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Abstract

Healthcare employees are the backbone in helping a country in maintaining the best health
performance of all citizens. They have been given the mandate to care and treat patients with
professional ethics, however, health employees are not excluded from facing high work
pressure from the various demands at work especially in the current times where the nation
is struggling with the Covid -19 pandemic. This study sought to examine the prevalence of
workplace bullying as well as the level of job demands faced by healthcare employees and its
influence on workplace bullying experienced by the employees through a cross-sectional
study involving 100 respondents. The Work Stress subscale from Copenhagen Psychosocial
Questionnaire (COPSOQ 3) and Negative Act Questionnaire (Einarsen et al. 2009) were used
to measure workplace bullying experience and job demands. The data were analysed using
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25.0. The results of the study found that
workplace bullying was prevalent among the respondents especially in regards to work-
related bullying (55 %). Meanwhile quantitative demands, cognitive demands and emotional
demands significantly predicted workplace bullying. Work Pace however, did not significantly
influence workplace bullying. Further discussions on the findings are reported in the article.
Keywords: Quantitative Demands, Work Pace, Cognitive Demands, Emotional Demands,
Workplace Bullying, Healthcare Employees.

Introduction

Bullying in the workplace has been a global issue internationally and has been given attention
by researchers since the early 90s. This bullying behavior is likely due to the occurrence of
the organization’s failure to detect and address such behavior as well as its inability to protect
the safety, health, and well -being of employees (Einarsen, Raknes & Matthiesen, 1994). Thus
it is not surprising why bullying behavior in the workplace is three times more common than
sexual harassment Namie (2003) besides being placed as the highest factor causing stress
received by employees in the workplace (Wilson, 1991). Bullying behavior refers to exposure
to negative and systematic forms of behavior that are psychological in nature and researchers
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have agreed that the definition of bullying behavior in the workplace is explained through
behaviors such as harassing, offending, isolating from a group or negative actions that can
affect one’s work.

The negative behavior also involves interactions or processes that occur regularly and recur
for at least a week or more than a six-month period. Often the individual who is the target of
the bullying has difficulty defending themselves from the negative act. Although adult bullying
stduies in Malaysia is scarce, but it has begun to receive attention from researchers in recent
years (Hassan et al 2020; Mohd Halim et al. 2018; Mokhtar et al. 2018; 2020). Often, bullying
among children are widely researched, due to the behaviours experienced by the victim are
usually physical in nature and the effects can be seen more clearly (Leymann 1996). To refer
to the situation of bullying in the workplace, Einarsen (1999) has divided bullying behavior
into several groups, namely work -related behavior, person -related behavior and physical
intimidation. This is evidenced through a preliminary study by Vartia (1991) who found that
defamation, social isolation, insinuations against a person’s mental health are seen as person
-related bullying, while giving too many or too easy tasks and continuously criticizing a
person’s work refers to behavior work -related bullying. Nevertheless, Leymann (1990) also
found that there are also physical threats or physical attacks imposed on the target and this
behavior is also categorized as part of the form of aggressive behavior used in the workplace.
In addition, bullying behavior that occurs at work is seen differently because the process that
takes place is gradual involving psychological attacks in a systematic way and for a long period
of time (Giorgi et al., 2013).

The findings of the study also showed that only 10 percent of physical bullying
behaviors were recorded making such behaviors difficult to detect (Zapf, 1999). More
worryingly, perpetrators make learning objectives as an excuse to commit bullying attacks
coupled with the absence of physical injury and even the negative behavior itself is seen as
less aware of the victim (Bloisi & Hoel, 2008). The impact of bullying behavior is not only on
the victim but also the organization. Among the impact victims receive as a result of bullying
behavior are decreased job satisfaction, disability, difficulty concentrating, difficulty sleeping,
and increased negative emotions (anger, depression, frustration, and anxiety) (Einarsen &
Mikkelsen, 2003; Zapf, Knorz & Kulla, 1996). The effects received by the organization are
increased expenditure to train new workforce, absenteeism, increase in intention to leave the
organization and also employee turnover (Rayner, Hoel & Cooper, 2001). Although it is clear
that there are serious effects of bullying behavior, but it was found that the lack of studies
focused on the factors of bullying behavior which causes the behavior to continue to occur in
the workplace, especially in the health sector (Iftikhar & Qureshi, 2014).

Workplace Bullying Institute reported in 2014 that 27% of its survey respondents (n =
137, 499, 000) in America currently experience or have experienced abusive behavior in the
workplace. Various complaints and displays in the press were either in print or electronic
media. New employees in the health sector (e.g. graduate training medical officers) often has
the tendency to be a victim of bullying while at work. In addition, in the face of the Covid-19
pandemic, certainly the workload of health workers have been increasing tremendously. This
certainly causes stress and at the same time may encourage bullying behavior to occur.
Therefore a study needs to be investigated to find out the current situation of bullying among
civil servants working in the health sector in Malaysia. The prevalence of workplace bullying
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among health employees is one of the objectives in this study. The factors contributing to
bullying among health and medical workers need to be identified, whether the various job
demands (i.e. quantitative, work pace, cognitive and emotional) in the workplace have led to
bullying. Thus, this study will sough to examine those objectives.

Research Objectives
e To examine the level of job demands among healthcare employees
e To examine the prevalence of workplace bullying among healthcare employees
e To examine the influence of job demands on healthcare employees’ workplace
bullying experience

Literature Review

Bullying in the workplace is a phenomenon that is emerging widely in research in various
disciplines. Reviews found that a concise definition for bullying in the workplace is not
available in the literature however it is often categorized as occupational, personal and
physically threatening (Einarsen et al., 2009). These behaviors occurring in the workplace can
have a negative impact on individuals and organizations. We often hear or read articles
related to the story of bullying at school or cyber bullying, but bullying at work is just as
important to study. Behaviours that include constant criticism, screaming, exclusions from
office meetings and events, overwork, gossip, and even project sabotage are signs of bullying
in the workplace. Furthermore, bullying is distinguished by rudeness in the workplace and
inappropriate by its intentions and frequency. Bullying in the workplace can also be defined
as behaviours that threatens, humiliates, or alienates people in the workplace, or damages
their reputation or job performance.

Several different terms or labels are used interchangeably by researchers around
the world to describe negative forms of behavior in the workplace such as mobbing (Leymann,
1990; Zapf, Knorz & Kulla, 1996), harassment (Bjorkgvist et al., 1994), aggression (Baron &
Neuman, 1998) and emotional abuse (Keashly, 2001). The term “workplace bullying” is used
primarily by researchers in Australia (Sheehan, 1999), the United Kingdom (Rayner, 1997) and
Northern Europe (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996). The decision by researchers to use different
terms stems from the type of behavior that is reported to occur most frequently in the
country where the bullying investigation takes place. In the United States, for example, it
largely focuses on incidents of violent workplace behavior (Baron & Neuman, 1998). While
there are variations of precise language used to define bullying in the workplace, there are
five most important elements often used to define negative workplace experiences caused
by bullying behavior which are (i) the victim has a negative behavioral experience; (ii) the
behavior is experienced continuously; (iii) target experiences some effect, either
psychological or physical; (iv) the target considers them to have less power than the bully and
thus difficult to defend themselves and (v) the target labels themselves as bullied (Rayner &
Keashly, 2004, p. 273).

On the other hand, studies on bullying behavior in Asia, especially in Malaysia, are still
lacking. Although the norm in a case of bullying is mostly reported to involve only those
groups that belong to the category of bullies, victims, or both, but there are those who are
not categorized as bullies or victims of bullying. This group falls into the category of
bystanders who are present when the bullying incident took place. Bullying is sometimes said
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to occur between two people without the presence of others. However, this incident can also
be witnessed by others. Studies on bullying behavior in Asia have focused more on the impact
of workplace bullying especially on well-being and job performance (Gabriele Giorgi, 2010;
Hassan, Al Bir & Hashim, 2015 Iftikhar & Qureshi, 2014; Qureshi, Rasli & Zaman, 2014; Yahaya
et al.,, 2012) but less on the factors that contribute to them experiencing the behaviour.
Workload or job demand are often reported as a prevalent factor (Baillien et al., 2011;
Balducci et al., 2020; Rousseau et al., 2014).

Regardless of the type of behavior that occurs and the level of behavior, researchers
and practitioners generally agree that a negative workplace experience can only be defined
as bullying if the target of the bullying behavior experiences some form of psychological,
emotional or physical threat. Victims of bullying in the workplace may suffer from a variety of
physical and psychological symptoms, including stress and anxiety about work, anxiety, fear,
depression, loss of confidence, decreased job satisfaction and decreased organizational
commitment (Ayoko et al., 2003; Bjorkqvist et al., 1994 ; Einarsen & Raknes, 1997; Leymann,
1990; Price-Spratlen, 1995; Vartia & Hyyti, 2002). While the effects of being bullied can vary
between individuals, the experience of being bullied often changes a person’s life and future.
For example, a study investigating bullying behavior at a University of Finland revealed that
some participants exhibited symptoms of post -traumatic stress including anxiety, aggression,
insomnia, apathy and sociophobia, as a direct result of exposure to bullying (Bjorkqvist et al.,
1994, p. 181-1a82). One research shows that people who are bullied typically experience
psychological and psychosomatic symptoms at an early stage, just a few months after the
bullying begins. Emotional reactions, for example, inability to concentrate and or sleep,
emotional changes, anxiety, depression, despair, and fear. Victims describe how they are
sometimes unable to find words when expected to speak, lack focus and sometimes lose
memory due to not being able to distinguish reality. Psychosomatic symptoms can not only
include headaches, gastritis, and sensitivity to sound but can also present as respiratory
problems and heart complaints, high blood pressure and pain throughout the body. Initially,
the symptoms disappear when the person being bullied is not working, but over time, the
symptoms may worsen.

Bullying is regarded as a process instead of a one-time phenomenon. Therefore,
victims may cope differently depending on the intensity of the bullying experienced. Research
has shown that victims have higher intention to leave compared to non-victims especially
when it has impacted their job performance. (Berthelsen et al., 2011). However, emotional
intelligence has also been seen as an important factor in moderating job demands and their
performance at work (Hatta & Abdullah, 2020). Even so, it has been reported that victims
often remain in the workplace even though they experience bullying due to several factors
such as socioeconomic reasons, job scarcity, mobility.

At low levels of bullying, victims adopt passive coping and perceive having more
options to go to work voluntarily. Over time, the options for changing work conditions
become increasingly limited and work stress can become overwhelming. In the first phase of
the bullying process, the person being bullied usually has the possibility to get a good referral,
and can apply for and often get other jobs. Still, the victim may be able to be persuaded to
not leave a number of reasons. A fixed income guarantee, like most other people, may be
important for the person being bullied in to meet his or her cost of living. There may also be
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limited possibilities of finding a position or in a new area away from the bully’s area. Moving
to another location in some cases is considered impossible, due to the fact that the victim of
bullying lives close to a sick or elderly relative who needs support and help. He can also live
in a remote area, where there are few vacancies available. For these reasons, the bullied
person is prevented from leaving his or her current job acquiring a suitable position
elsewhere. Seeing this situation, the victim prefers to hide their emotions rather than
confront because they might realizes the efforts they make may be futile (Berry et al., 2016).

Research Method

Design and Sample

The study adopted a cross-sectional approach using quantitative measures that was
conducted fully only due to the restrictions of face-to-face meetings. The questionnaire
consisted of validated scales that went through a back translation process to the Malay
Language. Instructions were provided and individual’s consent were asked at the beginning
of the study. Respondents were able to fill in the questionnaire at their own pace and they
were given contact details of the head researcher for any inquiries. Respondents were
recruited via purposive sampling from a medical institution in Pahang, Malaysia in which they
had to meet the a list of criteria in order to be eligible for the study. The criteria were (i)
working as front line employee in the health sector, (ii) Malaysian citizen (iii) able to read and
understand Malay (iv) have worked at least one year with the current organisation. A total of
100 respondents were recruited which consist of equal gender distribution male (50%) and
female (50%) with majority of the sample were among the Malay Ethnic (93%). From the total
sample more than half (62%) were between age 20 to 30 years old, 33% were married and
one third of the sample (33%) had one to five years of work experience.

Instrument

Work Stress

Work Stress was measured using 14 items adopted from the Third Version of the Copenhagen
Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ-3) that was developed by Kristensen et al. (2007). The
subscale consisted of four dimensions to Quantitative Demands (4 items), Work Pace (3
items), Cognitive Demands (4 items) and Emotional Demand (3 items). All items were positive,
and response were based on a 5-Likert scale ranging from (1) Strongly Disagree to (5) Strongly
Agree. An example item of Quantitative Demands is “Is your workload unevenly distributed so
it piles up?” while Work Pace is “Do you have to work very fast?”. An example item of
Cognitive Demands is “Does your work require that you remember a lot of things?” while
Emotional Demand is “Is your work emotionally demanding?”.

Workplace Bullying

Work Bullying was measured using the Revised version of Negative Act Questionnaire (NAQ-
R) that was developed by Einarsen et al. (2009). The scale consist of 21 items measuring three
dimensions which are Work-Related (7 items), Person-Related (11 items) and Physical
Intimidation (3 items). All items were positive, and response were based on a 5-Likert scale
ranging from (1) Never to (5) Daily. An example item of Work-Related is “Is your workload
unevenly distributed so it piles up?”, Person-Related is “Do you have to work very fast?” while
an example item of Physical Intimidation is “Does your work require that you remember a lot
of things?".

228



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN ACCOUNTING, FINANCE AND
MANAGEMENT SCIENCES

Vol. 11, No. 3, 2021, E-ISSN: 2225-8329 © 2021 HRMARS

Analysis

Analysis was carried out using the Statistical Packages for Social Sciences (SPSS) Software.
Descriptive analysis was performed to look at frequencies and descriptive values while
inferential statistics were used to look at prediction values between the variables in the study.

Findings

The following table describes the frequency of each sub-dimensions of work stress which are
Quantitative Demands, Work Pace, Cognitive Demands and Emotional Demands. All four
variables were categorized according to three levels: low, moderate and high. The results are
shown in the table below:-

Table 1: Frequency Levels of the Sub-dimensions of Job Demands (N=100)

VARIABLE LEVEL FREQUENCY PERCENTAGE (%)

Quantitative Demands Low 27 27.0
Moderate 73 73.0

High 0 00.0

Work Pace Low 26 26.0
Moderate 62 62.0

High 12 12.0

Cognitive Demands Low 22 22.0
Moderate 53 53.0

High 25 25.0

Emotional Demands Low 58 58.0
Moderate 38 38.0

High 4 4.0

TOTAL 100 100

Table 1 displays the frequency level of the four sub-dimensions of work stress among the
respondents in this study. Majority of the samples (73%) scored average in terms of
guantitative demands, 62% scored average in terms of work pace, 53% reported moderate
cognitive demands and slightly more than half (58%) reported low in emotional demands.
However, between the four dimensions of job demands, cognitive demands has more
respondents coring high (25%), followed by work place (12%) and emotional demands (4%).

Table 2 presents the frequency levels of bullying exposure among the 100 respondents that
participated in the study. Respondents who experienced at least one negative act on a weekly
or daily basis were categorised as victims of bullying. For those who experienced any negative
acts on rare occasions, or a monthly basis were categorised as mistreated while those who
did not experience any of the negative acts at all were categorised as non-exposed. Results
show that majority of the respondents were exposed to work-related bullying (55%) followed
by person-related (23%) and only 4% were victims of physical intimidation. Almost half of the
respondents were either mistreated via work-related bullying behaviours (41%) or person-
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related bullying behaviours (49.6%) and more than a third were mistreated by physical
intimidating behaviours (36%).

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Exposure to Bullying (N= 100)

Variables Mean (S.D) Frequency (%)

Workplace Bullying Non-exposed Mistreated Victims
Work Related 17.43 (6.45) 4 (4.0) 41 (41.0) 55 (55.0)
Person Related 18.94 (10.35) 28 (28.0) 49 (49.0) 23 (23.0)
Physical 4.36 (2.18) 59 (59.0) 36 (36.0) 5(5.0)
Intimidation

The following table (Table 3) presents the result of the multiple regression analyses that was
used to test the prediction values of work stress dimensions onto workplace bullying
dimensions.

Table 3: Job Demands Predicting Mental Health of Health Workers

Item Work-Related Person-Related Physical Intimidation
B SE B B SE B B SE B

Quantitative 1.28 .28 38*** 179 .52 32%* 42 .10 36***
Work Pace .05 .23 .02 .67 43 17 -.06 .09 -.07
Cognitive A8 17 27**  -.06 .32 -02 .04 .07 .06
Emotional .63 22 .28**  1.20 41 33*%* 32 .08 ALHH
R2 .536 .398 429
F 29.61*** 15.69%** 19.58***

Note. *p <.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Multiple regression analysis was conducted with job demands as the predictors and
workplace bullying as the dependent. The summary of the analysis is shown in Table 3. The
results of the regression showed that between the four subdimensions of job demand,
guantitative demand and emotional demand significantly influenced all dimensions of
workplace bullying where quantitative demand predicted work-related bullying (B = .38,
p<.001), person-related bullying (B = .32, p<.01) and physical intimidation (B = .36, p<.001).
Meanwhile emotional demand predicted work-related bullying (B = .28, p<.01), person-
related bullying (B = .33, p<.001) and physical intimidation (B = .41, p<.001). Findings also
show that work pace did not influence any of the workplace bullying dimensions while
cognitive demand only significantly predicted work-related bullying (B = .27, p<.01) but not

for the other two subdimensions. The predictors influenced 53.6% of variance (R2=.536, F
(4,95) =29.61, p<.001) for the work-related model, 39.8% of variance (R2=.398, F (4,95)

=15.69, p<.001) for the person-related model and 42.9% of variance (R2=.429, F (4,95)
=19.58, p<.001) for the physical intimidation model.
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Discussion

Findings of the study showed that between the four dimensions of job demands, health
employees faced higher cognitive demands followed by work place and emotional demands.
Although the employees are affected directly (in terms of workload) due to the pandemic,
majority seem to perceive their quantitative demands as moderate. In terms of its prevalence,
victims reported having to experience more work-related bullying behaviours and only a
handful reported being victims of physical intimidations. Nevertheless, almost half of the total
sample had experiences some sort of mistreatment in all three behaviours (work-related,
person-related and physical intimidation) which shows that these behaviours are prevalent in
the healthcare setting. According to the conflict escalation hypothesis, bullying is a process
triggered by a conflict that, when poorly managed or unsatisfactorily resolved, can lead to
personal attacks to destroy the reputation of the other party, which, after a series of failed
attempts to cope with bullying behaviours, may experience severe trauma (Zapf and Gross,
2001). This is a good illustration on how disagreement on issues can gradually shift to bullying.
The process usually starts off following a disagreement on issues which then turns to
something personal. For example, the conflict might be work-related at the beginning, but
when left unresolved or prolonged, shifts to something person-related. It starts off by
negative acts which are normally discreet in nature and as the conflict develops, it moves on
to acts that are more aggressive where actions are often expressed in a direct form. Bullying
then begins once the negative acts are constantly repeated towards one of the parties and
they find it hard to defend themselves against it.

In terms of job demand predictions, quantitative demands and emotional demands
significantly influences all dimensions of workplace bullying. Although quantitative demands
faced reported by sample in this study was mostly moderate, but findings show that it was a
strong predictor of workplace bullying. As for emotional demand, one possible explanation
could be that healthcare employees often have to deal with extreme emotions, and are often
front liners to the healthcare institutions. This can be observed as a customer-employee-
management triangle. Health employees have the pressure to maintain a customer-focused
service and the message of continuously improving performance is always being conveyed. It
is necessary that good customer service is maintained even when there are limitations in
terms of resources and costs. Therefore, frontline employees play an important role in
responding to customers through their formal roles (Cenatiempo, George and Casey, 1997).
Employees having frequent face-to-face or voice-to-voice interactions with customers played
a critical role in emotional dissonance (Karatepe and Aleshinloye, 2009). Since the continued
success of an organisation depends on providing a quality services to customers, the question
arises over the extent to which service organisations use customer orientation in service work
to force front liners to accept negative work conditions in general. As previous studies have
shown, employees working in the frontline are more inclined to experience emotional
dissonance (Phillips et al., 2007). This might be caused by the nature of their job which
requires frequent interaction with customers and they are expected to behave in a certain
sway which maintains an ‘organisationally-desired emotion’ during interpersonal
transactions.

Having a small sample may cause sampling errors and less sensitivity in analysis
besides not having able to generalise the outcomes. Although a sample size of 100 people
was sufficient to test the hypotheses of the study, a larger sample size would provide stronger
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support to the findings in this study. The number of questions (a total of 50) may have also
caused reservation from respondents especially among employees with limited time to
answer, or may cause them to answer the survey questions in a rush. Another limitation to
the study was mobility due to the movement restrictions imposed as the effect of the Covid-
19 outbreak. This has made it difficult to distribute questionnaires face-to-face and were only
made through social media sites and link distribution. For future improvement, this study
suggests that the sample size can be increased so that sampling errors can be reduced and in
turn form more accurate findings. It is suggested that it may be possible to use Krecjie &
Morgan (1970) sample size measurements that match the sample size and the study
population size. In addition, this study can be conducted on other professions. Researchers
can extend it further to other professions to assess the level of work stress and bullying
behavior while working and not just focus on health workers alone.

Conclusion

There has been a growing interest on the study of workplace bullying among front line
employees in the health sector especially in recent years where the pandemic COVID-19 has
struck globally. Health employees are the backbone in helping a country in maintaining the
best health performance of all citizens. They have been given the mandate to care and treat
patients with professional ethics, however, health employees are not excluded from facing
high work pressure from the various demands at work especially in the current times where
the nation is struggling with the Covid -19 pandemic. This study has answered the questions
and objectives of the study where as a whole this study succeeded in dissecting the level of
stress in the workplace of health employees although the findings are not generalizable. This
study opens a new platform to study in more depth on the factors that predicts bullying
behaviour in the workplace. To conclude, it is hoped that more studies will be conducted in
the future to study the level of well -being that are not just limited to health employees in
particular and by taking into account the improvement suggestions that have been described.
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