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Abstract:-The present study reports the long-term effects of workplace bullying exposure on Romanian 

employees’ physical strain. 73 (Mage=31.5; SDage=8.91) Romanian employees participated at baseline (t1-

June-September 2012) and at follow-up six months later (t2. March 2013- June 2013). 

The results of the present article showed that workplace bullying consequences are more important for the long-

term than for the short one. The results showed that workplace bullying predicted at time 1 only 6.2% of 

physical strain’s variance while at time 2 it predicted 13.1% of physical strain’s variance. 

These results emphasize that the more prolonged are workplace bullying acts the more physically strain 

Romanian employees will feel. It seems that the negative effects of workplace bullying exposure are more 

salient on long-term than on short-term. 

The results of the present article can have practical implications because they can bring new information useful 

for human resources practitioners, helping them designing and conducting more efficient training programs. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Workplace bullying has been classified as an extreme social stressor in work contexts, and as one of 

the more devastating problems as compared to other work-related stressors (Einarsen & Mikkelsen, 2003; Zapf, 

Knorz & Kulla, 1996). 

 Even though no general definition of workplace bullying has been accepted, most definitions refer to 

aspects such as the persistence of bullying and the negative or detrimental effects perceived by the victim 

(Cusack, 2000).  

 Bullying at work, according to most definitions, takes place when someone, repeatedly over a longer 

period of time (usually six months), is exposed to negative acts from one or several others, in a situation where 

he or she for different reasons may have difficulties defending him- or herself against these actions (Einarsen, 

2000; Salin, 2003; Zapf, Einarsen, Hoel & Vartia, 2003). 

The current study aligns with the European perspective which defines bullying as: ”[...] harassing, 

offending, socially excluding someone or negatively affecting someone’s work tasks. In order for the label 

bullying to be applied to a particular activity, interaction or process it has to occur repeatedly and regularly (e.g. 

weekly) and over a period of time (e.g. six months). Bullying is an escalated process in the course of which the 

person confronted ends up in an inferior position and becomes the target of systematic negative social acts” 

(Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf & Cooper, 2003, p.15). 

 Workplace bullying may take different forms. Direct bullying is aggressive acts that are aimed directly 

at the target (i.e. teasing, scolding, spreading rumours, and threats). Indirect bullying may take the form of social 

isolation or withdrawal of necessary information (Hansen, Hogh, Persson, Karlson, Garde & Orbaek, 2006). 

Bullying may be work-related (i.e. acts that make it difficult for the targets to do their work) or personal (i.e. 

offending, teasing, rumours, slander, or sexual harassment) and one of the its characteristics is the inequality in 

power between the perpetrator and the target (Einarsen, 2000; Einarsen & Mikkelsen, 2000;  Neuman & Baron, 

1997). Either supervisors are directly involved or the bullying takes place between co-workers, where the 

perpetrator, for some reason or another, is stronger than the target is. Even supervisors may be bullied by 

subordinates, especially if the subordinates act in groups (Salin, 2003; Zapf & Einarsen, 2001).  

 Workplace bullying is assumed to have a strong impact on the mental health of those affected 

(Einarsen, 2000), thus being subjected to bullying may have severe psychological and physiological health 

consequences for the target. A number of cross-sectional studies have found correlations between bullying, on 

one hand, and on the other, chronic fatigue, psychosomatic, psychological and physical symptoms, general 

stress, and mental stress reactions (Einarsen & Mikkelsen, 2000; Dofradottir & Hogh, 2002).Several studies 

have shown that bullying is associated with severe health problems, such as sleep disturbances, anxiety, 
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depression, posttraumatic stress disorder, and psychosomatic symptoms (Zapf, Knorz & Kulla, 1996; Hansen et 

al., 2006; Vartia, 2001; Rayner, Hoel & Cooper, 2002; Einarsen & Mikkelsen, 2003; Niedhammer, David & 

Degioanni, 2006; Notelaers, Einarsen, De Witte, & Vermunt, 2006). 

Results based on cross-sectional design does not permit conclusions in terms of causality and few 

studies (Kivimaki, Virtanent, Vartia, Elovainio, Vahtera, & Keltikangas-Jarvinen, 2002; Hogh, Henrikssen & 

Burr, 2005) have investigated the long-term effects of bullying with longitudinal design (Rodriguez-Munoz, 

Baillien, De Witte, Moreno-Jimenez & Pastor, 2009) so that present article tries to fulfill this gap by presenting 

longitudinal results of workplace bullying on employees’ physical strain. 

Several authors have underlined the importance of temporal lag in longitudinal designs when exploring 

cross-lagged effects (Steinmetz, Frese & Schmidt, 2008; Taris & Kompier, 2003). In occupational health 

research, there is little uniformity in the recommendations concerning the length of the time lags (Rodriguez-

Munoz et al., 2009). Most studies in the work stress literature have applied time lags of up to one year for 

exploring stressors-strain relationships, and have concluded that one-year time lag is appropiate for 

demonstrating the causal relationships among these variables (De Lange, 2005). Moreover, Dormann and Zapf 

(1999/2002) found the strongest effects for time lags of eight months and two years when examining the effects 

of social stressors at work on depressive symptoms. Rospenda, Richman and Shannon (2006), using a time lag 

of three years, found a cross-lagged effect of harassment on hostility and drinking problems. As a majority of 

longitudinal studies have employed time lags of one year, De Lange, Taris, Kompier, Houtman, and Bongers 

(2004) called for more longitudinal research with shorter time lags. In this way,  more insight could be obtained 

into the shorter term consequences of work characteristics on well-being (Rodriguez-Munoz et al., 2009). In 

addition, regarding the selection of temporal lag between measurements, several authors have pointed out that it 

should correspond with the ”causal interval” of the process under study (De Lange, 2005; Taris & Kompier, 

2003). In this sense, as the minimum period for workplace bullying to develop is six months (Einarsen et al., 

2003), a time lag shorter than six months it is not appropiate. 

This study aims to increase knowledge about workplace bullying-strain associations over time, thus 

addresing an important limitation of previous research in this field. This study will analyse the relationships 

existing between workplace bullying and Romanian employees’ physical strain with a time-lag of six months. 

 

II. PROSPECTIVE STUDIES SHOWING WORKPLACE BULLYING’S  

LONG-TERM EFFECTS 

Using a prospective design, the present study wants to determine the relationship between workplace 

bullying exposure and  Romanian employees’ physical strain and to test whether the long-term effect is bigger 

than the short one. 

Previous research using longitudinal studies have explained that some people may have difficulties 

performing their jobs and therefore be perceived as “weak”, or exhibit certain behaviors that trigger bullying 

behavior from other people (Finne, Knardahl & Lau, 2011).  

So far, these relationships between workplace bullying exposure and health outcomes were studied 

using only cross-sectional data and few studies (Hansen et al., 2006; Finne et al., 2011; Nielsen, Hetland, 

Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2012; Rugulies, Madsen, Hjarbech, Hogh, Borg, Carneiro & Aust, 2012) studied these 

relationships using longitudinal designs. The present study tries to fulfill this gap by investigating the long-term 

relationships between workplace and employees’ physical strain. 

Kivimaki and colleagues (2002) in their longitudinal study employing a cross-lagged panel design have 

shown that there is a cumulative relation between workplace bullying and the incidence of depression: the 

longer the exposure to bullying, the greatest the risk of depression. Furthermore, through their longitudinal 

design, Kivimaki and colleagues (2002) managed to demonstrate that high levels of depression predicted new 

cases of workplace bullying. According to the authors, the process of bullying may actually include 

characteristics of a vicious circle in which mental health problems are a result of bullying and increase 

susceptibility of bullying.  

 Furthermore, using the same design as Kivimaki and colleagues (2002) to investigate the relationship 

between workplace bullying and mental distress, Finne, and colleagues (2011) found that those who reported 

bullying at baseline and follow-up or at either of the time points reported more mental distress than did 

employees who didn’t report bullying. Even though the results showed these differences among employees at to 

different times, mental distress wasn’t a significant predictor of workplace bullying, and authors explained the 

lack of predictive power by the small number of participants. Moreover, Brousse and colleagues (2008) found 

that 51% of respondents of the two studies had reported a prolonged bullying that lasted for more than two 

years. Four years later, Nielsen and colleagues (2012) found that the exposure to bullying acts at baseline 

increased the symptomatic distress two years later, and psychological distress predicted both exposure to 

bullying behaviors and victimization from bullying, thus suggesting that psychological distress is an etiological 

factor for exposure to workplace bullying.  More over, a Danish 5-year perspective longitudinal cohort study 
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investigating long-term effects of exposure to workplace bullying showed that harassment and mental health 

mutually influenced each other (Hogh et al., 2005).  

.   Rodriguez-Munoz, Moreno-Jimenez and Sanz-Vergel (2015) found on a cross-lagged panel of 348 

employees that workplace bullying at baseline (i.e. t.1.) was positively and significantly associated with 

employees anxiety at follow-up (i.e. t2) meaning that worklace bullying has a negative impact on long-term on 

employees’ levels of anxiety. 

 

III. AIM OF THE PRESENT STUDY 

Most empirical evidence about the effects of workplace bullying has been based on cross-sectional 

designs, which does not permit conclusions in terms of causality (Rodriguez-Munoz et al., 2009). Accordingly, 

despite the recent proliferation of research on bullying, very little is known about how bullying impacts on long-

term employees’ health.  

 Using a longitudinal design, the aim of the first study is to determine the long-term effects of 

workplace bullying on Romanian employees’ physical strain. 

 

IV. HYPOTHESIS 

The long-term effects of workplace bullying exposure on physical strain will be more salient the the 

short ones. 

V. INSTRUMENTS 

 The instruments measuring workplace bullying and physical strain were translated into Romanian 

using the back-method translation procedure. The authors of the original instruments were contacted through e-

mail in order to get the permission to use the instruments. 

 

a. Workplace bullying 

 Workplace bullying was measured with the Romanian version of Einarsen, Hoel and Notelaers’ (2009) 

Negative Acts Questionnaire-Revised (translated and adapted by Chirila & Constantin, 2014). The Negative 

Acts Questionnaire-Revised (NAQ-R) has 22 items referring to 22 behavioral negative acts grouped in three 

dimensions (i.e. intimidation, person-related bullying and work-related bullying). The response to this 

questionnaire was given on a five-point Likert scale were 1 meant never and 5 meant daily. The Cronbach’s 

alpha for the entire questionnaire is α=.92, with α=.84 for intimidation, α=.78 for context-related bullying and 

α=.92 for intimidation. 

 

b. Physical strain 

 One scale measuring physical strain from Occupational Stress Inventory (Evers, Freese & Cooper, 

2000) was used. Participants were told to answer to these items by referring to their past six months. The 

responses were given on six-point Likert frequency scale were 1 meant  never and 5 meant always. Physical 

strain scale consisted of 12 items with α=.82. 

 

Participants 
A number of 73 (Mage= 31.5; SDage=8.91) Romanian employees participated at the present study by 

completing on-line questionnaires measuring workplace bullying and mental and physical strain in two different 

moments (t1-between June-September 2012 and t2-between March-June 2013) with a time-lagg of six months. 

The questionnaires were completed during employees’ free time. 

59 (80.8%) employees were female participants and 14 (19.2%) were male participants with ages 

between 19 and 60 years. Six (8.2%) participants had a high-school diploma, 24 (32.9%) participants had a 

bachelor degree and 43 (58.9%) had a master degree. 31 (42.5%) employees are working in public institutions 

and 42 (57.5%) employees are working in private firms. They are working in different sectors of activities such 

as retail (5/6.8%), sales (25/34.2%), services (5/6.8%) and education (38/52.1%). 

 The study was presented as being one interesting in the investigation of interpersonal workplace 

dynamics and expression such as harassment, workplace violence, workplace abuse were not presented in the 

instructions paragraph. 
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VI. RESULTS 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations and correlations among variables measured at basis (i.e. June-September 

2012) and at the follow up (i.e. March-June 2013) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*, p<.05; **, p<.01 

 

 The results from table 1 shows that workplace bullying measured at baseline is positively and 

significantly correlated with workplace bullying measured at follow up. Furthermore, workplace bullying 

measured at baseline (i.e. t1) is positively correlated with physical strain at baseline (i.e. r=.275*, p<.05) and 

also positively correlated with physical strain at follow-up (i.e. r=.378**, p<.01). 

Workplace bullying at follow-up (i.e. t2) is positively and significantly correlated with physical strain 

at follow-up (i.e. r=.537, p<.001). 

Physical strain at baseline (i.e. t1) is significantly and positively correlated with physical strain at 

follow-up (i.e. r=.441**, p<.001). 

 

Table 2. Regression model predicting physical strain at the basis and at follow-up 

 

Predictor 

Physical strain at baseline (t1)                                  Physical strain at follow up (t2) 
Δ R2     F      p       B     SE     β       t       p           Δ R2     F           p       B         SE     β        t      p 

 

Workplace 

Bullying         .062   5.789 .019  .270  .112  .275 2.406  .019      .131    11.837   .001   .646    .188  .378 3.441 .001 

        N=73. 

Measured at the baseline (i.e. t1), workplace bullying predicts 6.2% from physical strain variances, 

measured also at baseline (i.e. T1). workplace bullying at baseline (i.e. t1) predicts 13.1% from physical strain’s 

variance measured at follow-up (i.e. t2) meaning that, on long-term, workplace bullying leads to an increased of 

physical strain. 

 

VII. DISCUSSIONS 

The present study shows the longitudinal relationships between workplace bullying and Romanian 

employees’ physical strain. The time lag between the two measurements was six months. 

The correlations showed that workplace bullying at baseline (i.e. t1) is correlated with physical strain at 

baseline (i.e. t1) and with physical strain at follow-up (i.e. t2). Workplace bullying exposure at follow-up (i.e. 

t2) is correlated with  physical strain at follow-up (i.e. t2). 

The regression analyses showed that workplace bullying exposure at the baseline (i.e. t1) predicted not 

only Romanian employees’ physical strain at the baseline (i.e. t1), but also Romanian employees’ physical strain 

at follow-up (i.e. t2). 

These results showed that prolonged exposure to workplace bullying acts has not only a short-term 

negative effect on employees’ strain but also a long-term negative effect and that the long-term negative effect is 

bigger the  short one. 

This study managed to reveal that workplace bullying exposure effects are more detrimental on the 

long term and if they aren’t properly managed by the organization or by the human resources department the 

affected employees will experience higher levels of mental distress and illnesses and in the end will leave the 

organization. 

  These results are convergent to those already presented in the workplace bullying literature in which it 

was shown that prolonged exposure to workplace bullying predicted long-term negative effects on employees’ 

levels of health. So that, if previously Kivimaki and colleagues (2002) showed that the longer the employees are 

exposed to workplace bullying acts the more depressed they’ll feel, the present study showed that the longer the 

Romanian employees’ are exposed to workplace bullying acts the more physically strained they’ll feel six 

months later. Three years later, Hogh and colleagues (2005) using a prospective design found that exposure to 

workplace bullying and employees’ health mutually influenced each other. The more the employee is exposed to 

workplace bullying acts the less healthy he will feel and the more exposed to future workplace bullying acts will 

 M             SD        1           2             3             4                   
1. Workplace bullying (t1) 

2. Workplace bullying  (t2) 

3. Physical strain (t1) 

4. Physical strain  (t2) 

 

1.60        .48         1 

1.61        .48      .716**     1 

5.08        .47      .275*     .216           1 

2.37        .83      .378**   .537**    .441**       1 
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be. Furthermore, Finne and colleagues (2011) showed that on long-term, exposure to workplace bullying affects 

employees’ levels of mental distress so that the longer the employees is exposed to workplace bullying acts the 

more mentally distressed he will feel two years later. More over, Nielsen and colleagues (2012) found that 

bullying at baseline predicted an increased level of symptomatic distress two years later. 

Using a prospective design, the present study confirmed the results existing in the literature in which it 

was shown that prolonged exposure to workplace bullying will predict later negative outcomes in employees’ 

physical strain. 

 

Limitations for the present study 
One of the limits of the present study consists of the small number of employees participating at the 

follow up so that extrapolating this results to the entire population of Romanian employees should be made with 

caution. 

   

Practical implications 
The results reported in this study have practical implications for human resources practitioners in that 

they can develop more efficient training programs in which they can inform employees on the long-term effects 

of prolonged exposure to workplace bullying acts. Furthermore, they can develop more efficient anti-bullying 

organizational policies in order to stop and to punish these type of acts within the entire organization. 
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