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ABSTRACT

Since the early 1990s, many studies have investigated workplace bullying in various
environments and industries. However, workplace bullying in construction organizations
has not been examined. Thus, this study analyzes the prevalence of workplace bullying
in construction organizations, the types of negative behavior, the effects of such behavior
on individuals and the organization, and the relationship between workplace bullying
and the culture of the construction organization. A quantitative research method was
norgiani@usm.my used to statistically compare different employees from different organizations in the
izzatihidzir@hotmail.com construction industry. Unreasonable work demands; tnappropriate criticism of an
individual’s work, personality, or background; and verbal abuse are the most common
bullying behavior in construction organizations. The greatest effects of workplace
bullying on victims are a decline in job satisfaction and morale, and the greatest effects
on the organization are work disruption, a decline in productivity, and damage to the
organization’s reputation.
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INTRODUCTION the stress caused by getting bullied affects their health
(US Workplace Bullying Survey: September, 2007). In
Denmark, 10.8% of respondents experience workplace
bullying. Among these respondents, 1.4% experience
bullying at least once a week, and 9.4% experience
bullying occasionally. In Japan, workplace bullying
increased from 5.8 % in 2002 to 17 % in 2012 (Ministry
of Health and Welfare, 2013). Moreover, the number of

Workplace bullying is the repeated behavior of
harassing, offending, or socially excluding a person and
thus negatively affecting the person’s work tasks
(Einarsen,Hoel, Zapf and Cooper, 2003). Such negative
behavior occurs almost every day in every country.
Workplace bullying not only brings targets
psychological distress but also harms the organization g, icides and industrial accidents caused by workplace
(Mikkelsen and Einarsen, 2001; Namie and Namie, bullying has increased. The Workplace Power
2009). Thus, many studies on workplace bullying have  p4rassment Survey in Japan (2012) found that 25.3%

attempted to solve this problem (Leymann, 1990; Zapf,  of 4]] respondents have experienced bullying in the past
Knorz and Kulla, 1996; Khalib and Ngan, 2006; Salin  {hree years.

and Hoel, 2011; Duffy and Sperry, 2012). Such a solution Studies on workplace bullying have also focused
has become a national agenda in many countries, such o, yarioys environments and industries, such as health
as Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland, Ireland, the 4.e (Leymann, 1990; Quine, 2002; Hoosen, 2004;
UK, Korea, Japan, Germany, Italy, Australia, New ghalib and Ngan, 2006; ANA, 2011), education
Zealand, Mexico, and the US (Heames and Harvey, (Leymann, 1992; Sutela and Lehto, 1998; Paoli and
2006). Merllie, 2000, Hoel and Cooper, 2000; Keashly and

In the US, 37% of workers are bullied at their Neuman, 2010), public services (Ismail, 2009), and
workplace. Of these bullying targets, 45% report that blue-collar professions (Einarsenand Raknes, 1997;
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Incolink, 2011). However, no study has investigated
construction organizations in particular even though
the culture of the construction industry is prone to
workplace bullying.

The construction industry is a client- and project-
oriented industry. For a construction project, a team
of construction professionals are selected to deliver
the project in a short period of time, with excellent
quality, and at low cost (Egan, 1998; Cabinet Office,
2011). Given this aim, construction employees are
usually forced to work long hours to meet deadlines
and handle excessive workloads (Sutherland and
Davidson, 1993). This culture of working extra-long
hours is normal and common in the construction
sector according to the Australian Centre for Industrial
Relations Research and Training (1999), which
revealed that the occurrence rate of construction
professionals” working more than 49 hours per week
is approximately 20%. Gunning and Cooke (1996)
found that construction professionals are exposed to
working with impossible deadlines, unrealistic
demands from clients, a lack of staff, working on
multiple projects, and conflicts within the organization
and thus suffer undue stress.

The construction industry is also associated with a
macho culture characterized by arguments, conflict,
and crisis (Bagilhole, Dainty and Neale, 2000). Professor
Michael Romans, a former president of the Chartered
Institute of Building (2006), confirmed this observation
and noted that the construction industry overtly adopts
hostile language and behavior. Thus, most construction
professionals often find themselves in an extremely
hostile environment. Furthermore, the construction
industry is a male-dominated industry (Feilden et al.,
2000; Amartunga et al., 2010), which is often associated
with discrimination against women. In Australia, young
women observe that this industry is male-dominated
and perceive sexism, discrimination, and harassment
to be widespread in the industry.

Despite the many studies on workplace culture in
construction organizations, none of them has focused
on workplace bullying. Thus, the present study aims
to provide an insight into workplace bullying in
construction organizations in Malaysia to achieve the
following objectives:

1. To identify the type of workplace bullying in
construction organizations in the country

2. To examine the effect of workplace bullying
on employees and the organization

3. Toinvestigate the relationship of the culture of
construction organizations with workplace
bullying

The next section reviews literature on workplace
bullying, the types of workplace bullying, the effect of
workplace bullying on the target and organization, and
the relationship of organizational culture with
workplace bullying. The research methodology is then
described, and the findings of the study are analyzed
and discussed. Finally, the conclusion section identifies
the implications of the findings and the contributions
of the research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Workplace Bullying

Workplace bullying has attracted considerable attention.
The concept of bullying was introduced by Heinmann
in 1972 (as “mobbing”) to describe a definite type of
aggression among students in Scandinavia. The concept
was later adopted to signify a specific type of negative
behavior among adults in the workplace. Research on
workplace bullying was first formally recognized in the
early 1980s through a study conducted by Swedish
therapist Heinz Leymann. Leymann examined
workplace conflict through case studies of nurses who
had committed or tried to commit suicide because of
unfortunate events in their workplace (Zapf and
Einarsen, 2005).

Since then, research on workplace bullying in many
countries has evolved. Many terms have been used to
describe bullying in the workplace. These terms include
“mobbing” in France and Germany (Leymann, 1990;
Zapf, Knorz, and Kulla, 1996), “harassment” in Finland
(Bjorkqvist et al., 1994), “aggression” in the US (Baron
and Neuman, 1996), “emotional abuse” (Keashly,
2001), and “workplace bullying” in Australia (Sheehan,
1999), the UK (Rayner, 1997), and Northern Europe
(Einarsen and Skogstad, 1996). These differences in
terms or labels are likely due to the type of negative
behavior that occurs in the respective countries

Type of Workplace Bullying

Workplace bullying occurs in various forms and
situations. Such behavior may be exhibited by an
individual or a group of people. It occurs as subtle
actions, such as gossiping between employees and
personal jokes about the target, or as aggressive and
overt conduct, such as physical threats and violence
(Ayoko et al., 2003). Workplace bullying is often work-
related and is usually done by managers or senior
staff in the organization. The target of workplace
bullying is usually given excessive workloads,
subjected to excessive monitoring of work, and
unfairly criticized about their work (Baillien et al.,
2011).
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Effect of Workplace Bullying

Workplace bullying may result in extensive health
injuries, such as physical and psychological illness, to
its targets. Vartia (2001) reported that the targets of
workplace bullying experience more general stress and
mental stress reactions than those from a bullying-free
workplace. Targets also exhibit low self-confidence and
use sleep-inducing drugs and sedatives more often than
non-target individuals.

Namie and Namie (2009) argued that an organization
suffers a highly negative effect because of workplace
bullying. Similarly, Johnston (2010) found that more than
80% of victims of workplace bullying immediately leave
their jobs and thus cost organizations an estimated $180
million in lost productivity each year. Furthermore,
organizations suffer from a tarnished professional
reputation and reduce their productivity as a result of
reduced efficiency, an unsafe work environment,
increased absenteeism, poor morale, increased
compensation claims from workers, and civil action.

Fisher-Blando (2008) argued that workplace
bullying positively affects individuals and the
organization because it develops many positive qualities
for a professional career. These qualities include
competence, intelligence, creativity, integrity,
accomplishment, and dedication to the job.
Theoretically, targets of workplace bullying learn how
to solve problems, examine their own behavior, and
independently correct their mistakes.

Organizational Culture in Relation to Workplace
Bullying

Every organization has its own culture, which serves
as a guideline for its members on how they should
adapt and behave within the organization. Tambur and
Vaadi (2012) noted that the organization’s culture and
members have a mutual relationship: organizational
culture affects the performance of members, who in
turn influence the development of organizational
culture, Idealistic theory would suggest that an excellent
workplace exhibits an organizational culture that
reflects understanding of goals, freedom of activity, and
changes in the organization.

By contrast, an undesirable organization
encourages bullying in the workplace (Agervold, 2009;
Einarsen et al., 1994; Hoel and Cooper, 2000). Baucus
and Near (1991) showed that negative employee
behavior occurs in large firms with great resources and
that such behavior may be attributed to a desire for
social acceptance within the organization. These
unfavorable conditions in organizations increase
workplace bullying (Batur and Wistom, 2012).

A negative and poor social and politicized climate
inclines an organization to bullying (Salin, 2003; Vartia,
1996). For instance, poor information, a lack of
conversations about tasks and goals, and a poor
communication climate correlate with bullying (Vartia,
1996).

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Sample and Data Collection

Fifty sets of questionnaires were distributed to
construction organizations (seven to eight sets each)
across peninsular Malaysia. The construction
organizations were randomly chosen regardless of their
position, years of experience, and type of profession
(quantity surveyors, architects, or contractors). The
questionnaires, together with self-addressed and
stamped envelopes, were distributed by hand and
through mail. Only 33 questionnaires were returned, a
response rate of only 66%.

Measures

Ninety-eight percent of the questions were close-ended
and thus quick to answer. The questionnaires were
divided into four sections: (a) the respondent’s
background, (b) the type of workplace bullying in the
construction organization, (¢) organizational culture
in relation to workplace bullying, and (d) the effect of
workplace bullying on employees and the organization.

Section A consisted of five questions regarding the
background of the respondent. The questions were self-
designed based on Douglas (2001) and Fisher-Blando
(2008).

The six questions in section Bwere asked to identify
who are involved in workplace bullying, what type of
bullying is exhibited in construction organizations, and
whether the organizational environment promotes
bullying behavior. This section aims to determine the
type of workplace bullying in construction
organizations.

Section C consisted of three questions designed to
identify the effects of workplace bullying on the job
satisfaction and performance of employees in the
organization. The questions were modified from
Douglas (2001) and Fisher-Blando (2008).

In section D, a Likert scale was used to help
respondents quickly select among several alternatives:
1 for “totally disagree,” 2 for “disagree,” 3 for “neutral,”
4 for “agree,” and 5 for “totally agree.” This section
aims to determine the organizational culture with
respect to workplace bullying. The questions were
gathered from Douglas (2001), Fisher-Blando (2008),
Salin (2001), Vartia (2001), and Salin (2003).
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Analysis

The demographic data showed that most of the
respondents were male (58% vs. 42% female) and
employees of quantity surveying firms (45.5%). The
other respondents were employees of architect firms
(21.2%), contractor firms (18.2% ), other firms (9.09%),
interior design firms (3.03%), and planning firms
(3.03%). Most of the respondents had working
experience of 0 to 5 years (66.67%), 6 to 10 years
(27.27%), and more than 11 years (6.06%).

Eighty-eight percent of the respondents experienced
workplace bullying in the construction industry.
However, only 41.9% of the respondents experienced
mistreatment in the workplace several times, and 58.1 %
experienced only a single incident. The negative
behaviors experienced by most of the respondents were
unreasonable work demands (48.48% ), unfair
criticisms of their work (42.42%), verbal abuse
(30.3%), putdowns, interference of performance,
threats to job security, non-approval of leaves,
attribution of their work to someone else, isolation,
and physical abuse.

Most of the respondents agreed that few employees
took sick leaves annually (m = 3.68). The organization
encouraged and acknowledged employee initiative,
creativity, and diversity (m = 3.58); provided many
opportunities for career enhancement and development
(m = 3.48); exhibited a stable workforce and low
turnover (m = 3.48); maintained a working
environment enjoyed by every employee (m = 3.32);
never required the same or a greater amount of work
in fewer hours or for less money (m = 3.32); was
supportive and fostered an environment where people
trusted each other (m = 3.32); had employers who
were always aware of what went on at work
(m = 3.29); cultivated no “them” or “us” culture,
particularly among the senior management (m = 2.97);
and ensured open communication between juniors or
newcomers and higher-level management (m = 2.87).

Most of the respondents (54.8%) experienced a
decline in morale as a result of workplace bullying.
The respondents also exhibited a drop in productivity
(32.3%), experienced work team disruptions (25.8%),
avoided bullies (16.1%), worried about incidents
(12.9%), and manifested absenteeism (9.7 % ).

In total, 74.2% of the respondents experienced a
negative effect on their job satisfaction, whereas 22.6 %
experienced a positive effect. The remaining 3.2%
claimed that workplace bullying had no effect on their
job satisfaction at all. Most of the respondents (54.8% )
agreed that workplace bullying disrupted their work.
The other respondents observed a significant drop in

Table 1: Organizational culture in relation to workplace bullying

N Rank Mean

1. The organization is very supportive, 31 7 3.32
and people trust each other at work

and are cooperative.

2. Initiative, creativity, and diversity 31 2 3.58
are acknowledged and encouraged in

the organization.

3.  There is no “them” or “us” culture 31 9 2.97
in the organization, particularly

among senior management.

4. There are plenty of opportunities 31 3 3.48
for career advancement and
development as well as for

empowering the workforce.

5. The organization has a stable 31 4 3.48

workforce, with very low turnover.

6. Every employee enjoys the 31 5
working environment in the
organization.

7. Employers are always aware of 31 8
what goes on in the organization.

8. You and your colleagues have 31 6
never been instructed to do the
same or a greater amount of work
in fewer hours or for less money.

9. There is a low number of 31 1 3.68

employees taking sick leaves.

10. Juniors/newcomers never have 31 10 2.87
any difficulty in communicating

with higher-level management.
Valid N (listwise) 31

Scale: >1.49 = totally disagree; 1.5 to 2.49 = disagree; 2.5 to
3.49 = neutral; 3.5 to 4.49 = agree; 4.5 to 5.0 = totally agree

productivity (38.7%), a damaged reputation (19.4 %),
reduced profitability (16.1% ), increased discrimination
complaints (16.1%), excessive absenteeism (12.9 %),
and disproportionate turnover (6.5 %).

Among all the respondents, 80.6% claimed that
workplace bullying negatively affected their
organization, whereas only 6.45% noted a positive
effect. The remaining 12.9 % indicated that workplace
bullying had no effect at all on the organization. Most
of the respondents (25.8%) agreed that they became
more competitive after being bullied. The other
respondents found a better job (22.6%) and became
more resilient after being bullied (12.9%). However,
38.7% of the respondents revealed that workplace
bullying did not have a positive effect on them.

DISCUSSION

More than half of the respondents were male, with the
majority working in a quantity surveying firm. The
majority of the respondents agreed on receiving
mistreatment in their workplace, with almost half
receiving mistreatment several times during their work.
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Most of these respondents were junior executives, who
had working experience ranging from 0 to 5 years in
the construction organization. This finding supports
that of Incolink (2011). Similarly, Nor Azimah and
Anizan (2012) found that the apprentices and juniors
of the organization are the most common groups
targeted by bullies because they are new and have yet
to form any strong relationship with other colleagues.
Baucus and Near (1991) also pointed out that workplace
bullying are more likely to involve employees who are
young, new to their job, work part-time, and have low-
paying positions. According to Chappell and Di Martino
(2006), the reason of why these focus group are been
mistreated are because their insignificant status of age
and ranking. The workplace bully in construction
organizations is often a solo type of bully, and females
are often the bully in these organizations. This finding
is supported by Dina (2012), who highlighted that
women are the predominant bullies in the workplace.

A majority of the respondents picked upper
management personnel as the bully, indicating that
workplace bullying in construction organizations is
done in a hierarchical manner. According to Douglas
(2001), hierarchical bullying is a bullying behavior that
occurs between different ranges of position and power,
such as between a manager and his staff and between
senior and junior executives. However, workplace
bullying in construction organizations may also be
committed by other colleagues and people outside the
organization, such as clients and other professions. This
phenomenon is called horizontal bullying, which refers
to bullying among workers who are at the same level
but hold different amounts of power. This power
imbalance may be created by years of working,
popularity, and ability to influence higher management
(Salin, 2003). Given that construction involves many
professionals and individuals, construction
organizations may also be prone to the relationship
type of bullying. Therefore, employees should always
note that bullying may not always be committed within
the organization but may be done by a client, a person
in position of authority, or other professionals in the
construction team (Government of South Australia,
2005).

Giving piles of unreasonable workloads and unfair
criticism are the most common types of workplace
bullying in construction organizations. This type of
workplace bullying is considered as work-based
bullying (Hoel et al., 2001) and is the most common
type of bullying among seniors in an organization
toward juniors or newcomers in the UK (Lewis, 2006).
Another common bullying behavior in construction
organizations is verbal abuse, which is also one of the

most common bullying behaviors in medical
organizations (Gaffney et al., 2012). Verbal abuse may
be regarded as a small and unimportant aspect in
workplace bullying, but it negatively affects the mental
health and daily life of employees. Thus, the victim of
workplace bullying might have suffered many negative
impacts like psychomatic symptoms and physical illness
(Leymann, 1996; Vartia, 2001; Ayoko et al., 2003;
Bjorkqvist et al., 1994; Einarsen&Raknes, 1997;
Leymann, 1990). The symptoms are anxiety and stress
about work (Quine 2001), deppression, nervousness,
fearfulness, loss of self-confidence (Randle 2003).

Most of the respondents agreed that workplace
bullying affected their job satisfaction. Salin (2003)
argued that workplace bullying negatively affects not
only the performance of individuals but also that of
the organization as a whole. The statistical data in Table
1 show that most of the respondents experienced a
significant decline in their morale and productivity after
being bullied, consistent with Fisher-Blando (2008).
Moreover, more than half of the respondents agreed
that workplace bullying negatively affected the
organization and indicated that work disruption had
the most significant effect on construction
organizations, consistent with Bar-David (2012). Bar-
David explained that bullying behavior directly or
indirectly harms the performance of the organization
by affecting working teams. Aside from work
disruption, a drop in organizational productivity,
damage to the organization’s reputation, a drop in
profitability, and discrimination complaints are caused
by bullying.

Interestingly, several respondents indicated that
workplace bullying positively affected their job
satisfaction and organization. This finding is supported
by Rigby (2002), who found that bullying induces a
positive response to a temporary stressor and commonly
makes the targeted person resilient. However, whether
bullying indeed results in a positive outcome has not
been empirically investigated. Although several
respondents agreed that bullying had a positive effect,
most of the respondents still indicated that it had a
negative effect.

The culture of construction organizations is
separated into two categories because of its different
functions as a key player in the industry. The first
category is the culture of professional organizations
(i.e., architecture and quantity surveying firms), and
the second one is that of contracting organizations (i.e.,
contracting firms). Rameezdeen and Gunarathna (2003)
revealed that the culture of professional organizations
is clan-dominated, whereas that of contractor
organizations is market-dominated. The culture of
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professional organizations is characterized by the
development of human resources to achieve specific
goals, which emphasize loyalty, traditional values, and
a conducive and participative working environment.
By contrast, the culture of contracting organizations is
characterized by the maximization of profits and output.
Contracting organizations encourage their employees
to be competitive and emphasize goal accomplishment.
Interestingly, regardless of the high percentage of
workplace bullying in the organization, this study found
that few employees took sick leaves. This finding
provides an insightful remark on Malaysian
construction organizations. Construction organizations
in Malaysia are also supportive in terms of the
development of creativity, diversity, and initiative
among employees. These organizations also provide
many opportunities for career advancement and a
platform for empowering their workforce. However, the
traditional culture of seniority in construction
organizations remains: several forms of bullying involve
employees who are young, new to their job, work part-
time, and have low-paying positions (Baucus and Near,
1991).

CONCLUSION

The prevalence of workplace bullying is difficult to
identify because its occurrence takes months to
recognize and it is sometimes already too late to mend
it. However, workplace bullying in the construction
industry has not been extensively explored. This study
was conducted to gain an insight into workplace
bullying in construction organizations in Malaysia.

The behaviors associated with workplace bullying
in construction organizations in Malaysia are (in order
of frequency) unreasonable work demands;
inappropriate criticism of the individual’s work,
personality, or background; and verbal abuse. However,
workplace bullying in construction organizations in
Malaysia is related to internal politics and psychological
matters compared with that in other countries, where
many physical abuse cases are reported because of
workplace bullying.

Workplace bullying negatively affects the
performance of employees and the organization. The
greatest negative effects of workplace bullying on
employees and the organization are a decline in morale,
work team disruption, low productivity, damaged
reputation, and wasted time worrying about future
incidents of bullying. On the other hand, workplace
bullying also positively affects its targets. It develops
the resilience and toughness of bullied targets and
increases their competitiveness in their job. However,
these favorable effects are minimal compared with the

damaging effects.

With regard to organizational culture in relation to
workplace bullying, the construction organizations
promote a healthy environment for employees
according to the small number of employees taking
sick leaves. Moreover, construction organizations in
Malaysia vigorously support the development of
creativity, diversity, and initiative among their
employees and provide many opportunities for career
advancement and a platform for empowering their
workforce. This positive workplace environment or
culture may explain the low prevalence of workplace
bullying in construction organizations in Malaysia.
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