
2010, p. 580) and considered to be a climate for psychosocial health and 
safety that precedes working conditions such as job demands and job re-
sources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001).  

Another work climate that has received attention in the last years is 
a hostile work climate (Keashly, Tye-Williams, et al., 2020; Leung & 
Snape, 2012; Mawritz et al., 2014; Mawritz et al., 2012). This is a facet-
specific climate where trust is low between group members and where 
the social context is characterised by deviant and aggressive behaviours 
which means that this is the opposite of a climate characterised by social 
support. The organisational structures behind a hostile work climate may 
be ambiguous decisions and procedures creating conditions where it is 
difficult or impossible to know how to perform or behave to fulfil one’s 
work duties. Such conditions may lay a ground for interpersonal tensions, 
conflicts, disappointments, and deviant behaviours (De Rivera, 1992) 
which altogether may be perceived as, what Brodsky (1976) called, a 
“permission to harass” (p. 84). 
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In the present thesis work climate is an important concept and a hostile 
work climate is used as a mediator for the effect of role ambiguity on 
exposure to bullying behaviours.  

Predatory (or Selective) Bullying  
Another group process perspective of workplace bullying is about that 
some categories of people are more exposed than others (e.g., Fevre et 
al., 2013; Hoel et al., 2022; Rosander & Blomberg, 2022) which also 
means that bullying sometimes overlap with discrimination (Di Marco et 
al., 2021; Lewis et al., 2020). To be bullied just because of who you are 
is usually described as predatory bullying (Einarsen, 1999). However, 
there is also a useful term used in research on incivility, so called selective 
incivility (Cortina, 2008; Cortina et al., 2013). The term selective incivil-
ity covers how individuals may be subjected to negative behaviours based 
on their group representation such as gender or belonging to a minority 
group. Such uncivil treatment could be based on (a) implicit stereotypes 
among otherwise tolerant people unknowingly applying uncivil and dis-
criminatory behaviours, or (b) being based on overt and explicit stereo-
typic motivations. The term selective is, in my opinion, more neutral than 
predatory which may have connotations associated with being a predator 
with a purpose of harming, which does not fit very well with the estab-
lished definition of workplace bullying (Einarsen, Hoel, et al., 2020b). 
Thus, I suggest the term selective being more suitable in describing when 
people are bullied based on who they are. The term selective bullying has 
also been used a few times in the literature (Lewis et al., 2020; Salin et 
al., 2013) and should, in my opinion, be used more as it captures and 
describes an important part of the phenomenon—that some people, im-
plicitly or explicitly selected, are more exposed than others.  

Over the last 20 years, researchers have established risk groups that 
may have a higher risk of being exposed to bullying. For example, being 
born in a foreign country or being of an ethnical minority may multiple 
the risk of bullying exposure (Lewis & Gunn, 2007; Rosander & 
Blomberg, 2022) as well as being lesbian, gay or bisexual (Fevre et al., 
2012; Fevre et al., 2009; Hoel et al., 2017; Hoel et al., 2022) or having a 
disability (Fevre et al., 2013). For some people, the only thing they need 
to do to be bullied is to show up at work (Archer, 1999). If you belong to 
an outsider group and thus considered deviant or non-conforming com-
pared to what is considered a typical employee, you may be at risk. This 
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may, for example, include being a female fire-fighter (Archer, 1999) or 
being a male assistant nurse (Eriksen & Einarsen, 2004) or in general be-
ing a male at a female-dominated workplace (Rosander, Hetland, et al., 
2022). Escartín et al. (2013) presented another example, in a study of 494 
employees nested within 17 teams, that showed that having a weak iden-
tification with their team were associated with higher levels of bullying. 
Lowest level of bullying was shown for those who had a strong identifi-
cation with a group where the group-members in general had a strong 
group identification.  

Being different compared to others, in some way or another, may 
also set one out as an easy target of so called scapegoating where stress 
and frustration at work may give rise to collective defence mechanism of 
displaced aggressions directed at the outsider/scapegoat (Thylefors, 
1987, 1999).  

Individualistic Perspectives  
Research has established that the individual consequences of being ex-
posed to workplace bullying may be detrimental (for a comprehensive 
overview, see Mikkelsen et al., 2020). In qualitative studies based on in-
terviews with bullying victims it has been reported consequences such as 
psychological distress, feelings of guilt and shame, reduced self-confi-
dence, sense of worthlessness, self-contempt, concentration difficulties, 
mood swings, fear, anxiety, depression symptoms, and sleep problems 
(e.g., Hallberg & Strandmark, 2006; Lewis, 2004). Quantitative studies 
and meta-analyses have reported psychological health consequences such 
as depression, burn out, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (e.g., 
Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015; Hansen, 2018; Kivimäki et al., 2003; Nielsen 
& Einarsen, 2012; Rugulies et al., 2012; Theorell et al., 2015) as well as 
physiological health consequences such as cardiovascular disease and 
type 2 diabetes (Xu et al., 2018; 2019). There have also been reported 
heighten risks for disability pensioning (Clausen et al., 2019), unemploy-
ment (Glambek et al., 2015), and suicidal ideation (Nielsen et al., 2015).  

Theoretically, the individual consequences of bullying is predictable 
and understandable from several perspectives. For example, the transac-
tional stress model formulated by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) has been 
used to predict negative health effects through a dynamic interplay of in-
dividual appraisal and coping, and exposure to the social stress of bully-
ing. Another perspective is the social pain perspective (Macdonald & 
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Leary, 2005) which predict that ostracism and social exclusion—that are 
important elements of a bullying process—may have strong and negative 
impact on general health of exposed individuals (Knack et al., 2011).  

Individual Risk Factors 
Beside the individual consequences of being exposed to bullying, there 
may also be an individualistic perspective in predicting bullying. Such a 
perspective has been called the individual disposition hypothesis (Nielsen 
& Einarsen, 2018) and concerns both perpetrators and victims. There is 
some evidence that––from a victims perspective––personality factors 
(Nielsen et al., 2017), mental health problems (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012) 
as well as vulnerabilities in social competence and self-esteem (Zapf & 
Gross, 2001) may predict bullying exposure (see also, Zapf & Einarsen, 
2020). From a perpetrator perspective, personality factors (e.g., Fernán-
dez-del-Río et al., 2021; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2007; Tokarev et al., 
2017) and lack of social competence (e.g., Einarsen, Raknes, Matthiesen, 
et al., 1994; Kant et al., 2013) are also reported as well as so called or-
ganisational power play with micro political behaviours (Salin, 2003a). 
However, Salin and Hoel (2020) argued that individual risk factors 
mainly being important when organisational risk factors exists, stating 
that “individual factors… may affect the risk of being bullied when cer-
tain organisational preconditions or risk factors are present” (Salin & 
Hoel, 2020, s. 306). This has also been shown by Rosander (2021) in a 
study where the individual risk factor of mental health problems was de-
pendent on the level of role stress. That means that individual risk factors 
may depend on how well the organisation is functioning in areas such as 
leadership, conflict management, role clarity, work climate and so on. 
Clearly, there is seldom a mono cause of bullying which means that  

“one may have to take a broad range of potential causes of bul-
lying into account, antecedents and risk factors which may re-
side within the organization, the perpetrator (the bully), the so-
cial psychology of the work group, or indeed the target/victim. 
… One must also take the interplay of such causes into consid-
eration.” (Zapf & Einarsen, 2020, s. 270)   

That poor mental health, such as depression and anxiety, may be a 
risk factor and predict future exposure to workplace bullying, and not 
only being a consequence of bullying, is called a reversed effect. This has 
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been reported several times (Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015; Kivimäki et al., 
2003; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). However, up till now, no one has stud-
ied to what extent general poor health—also including physical aspects 
of health—may be a risk factor and predict future exposure to bullying. 
 
In the present thesis, poor general health, also including physical aspects 
of health, is investigated as an individual risk factor of exposure to bully-
ing behaviours. 
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The Concept of Supportive Leadership  
 
 
 
The concept of supportive leadership is based on the combination of so-
cial support in general with the position and influence of leadership. 
Therefore, let me start with a short introduction to social support.  

Social Support as a Resource  
Social support is one of the most important resources according to the 
framework of job demand-resources (JD-R; Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; 
Demerouti et al., 2001). The model concerns occupational stress and 
claims that strain is an answer to an imbalance between demands and re-
sources. Social support is claimed to be a very important resource that 
together with other resources (e.g., autonomy and clarity), stimulate per-
sonal growth, learning, and development (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 
Social support is also included as a buffer in the model of job demand-
control-support (JDCS; Karasek & Theorell, 1990). According to this 
model low autonomy/control combined with high demands/high work-
load may lead to strain, but that high levels of social support may buffer 
such a strain.  

In general, social support is a broad phenomenon where different 
kinds of interpersonal interactions may be relevant in contributing to 
one’s health and the ability to cope with stressful and demanding situa-
tions both at work and in many other situations also in private life (Cohen, 
2004; Taylor, 2011).  

There is also a distinction between received and perceived support, 
with perceived support having the larger impact (Taylor, 2011). The pro-
vided behaviours that may lead to perceptions of support can be of dif-
ferent characters. It can be: (a) emotional support through, for example, 
empathic and trusting behaviours (Cohen, 2004; Thoits, 1982); (b) it can 
be instrumental support through, for example, hands-on and practical 
help (Cohen, 2004; Schat & Kelloway, 2003; Thoits, 1982); (c) it can be 
informal support through, for example, advice and guidance (Cohen, 
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2004, Thoits, 1982, Schat and Kelloway, 2003; and (d) it can be valuing 
and appreciating support through, for example, feedback and evaluative 
information (Thoits, 1982).  

In working life, for employees, there may be several different sources 
of supportive behaviours which may lead to a perception of support, for 
example supervisors, work colleagues, the organisation itself, as well as 
friends and relatives (Foster, 2012).  
 
In the thesis, two specific sources of perceived support are investigated: 
(a) perceived support from close co-workers, and (b) perceived support-
ive leadership.   

Leadership in General  
Leadership in general is an important organisational predictor or mitiga-
tor of bullying at work (Cao et al., 2022; Cooper‐Thomas et al., 2013; 
Salin, 2015) and may be defined as  
 

“the process of influencing others to understand and agree 
about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process 
of facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish 
shared objectives.” (Yukl, 2013, p. 23)  
 
Being a leader is not the same as being a manager or supervisor, but 

the overlap between the two concepts is large. A manager can have a 
leadership position but not lead, and leadership can be performed without 
being a formal manager. So generally, manager or supervisor is an occu-
pational position and leadership is what is performed (Yukl, 2013). In the 
following the term manager (line-manager, frontline manager) and super-
visor will be used interchangeably meaning a position to perform so-
called day-to-day leadership in an organisation, not high-level, senior, or 
strategic leadership.  

The power and influence that usually is associated with the position 
of being a manager means that they can have “a profound impact on the 
work environment and on expectations of standards of behaviour” (Salin 
& Hoel, 2020, p. 313) and may sometimes also act as bullies themselves. 
Thus, the way leadership is performed may both have destructive and 
mitigating effects in terms of bullying.  
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There are many forms of leadership models, or leadership constructs, 
but in general three overall meta-categories of leadership have been 
widely studied: (a) change-oriented leadership, (b) task-oriented leader-
ship, and (c) relation-oriented leadership (e.g., Derue et al., 2011; Yukl 
et al., 2002). In addition, there is also a meta-category of different types 
of active or passive destructive leadership (e.g., Lundmark et al., 2021; 
Skogstad et al., 2007). In the last 20 years, a category of so-called ethical- 
or moral-oriented leadership also has emerged (e.g., Brown et al., 2005; 
Michel et al., 2010). The presented meta-categories are, however, not dis-
tinctive but may have considerable overlaps (Cao et al., 2022).  

Supportive Leadership Behaviours 
Among the overall meta-categories of different forms of leadership, sup-
portive leadership is mainly positioned in the category of relationship-
oriented leadership (Yukl et al., 2002). Supportive leadership is, however, 
more considered a type of leadership behaviours (Yukl, 2013) rather than 
a leadership model and thus may be included in many types and models 
of leadership. For example, supportive leadership is included as the di-
mension (being one of four dimensions) of individualised consideration 
in the broader model of transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Carless 
et al., 2000; Rafferty & Griffin, 2006). The more lately introduced lead-
ership model of compassionate leadership (Gilbert & Basran, 2019), with 
focus on caring and empathy, also clearly overlaps the more traditional 
descriptions of supportive leadership as both empathy and showing care 
are included in supportive leadership (Yukl, 2013).  

Practically, a supportive leadership means that a manager provides 
emotional, instrumental, informal, and valued and appreciative support, 
with most focus on creating trust and confidence through caring, listen-
ing, and showing respect and understanding (House, 1981). According to 
Yukl (2013) a supportive leader: (a) shows acceptance and positive re-
gard; (b) listens, cares and provides help; (c) bolsters confidence and self-
esteem; and (d) is willing to help with personal problems. In general, a 
supportive leadership means showing “consideration, acceptance, and 
concern for the needs and feelings of other people” and such leadership 
behaviours build and maintain “effective interpersonal relationships” (p. 
77).  

This focus on how a leader is taking care, showing respect and cre-
ating trust and confidence also positions a supportive leadership in the 
broader meta-category of leadership models called ethical and moral 
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oriented leadership (Hattke & Hattke, 2019). Such supportive leadership 
behaviours are also included in the leader-member exchange model 
(LMX; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) which focus on the quality of exchange 
between leader and employees. Lastly, low levels of supportive leader-
ship—that is, not caring, helping or showing concern or acceptance—
overlap with leadership behaviours called laissez-faire leadership, that is, 
passive and avoidant leadership (see Bass & Avolio, 1994). However, in 
laissez-faire leadership the main focus is on the activity level of the lead-
ership whereas in supportive leadership the focus is on the content of 
leadership—that is, to what extent there are leadership behaviours that 
result in a perception of consideration, trust, and support.  

The Effects on Bullying  
In general, research has shown that different kinds of leadership may have 
an important effect on workplace bullying. For example, destructive ef-
fects have been shown for laissez-faire leadership (Dussault & Frenette, 
2015; Hoel et al., 2010; Skogstad et al., 2007), autocratic leadership (Ag-
ervold, 2009; Hoel et al., 2010) and tyrannical leadership (Hauge et al., 
2007). Mitigating effects have been reported for transformational leader-
ship (Astrauskaite et al., 2015; Dussault & Frenette, 2015; Nielsen, 
2013), participative leadership (Hoel et al., 2010), authentic leadership 
(Nielsen, 2013; Warszewska-Makuch et al., 2015), and fair and support-
ive leadership (Hauge, Einarsen, et al., 2011). In a recent meta-analysis 
by Cao et al. (2022) there was a negative association between workplace 
aggression (which included workplace bullying) and the categories of 
goal-oriented, relation-oriented, and ethical-oriented leadership. There 
were also positive associations between workplace aggression and the 
categories of passive and destructive leadership.  

For supportive leadership, studies have pointed to that it may have 
protective effects on health for employees exposed to bullying behaviours 
(Gardner et al., 2013; Nielsen, Christensen, et al., 2020) as well as pro-
tective effects against early retirement (Clausen et al., 2019). Supportive 
leadership has also been reported to strengthen employees’ control and 
influence which in turn may reduce the risk of exposure to bullying 
(Goodboy et al., 2017).  
 
In the thesis, supportive leadership is the key concept, besides work-
place bullying, used as a moderator in all included papers.
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Theoretical Framework 
 
 
 
 
Trying to understand why organisational as well as individual risk factors 
may lead to bullying, and why bullying seems to have such negative ef-
fects—as well as what one might expect of the moderation by supportive 
leadership—directs the attention to theories that may give an understand-
ing of the processes involved. Mainly, the theories that will be introduced 
in this chapter concerns the social psychology of working groups—
mainly the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Tajfel & Turner, 
1979) together with its extension the self-categorisation theory (Turner 
et al., 1987), and social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) together with 
the overlapping theory of social information processing (Salancik & Pfef-
fer, 1978).  

First, there will be a general introduction of these theories. Then, the 
theories will be used together with the concepts that were introduced in 
previous chapters, as well as with some additional theories that will 
shortly be referred, in describing why there may be such increased risks 
and moderation effects.  

Social Identity and Social Categorisation   
In social psychology, a key feature is how social groups, such as work 
groups, develop, and interact. A theory that deals exactly with this kind 
of processes is the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979). An important process described in the social identity the-
ory is how people categorise individuals into so called in-groups (we; us) 
and out-groups (them). Another important aspect is how people adopt 
their identity and conform to the social norms developing in such groups. 
Such processes of categorising oneself in association with groups that one 
do—or do not—belong to, is considered a fundamental cognitive infor-
mation processing mechanism that reduces the complexity of social in-
formation (Hogg & Reid, 2006; Rosch, 1999).  
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The categorisation process also includes so-called self-categorisation 
which is important in how people derive their own identity and self-ex-
perience from the common group identity of the groups to which they 
belong, as well as the determination of the place oneself has within such 
group (self-categorisation theory, Turner et al., 1987). This categorisation 
process also affects so called inter- and intra-group biases. Further, so-
cially identifying oneself with a so-called interactive group (unlike social 
categories)—for example, a work group with members that interact with 
each other on a regular basis—is negatively related to depression 
(Postmes et al., 2019) meaning that social categorisation also is related to 
health.  

The Self-Categorisation Theory  
The self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987), which is an extension 
of social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), 
also offers an interesting and usable concept––prototypicality––which 
has been used in bullying research to understand how workplace bullying 
can be predicted by not being a so-called prototypical group member 
(Glambek et al., 2020). Prototypicality, or being a prototypical group 
member, is about a shared idea in a group of the most ideal or most typical 
group member which serves as an important part of group identity (Hogg 
& Terry, 2000). Such shared idea of a prototypical group member informs 
the group of expected and valued behaviours and attitudes in the group, 
that is––group norms. The use of prototypicality to understand norms, 
also expands the understanding of social norms, based on social identity 
theory, where norms is considered to be an attribute of the group and that 
group members adhere to those norms as a signal of social identification 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Prototypicality represents core features of a 
group making life in the group more predictable, stable, and safe which 
altogether enhances a salient group identity. By social comparison, such 
a group identity may also function as a self-enhancing mechanism in 
achieving a positive self-image through group affiliation (Abrams & 
Hogg, 1988; Festinger, 1954).  

The backside of prototypicality is so called deviants or outsiders, that 
is, non-prototypical group members that deviate from what is considered 
to be a prototypical group member. Such deviant group members may be 
perceived as threats to the group identity with a following risk of negative 
treatment, such as scapegoating and ostracism, which has been reported 
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by several authors (Glambek et al., 2020; Hogg, 2005; Lewis et al., 2020; 
Thylefors, 1999; Zapf & Einarsen, 2020).  

Being regarded as a non-prototypical group member may be based 
on actual or assumed (perceived) norm breaking behaviours (Baillien et 
al., 2009). This may be interpreted as a threat to the group, as norms often 
are connected to a salient group identity (Hogg & Terry, 2000). This may 
lead to an aggressive response which could be seen as a form of social 
control in the light of the perceived norm violation (Felson, 1992), in or-
der to come to terms with the threat. 

Being regarded as non-prototypical may also be based on conscious 
or unconscious stereotypes, for example associated with minority groups 
(Cortina et al., 2017; Devine, 1989). People tend to see what they expect 
to see, and by categorising a person as belonging to a minority group it 
may be likely that people pay attention to category-consistent behav-
iours—a so-called normative fit in terms of the self-categorisation theory 
(Turner & Reynolds, 2012).   

Studies have also shown that disabilities, both physical and mental, 
and long-term illness may be associated with ill-treatment at work (Fevre 
et al., 2013; Horton & Tucker, 2014). It is argued that this may be asso-
ciated with difficulties living up to norms of attendance, performance, 
and working long and hard hours, making people with disabilities and 
health issues more vulnerable of being regarded as outsiders, that is, non-
prototypical.  

Social Learning 
Other theories that also may offer perspectives of interpersonal and group 
process dynamics that may influence the emergence or mitigation of 
workplace bullying is the social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) and the 
theory of social information processing (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978).  

There is a considerable overlap between the social learning theory 
and the theory of social information processing, even if they differ in their 
perspectives. The social learning theory is a comprehensive theory of be-
haviour that aims to explain how patterns of behaviour are acquired.  

 
“From a social learning perspective, human nature is character-
ized as a vast potentiality that can be fashioned by direct and 
vicarious experience into a variety of forms within biological 
limits.” (Bandura, 1977, p. 13)  
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Whereas the social learning theory encompasses all life situations, 

the theory of social information processing was developed as a specific 
work life approach to produce new insights into people’s attitudes at work 
as a derivate and combination of “the social context at work and the pres-
ence of consequences of previous actions” (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978, p. 
224). According to the theory of social information processing “one can 
learn most about individual behavior by studying the informational and 
social environment within which that behavior occurs and to which it 
adapts” (s. 226).   

Following both the social learning theory and the theory of social 
information processing, human behaviour is shaped through modelling 
which is a process that produce learning through an informational func-
tion giving guidance of appropriate behaviours and actions (Bandura, 
1977; Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). People attend to and perceive how oth-
ers, of which they are regularly associated with, consistently act (Salancik 
& Pfeffer, 1978). Individual behaviour is shaped through an attentional 
process where salient events (so called attentional cues) in the social en-
vironment are interpreted as expectations of appropriate individual ac-
tions (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). By repeating and performing modelled 
responses, which is pointed out by the social learning theory (Bandura, 
1977), the actions and behaviours are remembered as guides of actions. 
The modelled response learning may however weaken considerably if the 
consequence of those actions and behaviours are unrewarding or punish-
ing (Bandura, 1977). 

  
Social identity theory, self-categorisation theory, social learning theory, 
and the theory of social information processing are used in the present 
thesis as a theoretical framework to understand why role ambiguity—as 
an organisational risk factor—and poor health—as an individual risk fac-
tor—may subsequently lead to exposure to bullying behaviours and why 
supportive leadership may function as a moderator.  

Risk Factors of Bullying  

Organisational or Group Level 
Two important concepts that were introduced in previous chapters, are 
role ambiguity and a hostile work climate. Both are risk factors based on 
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the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 2003; 2020; Einarsen, 
Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994). Role ambiguity is considered an organisa-
tional or structural condition and a hostile work climate is considered a 
group based perceptual phenomenon. Drawing on social learning theory 
(Bandura, 1977), the theory of social information processing (Salancik & 
Pfeffer, 1978) as well as social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) 
and its extension the self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987) one 
may theoretically understand how these risk factors may lead to bullying.  

Role ambiguity, that is, unclear, contradictory and/or lack of infor-
mation about responsibilities and demands connected with ones work role 
(e.g., Beehr, 1995; King & King, 1990) may, according to Kahn et al. 
(1964), be detrimental to interpersonal relationships at work as it makes 
it unclear what to expect from each other as well as how to behave and 
act in a proper way as seen by others at work. Drawing on both social 
learning theory (Bandura, 1977) and the theory of social information pro-
cessing (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978), it is reasonable that such organisa-
tional or structural problem with unclear expectations, responsibilities, 
and demands may continuously produce frustrations to such an extent that 
it will constitute a risk factor for workplace bullying through escalated 
aggression (Baillien et al., 2009). Such social working conditions may be 
full of so called salient events and attentional cues (e.g., aggressive out-
lets, misunderstanding, frustrations, suspicion) which are interpreted as 
appropriate behaviours (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) and through repetition 
being remembered as guide of accepted actions (Bandura, 1977). With 
such ongoing socially stressful situations at work (Bowling & Beehr, 
2006), with normalised interpersonal tensions and conflicts (De Rivera, 
1992), the development of social norms—drawing on social identity the-
ory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986)—may lay a ground for a hostile work climate 
where low trust together with deviant, aggressive and conflict escalating 
behaviours (De Rivera, 1992) becomes a part of the social work group 
identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). The expected behaviours of a so called 
prototypical group member, drawing on self-categorisation theory 
(Turner et al., 1987), in such a working group may in fact even include 
acts of harassment—what Brodsky (1976) called a “permission to harass” 
(p. 84)—making acts of workplace bullying normalised, that is, a bully-
ing culture.  
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Individual Level 
In previous chapters, the individual risk factor of poor health leading to 
future bullying exposure was also introduced—inspired by the individual 
disposition hypothesis (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018).  

To theoretically understand why this risk factor may lead to work-
place bullying, I turn to the theory of self-categorisation, with the concept 
of prototypicality (e.g., Abrams & Hogg, 1988; Hogg & Terry, 2000; 
Turner et al., 1987). The reasoning is that poor health in general, that is, 
any kind of poor health—be it physical, mental, social, et cetera—may 
give rise to difficulties meeting group-based norms of performance, at-
tendance, and availability. Having difficulties meeting group-based 
norms is thereby making one vulnerable to frustrations and irritations 
from other work group members which may heighten the risk of interper-
sonal conflicts and, in the long run, also heighten the risk of exclusions 
and ostracism (e.g., Arenas et al., 2015; Baillien et al., 2009; Stoetzer et 
al., 2009). Violating the norms of the group may lead to that one is con-
sidered being a deviate group member, compared to an ideal prototypical 
group member, and thus being or becoming a non-prototypical group 
member. Such a non-prototypical group member may be perceived as a 
threat to group stability and thus being expelled from the group. This the-
oretical understanding is also very close to the original description of 
mobbing by Lorenz (1967) where he argued that a persons who is a non-
conformist or an outsider may be “mobbed” in cruel ways (Lorenz, 2005, 
p. 76).  

The risk of poor mental health, such as depression and/or anxiety, 
leading to bullying has been reported before (Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015; 
Kivimäki et al., 2003; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). It has been suggested 
that the theory of victim precipitation (Elias, 1986) and/or a so-called 
gloomy perception mechanism (de Lange et al., 2005; Einarsen & 
Nielsen, 2015) could contribute to an explanation of why poor mental 
health seems to heighten the risks of being exposed to workplace bully-
ing. According to the victim precipitation theory (Elias, 1986), the per-
sonality of a target may be a precursor of workplace bullying through, for 
example, negative emotions. Two types of victims are described, (a) the 
vulnerably target who is weak and easy to attack and (b) the provocative 
target who may provoke aggressive behaviours from others and also es-
calating existing conflicts. According to the gloomy perception mecha-
nism (de Lange et al., 2005; Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015), a person with 
mental health problems may have a lower tolerance for negative 
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situations at work and therefore perceive and interpret the actions and 
behaviours of others in a more negative way, thus making exaggerated 
negative causal attributions of other’s actions and behaviours (van 
Reemst et al., 2016). Both the theory of victims precipitation and the 
gloomy perception mechanism are however questioned and criticised as 
they may be claimed to blame the victim (Cortina et al., 2017) if used as 
a single explanation. Additionally, none of them seem to fit very well as 
an explanation in association with general or physical health problems as 
that would implicate that physical health problems would alter one’s per-
ceptions.  

Consequences of Bullying  

Individual Level  
As previously described, workplace bullying involves a high risk of fu-
ture ill health for those exposed. This health risk has been established by 
many researchers over the years and is nowadays reported as an estab-
lished fact in reviews and meta-analyses (e.g., Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018). 
Theoretically, the health risks of exposure to workplace bullying is pre-
dictable and understandable from several theoretical perspectives (Mik-
kelsen et al., 2020). For example, the transactional stress model formu-
lated by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) has been used to predict negative 
health effects through a dynamic interplay of individual appraisal and 
coping, and exposure to the social stress of workplace bullying. Also the 
cognitive activation theory of stress (Ursin & Eriksen, 2010) has been 
used in describing the potential pathological effects of a sustained physi-
ological activation that may occur in the absence of coping possibilities 
when one is exposed to ongoing and systematic bullying. Another per-
spective is the social pain perspective based on evolutionary psychology 
(Macdonald & Leary, 2005) which predict that ostracism and social ex-
clusion—that are important elements of a bullying process—may have 
strong and negative impact on general health of exposed individuals 
(Knack et al., 2011). The argument is that humans are social beings that 
are dependent on being part of a group. Thus, being excluded, or threated 
with exclusion, will produce biological warnings and ill-health that re-
sembles being exposed to death threats (Macdonald & Leary, 2005).  
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Organisational or Group Level 
That workplace bullying may have detrimental effects not only on indi-
viduals but also on the organisation itself has been suggested by research-
ers. In general, the effects that have been reported—such as sickness ab-
senteeism (Niedhammer et al., 2012) and turnover (Nielsen & Einarsen, 
2012)—are closely associated to the bullying effects on individuals. 
There are however some suggestions of consequences also on an organi-
sational level. For example, Giorgi (2012) argued that bullying at work 
may strongly influence the workplace climate and Hauge, Skogstad, et al. 
(2011) discussed that workplace bullying over time also may increase 
role stress, such as role ambiguity. To understand the latter effects (on the 
organisation), one may draw on the social learning theory (Bandura, 
1977) and the theory of social information processing (Salancik & Pfef-
fer, 1978). Workplace bullying may contribute to escalated conflicts, 
frustrations, interpersonal tensions, and social stress to such extent that it 
becomes normalised to be suspicious and aggressive. The social work 
conditions may accordingly be full of so called salient events and atten-
tional cues in terms of misunderstandings, frustrations, and aggressive 
outlets that through constant repetition becomes guides of appropriate 
and accepted behaviours (Bandura, 1977; Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978), es-
pecially when such behaviours are not met with unrewarding or punishing 
effects (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1991). Hence, the consequences of bully-
ing may also lead to a further hostile work climate as well as increased 
ambiguity and uncertainty associated with behavioural norms and work 
related roles. The latter may also involve mechanisms explained by the 
self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987) and social identity theory 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Drawing on the self-categorisation theory and 
its concept of prototypicality, one may expect that bullying, in the form 
of a heighten level of conflicts and aggression in the workgroup, would 
make it harder to reach a clear understanding of what a prototypical group 
member would be like and thus what is expected of each member in the 
group. Also drawing on the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), 
the behavioural norms of a group, which are closely knitted to expected 
behaviours in terms of attendance, performance, availability et cetera, are 
closely associated to the social identity of the group which may deterio-
rate when the level of conflict, tension, suspicion, and aggression is high. 
According to the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979) adherence to norms also signals social identification with 
the group and if the internal level of social stress in terms of bullying, 
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conflicts and frustrations is very high in the group, the shared social iden-
tity may itself start to weaken and decline (Haslam & Reicher, 2006), 
increasing the uncertainty and ambiguity of what is expected of the group 
members—that is, increased role stress.  

Moderation Effects  
Finally, let us turn to what one theoretically might expect of the modera-
tion by supportive leadership on the risks of workplace bullying. 

In general (as described in the chapter “The Concept of Supportive 
Leadership”) social support is an important and well-known moderator 
of work-related stress, with co-workers also being an important source 
beside supervisors (Foster, 2012). As both leadership support and co-
worker support have been reported to be associated with a general climate 
of support at work (Muhonen et al., 2017), those two sources of support 
is expected to be clearly related. However, drawing on the social ex-
change theory (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Thibault & Kelley, 1959), 
one can suggest that social support provided by supervisors and co-work-
ers also should have different effects as they are different in terms of the 
social distance between the parties as well as in terms of the relationship 
quality involved. There should also in general be differences in terms of 
the regularity and frequency of interactions (e.g., Korte, 2010; Parzefall 
& Salin, 2010; Svensson, 2010). Thus, it is theoretically expected that 
leadership support and co-worker support should be separate and distinc-
tive phenomena with probable different effects even if they also are ex-
pected to be clearly related.  

Using supportive leadership as the moderator of the investigated ef-
fects of role ambiguity (as an organisational risk factor) and poor health 
(as an individual risk factor) on workplace bullying, the social learning 
theory (Bandura, 1977) and the theory of social information processing 
(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) can be used to predict and understand the ef-
fects.  

A central concept of the social learning theory is modelling, with the 
following concept of role models (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1991) which 
points to the importance of whom one observes and learns from. A role 
model may attract attention based on certain model characteristics, such 
as competence (Kanareff & Lanzetta, 1958), status (Lippitt et al., 1952), 
power (Bandura et al., 1963), and nurturance (Yussen & Levy Jr., 1975). 
The effect role models have on learning is not dependent on that the 
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observer is aware of the learning. Thus, a role model may influence an 
observer in both positive and negative ways, or as Bandura (1977) argues 
“one cannot keep people from learning what they have seen (p. 38).”  

The concept of role models is of special importance when trying to 
understand the effect of leadership at work (Brown & Treviño, 2013). 
Managers at different levels of an organisation have usually such a status, 
power, and influence that it draws attention to them as role models. The 
actions and behaviours of managers—regardless of whether they are pos-
itive or negative—therefore model and inform employees of appropriate 
actions that people in an organisation may attend to and learn from (Ban-
dura, 1977; Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). The higher the position, the greater 
the power and status, which means that leadership on a strategic level 
may have a powerful influence on organisational culture (Schaubroeck et 
al., 2012) and climate (Dollard & Bakker, 2010) as well as influencing 
their subordinates and having an indirect trickle-down effect in the or-
ganisation (Hansen et al., 2012; Mawritz et al., 2012; Mayer et al., 2012). 
However, on a day to day basis, face-to-face leadership by a frontline 
manager or supervisor may also have a strong modelling effect due to the 
high frequency of interaction (Weaver et al., 2005). A supervisor that ex-
hibits supportive leadership behaviours, creating trust and confidence 
through caring, listening, respect, and showing understanding (House, 
1981) may also receive attention as a role model through these acts of 
care and nurturance (Yussen & Levy Jr., 1975). However, also acts and 
behaviours by a non-supportive or even an abusive supervisor will have 
modelling effects. The behaviours of a role model—and managers are 
role models due to their position, power, and influence—will always have 
some kind of influence on the observers (Bandura, 1977). Thus, the ac-
tions or nonactions by a manager, may stand as positive (or negative) ex-
amples in the workplace to be followed and learned from, as well as the 
actions or inactions having a direct influence on social work conditions. 
In terms of supportive leadership, the actions and behaviours involved 
may for example be providing understanding and help of personal needs 
(Avolio & Bass, 1999), showing trust and acceptance (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995), bolstering confidence and self-esteem (Yukl, 2013) and 
providing conflict management in a way that lower the risk of escalated 
interpersonal conflicts (Einarsen et al., 2016; Tse et al., 2008).     
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Theoretical Model and Hypotheses 
 
 
 
 
A theoretical model that connects the concepts and the theories of the 
thesis with the three included studies was created. A basis for the theoret-
ical model is the association between bullying and health as described in 
more detail in the previous chapter. The detrimental health effect of bul-
lying is nowadays considered an established fact in reviews and meta-
analyses (e.g., Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018). 

The following three key factors—introduced in the previous chap-
ters—are used to analyse the risks of exposure to bullying behaviours in 
the present thesis: (a) supportive leadership, (b) role ambiguity, and (c) 
health (poor health).  

A Circular Model 
Based on the well-known association between bullying and poor health 
and the theories presented in the Theoretical Framework, the three key 
factors were used to create a circular, multilevel, and interactional theo-
retical model (see Figure 1). The model was created early in the research 
process and guided the formulation of hypotheses and data analyses. The 
model is circular and self-reinforcing which means that the same varia-
bles are used as both predictors and dependent variables. The circular as-
pect of a bullying process has been addressed by several authors. For ex-
ample, Podsiadly and Gamian-Wilk (2017) has suggested that some per-
sonality factors may over time pose a risk of bullying exposure, but that 
bullying also may lead to personality changes. Einarsen and Nielsen 
(2015) raised thoughts about to what extent poor mental health and bul-
lying may have such a circular pattern and Hauge, Skogstad, et al. (2011) 
discussed if role stress may be (both) a cause and/or a consequence of 
workplace bullying. The model is also theoretically a multilevel model as 
it includes the risk factor of ambiguous roles on an organisational level, 
based on the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 2003; 2020; 
Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994), and the risk factor of poor health 
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on an individual level, in line with the individual disposition hypothesis 
(Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018).  

Figure 1. A Circular, Multilevel, and Interactional Theoretical Model. 

The model is grounded in the presented research and have four con-
nections: ambiguous roles — (a) — workplace bullying — (b) — poor 
health — (c) — workplace bullying — (d) — ambiguous roles. (a) There 
is a strong support for organisational factors involving role stress such as 
role ambiguity as a risk factor for workplace bullying (e.g., see Salin & 
Hoel, 2020, for a comprahensive review). (b) The detrimental health ef-
fects on targets of workplace bullying has been shown in several meta-
analyses (e.g., Kivimäki et al., 2003; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). (c) 
There are also indications of a reversed effect from poor health to bully-
ing although mental health problems have been the main focus (Einarsen 
& Nielsen, 2015; Nielsen et al., 2014). (d) Finally, the last connection is 
also the one with least support, that workplace bullying will lead to re-
duced role clarity, however the connection has been reported (Hauge, 
Skogstad, et al., 2011).  

As presented, the model uses two risk factors—ambiguous roles (at 
an organisational level) and poor health (at an individual level). The 
model also includes supportive leadership as a factor that interact with 
the risk factors’ effect on bullying; that is, the level of leadership support 
may increase or decrease the effect of the risk factors on bullying. The 
effect of supportive leadership on the consequences of bullying is also 
included in the model.  
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That supportive leadership may have interacting effects in associa-
tion with workplace bullying have been reported in research before (e.g., 
Clausen et al., 2019; Gardner et al., 2013; Nielsen, Christensen, et al., 
2020) and is presented in more detail in the chapter The Concept of Sup-
portive Leadership.  

Hypotheses  

An Organisational Risk Factor  
The first two hypotheses of the thesis is associated with the organisational 
risk factor of workplace bullying in the theoretical model: role ambiguity 
(see Figure 2). As described above, role stress is one of the main organi-
sational predictors of workplace bullying and ambiguous roles is one of 
the key role stressors (Salin & Hoel, 2020).  

The prediction that role ambiguity over time may lead to workplace 
bullying is, however, not new. The prediction is in line with the work 
environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 2003; 2020; Einarsen, Raknes, 
& Matthiesen, 1994) and many researchers have reported an association 
between role stress and bullying before (see, e.g., Bowling & Beehr, 
2006; Hauge et al., 2007; Notelaers et al., 2010; Reknes et al., 2014). 
However, what is still unclear is the long-term effects of role ambiguity 
and the mechanism of how role ambiguity actually leads to bullying. Con-
cerning the long-term effect, no study has used a time lag longer than two 
years. The first hypothesis of the present thesis is as follows:  

 
Hypothesis 1 (H1): Role ambiguity is a long-term risk factor of 
being exposed to bullying behaviours at work (see Figure 2).  

 
Concerning the how-question, that is, how role ambiguity may lead 

to workplace bullying, no one has investigated the mechanism behind this 
association between role ambiguity and bullying before. To theoretically 
understand and predict why role ambiguity may lead to workplace bully-
ing, one may use theoretical perspectives from social psychology. Draw-
ing on the presented social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), the theory of 
social information processing (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) as well as social 
identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and its extension the self-catego-
risation theory (Turner et al., 1987) to understand this association, sug-
gest that role ambiguity may lead to conflicts, frustrations and social 
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stress to such an extent in the work group that it creates a hostile work 
climate which in turn may be a risk factor for workplace bullying through 
escalated aggression (Baillien et al., 2009). This leads to the formulation 
of the second hypothesis:  
 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): A hostile work climate is a mediator for the 
long-term association between ambiguous roles and exposure to 
bullying behaviours at work (see Figure 2). 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Hypotheses 1 and 2. 

An Individual Risk Factor  
The individual level risk factor in the model is about poor health which 
means that the next hypothesis concerns the risk that general poor indi-
vidual health over time may lead to exposure to bullying behaviours (see 
Figure 3). Behind this hypothesis is the theory of self-categorisation, with 
the concept of prototypicality (e.g., Abrams & Hogg, 1988; Hogg & 
Terry, 2000; Turner et al., 1987), which has been used before to under-
stand how workplace bullying may arise (Glambek et al., 2020). Poor 
health in general, that is, any kind of poor health, may cause difficulties 
for individuals to meet group-based norms of, for example, performance. 
Such difficulties of meeting group-based norms may lead to individual 
vulnerabilities to frustrations and irritations from others in their work 
group and lead to increased risks of interpersonal conflicts, exclusions, 
and ostracism (e.g., Arenas et al., 2015; Baillien et al., 2009). Having 
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difficulties in meeting the norms of the group may also increase the risk 
that one is considered being a deviate group member, compared to an 
ideal prototypical group member (e.g., Abrams & Hogg, 1988; Hogg & 
Terry, 2000; Turner et al., 1987) which means that one may be perceived 
as a threat to group stability and thus being expelled from the group. The 
third hypothesis of the present thesis is as follows:  

 
Hypothesis 3 (H3): Poor general health, including both physical 
and mental health problems, is over time a risk factor of being 
exposed to bullying behaviours at work (see Figure 3).  

 

 
 
Figure 3. Hypothesis 3. 

Supportive Leadership as Moderator  
Now, turning to the moderator in the theoretical model, focus will be on 
the moderating effect of social support and specifically on supportive 
leadership. 

Social support is a well-known moderator of work-related stress, 
with both co-workers and supervisors as important and related sources 
(e.g., Foster, 2012; Muhonen et al., 2017). Following the reasoning in the 
previous chapter—drawing on the social exchange theory (Cropanzano 
& Mitchell, 2005; Thibault & Kelley, 1959)—there should however be 
distinctive and different effects of support from co-workers and supervi-
sors as the social distance, the relationship quality, the frequency of 
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interactions, etcetera generally differ in between them (e.g., Korte, 2010; 
Parzefall & Salin, 2010; Svensson, 2010).  

Figure 4. Hypotheses 4a, 4b, and the Research Question. 

Based on this, two hypotheses were formulated, followed by an open 
research question and all three were then investigated in studying the ef-
fect of workplace bullying on health, that is, the already well-known 
causal relationship between workplace bullying and poor health:  

Hypothesis 4 a (H4a): Perceived support from close co-workers 
moderates the negative association between exposure to bully-
ing behaviours and health (see Figure 4).  

Hypothesis 4 b (H4b): Perceived supportive leadership moder-
ates the negative association between exposure to bullying be-
haviours and health (see Figure 4). 

Research question 1 (R1): How do the two forms of perceived 
support—from supervisors and co-workers—interact in under-
standing the association between exposure to bullying behav-
iours and health (see Figure 4)?  

Based on the social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) and the theory 
of social information processing (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978)—with the 
theoretical concept of role models—supportive leadership was predicted 
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to have a moderating effect, distinct from co-worker support or from a 
general work climate, on the association between each of the two risk 
factors of exposure to bullying behaviours: (a) role ambiguity—an organ-
isational level predictor derived from the work environment hypothesis 
(Einarsen et al., 2003; 2020; Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994); and 
(b) poor health—an individual level predictor derived from the individual 
disposition hypothesis (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018).  
 

 
 
Figure 5. Hypothesis 5. 
 

This leads to the formulation of the last and final two hypotheses:  
 
Hypothesis 5 (H5): Supportive leadership moderates the ex-
pected association between role ambiguity and exposure to bul-
lying behaviours, mediated by a hostile work climate—a mod-
erated mediation (see Figure 5).  
 
Hypothesis 6 (H6): Supportive leadership moderates the ex-
pected association between poor health and exposure to bullying 
behaviours (see Figure 6).  
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Figure 6. Hypothesis 6. 

The Thesis and the Theoretical Model 
In Figure 7 the present thesis is shown in relation to the initial theoretical 
model. The dashed arrows are not assessed which means that the last step 
of bullying à ambiguous roles, as well as the potential moderating effect 
of supportive leadership on that association, is not investigated in the the-
sis. This step is also the one with least support from previous research, 
even if Hauge, Skogstad, et al. (2011) suggested that workplace bullying 
may lead to increased role stress. This will be addressed in the discussion. 

Figure 7. The Thesis in Relation to the Presented Theoretical Model. 
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Methodology 
 
 
 
 
Employing data from three cohorts—a governmental institution, a mu-
nicipality, and a private company, all based in Sweden—the present the-
sis investigates risk factors on both an organisational and an individual 
level, and the moderating effects of supportive leadership.  

The thesis consists of three empirical papers investigating the pre-
sented hypotheses. The three papers are based on three different data sam-
ples collected from three different cohorts.  

All data were collected within the framework of the research project 
called WHOLE (Work, Health, Organization, Leadership, Experience) 
– research on organizational and social work environment, at the division 
of Psychology, at the Department of Behavioural Sciences and Learning 
(IBL) at Linköping University.  

Cohorts Used  

Cohort 1   
The data collection process started in 2015 with 1846 employees, at a 
Swedish governmental institution, being invited to participate in a web-
based work environment survey using the Psychosocial Work Environ-
ment Questionnaire (PSYWEQ; Rosander & Blomberg, 2018). Data were 
collected between the 2nd and 22nd of March, as part of an arrangement 
by which the survey data was analysed and reported back in a form that 
enabled the governmental institution to act on conditions which were hav-
ing negative effects on the organisation and the employees. All employ-
ees had to grant permission for their responses to be used for research 
purposes. A total of 1383 employees (75%) completed the work environ-
ment survey and granted permission for their data to be used for research 
which then constituted the cross-sectional data sample to be used in the 
first paper.  
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In November 2016 the next data collection was performed. The em-
ployees of the same governmental institution were invited again to per-
form the work environment survey using the same instrument (the 
PSYWEQ). A total of 1945 employees were invited during the period of 
7th to 25th November and 1387 (71%) answered the survey and granted 
permission for their data to be used for research. Combining the two 
waves of data collection yielded 958 participants that had responded at 
both waves and granted research permission. These 958 participants con-
stituted the two-wave longitudinal data sample to be used in the second 
paper.  

The last data collection, from the governmental institution, was per-
formed during the period of 17th September to 5th October 2018, using the 
same work environment survey (the PSYWEQ). The invitation to partic-
ipate was sent to 1914 employees and 1482 (77%) participated and 
granted permission for their answers to be used for research. Combining 
all three waves of data collection yielded 754 participants that had an-
swered and granted research permission at all three waves.  

Cohort 2   
In parallel with the data collection from the Swedish governmental insti-
tution, data was also collected, in the same manner, from a small Swedish 
municipality. The first data collection was carried out in between 14th of 
June to 14th of September 2016 with 849 invited participants of which 
434 answered (51%) the survey. The second wave was performed be-
tween 1st of March to 14th of April 2018 with 875 invited participants and 
588 answers (67%). The data collection ended with the third wave be-
tween 2nd March to 3rd April 2020 with 842 invited participants and 504 
answers (60%). This three-wave data collection process at the municipal-
ity yielded in total 205 participants that answered all three waves and 
granted permission for research.  

Cohort 3  
Finally, there was also a data collection from a Swedish private construc-
tion company. The same data collection process, as in the governmental 
institution and the municipality, was used. The first wave was performed 
between 3rd of April to 2nd of May 2017 with a total of 216 invited par-
ticipants of which 161 answered (75%) the survey. The second wave was 
performed between the 1st to 31st of October 2018 with 259 invited 
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participants and 219 answers (85%). The data collection ended with the 
third wave between 2nd to 28th of November 2020 with 526 invited par-
ticipants and 387 (74%) answers. In total the data collecting process at 
the private company yielded a total of 75 participants that participated in 
all three waves and granted permission for research.  

Data Samples 

Sample 1   
Data sample 1 was used for the first paper. The data sample was based on 
the first wave from cohort 1 which was a cross-sectional sample of 1387 
participants (75% response rate). The age span was from 21 to 71 years, 
with a median age of 45 years for both men and women. The mean age 
of the sample was 45.0 years (SD = 11.1). Women made up 57% and men 
43% of the sample.  

Sample 2   
Data sample 2 was used for the second paper and was based on wave 1 
and 2 from cohort 1. Of the 1387 that had answered the first wave, 958 
also answered the second wave (69%). The age span was from 22 to 71 
years, with a median age of 45 years for both men and women. The mean 
age of the sample was 45.2 years (SD = 10.3). Women made up 58% and 
men 42% of the sample.  

Sample 3   
Data sample 3 was used for paper 3 and was based on all three waves 
from all three cohorts. Combining the three cohorts, the first wave had in 
total 1978 participants (68% response rate), the second wave had 2194 
participants (71% response rate), and the third wave had 2373 partici-
pants (72% response rate). In total, 1034 participants answered all three 
waves and granted research permission. This means that of the original 
1978 participants responding in the first wave, 52% also participated in 
the following two waves. There were 59% women and 41% men in the 
sample. The age span was 21 to 64 with a medium age at 47 years, and a 
mean age of 45.7 years (SD = 9.6).  
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Measures 
In Table 2 all measures are presented in connection to actual data sample, 
wave, and the value of Cronbach’s alpha.   

Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised (NAQ–R) 
Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised (NAQ–R; Einarsen et al., 2009) 
provides a continuous variable of exposure to bullying behaviours. The 
NAQ–R consist of 22 items describing various active or passive behav-
iours that may be part of a bullying process if occurring repeatedly. A 
Swedish translation of the NAQ–R was used (Rosander & Blomberg, 
2018). Responses are given by indicating the frequency of exposure dur-
ing the last 6 months on a scale from 1 (Never) to 5 (Daily). High scores 
indicate possible exposure to workplace bullying. 

In paper 1 and 2, the mean value of NAQ–R was used; in paper 3 
sum scores was used (range 22-110). In paper 1 the NAQ–R was used as 
predictor. In paper 2 and 3, the NAQ–R was used as a dependent variable 
in a longitudinal research design, with baseline NAQ–R adjusted for.  

Salutogenic Health Indicator Scale (SHIS)  
Salutogenic Health Indicator Scale (SHIS; Bringsen et al., 2009; Rosan-
der & Blomberg, 2018) is a measure of overall health and well-being. The 
SHIS includes 12 different aspects of individuals’ experiences of physi-
cal, mental, and social well-being. It is a six-point semantic differential 
scale and responses can vary between 1 (complete agreement with a neg-
ative statement) and 6 (complete agreement with a positive statement). 
The labels of the 12 pair of opposite statements are as follows: resolution, 
creativity, expression of feelings, social capacity, concentration, state of 
morale, tension, illness, energy experience, physical function, sleep, and 
energy level. In paper 1, high total scores on the SHIS indicated health 
and well-being and was used as a dependent variable. In paper 2, the SHIS 
scale was used as a predictor of bullying and was therefore reversed 
meaning that high scores indicate poor health and high risk.  

In paper 2, two dimensions of the SHIS were also used as predictors: 
(a) Self-Confident and Capable (SHIS-SC) and (b) Vigorous and Ener-
getic (SHIS-VE). The first dimension covers mental and social aspects 
of health, and the second covers physical aspects. Originally, Bringsen et 
al. (2009) suggested two other subscales named Interpersonal Character-
istics and Interactive Functioning, but Rosander and Blomberg (2018) 
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tested the psychometric properties in a large sample and presented the SC 
and the VE dimensions instead as they had a better fit with data. In the 
SHIS-SC the labels of opposite statements pairs are resolution, creativity, 
expression of feelings, social capacity, concentration, state of morale, and 
tension. For the SHIS-VE the labels of the opposite statement pairs are 
illness, energy experience, physical function, sleep, and energy level.  

Psychosocial Work Environment Questionnaire (PSYWEQ)  
Five measures were used from the Psychosocial Work Environment 
Questionnaire (PSYWEQ; Nielsen et al., 2021; Rosander, 2021; Rosan-
der & Blomberg, 2018, 2019; Rosander et al., 2020) which is a broad 
questionnaire validated in a Swedish context. The five measures that were 
used have a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Do not agree at all) to 
7 (Agree Completely). The five measures were  

 
1. Perceived Supportive Leadership (PSL),  
2. Perceived Support from Close Co-workers (PSC),  
3. Roles in the Organisation (RIM),  
4. Hostile Work Climate (HWC), and  
5. Active Leadership (AL).  

 
The first three  measures (1 through 3) are published in Rosander and 

Blomberg (2018). The last two measures (4 and 5) were created later and 
are therefore described in little more detail below.  

The PSL measures a supportive leadership in one’s immediate su-
pervisor. The PSL consists of 10 items focussing on trust and confidence 
in the immediate supervisor. It also covers the possibility of getting help 
and support when needed, and a feeling of safety. High scores indicate 
high levels of perceived supportive leadership. The PSL was used as a 
moderator in all three papers.  

The PSC measures different aspects of support in the immediate so-
cial environment and consists of five statements about one’s experience 
with the closest colleagues. It mainly focuses on aspects such as trustful 
relationships, the possibility of getting help and support when needed, 
and a feeling of safety. High scores indicate high levels of co-worker sup-
port. The PSC was used as a moderator in paper 1 and as a covariate in 
paper 2.  
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Table 2. The Included Measures, Their Cronbach’s Alpha Values, 
and in Which Waves They Were Used.  

Measures 
Data 

Sample Wave Type 
Cronbach’s 

alpha 
NAQ–R 1 1 Predictor 0.85 

2 1 Covariate 0.84 
2 2 Dependent 0.85 
3 1 Covariate 0.83 
3 3 Dependent 0.88 

SHIS (full scale) 1 1 Dependent 0.95 
2 1 Predictor 0.95 

SHIS (SC) 2 1 Predictor 0.93 
SHIS (VE) 2 1 Predictor 0.89 
PSL 1 1 Moderator 0.97 

2 2 Moderator 0.97 
3 1 Moderator 0.96 
3 2 Moderator 0.97 

PSC 1 1 Moderator 0.89 
2 2 Covariate 0.91 

RIM 1 1 Covariate 0.91 
2 1 Covariate 0.92 
3 1 Predictor 0.91 

HWC 3 2 Mediator 0.82 
AL* 2 2 Covariate 0.93 

3 2 Covariate 0.93 
Age 1, 2, 3 1 Covariate – 
Sex 1, 3 1 Covariate – 
Note: NAQ–R = Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised; SHIS = 
Salutogenic Health Indicator Scale; SC = Self-confident and Capa-
ble; VE = Vigorous and Energetic; PSL = Perceived Supportive 
Leadership; PSC = Perceived Support from Close Co-workers; 
RIM = Roles in the Organisation; HWC = Hostile Work Climate; 
AL = Active Leadership.  
* Only used in sensitivity analyses

The RIM measures role ambiguity in the organisation and contains
six items covering the level of clarity regarding division of tasks, roles, 
routines, responsibilities, and role expectations as well as an overall 
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assessment of the orderliness in the organisation. In paper 1 and 2 the 
RIM is used as a covariate. In paper 3 the RIM is used as predictor of 
exposure to bullying behaviours and high scores indicate high levels of 
role ambiguity.  

The HWC measures a perceived hostile climate in the workplace. It 
contains five items: (a) “There are ongoing conflicts that negatively affect 
our business”, (b) “There are co-workers who are treated badly at our 
workplace”, (c) “My workplace is characterized by suspicion, conflicts, 
misunderstandings, and rudeness”, (d) “At our workplace, the atmos-
phere is good”, and (e) “I feel safe at my workplace”. Item d and e were 
reversed, so high scores on the HWC indicate a hostile work climate. A 
factor analysis showed that all five items clearly load on just one factor—
also if adding the 22 items from the NAQ–R in the analysis. In paper 3, 
HWC was used as a mediator.  

The AL measures the passive-active dimension in leadership, based 
on four items covering leadership activity. The questions concern to what 
extent a supervisor is good at making decisions, responds quickly, grasps 
what is important, and if the supervisor is available (the first four items 
in the scale Active and Constructive Leadership; ACL; Rosander & 
Blomberg, 2018). The AL was used as a covariate in sensitivity analyses 
in paper 2 and 3.  

Covariates 
All analyses were made both with and without covariates. Different co-
variates were used in the different studies (see Table 2). Only covariates 
that did affect the results were used. In general, age and sex were used as 
covariates as both have been reported to influence the prevalence of 
workplace bullying (Zapf et al., 2020). In paper 2, however, sex did not 
have any effect on the results, so it was excluded.  

Statistical Analyses 
All included data in the present thesis has been analysed on an individual 
level, not on a group or an organisational level. Although there was some 
information about work groups in the collected data samples, that infor-
mation turned out to be inconclusive as in some cases the used group 
codes were an administrative coding and not a coding of actual work 
groups (e.g., some codes included members from different geographical 
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locations). This would have made it very difficult to interpret a multilevel 
analysis.  

Only complete data sets were used which means that no data replace-
ment method was used.  

The statistical analyses were performed by using the IBM SPSS Sta-
tistics for Mac, version 24 through 27, together with Hayes’ PROCESS 
macro, version 3 through 3.5, for mediation and moderation analyses 
(Hayes, 2018).  

In Figure 8, all the presented hypothesis and the investigated associ-
ations are presented together in one statistical model that shows the start-
ing points for the entire thesis.  

Figure 8. Statistical and Theoretical Model. 
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In the figure, the arrow at H1 is the first hypothesis, that is, the pre-
diction of role ambiguity being a long-term risk factor of exposure to bul-
lying behaviours and H2 the hypothesis of the mediated relationship be-
tween role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours, through a hos-
tile work climate. The H1 was analysed using linear regression and the 
H2 by mediation analysis using model 4 of Hayes’ PROCESS macro. The 
arrow at H3 is the third hypothesis of poor health leading to exposure to 
bullying behaviours. This association was analysed by using logistic re-
gression. The arrows at H4 and R1 is about the fourth hypothesis together 
with the research question, concerning the interdependence, distinctness, 
and interaction of supportive leadership and co-worker support. The H4 
and R1 were analysed by moderation and moderated moderation analyses 
using model 1, 2 and 3 of Hayes’ PROCESS macro. The H5 is about the 
hypothesis of the moderated mediation of the association between role 
ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours. This was analysed 
through moderated mediation analysis using model 14 and 21 of Hayes’ 
PROCESS macro. Finally, the H6 concerns the sixth hypothesis which is 
about the moderation by leadership support of the association between 
poor health and exposure to bullying behaviours. The H6 was analysed 
through moderation analyses using model 1 of Hayes’ PROCESS macro. 

In the model the possible direct effect of supportive leadership on 
bullying and on health, as well as the possible direct effect of co-worker 
support on health, is also shown. Those direct effects were not predicted 
but still analysed as a part of the assessment of the moderating effects.  

Sensitivity Analyses 
In paper 2 and 3—the two longitudinal papers—sensitivity analyses were 
performed to further test the robustness of the results. The aim of the first 
sensitivity analysis was to test if the effect of a supportive leadership (hy-
pothesis 5 and 6) was inflated by cases where employees indicated that 
they were bullied by their supervisor. Thus, 22 such participants were 
excluded from data sample 2 and 17 participants from data sample 3.  

A second sensitivity analysis was performed (for hypothesis 5 and 6) 
where the supportive leadership measure was adjusted by an inverted 
measure of laissez-faire leadership called Active Leadership (AL). The 
reason for this sensitivity analysis was that laissez-faire leadership—that 
is, passive, avoidant, and absent leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1994)—has 
been described as a strong risk factor for bullying (Skogstad et al., 2007) 
and has also been shown to act as a moderator in prospective studies of 
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the relationship between conflicts and workplace bullying (Ågotnes et al., 
2018). However, being active and present is not conceptually the same as 
being supportive as there are forms of active destructive leadership (e.g., 
Aasland et al., 2009; Lundmark et al., 2021). To pinpoint the actual sup-
port dimension in the measured leadership, the passive–active leadership 
dimension was adjusted for using the AL scale.  
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Results – Summary of Included Studies 

The six hypotheses and the research question were investigated in three 
included papers.  

Figure 9. Statistical and Theoretical Model With the Used Hypotheses, 
the Research Question, and Information of the Three Included Papers. 
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In the first paper hypothesis 4a, 4b and the research question were 
investigated. In the second paper hypotheses 3 and 6 were investigated, 
and in the third paper hypotheses 1, 2 and 5 were investigated. 

Figure 9 shows the combination of the hypothesis used in the thesis 
together with information of the three different papers.  

Results from Paper 1 
Blomberg, S. & Rosander, M. (2020). Exposure to bullying behaviours 
and the support from co-workers and supervisors: A three-way interac-
tion and the effect on health and well-being, International Archives of 
Occupational and Environmental Health, 93(4), 479-490.  

In Paper 1, four measures were used: (a) exposure to bullying behav-
iours (predictor), using the Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised (NAQ–
R; Einarsen et al., 2009; Rosander & Blomberg, 2018), (b) health (de-
pendent variable) using the Salutogenic Health Indicator Scale (SHIS; 
Bringsen et al., 2009; Rosander & Blomberg, 2018), (c) co-worker sup-
port (moderator) using the scale Perceived Support from Close Co-work-
ers (PSC; Rosander & Blomberg, 2018), and (d) supportive leadership 
(moderator) using the scale Perceived Supportive Leadership (PSL; 
Rosander & Blomberg, 2018).  

It was hypothesised that the well-established negative association be-
tween exposure to bullying behaviours and health would be moderated 
by (H4a) co-worker support and (H4b) supportive leadership. The paper 
also explored (R1) a three-way interaction (a moderated moderation) be-
tween exposure to bullying behaviours, co-worker support, and leader-
ship support.  

Using a cross-sectional design with 1383 participants from a Swe-
dish governmental institution, the results showed that co-worker support 
and supportive leadership had significant direct effects on health and that 
they separately moderated the negative association between exposure to 
bullying behaviours and health. That is, the negative effect of exposure 
to bullying behaviours on health was dependent on the actual level of 
support from either co-workers or supervisors. But when combining both 
co-worker and leadership support, and letting the two interact with each 
other, it resulted in interesting findings. The result suggested that co-
worker support buffer the negative effect of workplace bullying on 
health, but that that buffering effect is dependent on the level of supervi-
sor support. When the level of supportive leadership was low, it blocked 
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the protecting effect of co-worker support. That is, when the leadership 
support was low, the level of co-worker support did not matter meaning 
that no buffering effect of co-worker support could be found.  

To understand and discuss the findings social exchange theory was 
used.  

Results from Paper 2 
Blomberg, S. & Rosander, M. (2022). When do poor health increase the 
risk of subsequent workplace bullying: The dangers of low or absent lead-
ership support. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychol-
ogy, 31(4), 485-495.  

In Paper 2 three measures were used. First an overall measure of 
salutogenic health and well-being, the Salutogenic Health Indicator Scale 
(SHIS; Bringsen et al., 2009; Rosander & Blomberg, 2018), was used as 
a predictor. The SHIS was also divided in two subscales called Self-con-
fident and Capable and Vigorous and Energetic (Rosander & Blomberg, 
2018). The former measures mental and social aspects of health and the 
latter measures physical aspects. As a dependent variable, the Negative 
Acts Questionnaire–Revised (NAQ–R; Einarsen et al., 2009; Rosander & 
Blomberg, 2018) was used as a measure of exposure to bullying behav-
iours. A measure of perceived supportive leadership (PSL; Rosander & 
Blomberg, 2018) was used as moderator.  

It was hypothesised a so-called reversed effect—that poor health, 
which could pose as an individual risk factor of workplace bullying, may 
increase the risk of becoming a victim of workplace bullying (H3). It was 
also hypothesised that supportive leadership would act as a buffer for that 
reversed effect (H6).  

Using a two-wave design with a time-lag of 20 months and 958 par-
ticipants from a Swedish governmental institution, the results showed that 
poor health about doubled the risk of being a victim of workplace bully-
ing over a 20-months period. Baseline exposure to bullying was adjusted 
for. The two-fold risk was almost the same for both physical as well as 
mental/social aspects of poor health. The result also showed that support-
ive leadership had a mitigating effect on exposure to bullying behaviours, 
both directly and as a buffer. The buffering effect of supportive leadership 
implicated that the reversed effect of poor health leading to subsequent 
exposure to bullying only to be present when the level of leadership sup-
port was low or absent.  
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Several sensitivity analyses were performed, for example excluding 
all cases of bullying with a supervisor as designated perpetrator. The sen-
sitivity analyses indicated a robustness of the findings.  

The theoretical implications of the results were discussed using social 
identity theory and self-categorisation theory.  

Results from Paper 3 
Blomberg, S., Rosander, M. & Einarsen, S. V. When and how role ambi-
guity acts as a risk factor for subsequent exposure to workplace bullying: 
The role of a hostile work climate and supportive leadership. Under re-
view in Scandinavian Journal of Management.  

In Paper 3 four measures were used. Role ambiguity was used as a 
predictor and was measured by the scale Roles in the Organisation (RIM; 
Rosander & Blomberg, 2018). As a dependent variable, the Negative 
Acts Questionnaire–Revised (NAQ–R; Einarsen et al., 2009; Rosander & 
Blomberg, 2018) was used as a measure of exposure to bullying behav-
iours. A hostile work climate was used as a mediator and was measured 
by the scale Hostile Work Climate (HWC) constructed for the study. Fi-
nally, supportive leadership was used as a moderator and measured by 
the scale Perceived Supportive Leadership (PSL; Rosander & Blomberg, 
2018).  

Based on the work environment hypothesis, it was hypothesised that 
(H1) ambiguous roles, which is an organisational risk factor, would pose 
a long-term risk for subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours. It was 
also hypothesised (H2) that a perceived hostile work climate would be a 
mediator, that is, be the mechanism, of how ambiguous roles leads to ex-
posure to bullying behaviours. Finally, it was hypothesised (H5) that per-
ceived supportive leadership would be a moderator that buffers the neg-
ative effect of role ambiguity, through a hostile work climate, on expo-
sure to bullying behaviours.  

Using a three-wave design with a time lag of 40 to 46 months and 
1034 participants from three different cohorts, the result showed that role 
ambiguity was a long-term risk factor of exposure to bullying behaviours, 
mediated by a hostile work climate. Baseline exposure to bullying was 
adjusted for. This mediated association was however moderated by a sup-
portive leadership, that is, a moderated mediation. The risk was only pre-
sent when the level of supportive leadership was low.  
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Several sensitivity analyses were performed, for example excluding 
all cases of bullying with a supervisor as designated perpetrator. The sen-
sitivity analyses indicated a robustness of the findings.  

The theoretical implications of the results were discussed using so-
cial learning theory and the theory of social information processing.  
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Discussion 

A Summary of the Results 
The combined results in the thesis could be divided in two major parts—
first concerning the two studied risk factors, and second concerning the 
moderator, that is, supportive leadership. 

First, concerning the two risk factors, the result showed that role am-
biguity—an organisational risk factor in line with the work environment 
hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 2003; 2020; Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 
1994)—is a predictor of being exposed to bullying behaviours at work, 
and that a hostile work climate is a mediator for that association. The 
result also showed that poor general health—an individual risk factor in 
line with the general approach of the individual disposition hypothesis 
(Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018)—is a predictor of being exposed to work-
place bullying. This means that the first three hypotheses received sup-
port.  

Second, concerning supportive leadership as a moderator, the result 
showed that a supportive leadership fully moderated the effects on expo-
sure to bullying behaviours by (a) ambiguous roles, mediated through a 
hostile work climate, and (b) poor general health. This means support for 
hypotheses 5 and 6. The result also showed that a supportive leadership 
have an effect on the association between exposure to bullying behav-
iours and health. The effect was in terms of a moderated moderation also 
including co-worker support. The result showed that supportive leader-
ship do not buffer the negative effect of exposure to bullying behaviours 
on health in itself—when co-worker support also is included in the anal-
ysis—but that a supportive leadership may act as a moderator for the buff-
ering effect of co-worker support. That is, the level of leadership support 
may have a potential of opening for—or blocking—the buffering effect 
of co-worker support on the association between exposure to bullying be-
haviours and poor health. This was an answer to the open research ques-
tion and also giving support to hypotheses 4a and indirectly to 4b.  
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The results also point to the direct positive effects of both supportive 
leadership and co-worker support on individual health as well as to the 
direct mitigating effect of a supportive leadership on workplace bullying.  

The combined results are presented in Figure 10.  
 

 
 
Figure 10. The Combined Results of the Included Studies in the Thesis. 

Supportive Leadership as Moderator 
The main theme in the thesis is about the effects of supportive leadership 
on problems with bullying at work. The main finding is how dangerous 
it is with low or absent leadership support. Supportive leadership seems 
to be a gatekeeper for both organisational and individual risk factors that 
over time may lead to exposure to bullying behaviours at work. When 
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supportive leadership is absent it also seems to block the protective ef-
fects of co-worker support for exposed. Altogether this means that low or 
absent leadership support may be considered one of the most important 
risk conditions in an organisation that may heighten the risks for work-
place bullying, and in addition, also making bullying more health-toxic 
for exposed individuals in potentially blocking the protective resource of 
co-worker support.  

According to the results, one does not have to be a super supportive 
manager to avoid the risks. It seems that one just need to be average. From 
about mean and upwards on the scale measuring supportive leadership 
(the PSL; Rosander & Blomberg, 2018), the buffering effect is blocking 
out the investigated risk factors and also opens for protective effects of 
co-worker support. However, to completely block the positive effect of 
supportive co-workers on health, the level of supportive leadership have 
to be very low.  

To understand why supportive leadership may be such an important 
factor, let us turn to the theories behind the concept of supportive leader-
ship, to previous research about its’ effects, and to possible theoretical 
understandings of those effects as well as of the effects found in the pre-
sent thesis.  

The Level of Trust  
In the concept of supportive leadership the primary focus is on a manager 
providing emotional support in terms of creating trust and confidence 
through caring, listening, respect, and showing acceptance and under-
standing (House, 1981; Yukl, 2013). But the concept also includes situa-
tions where a supervisor provides instrumental, informal as well as ap-
preciative support. But no matter the exact form of support provided by 
the supervisor; in the thesis the focus is on perceived support by the em-
ployees. This means that, when the level of supportive leadership is high, 
it is the perceived support by the employees that is measured. This means 
that high levels of supportive leadership translate into situations where 
employees trust their supervisor and perceive that they are listening and 
showing care. To have a non-supportive leadership therefore means that 
the employees lack trust and confidence in their supervisor and perceive 
that they do not listen or show care. In this sense, the level of a supportive 
leadership is about the level of trust between the employees and their su-
pervisor.   



Stefan Blomberg 

62 

One may ask to what extent a highly supportive leadership, with 
trustful relationships—described by Yukl (2013) as building and main-
taining “effective interpersonal relationships” (p. 77)—also, to a great ex-
tent, overlaps with what is called a moral-, and ethical-oriented leadership 
(Brown et al., 2005; Hansen et al., 2012; Mayer et al., 2012; Michel et 
al., 2010). A supervisor that does not oppose ongoing socially deviant 
behaviours that may have a potentially negative impact on the well-being 
of employees may not be considered trustworthy and thus being inter-
preted as a person that does not care or listen. That means that to earn the 
trust of the employees and be considered highly supportive, a supervisor 
may need to act in ethical ways, that is, actively promoting moral behav-
iours such as honesty, respect, care, et cetera (Hattke & Hattke, 2019). In 
the meta-analysis by Cao et al. (2022) they concluded that ethical-ori-
ented leadership was most strongly negatively associated with workplace 
aggression, followed by relational-oriented leadership. Supportive lead-
ership behaviours are usually considered a type of relational-oriented 
leadership (Cao et al., 2022; Yukl et al., 2002) but may also have a sig-
nificant overlap with ethical-oriented leadership following the reasoning 
above.   

Supportive leadership has been shown to have protective effects on 
health for employees that are exposed to bullying (Gardner et al., 2013; 
Nielsen, Christensen, et al., 2020) as well as protective effects against 
early retirement (Clausen et al., 2019) and have also been showed to 
strengthen employees’ control and influence which in turn may reduce 
the risk of being exposed to bullying (Goodboy et al., 2017).  

This kind of reported positive influence is not surprising when con-
sidering the profound effect a manager can have on the work environment 
and on behavioural standards at work, due to the power and influence 
associated with a formal position as manager (Salin & Hoel, 2020).  

Is Low Support in Fact Bullying? 
The proposed effect of supportive leadership and that high level of sup-
port translates into high level of trust, also based on ethical actions, opens 
for the question if perceiving to have such a supportive leadership in fact 
is the opposite of perceiving to be bullied by the boss? In that case the 
findings of such a strong interaction effect of supportive leadership may 
only reflect to what extent a supervisor is a bully or not, which is, for 
example, discussed by Clausen et al. (2019). But supervisors are not re-
sponsible for all bullying, as perpetrators may be found among both 
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colleagues and supervisors (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Torok et al., 
2016). There may also very often be more than one perpetrator involved 
and the number of perpetrators may increase over time (Zapf, 1999a; Zapf 
& Gross, 2001). This topic is also discussed in Paper 1. However, to an-
alyse if the effect of a supportive leadership was inflated by cases where 
employees indicated that they were bullied by their supervisor, partici-
pants who indicated such a situation were excluded in performed sensi-
tivity analyses in Papers 2 and 3. The results were still significant, even 
after excluding all participants that claimed that they had a supervisor that 
were involved in bullying behaviours. This points to a distinct interaction 
of supportive leadership, independent from to what extent supervisors 
were involved in bullying.  

Passive or Destructive Leadership?  
Another question is to what extent low or high support in the leadership 
style rather reflects to what extent the leadership is laissez-faire or not, 
that is, a passive, avoidant and absent leadership (see Bass & Avolio, 
1994). Laissez-faire leadership has been shown to increase the risks of 
workplace bullying, both directly (Dussault & Frenette, 2015; Hoel et al., 
2010; Skogstad et al., 2007) and as a moderator (Ågotnes, 2022). Being 
active and present is, however, not the same as being supportive while 
there are forms of active leadership that are of a destructive character 
(e.g., Aasland et al., 2009; Lundmark et al., 2021), for example, autocratic 
leadership (Agervold, 2009; Hoel et al., 2010) or tyrannical leadership 
(Hauge et al., 2007). To pinpoint the support dimension in terms of car-
ing, listening, showing respect, and creating confidence and trust, a sen-
sitivity analysis was carried out where the active-passive dimension of 
the perceived leadership was adjusted for. This analysis was used in Pa-
pers 2 and 3 and did not alter the significant interaction results of sup-
portive leadership. This means that supportive leadership was not just the 
opposite of laissez-faire, but a distinct leadership dimension. This also 
points to interesting questions of how different levels of supportive lead-
ership are related to laissez-faire leadership. The relationship between 
these two concepts of leadership should be elaborated more in future re-
search. 

One may, however, also ask to what extent non-supportive leader-
ship behaviours reflect a destructive leadership style. Managers with a 
leadership style characterised by no or low care and respect for the em-
ployees and where the employees lack a sense of trust and safety in 
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relation to their supervisor should probably be described as destructive 
(Aasland et al., 2009; Lundmark et al., 2021).  

Supportive Acts by a Role Model  
So, the question is still relevant—why is there such a strong interacting 
effect of supportive leadership and how can it be understood? Theoreti-
cally, the effect may be understood by using the social learning theory 
(Bandura, 1977) and the theory of social information processing (Sa-
lancik & Pfeffer, 1978). The theories have also been used by others to 
explain why ethical leadership actions may counteract different types of 
workplace aggression (Cao et al., 2022).  

A central concept here is the concept of role models (Bandura, 1977, 
1986, 1991) and that how leadership is performed in the workplace may 
be interpreted as expectations and inspirations for ethical—or unethical—
behaviours (Brown & Treviño, 2013; Hattke & Hattke, 2019). As leaders 
in general attract attention as role models due to, for example, status (Lip-
pitt et al., 1952) and power (Bandura et al., 1963), the actions or nonac-
tions by a supervisor, may stand as examples in the workplace to be fol-
lowed and learned from. This means that what a leader actually does, how 
they behave and what action they take, serve as salient cues to which em-
ployees attend and learn from (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). In addition, the 
actions or inactions taken will also affect the work situation in different 
ways. This means that non-supportive leadership behaviours, such as no 
listening, emotional distance, aggressiveness, and mistrust may directly 
affect the social work conditions but specifically also model and inform 
the employees that aggressive and unethical behaviours are legitimate 
(Bandura, 1977; Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) and that harassment is permit-
ted (Brodsky, 1976). On the positive end, supportive leadership behav-
iours may also have a double effect—both the direct effect on social work 
conditions but also as ethical examples to be followed.  

For example, a supervisor could use interventions that provide un-
derstanding of personal needs (Avolio & Bass, 1999) or provide trust and 
acceptance (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The actions could also involve 
interventions that provide conflict management in a way that lower the 
risk of escalated interpersonal conflicts and instead foster a safe conflict 
management climate (Einarsen et al., 2016; Tse et al., 2008). A supervisor 
could also act in ways that strengthen or protect employees that due to 
weakness, sickness or other personal issues may have difficulties meeting 
group norms of, for example, performance and attendance. All these kind 
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of leadership actions may be examples of showing care and respect for 
the employees and these actions may have direct effects on the work sit-
uation, but at the same time stand as ethical examples to be learned from 
(Hattke & Hattke, 2019). This means a modelling effect in the daily face-
to-face interaction with the employees by a line-manager at work (Brown 
& Treviño, 2013; Weaver et al., 2005). Such caring and nurturing leader-
ship actions may also increase the attractiveness and attention for the 
manager as a role model (Yussen & Levy Jr., 1975).   

Direct Effects of Supportive Leadership 
The results in both Paper 1 and Paper 2, shows that the level of supportive 
leadership also is directly associated with (a) the levels of bullying and 
(b) the levels of health among employees. Both results are cross-sectional 
findings as supportive leadership was measured in the same wave as em-
ployee health (Paper 1) and workplace bullying (both Paper 1 and Paper 
2).  

The results of direct associations between supportive leadership and 
(a) the level of bullying and (b) the level of employee health, support the 
reasoning above about the importance of what a supervisor actually does 
in the situation, that is, the supportive actions taken by a supervisor. Even 
if the causal direction of influence cannot be verified in cross-sectional 
findings, a reasonable theoretical explanation of the findings is that sup-
portive leadership will influence the level of health of employees or the 
level of workplace bullying behaviours, through actions or non-actions 
in, for example, providing understanding of personal needs (Avolio & 
Bass, 1999), providing trust and acceptance (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Yukl, 2013), or providing conflict management interventions (Einarsen 
et al., 2016).  

In regard of accumulated synchronised as well as lagged effects, the 
results, however, points to that supportive leadership may be a gate 
keeper—a boundary condition—that opens or closes for other risk fac-
tors, rather than having a direct effect. And that leads to the discussion of 
the results related to the two risk factors in the thesis—role ambiguity and 
poor individual health.   

The Risks of Role Ambiguity  
Turning to the risk factors and starting with ambiguous roles, the results 
show that role ambiguity may be a long-term risk factor for exposure to 
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bullying behaviours at work. That role stress in the form of role ambiguity 
and/or role conflict is a risk factor for workplace bullying has been sug-
gested for more than 25 years (Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; 
Salin & Hoel, 2020).  

Two aspects are, however, new in the present results. Firstly, such a 
long-term association has not been reported before and, secondly, the in-
volved mechanism—that is, a hostile work climate—has not been re-
ported before either.  

Concerning the long-term effect, few previous studies of the associ-
ation between role ambiguity and workplace bullying has been longitudi-
nal and the longest time lag used has been 2 years (e.g., Reknes et al., 
2014; Van den Brande et al., 2016). The present study (Paper 3) uses a 
time lag of 40 to 46 months. That means that the negative effect of role 
ambiguity may be discernible after almost 4 years. So, even if the effect 
in the actual study is not very strong, the fact that it is still significant after 
such a long time points to an important effect. This result further supports 
the work environment hypothesis of the risks associated with organisa-
tional deficiencies (Einarsen et al., 2003; 2020b; Einarsen, Raknes, & 
Matthiesen, 1994; Leymann, 1996). It also underscores the importance of 
clear expectations and information in regard of work-related roles in the 
organisation (Beehr, 1995; Boalt Boëthius, 2019; Kahn et al., 1964).   

The reason why the negative effect of role ambiguity seems to linger 
after such a long time, could, however, be that role ambiguity is an or-
ganisational condition that tends to be stable if not actively resolved 
(Lewin, 1947). If that is the case, ambiguous roles could be a permanent 
and stable risk factor in the organisation that influences the social life in 
a negative way. Such a stable organisational risk condition may also be 
considered to be an underlying structural condition (Jones & Lawrence, 
1979) which may continuously influence the social climate at work (De 
Rivera, 1992). That lead us to the suggested mechanism involved—a hos-
tile work climate.  

A Hostile Work Climate 
In the result, a hostile work climate was the mediator—the mechanism—
for the effect of ambiguous roles on exposure to bullying behaviours at 
work. That is, a hostile work climate is the answer to the question of how 
role ambiguity over time may lead to workplace bullying.  

To understand the actual association and the mechanism behind it, 
the theories of social learning (Bandura, 1977), the theory of social 
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information processing (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) as well as social iden-
tity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and its exten-
sion the self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987; Turner & Reyn-
olds, 2012) can be used. When employees do not know what is expected 
of them—or what to expect from others—because of lacking or contra-
dictory information about obligations, mandates, and responsibilities, it 
may be an organisational or structural condition that gives rise to negative 
social work conditions. Such social work conditions may include events 
and so-called behavioural cues (Bandura, 1977; Salancik & Pfeffer, 
1978) characterised by tensions, irritations, frustrations, and aggressive 
outlets (Baillien et al., 2009; Bandura, 1977, 1991; De Rivera, 1992; 
Jones & Lawrence, 1979). This may shape individual behaviours through 
an attentional process (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) where the negative be-
havioural cues are interpreted as accepted or even expected behaviours 
(Bandura, 1977). With such ongoing social stress at work (Bowling & 
Beehr, 2006), with continuing interpersonal tensions and conflicts (De 
Rivera, 1992), the social identity and the adhering group norms (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1986) may encompass low interpersonal trust together with devi-
ant, aggressive and conflict escalating behaviours (De Rivera, 1992). The 
expectations of behaviours of a so called prototypical group member 
(Turner et al., 1987), in such a working group may even include expecta-
tions of harassment acts (Brodsky, 1976).  

The consequence may be a hostile work climate characterised by 
consistent acrimonious, antagonistic, and suspicious feelings and behav-
iours (Mawritz et al., 2014; Mawritz et al., 2012). An organisation char-
acterised by a hostile work climate could also exhibit lack of inhibiting 
norms (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) where deviant 
and aggressive behaviours are repeated without punishing or unrewarding 
effects (Bandura, 1977). In such an environment there may even be anti-
social behaviours (Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998) making frustration 
and aggression as well as bullying behaviours more likely (Baillien et al., 
2009). Altogether, such a hostile work climate may be a fertile ground for 
bullying. In such a climate there may also be a lack of awareness of when 
actions cross the line of the acceptable making bullying behaviours nor-
malised and risking a bullying culture (Archer, 1999; Brodsky, 1976).   

Supportive Leadership as Moderator 
The results of the long-term effect of ambiguous roles leading to bullying 
exposure, through a hostile work climate, was—however—moderated by 
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a supportive leadership. The negative long-term effect was only present 
when the level of supportive leadership was low. When the level of sup-
portive leadership was high, the risk disappeared completely. This an-
swers the question of when the risk of ambiguous roles leading to work-
place bullying is present. The risk is only present when the level of sup-
portive leadership is low or absent.  

Why supportive leadership may have such a profound moderating 
effect has already been discussed, by using the theories of social learning 
(Bandura, 1977) and of social information processing (Salancik & Pfef-
fer, 1978). But what is interesting is that supportive leadership interacted 
with a hostile work climate predicting bullying but not with ambiguous 
roles predicting a hostile work climate. So, supportive leadership did not 
affect to what extent ambiguous roles—as an organisational or structural 
risk condition—would lead to a hostile work climate. This implies that 
supportive leadership does not compensate for flaws in the organisational 
structure, such as ambiguous roles, but rather has a social effect hindering 
that a hostile work climate leads to bullying. This may be an effect of 
supportive leadership behaviours providing acceptance (Yukl, 2013), 
trust (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and understanding (Avolio & Bass, 
1999) making it possible for employees to voice their concerns and frus-
trations (Tse et al., 2008) in an otherwise hostile social work situation. 
Supportive leadership actions may also increase coping resources among 
employees when they are facing such frustrating social work conditions 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Such a supportive leadership behaviour may 
altogether create a sense of safety and security in which the behaviours 
of others may be perceived as less hostile and threatening.  

On the other hand, in a study by Tafvelin et al. (2012), who investi-
gated the effect of transformational leadership on role clarity and com-
mitment as subjective phenomena, showed an effect of transformational 
leadership on role clarity. Their result may speak against the presented 
reasoning of supportive leadership not compensating for organisational 
or structural flaws or role ambiguity being a structural factor. However, 
there may be at least two different reasons for this contradiction. First, 
role ambiguity may possibly express itself in different ways in different 
types of organisations. Second, transformational leadership is a complete 
model of leadership that also, among several aspects, includes a visionary 
goal-setting aspect of leadership that is missing in the much narrower as-
pect of supportive leadership behaviours.  
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Concerning the first, the study by Tafvelin et al. (2012) was carried 
out in a specific type of context and concerned leadership in such a con-
text—a social service organisation with social work leadership. Social 
service work, and its leadership practices, has been argued to be a quite 
unique organisational context in terms of a pronounced systemic perspec-
tive working with solutions to complex human problems (Rank & 
Hutchison, 2014). The cohort used in the study included in the thesis (Pa-
per 3) was a more heterogeneous sample, but may possibly lean towards, 
what may be called, a more bureaucratic type of organisation with a large 
share of employees from a governmental institution. As role ambiguity 
has both an objective (organisational) and subjective (individual) side 
(Kahn et al., 1964), the type of organisation could maybe have an impact 
on individuals possibilities to influence the experienced role ambiguity. 
There are two overall divisions of organisational structures—the me-
chanic/hierarchic structure and the organic/dynamic structure 
(Granström, 2006; Weisbord, 1991). The former is a bureaucratic and 
closed system with divided areas of responsibilities and centralised deci-
sion-making. The latter is a more informal system that is open for influ-
ences, having focus on shared responsibilities and cooperation. The two 
different ways of overall organisational structure may also be called bu-
reaucracy versus adhocracy (e.g., Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985). It may 
be that role ambiguity, in a mechanic/hierarchic organisation (bureau-
cracy) is more a part of the organisational structure and hardly individu-
ally influenced compared to an organic/dynamic organisation (adhoc-
racy). The latter may offer more de-centralised decision-making, be more 
open to local influences and thereby making role expectations more im-
pressionable by both employees and frontline managers. Thus, how role 
ambiguity may affect different type of organisations, and the individuals 
in it, would be an interesting area of further and future research.  

Concerning the second, even if the dimension of supportive leader-
ship behaviours usually is part of the larger concept of transformational 
leadership (Bass, 1985; Carless et al., 2000; Rafferty & Griffin, 2006), it 
is not the same. Transformational leadership includes a supportive and 
considerate dimension of leadership, like supportive leadership behav-
iours, but is also broader. For example, transformational leadership also 
includes a charismatic and visionary dimension (Bass & Riggio, 2006). 
The latter is about visionary goal setting and making employees under-
stand their role in the organisation, which in turn may influence individ-
ual perceptions of role ambiguity (Viator, 2001). So, influencing 
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subjective perception of role clarity among subordinates is actually a part 
of the visionary and charismatic facets of transformational leadership. 
This makes it difficult to compare the effects on role ambiguity by sup-
portive leadership to the effects by the much broader model of transfor-
mational leadership.   

The Risks of Poor General Health 
Previous research has indicated that mental health problems may be a risk 
factor for subsequent bullying (e.g., Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015). But poor 
health in a more general sense has, as far as I know, not been studied as 
a risk factor for bullying exposure before. In the present thesis (Paper 2), 
it was shown that poor health in general, including both mental, social, 
and physical aspects, may— over a 20-months period—about double the 
risk of becoming a victim of workplace bullying. The results showed a 
slightly stronger risk for poor mental and social aspects of health com-
pared to physical aspects. But when testing the effects of the two sub-
dimensions of health separately and comparing the results, the differences 
were small. Both were significant predictors of bullying with an about 
twofold risk. This implies a risk of general poor health leading to subse-
quent bullying exposure.  

So, how can one explain and understand such a sad result, that being 
vulnerable due to poor health may about double the risk of being a victim 
of workplace bullying over a 20-months period? To answer that question, 
the self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987; Turner & Reynolds, 
2012) with the concept of prototypicality (Hogg & Terry, 2000) can be 
used.  

If one experience poor health, or if one’s health deteriorates, there 
may be difficulties to perform as usual or as expected at work due to men-
tal, social and/or physical health problems. Such a situation may lead to 
difficulties living up to group-based norms of attendance, availability, ex-
pertise, and performance at work (e.g., Horton & Tucker, 2014). This may 
in turn lead to exposure to co-workers’ and managers’ frustration and ir-
ritation which heighten the risks for criticism and social exclusion (e.g., 
Hogg, 2005; Lewis et al., 2020). Using the self-categorisation theory and 
its concept of prototypicality (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Turner et al., 1987) 
on such a process makes it theoretically understandable. To deviate from 
group-based norms of, for example, productivity, expertise, and availa-
bility, makes one a less prototypical group-member. Thus, poor health 
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may be a risk of being—or becoming—a non-prototypical group-mem-
ber. And being a non-prototypical group-member elevates the risk for 
workplace bullying (Glambek et al., 2020), for example, through scape-
goating (Thylefors, 1999).  

Based on this reasoning, the risk of bullying for a person that expe-
rience poor health may also increase if the group is under some sort of 
pressure that elevates the risk of scapegoating (Coyne et al., 2004). For 
example, such a work group pressure could be a high workload (which is 
not studied in the present thesis), which in itself poses a risk for bullying 
at work (e.g., Agervold, 2009; Baillien et al., 2011). It seems reasonable 
to expect that the risk of bullying exposure for non-prototypical group 
members—which may be employees with poor health—may be ampli-
fied if the work group is under a high workload. But as well as there may 
be pressures that could elevate the risks (and which may be studied in 
further research), there may also be buffers that instead lowers the risks. 
And that leads to such a possible buffer—supportive leadership.  

The Protecting Effect of Supportive Leadership  
The association between general poor health and subsequent workplace 
bullying is, in the result, highly dependent on supportive leadership. In 
terms of moderation, there were small differences when comparing the 
two subscales of health (mental/social aspects versus physical aspects). 
The moderating effect of supportive leadership was slightly stronger for 
mental/social aspects, but the similarities were more striking than the 
small differences. The threshold where supportive leadership blocks out 
the negative effect and the pattern of the effect was almost the same. 
However, the tendency of a slightly stronger buffering effect of support-
ive leadership on poor mental/social health, compared to poor physical 
health, calls for more research into how these differences could be under-
stood.  

To understand why supportive leadership may have this moderating 
effect, one may, as presented above, draw on the theories of social learn-
ing (Bandura, 1977) and of social information processing (Salancik & 
Pfeffer, 1978) in the understanding of a double effect of supportive lead-
ership actions. That is, (a) the direct effect such supportive leadership be-
haviours may have on social work conditions and (b) the role model effect 
that shapes behaviours and norm expectations in the workplace.  

Due to methodological reasons, supportive leadership and health 
were not measured at the same time in Paper 2. So, when investigating 
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the protective effect of supportive leadership, one cannot know to what 
extent a supportive leadership was present at the time when health was 
measured, or to what extent poor health still was present when supportive 
leadership was measured (20 months later). But what the result clearly 
indicates is that, having a supportive supervisor today, will strongly re-
duce the risk of being exposed to bullying behaviours today. Supportive 
leadership seems to directly lower the incidence of bullying and specifi-
cally mitigates the risk for those who have had poor health in the past. On 
the other hand, a non-supportive leader may heighten the risks of bullying 
exposure for all, but especially for those who have a history of poor 
health.  

COR—an Alternative Theoretical Framework 
Late in the work with the thesis, I came across an additional theory that 
traditionally has been used as a stress-strain approach, but that has devel-
oped into a more extensive theory with clear applications in the field of 
organisational behaviour and organisational psychology—the conserva-
tion of resources theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1989, 2001; Hobfoll et al., 2018). 
In the following I will briefly present how the COR theory may add to 
the understanding of the results in the thesis.  

The development of the theory is originally based on social learning 
theory (Bandura, 1977) as well as on evolutionary perspectives. Hobfoll 
(2001) states that the conservation of resources theory  

“begins with the tenet that individuals strive to obtain, retain, 
foster, and protect those things they centrally value. COR the-
ory follows an understanding that cognitions have an evolu-
tionary-based built-in and powerful bias to overweight re-
source loss and underweight resource gain. Following this ba-
sis, COR theory posits that stress occurs (a) when central or 
key resources are threatened with loss, (b) when central or key 
resources are lost, or (c) when there is a failure to gain central 
or key resources following significant effort. At its core, COR 
theory is a motivational theory that explains much of human 
behavior based on the evolutionary need to acquire and con-
serve resources for survival, which is central to human behav-
ioral genetics. Like other social animals, humans must acquire 
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and conserve both personal strengths and social bonds.” (p. 
104) 
 

The theory has successively developed into a comprehensive and 
very complex framework that encompasses all from individual trauma 
psychology to complex social behaviours in organisational settings, also 
including leader-follower behaviours (Hobfoll et al., 2018).  

Drawing on the extensive COR framework, additional understanding 
of the results of the included studies in the thesis may be achieved. This 
applies both to the studied risk factors as well as to the moderator, that is, 
supportive leadership. The COR theory does also say a lot about the basis 
for the theoretical model used in the thesis—the association between 
workplace bullying and health.  

Let me start with that basis, that is, the health risk followed by bul-
lying exposure. Such detrimental health effects followed by bullying ex-
posure may fully be predicted by the COR theory in that several personal 
resources are directly threatened when one is exposed to bullying. It may 
be resources such as status at work, sense of pride in self, feeling valua-
ble, affection by others, acknowledgements of accomplishments, feeling 
of control, et cetera (see an extensive list of COR resources in Hobfoll, 
2001). The theory also predicts that several resources may be associated 
and be affected simultaneously, so called resource caravans (Hobfoll, 
2001; Hobfoll et al., 2018) which further underscores the quick and det-
rimental negative health effects bullying exposure may have.  

Concerning the result about the risk factors on an organisational 
level, that is, the effect of role ambiguity on bullying, mediated by a hos-
tile work climate, it may in terms of COR be framed as so called passage-
ways and crossover effects. The model of crossover effects, which is in-
corporated in the COR framework, refers to the work by Bolger et al. 
(1989) who defined crossover as the interpersonal process where stress 
and strain may spread in the surrounding environment. Such spreading 
effects may be either positive or negative, and are described to work 
through three different mechanisms: (a) direct crossover through empa-
thy, (b) indirect crossover through behaviours, and (c) spurious crossover 
where several persons react in the same way in response to the same 
stressor (Hobfoll et al., 2018). The model of crossover effects expands 
the focus of COR from individuals to groups and organisational contexts 
and may explain how work climates develops when experiences, emo-
tions, and resources are transferred within a social and organisational 
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context (Westman, 2001). Adding to the model of crossover effects, so 
called passageways are in the COR theory referred to as “ecological con-
ditions that either foster and nurture or limit and block resource creation 
and sustenance. … Social and environmental conditions create resilience 
or fragility, social skilfulness or social awkwardness, tolerance or intol-
erance, among the individuals who are exposed to such environments.” 
(Hobfoll et al., 2018, p. 107)  

Such crossover effects and passageways may both add to the under-
standing of why organisational conditions of role ambiguity (Kahn et al., 
1964) may influence and lead to a hostile work climate (Leung & Snape, 
2012; Mawritz et al., 2014; Mawritz et al., 2012) and eventually risk turn 
into escalated conflicts and bullying (Baillien et al., 2009) where people 
act both aggressively and irrational, and that such behaviours may be 
transferred in the working group (Hobfoll et al., 2018).  

Turning to the individual risk factor—that poor health may increase 
the risk of being exposed to workplace bullying—this may also be under-
stood by the COR theory. First, when someone is experiencing resource 
loss in terms of poor health, that may spread to others through empathy 
(direct crossover) and also being a situation where others in the same so-
cial context may perceive a need, or being expected, to invest of their own 
resources in giving support, help and understanding. Giving such support 
may, however, result in a resource loss for the person giving help. Hobfoll 
et al. (2018) thus argues that “resource losses in some individuals can end 
up triggering resource losses in those around them” (p. 113). This means 
that people may protect themselves from resource loss by ignoring the 
one who is in need. Such tendency may be increased if there is a general 
depletion of resources at work in terms of, for example, lack of time, lack 
of energy, lack of motivation, et cetera. A reasonable consequence could 
then be that the individual with poor health is ignored or even ostracised 
as a way of others protecting their own resources (e.g., Halbesleben & 
Bowler, 2007; Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2012). Further—combining COR 
and the concept of prototypicality (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Turner et al., 
1987) and social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986)—if having poor health 
also affects the work performance or adherence to group based social 
norms, such as availability and attendance, such person may be perceived 
as a threat to group stability and group identity (valued resources in the 
language of COR) and thus risking to be excluded and ostracised.  

Finally, the COR theory may also add understanding to the modera-
tion effects by a supportive leadership. Social support in general is an 
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important resource to the extent that it provide or facilitate the preserva-
tion of valued resources (Hobfoll, 1989). The relationship between super-
visors and subordinates is an important potential resource depending on 
the quality of that relationship (Hobfoll et al., 2018). In addition, per-
sonal resources (for example self-esteem and self-efficacy) emerge “in 
nurturing or supportive social conditions” (p. 107) which further under-
scores the importance of supportive leadership. The resource of a sup-
portive leadership may be seen as having a potential direct crossover ef-
fect on subordinates as well as being a resource that buffer the negative 
effects of the referred risk factors (Hobfoll et al., 2018).  

In summary, the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 
2001; Hobfoll et al., 2018) adds to the understanding of the results in the 
thesis and may constitute an interesting theoretical framework for further 
studies and theoretical predictions. 

The Theoretical Model 
It is time to go back to the theoretical model, presented in the section 
Theoretical Model and Hypotheses, which was used in formulating the 
hypotheses and the research question. The initial theoretical model in re-
lation to the present thesis is presented again in Figure 11 (the same model 
as in Figure 7). 

Figure 11. (a) The Present Thesis in Relation to the Initial Theoretical 
Model (left), (b) The Plotted Results Into the Theoretical Model (right).  
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Plotting all the results, from the studies included in the present thesis, 
in the original model, leads to the model also presented in Figure 11.  

The model visualises how the level of supportive leadership may af-
fect the risks and consequences of workplace bullying in many ways, both 
directly and as a moderator. The latter is a major find in the present thesis. 
But the probably most salient finding is the devastating combined effect 
a non-supportive leadership style may have in terms of risks and conse-
quences of bullying at work.  

The Effects of Low Levels of Supportive Leadership 
So, based on the model, what may happen when the leadership performed 
by supervisors and line-managers, is characterised by low or absent sup-
port?  

First, the results point to a direct association between low levels of 
leadership support and increased levels of exposure to bullying behav-
iours. This is based on the cross-sectional findings in Papers 1 and 2. 
Theoretically, it is reasonable to expect a low-support leadership to in-
crease the risk for workplace bullying. Such an effect has also been re-
ported before (e.g., Hauge, Einarsen, et al., 2011) making non-supportive 
leadership a risk factor in itself for future bullying exposure.  

Second, the cross-sectional results in Paper 2 point to a direct asso-
ciation between a non-supportive leadership and poor health among the 
employees. Even here, it is theoretically reasonable to expect that the ef-
fect goes from low leadership support to poor health as such effects has 
been reported before (e.g., Finne et al., 2014).  

Third, the results also point to that when employees experience poor 
general health, a non-supportive leadership will increase the risks that 
such a poor health over time also will lead to exposure to bullying. This 
is based on the longitudinal results in Paper 2 and are new findings which, 
as far as I know, has not been reported before.  

Fourth, the results suggest a blocking effect of very low levels of 
supportive leadership on the positive effect of co-worker support in mit-
igating the effect of exposure to bullying behaviours on health. This 
means that non-supportive leadership may additionally increase the 
health risk of bullying exposure by the way of reducing access to the mit-
igating resource of co-worker support. This is based on the analyses of 
moderated moderation in Paper 1 and are new findings that, as far as I 
know, have not been reported before.  
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Fifth, and finally, the results point to that non-supportive leadership 
opens up for a hostile work climate—growing out of the organisational 
risk factor role ambiguity—leading to increased bullying exposure. This 
is based on longitudinal findings in Paper 3 and are, as far as I know, new 
findings not reported before.  

Altogether, the model, and the findings that the model rests on, point 
to fundamentally destructive effects in association to non-supportive 
leadership.  

Figure 12. A Circular Escalation Model With a Negative Effect of Non-
Supportive Leadership on the Association Between Poor Health 
and Workplace Bullying. 

On an individual level, there are arguments for a circular self-sus-
taining and escalating process, based on the finding in the present thesis 
together with reported findings from previous research. In Figure 12 a 
suggested model is presented with circular escalation. The solid arrows 
in the figure are based on the results in the present thesis and the dashed 
arrows are based on previous reported findings and theory. A non-sup-
portive leadership may directly heighten the risk for workplace bullying 
as well as for individual poor health (Finne et al., 2014; Hauge, Einarsen, 
et al., 2011; Papers 1 and 2 in the present thesis). The interaction by non-
supportive leadership also increases the risk of bullying leading to poor 
health by blocking the mitigating effect of co-worker support (Paper 1) 
and increases the risks that poor health leads to bullying (Paper 2). That 
workplace bullying is an escalating process, meaning that bullying over 
time increases the risk for bullying, is well reported (e.g., Rosander & 
Blomberg, 2019; Zapf & Gross, 2001; Ågotnes et al., 2018). That non-
supportive leadership may have an increasing and interacting effect on 



Stefan Blomberg 

78 

the bullying-to-bullying association has not been reported but is predicted 
in the model. This prediction is based on the social learning theory and 
the concept of role models (Bandura, 1977) as presented before.   

The Effects of High Levels of Supportive Leadership 
One could also frame the results in a positive way. So, based on the model 
in Figure 11, what may happen if the leadership style used by supervisors 
and line-managers is perceived as supportive?  

First, the results point to a direct association between higher levels 
of supportive leadership and lower levels of workplace bullying. Second, 
the results indicate that supportive leadership is directly associated with 
health among employees. Third, with about average levels of perceived 
supportive leadership—or higher—there seems to be no risk of poor 
health among employees leading to subsequent exposure to bullying be-
haviours. Fourth, such a supportive leadership seems to strengthen the 
mitigating effects of co-worker support on the negative association be-
tween bullying and health. And finally—fifth—such leadership style 
seems to block the long-term negative effect of the organisational risk 
factor role ambiguity, working through a hostile work climate, leading to 
bullying exposure. However, the moderating effect of a supportive lead-
ership seems not to stop ambiguous roles leading to a hostile work cli-
mate, so role ambiguity is still a work environmental risk factor, but not 
for workplace bullying.  

Limits for the Influence of Supportive Leadership 
The last finding, that supportive leadership does not moderate the effect 
of role ambiguity on hostile work climate, may be an important limit of 
the otherwise positive effect of supportive leadership. Being a supportive 
supervisor seems to have strong positive effects in different ways in pro-
tecting employees from workplace bullying. But to prevent the growth of 
a hostile work climate it seems to take more than a supportive supervisor. 
And this is—actually—also predicted by theories of how work climates 
develop which points to that work climates are related to underlying or-
ganisational structures (De Rivera, 1992) which may include role charac-
teristics such as variety, challenge, job pressures, and role ambiguity 
(Jones & Lawrence, 1979). The development of work climates may also 
be related to enacted policies and procedures that are put forward by de-
cisions by senior management (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Flin et al., 
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2000), which usually is a level of strategic leadership where line-manag-
ers and supervisors do not operate (Mawritz et al., 2012).   

Other likely limits for the positive effects of a supportive leadership 
style may be the very organisational conditions the actual supervisor or 
frontline manager depends on and relates to, such as the levels of admin-
istrative or fiscal duties, the number of subordinates, administrative sup-
port, et cetera (e.g., Shanks, 2016). Even if line-managers may have a 
strong impact in creating psychologically healthy workplaces (Nielsen, 
2014), the levels of organisational constraints and support matter (Day et 
al., 2019) and could make it practically impossible to be perceived as a 
supportive leader. Being expected, as a supervisor, to be a role model and 
create safe and trustful social work conditions when the very organisa-
tional structures and conditions are poor, and when senior management 
maybe does not care about the situation “on the floor” (so to say), could 
possibly instead pose a risk for ill health—for the line-managers them-
selves (Bagi, 2013). This is also addressed in the conservation of re-
sources theory with arguments that so called resource depleted leaders 
may withdraw from giving support to their subordinates in order to pro-
tect themselves (Hobfoll et al., 2018).  

The Last Step in the Model  
In the model with the results from the present thesis (Figure 11) there are 
no results for the upper left corner, that is, the last step in the initial cir-
cular model (Figure 1). To make a full circle, the model suggest that 
workplace bullying would influence role ambiguity in a negative way. In 
the original theoretical and overarching model (Figure 1) in the section 
Theoretical Model and Hypotheses, supportive leadership is also ex-
pected to have an interacting effect.  

Initially, there was an intention to investigate even this step in the 
thesis. It was, however, excluded due to space and scope in the thesis. 
There is however some basis for suggestions of what one may expect in 
terms of results. The presentation of the possible and expected results in 
this last step of the model is therefore suggestions of future research.  

First, concerning the predicted association between workplace bul-
lying and subsequent role ambiguity, there are previous reported finds 
that point to such an association. For example, Hauge, Skogstad, et al. 
(2011) used a two waves longitudinal design and produced findings that 
indicated that role stressors, like role ambiguity, may be a consequence 
of workplace bullying. Second, a mechanism behind such reversed 



Stefan Blomberg 

80 

association could possibly be the same as for the association between role 
ambiguity and bullying—a hostile work climate. For example, Giorgi 
(2012) argued that workplace bullying actually may be a cause of work 
climates as well as a consequence. This could be understood by using the 
same theoretical framework as in this thesis, that is, social learning theory 
(Bandura, 1977), the theory of social information processing (Salancik & 
Pfeffer, 1978) as well as the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1979) with its extension the self-categorisation theory 
(Turner et al., 1987; Turner & Reynolds, 2012). Drawing on these theo-
ries, one may expect that performed bullying behaviours contribute to es-
calated conflicts, frustrations, and social stress to such an extent in the 
work group that it contributes to a hostile work climate establishing a 
culture with a social identity and group based norms that permit or even 
reward bullying (Archer, 1999; Brodsky, 1976), especially if such bully-
ing behaviours repeatedly are not met with unrewarding or punishing 
consequences by people in charge, that is, role models (Bandura, 1977, 
1986, 1991). Additionally, using the framework of the conservation of 
resources theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018)—especially the concepts of cross-
over effects and passageways—may predict the negative effect of work-
place bullying on organisational conditions, such as work climate and 
role stress.  

Figure 13. A Suggested Circular Escalation Model for the 
Association Between Role Ambiguity and Workplace Bullying With 
the Negative Effect by Non-Supportive Leadership.  

Arguing—again—for a bullying-to-bullying association, that is, a 
process of bullying escalation (e.g., Rosander & Blomberg, 2019; Zapf 
& Gross, 2001; Ågotnes et al., 2018) may further establish another 
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vicious and escalating circle of role ambiguity leading to a hostile work 
climate that leads to bullying—and then back again (see Figure 13). Non-
supportive leadership may have a direct increasing effect on the levels of 
bullying and may also work as a moderator for at least one of the steps in 
the model. That supportive leadership should moderate the effect of a 
hostile climate on organisational, or structural, conditions—that is, role 
ambiguity—may, however, be unlikely in regard of the results and the 
reasoning presented before of why supportive leadership does not mod-
erate the association between role ambiguity and a hostile work climate. 
The model presented here (Figure 13) is a suggestion that may inspire 
further research. The solid arrows are based on the results in the present 
thesis and the dashed arrows are based on previous reported findings and 
theory-based predictions.  

The Full and Final Model  
Finally, in Figure 14 a complete model is presented that combines the 
initial model with all the results in the thesis and with theoretical sugges-
tions based on previous reported results. It is a risk model that under-
scores the risk of non-supportive leadership. The solid arrows in the fig-
ure are based on the results in the present thesis and the dashed arrows 
are suggestions based on former reported findings in other studies and 
theoretical predictions. The presented final model is also a suggestion for 
further research.  

Going back to the initial framing there were four connections sug-
gested in the model: ambiguous roles — (a) —workplace bullying — (b) 
— poor health — (c) — workplace bullying — (d) — ambiguous roles.  

The final model suggests that (a) role ambiguity is a long-term or-
ganisational risk factor for bullying, working through a hostile work cli-
mate. (b) Workplace bullying has detrimental health effects on the health 
of those exposed. (c) Poor general health is a long-term individual risk 
factor of being exposed to bullying, and (d) bullying at work may also be 
a risk factor for additional organisational problems, such as role ambigu-
ity, probably working through a hostile working climate. As workplace 
bullying over time is an escalating phenomenon, the risk of a vicious cir-
cle is high if exposure to bullying behaviour is allowed to start. Putting a 
non-supportive leadership into this potential vicious circle, will heighten 
the bullying problems, lower individual general health, and fundamen-
tally increase the risk of both role ambiguity and poor general health lead-
ing to bullying. It will probably also make the exposure to bullying more 
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health toxic by blocking access to mitigating co-worker support. It is a 
model of disaster.  
 

 
 
Figure 14. A Model of Disaster.  

Strength and Limitations  

Sample and Design  
The large sample size in the included three papers in the thesis is a 
strength with around one thousand participants in each of the studies. 
With large samples the statistical power increases and the possibility to 
do more precise analyses of effects increase (Field, 2018). Large sample 
size also increases the representativeness which may increase the possi-
bilities of generalisation of results. However, in the included studies the 
first two were from a single cohort which limits the representativeness 
but in the last study (Paper 3) the sample was heterogenous, with data 
from three different work sectors, which is a strength. But even with the 
strength of a heterogeneous sample, the sample was not a representative 
sample as the participants were not selected randomly. Also, the sample 
was only based on Swedish participants in Swedish organisations. This 
means that the results need to be replicated in other settings and contexts.  

In the included studies, different study designs have been used. In 
Paper 1 a cross-sectional design was used and in Papers 2 and 3 a longi-
tudinal design was used. To interpret and understand the results from the 
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different studies the combination of research design, statistical analyses 
and theoretical reasoning are important. According to Hayes (2018),  
 

“statistical methods are just mathematical tools that allow us 
to discern order in apparent chaos, or signals of processes that 
may be at work amid random background noise or other pro-
cesses we haven’t incorporated into our models. The interfer-
ences that we make about cause are not products of the math-
ematics underneath the modelling process. Rather, the infer-
ences we make are products of our minds—how we interpret 
the associations we have observed, the signal we believe we 
have extracted from the noise.” (pp. 17-18) 

 
A longitudinal research design is usually considered a strength as 

having time lags between the predictor and the dependent variable is a 
design used for more rigorous tests of causality compared to a cross-sec-
tional design (Ford et al., 2014). However, cross-sectional and longitudi-
nal designs, are actually designs that suit investigations of theoretically 
different kind of effects, that is, synchronised and lagged effects (Ford et 
al., 2014). When the expected effect of a predictor on a dependent varia-
ble is expected to be quick and immediate, it is described as a synchro-
nised effect. However, synchronised effects may also have long-term pat-
terns based on accumulation of effects (Ford et al., 2014). When there is 
an expected time lag between the effect of the predictor and the outcome 
of the dependent variable, it is described as a lagged effect. There is also 
so-called reversed lagged effects, where the traditionally expected effect 
goes in the opposite direction.  

The present thesis uses both cross-sectional design assessing syn-
chronised effects of, for example, the association between supportive 
leadership and employee health and the association between supportive 
leadership and exposure to bullying behaviours. These effects are consid-
ered to be direct and also close in time, that is, synchronised. The direc-
tion of causality is suggested by theory.  

The association between bullying exposure and poor health (in Paper 
1) is also based on cross-sectional design and therefore a synchronised 
effect. However, there is no hypothesis in the thesis of the effect of bul-
lying on health as that topic already has been studied extensively by many 
others. The detrimental effect of bullying exposure on health is rather a 
basis for the thesis and the included studies. However, the investigated 
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risk factors (hypotheses 1 to 3), are based on longitudinally design as-
sessing the accumulation of synchronised, lagged as well as reversed 
lagged effects.  

For hypothesis 1 (that role ambiguity is a long term risk factor for 
bullying exposure) the time lag is 40 to 46 months, which is longer than 
the suggested minimum time lag of 1 year (De Lange et al., 2004) or 2 
years (Dormann & Zapf, 2002) when studying lagged effects of organi-
sational risk factors, such as different kinds of stress. The extensive time 
lag of 40 to 46 months makes it also possible to include a mediator with 
lagged effects, in a three-wave design with the mediator on the second 
wave. According to Ford et al. (2014), lagged effects of organisational 
stressors in general tend to increase up to around 3 years and then start 
declining. This means that the effect of role ambiguity on bullying may 
be in a state of decline when it is assessed after almost 4 years. The anal-
ysis still did detect a significant total effect, in spite of the long time lag. 
However, the effect seems to go through a hostile work climate (hypoth-
esis 2), which was measured at wave 2. The time lag between the first 
and second wave was 18-22 months and the time lag between the second 
and the third wave was 22-24 months. The significant effect is, however, 
weak, but that is not surprising, following the reasoning and results in the 
study by Ford et al. (2014). In their meta-analysis they show that time 
lagged effects of organisational risk factors usually are small and that 
such studies needs large samples (>500 participants) to detect effects.  

For hypothesis 3 (that poor health is expected to be a long term risk 
factor for bullying exposure), a time lag of 20 months is used with an 
expected reversed lagged affect. This is longer than the minimum time 
lag recommended by De Lange et al. (2004) but shorter than the recom-
mended minimum of 2 years by Dormann and Zapf (2002). However, 
that recommendation is not about reversed lagged effect but about lagged 
effects in general (studying organisational stress). Concerning reversed 
lagged effects, Ford et al. (2014) argue that the effect usually is linear and 
increases with time, but they do not present a recommended minimum 
time lag. However, following the discussion by Einarsen and Nielsen 
(2015) the used time lag (when investigating hypothesis 3) could maybe 
have been slightly longer. They argued, namely, that there may be vicious 
circles with effects of bullying and poor health going back-and-forth and 
that studies with time lags shorter than 24 months risk tapping into such 
vicious circle and thus making the causal direction unclear. In the present 
study, it was, however, not possible with a longer time lag than 20 months 
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due to the participating organisation’s planning for recurrent work envi-
ronment surveys. The used time lag may not be fully optimal, but still 
being acceptable as it is way over 1 year (De Lange et al., 2004).  

Concerning the moderating effects by primarily a supportive leader-
ship (hypotheses 4 to 6, including the research question), the effects are 
investigated in different designs—cross-sectional (hypothesis 4 + re-
search question), two-waves longitudinal (hypothesis 6), and three-waves 
longitudinal (hypothesis 5). The effects are detected statistically, but to 
interpret them and make sense of them, extensive use of theory is needed. 
Or, in the terms of Hayes (2018)—the interference and interpretation is a 
product of my mind. But—as it has been presented—I believe that the 
interpretation rests on solid grounds.  

Analyses 
There is a strength in the performed sensitivity analyses in Papers 2 and 
3. One type of sensitivity analysis investigated if the results pointing to 
the importance of a supportive leadership in reality only showed that the 
dangers of a low perceived supportive leadership was that the bullying 
behaviours came from the supervisor. Participants that indicated that they 
were bullied by their supervisor were excluded with still significant find-
ings. The other type of sensitivity analysis investigated if a supportive 
leadership was just a by-product of variations in the activity level of the 
supervisor, as a laissez-faire leader style has been shown to be detrimental 
for exposure to bullying at work. When controlling for the activity level 
in analyses using perceived supportive leadership, the findings were still 
significant pointing to that the results were due to the supportive dimen-
sion. Altogether, the sensitivity analyses indicate robust finds.  

The included measure of a hostile work climate could maybe have 
been assessed on an aggregated group level instead of, as now, on an in-
dividual perceptual level. A hostile work climate may be theoretically de-
scribed as a group based phenomenon with shared perceptions about the 
construct among group members and with discernible intergroup differ-
ences (e.g., see reasoning by Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009). In the thesis, it 
was not possible to use a multi-level approach as the individual answers 
could not be aggregated due to inconsistent way of coding work group 
membership. The reported results are therefore based on individual per-
ceptions of a hostile work climate. It is, however, not unusual to investi-
gate a hostile work climate using individual perceptions (see De Rivera, 
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1992; Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009; Schneider et al., 2013; Schneider & 
Reichers, 1983).  

There may be a risk of common method bias in the thesis (Donaldson 
& Grant-Vallone, 2002) based on the use of self-report questionnaires in 
the included studies. However, such problems are less frequent than has 
been assumed (Spector, 2006). Furthermore, in Papers 2 and 3 the use of 
a longitudinal design would probably alleviate such risks (Podsakoff et 
al., 2003).  

In Paper 1 the correlations between the predictor and the moderators 
were .38 to .45 and between the moderators .41, and in Paper 3 the cor-
relation between the predictor and the moderator was .50. It has been ar-
gued that such high correlations should be avoided in moderation anal-
yses due to risks for multicollinearity and high variance inflation (e.g., 
Iacobucci et al., 2016). Such a view has, however, been strongly refuted 
by McClelland et al. (2017) arguing that multicollinearity is completely 
irrelevant for test of moderator variables.  

Finally, in paper 1, there is only 0.5% additional explained variance 
(R2) by the moderated moderation by supportive leadership on the buff-
ering effect of co-worker support on the negative bullying-health associ-
ation. This may raise the question if the moderation effect of supportive 
leadership in practice is relevant or not. It is however still highly signifi-
cant (p = .002), so it is probably not just a finding of coincidence. To 
explain this, it may also be important to take into the picture the cut off 
level, that is, the level of supportive leadership where the moderation has 
full effect. The level of supportive leadership must be very low—percen-
tile 12.6—to completely block out the buffering effect of co-worker sup-
port. That means that the general and overall moderated moderation ef-
fect by supportive leadership is small which may explain why the in-
creased R2 is only 0.5%. But when such cases are at hand, that is, when 
there are leaders that are really non-supportive, the effect is probably both 
highly relevant and dangerous as it makes bullying exposure more health 
toxic in blocking out an important buffer—support from close co-work-
ers.   

Future Research  
The whole section of The Full and Final Model above, is suggestions to 
future research. The presented model definitely needs to be tested in more 
detail and in different contexts.  
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Besides the presented model, there are several areas where future re-
search would be welcome. Traditionally and historically, supportive lead-
ership is considered to fall under the meta-category of relation oriented 
leadership (e.g., Derue et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2002). But as it is also 
considered a facet of transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Carless et 
al., 2000; Rafferty & Griffin, 2006) and to overlap with the leader-mem-
ber exchange model (LMX; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), and compassion-
ate leadership (Gilbert & Basran, 2019), as well as with the meta-category 
of ethical leadership (Hattke & Hattke, 2019), more research and clarifi-
cation into what supportive leadership really is would be welcome. In the 
present thesis, the focus is on the level of trust between employees and 
their supervisor. I argue that to earn the trust of the employees and be 
considered highly supportive, a supervisor—besides treating employees 
with empathy, care, and respect—also needs to be trustworthy and act in 
ethical ways, that is, actively promoting moral behaviours such as hon-
esty, respect, and care. This underscores the relation orientation of the 
concept of supportive leadership, but also stresses the importance of be-
ing trustworthy. This also opens for the question of what the opposite of 
a supportive leadership should be called. In the present thesis the level of 
perceived support is measured which results in the dimension of high ver-
sus low perceived support. But low supportive leadership—or even non-
supportive leadership—should probably, to a large extent, also overlap 
with concepts such as abusive and/or antisocial forms of leadership (e.g., 
Lundmark et al., 2021). That low levels of supportive leadership is not 
the same as laissez-faire leadership is indicated in the sensitivity analysis 
in the present thesis. But clarifications of the relationship between these 
leadership concepts would be welcome.  

The results also indicated that there were some differences in the 
moderating effect of supportive leadership on the associations between 
social and cognitive aspects of health compared to physical aspects of 
health. It would be interesting with more research into this difference, but 
also to explore if there may be boundaries or bifurcation points in health 
aspects with potential long term effects on the risk for subsequent bully-
ing.  

There would also be interesting to see more research in association 
with other interacting factors that may influence the risk that poor health 
over time may lead to bullying exposure or that role ambiguity—through 
a hostile work climate—leads to bullying. Supportive leadership seems 
to act as a buffer, but there could also be amplifiers that instead increase 
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the risks. Such a suggested amplifier (which is mentioned above) is work-
load. But there may be others. Here it would be of great value to explore 
to what extent such organisational factors could amplify organisational 
and individual risk factors.  

Even the theoretically suggested mechanism of prototypicality for 
the association between poor individual health and subsequent exposure 
to bullying behaviours needs to be investigated more. By measuring pro-
totypicality directly, instead of theoretically proposing it, the suggested 
mechanism could be explored in much more detail.  

Finally, there would also be interesting to investigate to what extent 
role ambiguity affects different types of organisations in different ways, 
that is, organisations classified as bureaucracies versus adhocracies 
(Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985). In classic organisational theory, which 
describe organisations in mostly mechanic/hierarchic ways, role ambigu-
ity is considered to be a structural factor (e.g., Kahn et al., 1964). But how 
does the risk factor of role ambiguity affect a more distributed and dy-
namic/organic type of organisation (Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985)? It 
would be interesting to see if there are any particular differences.  
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Conclusions and Implications 
 
 
 
 
The profound importance of a supportive leadership style in association 
with the occurrence of bullying at work is underscored in the present the-
sis. Supportive leadership probably functions as a gatekeeper for other 
risk factors, such as the organisational risk factor of role ambiguity and 
the individual risk factor of poor health. Supportive leadership is also di-
rectly associated with the levels of bullying and health among employees 
and is associated with the health consequences of bullying exposure.  

Theoretically, the circular and multilevel theoretical interaction 
model that has been used in the thesis may be useful in more general 
terms. In the present work, the risk factors have been ambiguous roles (on 
an organisational level) and poor health (on an individual level) with sup-
portive leadership as moderator and workplace bullying as the toxic ex-
posure. The model could, however, be used and understood in a more 
general way, when investigating and understanding workplace bullying. 
Thus, I suggest the following model: The leader-risks-exposure-model, 
that is, the LRX-model (Figure 15). The LRX-model can be used as a con-
ceptual framework in testing the moderation effects of different types of 
leadership on the effects of different organisational and individual risk 
factors in terms of workplace bullying. In the general model the arrow 
between organisational risk factors and workplace bullying is guided by 
the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 2003; 2020; Einarsen, 
Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994). The arrow between workplace bullying 
and health is guided by different stress-strain perspectives, for example 
the transactional stress perspectives (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) or the 
conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989) and the arrow between 
health and back to workplace bullying is supported by the individual dis-
position hypothesis (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018). The last step does, how-
ever, not have a named hypothesis (as far as I know), but I suggest that it 
may be called the toxic bottom up hypothesis, as opposed to the top-down 
or so called down-stream effects (e.g. Dollard & Bakker, 2010) that is 
common in organisational psychology. As already described above, such 
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an effect may refer to how individual exposure to bullying behaviours 
may have longitudinal negative effects in the organisation.  

Theoretically, possible effects in the model, for example interaction 
effects, different lagged or synchronised effects, as well as direct or indi-
rect effects, may be predicted and understood based on several theories. 
Classical theories of social learning, such as social learning theory 
(Bandura, 1977), and social psychology, such as social identity theory 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979), have been used in the present thesis and may 
really be used in further ways. The extensive framework of 
conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018) could definitely 
also be used to predict possible affects. Hopefully, the suggested LRX-
model may inspire to further developments in the research field.  

Figure 15. The Leadership-Risks-Exposure-Model (LRX)—a 
Circular, Multilevel, and Theoretical Interaction Model.  

Practically, the findings provide direction for organisations to de-
velop their leadership norms, models, and programs. There are probably 
high benefits for organisations to systematically train their leaders in 
practices that emphasis building supportive, trustful, and caring relation-
ships at work. This also includes leadership practices with focus on acting 
in fair and trustworthy ways on occasions when unethical behaviours oc-
curs at work. This is also important knowledge when recruiting new lead-
ers as being a leader is very much about building and developing trustful 
relations (Burke et al., 2007; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). It may also be 
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important knowledge of the high costs of anti-social leadership prac-
tices—both for individual employees and for the organisation as a whole.   

The results also point to that leadership is dependent on organisa-
tional conditions. To expect day-to-day supportive leadership to compen-
sate for a bad organisation is to put too much of a responsibility on front-
line managers. To really benefit from the positive effect of supportive 
leadership, the organisational structures—such as role clarity—need to 
be well-functioning, as well as for organisational policies and procedures, 
which need to be prioritised and put forward by senior management (see 
Dollard & Bakker, 2010). Providing good organisational conditions—to-
gether with an implementation of a supportive leadership style—may be 
a receipt for successfully preventing the extremely destructive and costly 
phenomenon of workplace bullying.  

For individual employees who experience exposure to bullying be-
haviours, it is probably a huge difference if one works in a well-function-
ing organisation, having a supportive manager, compared to the opposite, 
that is, working in a chaotic organisation with non-supportive day-to-day 
leadership practices. In the first case, it may be a good idea to raise con-
cern about the ongoing situation and involve the immediate manager. The 
prospect of receiving support and that the exposure to bullying behav-
iours comes to an end is probably good. But in the latter case, the prospect 
is probably not good at all. Instead, the involved health risks may be very 
high. Even the risks of being long term eliminated from working life are 
at hand. Raising concerns under such organisational conditions may even 
make the situation worse (e.g., Nielsen, Mikkelsen, et al., 2020). The re-
sults in the thesis also point to that having a non-supportive supervisor, 
when exposed to bullying, is associated with a blocking effect of the oth-
erwise health protective effect of co-worker support. It may be, sadly 
enough, that the most reasonable recommendation for an individual em-
ployee, in such a situation, is to change job—as soon as possible. Even if 
considered a last resort, changing job seems to lead to a substantial drop 
in bullying for exposed individuals (Rosander, Salin, et al., 2022). So 
even if it is a sad recommendation, leaving a dysfunctional organisation 
with non-supportive leadership practices may be the most health protec-
tive action on could make—both short and long-term.  
 
Beware of non-supportive leaders.  
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