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ABSTRACT. This study was undertaken to investigate
whether work variables identified in theory and research as
being related to employee experiences/behaviours add to
the understanding and explain employees’ experiences of
workplace harassment. The extent to which social cognitive
theory (SCT), specifically moral disengagement, explains
the processes by which work characteristics are related to
harassment was also examined. The purpose of the study was
to identify the presence of relationships among work char-
acteristics, satisfaction, moral disengagement and workplace
harassment. According to the results, employees with neg-
ative opinions of their work tended to experience negative
affect and to believe that it is acceptable to harm others. The
results of this study provide evidence of (1) relationships
between harassment and several workplace characteristics
and (2) the applicability of SCT to the explanation of how
work characteristics relate to harassment.

KEY WORDS: harassment, bullying, moral disengage-
ment

Introduction

One of the earliest comprehensive discussions spe-
cifically focusing on workplace harassment was by
Brodsky (1976) in his book titled The Harassed
Worker. In The Harassed Worker, Brodsky described a
number of people and situations drawn from the
claims filed with the California Workers’ Compen-
sation Appeals Board and the Nevada Industrial
Commission. The claims discussed by Brodsky
involved the questionable treatment of one employee
by another and were clear indicators that various
forms of harassment were common problems. After
1976, it seems that little attention was paid to
harassment until the 1990s when studies of bullying at
work (Einarsen et al., 1994) and mobbing (Leymann,

1990) were
researchers.
During the last two decades, several terms have
been used interchangeably to refer to, arguably, the
same phenomenon, and a number of researchers
have recognized that the absence of an agreed-upon
term and definition is problematic for the develop-
ment of knowledge in this area (see Crawshaw,
2009; and Einarsen, 2000 for a list of terms used to
describe the same or conceptually similar constructs).
For the purposes of clarity and consistency in this
report, the term ‘workplace harassment’ (or simply
‘harassment’) is used and is liberally defined as
problematic interpersonal workplace interactions in
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which one or more employees feel themselves to
have been victimized by one or more other
employees. Moreover, the perspective from which
the harassment was experienced or studied is not
differentiated in this report; rather research on
experiences of harassment from all available per-
spectives has been considered for the purpose of
achieving a broad exploration of the mechanism(s)
that might connect features of the employees’ work
environments to workplace harassment.

An idea of the extent of the problem posed by
workplace harassment can be inferred from the
results of studies conducted around the world. In
studies that have examined harassment among large,
non-student samples from various work settings and
occupations, estimates of the prevalence of harass-
ment have varied widely (9—100%; Einarsen and
Skogstad, 1996; Keashly et al, 1994; Lim and
Cortina, 2005; Mikkelsen and Einarsen, 2001;
Rayner, 1997). Einarsen and Skogstad (1996) drew
their sample from 14 different organizations and
professions in Norway. Their respondents reported
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being bullied for an average duration of 18.6 months
with 20-30% who reported being bullied ‘now and
then’. In a later study by Einarsen and Raknes
(1997), 88% of 460 industrial workers, supervisors
and managers at a Norwegian marine engineering
organization reported experiencing one or more
negative behaviours over a 6-month period, and
43.9% reported experiencing non-discriminatory
and non-physical negative interpersonal behaviours
‘now and then’. Participants in these studies based
their reports on their own definitions of bullying so
the prevalence rates may not necessarily be compa-
rable with rates found in other studies of harass-
ment. However, other studies by Einarsen and his
co-authors suggest that harassment occurs frequently,
is widespread in that a high percentage of employees
in a variety of occupations report experiencing
harassment and is often experienced over a long
period of time.

Factors that may affect workplace harassment

Employees’ workplace behaviour

Although identifying the influences on employees’
workplace behaviour has been a goal of many
industrial and organizational psychologists for well
over four decades (Latham and Budworth, 2007;
Oldham and Hackman, 1981), harassment has not
been investigated to the same extent as other influ-
ences in studies of workplace behaviour. Never-
theless, harassment has been proposed to be equally
likely to influence organizations and their employees
(Leiter and Maslach, 1988). If harassment is similar to
other workplace behaviours, then employees who
experience harassment will be more likely to also
report such things as low levels of organizational
commitment, more intentions to quit, higher levels
of turnover, higher levels of absenteeism and lower
ratings on job performance. If such connections exist
with harassment, then it may be that the knowledge
gained from research on variables influencing other
workplace behaviours can be applied to under-
standing harassment. For example, it may be that
employees of organizations that are characterized by
high levels of harassment experience lower levels of
organizational commitment than employees who
work at organizations characterized by low levels of
harassment. Furthermore, employees who have low

levels of commitment to their organization may
also be less concerned about the well-being and
courteous treatment of other employees.

Employee perceptions

Understanding of employees’ perceptions of their
jobs and organizations is important for understand-
ing a number of employees’ workplace experiences
(Latham and Budworth, 2007). Researchers con-
tinue to work to identify and clarify the interaction
between organizational characteristics, employees’
perceptions and employees’ behaviour and attitudes.
Satisfaction is an employee perception that has
consistently shown moderate-to-strong relationships
with employees” workplace behaviour and attitudes.

Job satisfaction. During studies of employee percep-
tions, researchers have often investigated how
employees’ satisfaction with their jobs and organiza-
tions was influenced by work characteristics.
Although there is variability in how job satisfaction is
measured, researchers tend to agree that job satistac-
tion evaluations represent the degree to which
employees consider their jobs and workplaces to be
interesting and rewarding. Research findings indicate
that employee satisfaction, work characteristics and
employee behaviour are interrelated. For example,
researchers have found statistically significant zero-
order correlations between job satisfaction and
such variables as organizational aggression (negatively
correlated with job satisfaction; Hershcovis et al.,
2007) and managers’ ratings of employees’ job per-
formance (Brief and Motowildo, 1986; Lyons and
O’Brien, 2006; Miller et al., 1999; Mulki et al., 2006;
Smith et al., 1983) that range between 0.21 and 0.55.
Employee perceptions and job satisfaction have
been observed to relate to employees’ workplace
behaviour, particularly job performance, and so it
was expected in this study that they would also relate
to harassment. Further, it was expected that work
variables that influence employee perceptions and
job performance would also relate to harassment.

Predictors of harassment, employees’ behaviour,

and perceptions: work characteristics

As early as 1935 (Latham and Budworth, 2007),
researchers have investigated the ability of work and
workplace characteristics to explain employees’
workplace behaviours and perceptions. Organiza-
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tional characteristics that have received research
attention include size, configuration, formalization,
centralization and organizational climate. Organiza-
tional climate is the most ambiguous of the work
characteristics included in this discussion. According
to Gunter and Furnham (1996), organizational cli-
mate can be interpreted conceptually as *...the set of
characteristics that describe an organization and that
(a) distinguish one organization from another; (b) are
relatively enduring over a period of time; and (c)
influence the behaviour (and attitudes) of people in
the organization’ (p. 194). Researchers have also
investigated relationships between job characteristics
and employees’ workplace behaviours and percep-
tions. Most often researchers have operationally
defined job characteristics based on employee self-
report data about various features of their jobs (e.g.
Ferris and Kacmar, 1992; Gunter and Furnham,
1996; Kacmar et al., 1999; O’Connor and Morrison,
2001; Parker et al., 1995) such as role ambiguity,
role conflict and workload (Hemingway and Smith,
1999), autonomy (O’Connor and Morrison, 2001),
job wvariety, influence in job and job importance/
challenge (Gunter and Furnham, 1996).

Research findings that indicate that organizational
climate influences employees’ behaviour/perceptions
in their workplaces have been observed consis-
tently by researchers (Bacharach and Bamberger,
1992; Griffin, 2001; Gunter and Furnham, 1996;
Hemingway and Smith, 1999; Jackofsky and Slocum,
1988; Kacmar et al., 1999; Kline and Boyd, 1991;
Leiter and Maslach, 1988; O’Connor and Morrison,
2001; Ostroft, 1992). Organizations and jobs that that
are perceived negatively (e.g. as less satisfying) by
employees also tend to be characterized by higher
levels of negative behavioural intentions and work-
place behaviours than working environments that
are perceived as less negative by employees. That is,
the work characteristics experienced by employees
which negatively influence their perceptions of their
workplaces may also influence their experiences of
harassment.

The question of whether the work characteristics
that comprise an organization’s climate specifically
influence harassment has been the focus of both
public attention (Einarsen, 2000; Leymann, 1996)
and research attention. In a study by Einarsen et al.
(1994), participants’ (2215 members of six labour
unions) reports of harassment were negatively cor-

related with satisfaction with leadership, work con-
trol, social climate and positively correlated with role
conflict. Einarsen et al. observed from their results
that, rather than being uniform, levels of reported
harassment also differed by organization further
suggesting that different organizational features may
affect harassment differently. Low satisfaction with
leadership, work control, social climate and high role
conflict accounted for an average of 10% of the
variance in harassment, ranging from 7% (Clerical
and Officials Union workers) to 24% (Graphical
Union workers). Employees in Einarsen et al’s
sample who reported being witnesses of harassment
or being harassed themselves perceived their work
environment as being of low quality, suggesting that
any level of exposure to harassment is negatively
related to employees’ perceptions of their work
environments.

Researchers have investigated the influence of
other workplace characteristics on the occurrence
of harassment, such as organizational structures or
policies (Baron and Neuman, 1996; Howard, 2002;
Schat and Kelloway, 2003) and employees’ attitudes
about their jobs or organizations (Appelberg et al.,
1991; Jackofsky and Slocum, 1988; LeBlanc and
Kelloway, 2002; McFarlane-Shore et al., 1990).
Baron and Neuman (1996) investigated whether
organizational changes (e.g. downsizing, organiza-
tional restructuring, management changes) influence
the occurrence of workplace aggression and found
that increased staff’ diversity, changes in manage-
ment, pay cuts/freezes and increased use of part-time
employees were related to levels of aggression that
were both witnessed or experienced by employees.
Baron and Neuman interpreted their results to sug-
gest that instability in organizations affects levels of
aggression.

According to results obtained by Schat and
Kelloway (2003), the extent to which an organiza-
tion provides employees with information that can
be used to cope with personal and workplace
problems was associated with a reduction in negative
psychological and health consequences. Shat and
Kelloway’s results, as well as those obtained by
others (e.g. Baron and Neuman, 1996; Howard,
2002), support the proposition that work charac-
teristics, especially the extent to which such char-
acteristics produce a stable environment, are related
to the occurrence of harassment.
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Social cognitive theory (SCT)

Research to date on workplace behaviours has oftered
no theoretical explanation as to how or why work
characteristics and employees’ perceptions relate to
harassment. SCT may provide a more coherent theo-
retical framework for discussing and understanding
these relationships with harassment. Harassment might
be explained by the suggestion that characteristics of
the workplace are being perceived and processed
cognitively by employees. One of the results of such
cognitive processes may be that employees affectively
evaluate their work and work environments in terms of
their satisfaction (e.g. ‘I'm satisfied with the pace and
variety of my job’, ‘I like working here’, etc.) or their
interpersonal treatment by others (e.g. ‘I don’t get
enough support from my co-workers to do my job
properly’, ‘Everyone who works here is just looking
out for themselves’). The research on the relationships
between work characteristics, harassment and satisfac-
tion, which was reviewed above provides some sup-
port for this idea. A key question regarding harassment
conceptualized from a social cognitive perspective is
what circumstances would motivate employees to
consider engaging in harassing behaviours towards
other employees. A second question arises: in situations
where employees are considering engaging in harass-
ment, why is it that they choose harassment over other
behaviours that are available (e.g. negotiation, utilizing
bureaucratic or administrative channels that are part of
the organization’s structure). Some insight into these
issues may be offered by Bandura’s SCT of the moral
self (Bandura, 1991).

According to SCT, knowledge is acquired
through cognitive processing (Bandura, 1986). The
social aspect of SCT indicates that how humans
think and behave is influenced by their social
environment. The cognitive aspect of SCT is in
recognition of the idea that personal attributes and
thought processes influence how humans perceive
and behave in their environments. According to
Bandura (1986), SCT differs from other theories
of human behaviour by proposing that human
behaviour is not the result of only psychodynamic
forces or external influences. Rather, human func-
tioning is explained in SCT using the idea of triadic
reciprocality. “Triadic reciprocality’ (Bandura, 1986)
refers to the idea that behaviours, personal factors
and environmental events all operate on each other.

Bandura also proposed mechanisms that explain
how the components of the person/environment/
behaviour triad interact. According to Bandura, the
three components of the triad influence each other
bidirectionally, but they do not necessarily influ-
ence each other with equal strength. That is, al-
though all the three components are present, they
do not necessarily exert equal influence on each
other. The implication of this idea is that the
influence that one component exerts will vary
depending on different behaviours, different per-
sonal attributes and different social circumstances. A
simplistic but illustrative example of this idea is a
person’s choice of job. If a person decided to accept
one job over another (behaviour) primarily on the
basis of geographical location (environmental factor)
rather than interest in the job activities (personal
factor), then the environmental factor would be
exerting more influence on the behaviour than the
personal factor.

According to SCT, the mechanisms through
which personal attributes, environmental features and
behaviours interact are cognitive processes labelled
by Bandura (1986) as ‘basic human capabilities’.
There are five basic human capabilities described by
Bandura, which include (1) symbolizing capability
(the capacity to use symbolic thinking to alter and
adapt to environments), (2) forethought capability
(the capacity to evaluate and decide on potential
behaviours by symbolically representing potential
consequences), (3) vicarious learning capability (the
capacity to ascertain the probable consequences of
behaviour by observing the behaviour of others,
thereby enabling people to regulate behaviour with-
out resorting to trial and error), (4) self-regulatory
capability (the capacity to decide on current behav-
iours using a set of internal standards and, to decide
on future behaviours by evaluating discrepancies
between past performance of behaviours and inter-
nal standards), and (5) self-reflective capability (the
capacity of people to gain understanding, evaluate and
alter their thinking by analyzing and reflecting on
their thoughts and experiences). Bandura proposed
that these capabilities allow humans to cognitively
process information about themselves, their behav-
iours and their environments. Humans choose how
they will attempt to modify themselves, their envi-
ronments or their behaviours on the basis of the results
of these cognitive processes.
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SCT of the moral self

According to Bandura (2002), there is extensive
research on moral decision-making, but a lack of
research on how moral decisions are translated into
moral behaviour. In the SCT of the moral self, Ban-
dura proposes that people translate moral reasoning
(i.e. a cognitive decision-making process) into moral
(or immoral) behaviour through self-regulatory pro-
cesses. According to Bandura, people develop internal
standards of morality which they use to evaluate their
own behaviour and the behaviour of others — that is,
these standards are used for self-regulation. This self-
regulation is energized by the consequences of acting
in accordance or contrary to one’s standards of
morality — acting in accordance leads to a desirable,
positive self~evaluation whereas violating one’s stan-
dards leads to undesirable self-censure (e.g. guilt).
Thus, according to the theory, we are motivated to
behave according to our moral standards. However,
Bandura states that moral self-regulatory processes do
not operate unless activated (i.e. one must perceive a
situation or circumstances as having an ethical or moral
component, termed ‘moral awareness’ by Moore,
2008). Furthermore, it is possible for the initiation of
the moral self-regulation processes to be prevented
from occurring at all, or stopped after they have begun
—the cognitive processes involved in the prevention or
circumvention of moral decision-making and moral
behaviour are collectively referred to as moral disen-
gagement in SCT (see Detert et al., 2008 for an
excellent overview of the specific processes of moral
disengagement). Disengagement
regulatory processes prevents uncomfortable self cen-
sure by cognitively reconceptualising a behaviour that
would typically violate one’s moral standards so that it
becomes morally acceptable. According to Bandura,
whether people behave morally or engage in acts that
are harmful to others is influenced by an ongoing
interaction between moral reasoning, affect and social
reception. With respect to harassment, this idea may
be applied to employees when they are faced with
behaviours that may be considered harmful to others.
In such situations, employees’ work environment may
influence their moral decision-making processes.
Aftective responses (e.g. ‘I hate this job; no one really
cares how people are treated here’, etc.) and situational

of moral self-

or environmental factors may influence employees in
such a way that the influence of personal moral
standards is circumvented (e.g. ‘It doesn’t really matter

it T call my co-worker a jerk because people here do it
all the time’). If employees engage in or observe
harmful behaviours, then the presence or absence of
self censure and negative or positive social conse-
quences (positive consequences such as achievement
of goals/intentions, improvement in social standing or
organizational position; negative consequences, such
as punishment, social isolation) which are experienced
(or observed) in association with the behaviours will
influence future moral decision-making and moral
conduct.

Purpose of the current study

The main purpose of this study was to test the extent
to which work characteristics identified by theory and
research relate to the occurrence of harassment and
whether relationships between work characteristics
and harassment are, in turn, better understood when
job satisfaction and the self-regulatory processes
dealing with moral behaviour are considered. It was
predicted that employees with negative perceptions
of their workplace would feel lower satisfaction with
their work situation. As a result of low satisfaction,
there would be a greater likelihood that self-
regulatory processes related to moral behaviour
would be circumvented. Higher tendencies for moral
disengagement would then be related positively to
employees’ reports of experiences of harassment.

Method
Participants

One hundred and thirty-three university employees
participated in this study (N = 133; 39 females; 91
males; three non-responses to the gender item). Par-
ticipants were recruited from among the faculty and
staff of two campuses of a mid-sized university in
Canada. The employees who participated ranged in
age from 19 to 64 years (M = 40.68, SD = 10.94)
and reported working for their current organization
from 1 to 31 years (M = 7.81, SD = 7.35). The
majority of employees who participated in the
study reported currently working full-time (84.32%).
Participants were not asked to identify their role or
department in the university to reassure them that



288 Marvin Claybourn

their participation and responses would remain con-
fidential. In an effort to obtain a general idea of the
organizational levels of participants for descriptive
purposes, participants were asked for how many
people they were responsible and to how many people
they were responsible. Participants mostly reported
being responsible for between zero and 25 people with
the exception of one participant who reported being
responsible for more than 25 people. Participants also
reported being responsible for between 0 and 50
people with the exception of two participants who
reported being responsible for more than 50 people.
Respondents completed the questionnaires either
online (88%) or in a paper—pencil format. All par-
ticipants were informed through a written descrip-
tion that the purpose of the study was to examine
workplace characteristics and interpersonal interac-
tions; they were told that they could withdraw from
the study at any time without penalty and they were
asked to formally indicate their intent to participate
in the study. Respondents were provided with
additional educational information about harassment
following completion of the questionnaires. This
study was evaluated and approved by departmental
and university research ethics boards, both of whom
tollow the guidelines of the Tri-Council Policy State-
ment: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans
(Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2005).

Measures

Work characteristics

Organizational climate. Organizational climate was
measured using a modified version of the Litwin-
Stringer Organizational Climate Questionnaire
(LSOCQ; Litwin and Stringer, 1968 modified by
Touslon and Smith, 1994). The unrevised LSOCQ
consists of nine dimensions that measure employees’
perceptions of how an organization treats its
employees, including structure, responsibility, re-
ward, risk, warmth, support, standards, conflict and
identity. Based on the results from factor analysis,
Toulson and Smith removed 16 items from the
original version and treated the LSOCQ as a mea-
sure of one general factor that reflects overall orga-
nizational climate. Respondents indicated the extent
to which they agreed with each of the 34 statements
on the revised LSOCQ using a five-point scale.

Toulson and Smith observed an excellent internal
consistency of o = 0.94 for the modified LSOCQ.
In this study the LSOCQ again had a high level of
internal consistency (¢ = 0.95). Toulson and Smith
also found evidence that supported the convergent
validity of the modified LSOCQ with other mea-
sures of employees’ perceptions of their organization.

Job characteristics. The Job Characteristics Inventory
(JCI) was developed and validated by Sims et al.
(1976) as a measure of employees’ perceptions of the
characteristics of their jobs. The JCI includes 30
items used to assess employees’ perceptions of six
different dimensions of their jobs including: (1)
variety, (2) autonomy, (3) task identity, (4) feedback,
(5) dealing with others and (6) friendship opportunities.
Only the subscales that concern employees’ inter-
personal workplace experiences (dealing with others
and friendship opportunities) were used for the current
study. Sims et al. obtained adequate alpha reliability
coefficients of 0.75 and 0.62 in a medical sample and
0.72 and 0.84 for a manufacturing sample on the
dealing with others and friendship subscales, respec-
tively. Lower but adequate reliability coefticients of
o = 0.60 and o = 0.62 were obtained in the current
study for the dealing with others and friendship oppor-
tunities subscales, respectively. Sims et al.’s findings
also provided evidence for the discriminant and
convergent validity of the JCI when compared to
other measures of job and organizational features.

Job satisfaction

Job satisfaction. This study employed Griftin’s (2001)
measure of employees’ levels of job satisfaction.
Griftin’s measure assesses employees’ responses to
their jobs by asking them to indicate the extent to
which each of six statements describes how they feel
about their jobs. Griffin reported evidence sup-
porting the internal consistency (o = 0.87) and
validity of this scale (e.g. it correlates negatively and
significantly with employees’ feelings of alienation).
In this study, the reliability coefficient obtained for
Griftin’s items was 0.89.

Moral disengagement

Moral disengagement. The Mechanisms of Moral
Disengagement Scale (MMDS; Bandura et al., 1996)
is a multifaceted scale that assesses individuals’



Harassment and Moral Disengagement 289

proneness to disengage self-regulatory cognitive
processes related to moral conduct. Eight mecha-
nisms of moral disengagement are assessed in the
MMDS by four items each. The eight mechanisms
that people might use to rationalize the harmful
treatment of others and that are assessed by the
MMDS include (1) moral justification, (2) euphe-
mistic labelling, (3) advantageous comparison, (4)
displacement, (5) diffusion of responsibility, (6) dis-
tortion of consequences, (7) dehumanization and (8)
attribution of blame. Respondents are asked to
indicate the extent to which they agree with each of
the 32 statements using a 3-point (agree; neither agree
nor disagree; disagree). Although respondents had the
option of choosing an apparently neutral response,
Bandura et al. reported that this option is appropri-
ately scored as indicating a higher tendency for
moral disengagement. In recognition of this rec-
ommendation, higher scores on the MMDS indicate
a greater tendency for respondents to justify injuri-
ous behaviour towards others.

The MMDS has not been extensively used, but it
is the only instrument that assesses individuals’ rea-
sons for engaging in behaviour that is harmful to
others. Findings on the psychometric properties of
the MMDS have not tended to support the
dimensional structure of the MMDS, but indicate
that the total score has an acceptable level of reli-
ability (¢ = 0.82) as a unified measure (Bandura
et al., 1996). The MMDS also obtained an accept-
able level of reliability (o = 0.82) in the current
study. Bandura et al.’s results also supported the
validity of the total MMDS score in that high scores
on the MMDS were negatively related to the
occurrence of prosocial behaviours and positively
related to the occurrence of aggressive behaviours.
Because Bandura et al. used the MMDS with
elementary and junior high school students, the
original form of the MMDS uses wording appro-
priate to respondents of that age group. In the cur-
rent study, the wording of the MMDS items was
modified to be relevant to working adults. Support
for the validity of this scale when used with adult
populations was obtained by South and Wood
(2006), who found that scores from a similarly
adapted 32-item version of the MMDS were able to
differentiate between bullies and victims of bullies
among prison inmates. Further support for the
validity of the MMDS can also be found in research

by McAlister (McAlister et al., 2006) who, using an
adapted scale of moral disengagement, was able to
detect differences in moral disengagement before
and after the terrorist attacks in the United States on
September 11, 2001. These studies provide support
for the assumption that the MMDS can be adapted
for different populations and still yield reliable and
valid results.

Interpersonal conflict in the workplace

Interpersonal conflict in the workplace (ICW). Partici-
pants’ experiences of workplace harassment were
assessed using the two-part approach frequently used
by Einarsen and colleagues regarding bullying
behaviour in the workplace (Einarsen and Raknes,
1997; Matthiesen and Einarsen, 2001; Mikkelsen
and Einarsen, 2001). First, participants were given a
definition of harassment and asked to use the defi-
nition to respond to questions about their experi-
ences during the previous 6 months. Respondents
were provided with response categories where they
indicated (1) whether they were exposed to harass-
ment (yes or no), and (2) how often they were ex-
posed (very rarely, now and then, several times a month,
several times a week, almost daily). Three additional
questions regarding employees’ experiences of harass-
ment were added to this measure. Employees were
also asked how often they have been accused of
perpetrating, if they have witnessed the occurrence
of, and/or if they have been victims of workplace
harassment.

Consistent with the second part of this approach,
participants’ experiences of harassment were also
assessed with the Negative Acts Questionnaire
(NAQ; Einarsen and Raknes, 1997). The NAQ is a
22-item instrument that asks respondents to indicate
which of 22 types of specific bullying actions they
have experienced, and how often these had occurred
(never, occasionally, weekly or daily). Einarsen and his
colleagues have found evidence supporting the
reliability (coefticients for the NAQ range from 0.85
to 0.91) and convergent validity of the NAQ
(Matthiesen and Einarsen, 2001; Mikkelsen and
Einarsen, 2001). A reliability coefficient of 0.89 was
obtained for the NAQ in the current study.

Interpretations of Workplace Scenarios (IWS;  see
Appendix I). The IWS (Claybourn et al., 2004) is a
measure of participants’ tendencies to interpret as



290 Marvin Claybourn

harassment three written descriptions of ambiguous,
interpersonal interactions that take place in a work
setting. The ITWS was used in this study to assess a
facet of workplace harassment that has not be
investigated to date, that is, participants’ proneness to
interpret work situations as being harassing. To re-
spond to the IWS, participants are asked to read each
of three scenarios and then indicate the extent to
which they would describe the situation in the
scenarios as physically abusive, emotionally abusive,
demeaning, hostile, humiliating, intimidating, harassing
and positive/negative. The descriptors were chosen
based on a review of definitions of problematic
interpersonal workplace behaviours that have been
used by researchers and social institutions. Partici-
pants are asked to make their ratings on each of these
eight items using a 5-point scale ranging from not at
all to extremely. A reliability coefficient of 0.94 was
obtained for the IWS by Claybourn et al. (2004).
A reliability coefticient of 0.94 was also obtained in
the current study for the IWS. No information
about the validity of this scale is currently available.

Results
Interscale correlations
The extent to which the scales, measuring work

characteristics, satisfaction, moral disengagement
and harassment, relate to each other is presented in

Table I. The LSOCQ did not relate to either measure
of job characteristics, but the two subscales of the JCI
were moderately related to each other. The rela-
tionship between the subscales of the JCI indicates
that employees who reported a desire to deal with
others in their jobs and had sufficient opportunity to
do so, also tended to report having a desire and the
opportunity to make friends at their current job.
Scores on the measures of work characteristics
[LSOCQ, JCI-DO (Job Characteristics Inventory,
Dealing with Others), JCI-FO (Job Characteristics
Inventory, Friendship Opportunities)] indicated
employees’ perceptions of their jobs and workplace
generally had small to moderate associations with job
satisfaction. Further, organizational climate and job
satisfaction were negatively correlated with moral
disengagement (MMDS) so that those who reported a
better organizational climate and who were more
satisfied with their jobs had lower tendencies for moral
disengagement in the various situations reported in
the MMDS. As can be seen in Table I, employees
who reported being subjected to more negative
behaviours on the NAQ were also more likely to
perceive ambiguous workplace interactions as
harassment (r = 0.27, p < 0.01). According to this
relationship, it appears that employees who had a low
‘harassment threshold’ (i.e. a greater tendency to
interpret an ambiguous interpersonal interaction as
harassment) were more likely subjected to negative
behaviours than employees with a high ‘harassment

threshold’.

TABLE I

Correlations between measures

LSOCQ JCI-DO JCI-FO ]S MMDS NAQ
LSOCQ

JCI-DO 0.01

JCI-FO 0.14 0.36%*

]S 0.27%* 0.19% 0.09

MMDS —0.30%* 0.01 0.10 —0.29%*

NAQ —0.59%* —0.17 —0.12 —0.37%* 0.34%%

WS —0.19% 0.08 0.1 —0.12 0.28%* 0.27%*

“** indicates correlation is significant at 0.055_;.4 level; “**” indicates correlation is significant at 0.015_j1.q level.
LSOCQ Litwin-Stringer Organizational Climate Questionnaire; JCI-DO Job Characteristics Inventory, Dealing with
Others; JCI-FO Job Characteristics Inventory, Friendship Opportunities; JS Job Satisfaction; MMDS Mechanisms of
Moral Disengagement Scale; NAQ Negative Acts Questionnaire; IWWS Interpretations of Workplace Scenarios.
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Relationships between moral disengagement,
work characteristics and workplace harassment

As observed in past research work characteristics were
expected to predict employees’ levels of satisfaction
such that positive perceptions of workplace climates
and positive perceptions of job characteristics would
both be associated with higher job satisfaction. This
was tested using multiple regression. In this solution,
satisfaction (JS scale) was regressed on organizational
climate (LSOCQ) and job characteristics (JCI-DO
and JCI-FO) in a single step solution. Significance
testing of the multiple R indicated that work char-
acteristics predicted job satisfaction [R? = 0.105, F(3,
125) = 4.88, p = 0.003]. The R* for the solution
indicates that the three measures of work character-
istics together accounted for 10% of the variability in
job satisfaction (adjusted R* = 0.08). According to
the standardized regression coefficients, statistically
significant amounts of the variability in job satisfac-
tion was accounted for jointly by the LSOCQ (f =
0.26, p = 0.003) and JCI-DO ( = 0.19, p = 0.035).
The results indicate that positive perceptions of the
organizational climate and having sufficient oppor-
tunities to interact with others at work are predictive
of being satisfied with one’s job.

Drawing on previous research, it was expected that
employees who reported favourable work charac-
teristics and being satisfied with their jobs would
report lower tendencies for moral disengagement
than employees who reported unfavourable work
characteristics and feeling dissatisfied with their jobs.
This expectation was tested using a multiple regres-
sion analysis with a two-step sequential solution. In
this analysis, moral disengagement (MMDYS) was re-
gressed sequentially on (step 1) work characteristics
(LSOCQ, JCI-DO, JCI-FO), and (step 2) satisfaction
(JS). According to the results, employees who per-
ceived their organizational climates less favourably
also reported greater tendencies for moral disen-
gagement [Step 1: R* = 0.11, F(3, 126) = 5.09,
p = 0.002]. The addition of employees’ job satisfac-
tion scores explained an additional 5% of the variance
in moral disengagement such that low levels of
satisfaction were associated with greater tenden-
cies for moral disengagement [R> change = 0.05,
F(1, 123) = 7.92, p = 0.006].

The LSOCQ emerged as the only significant
predictor on the first step of the solution (f =

—0.32, p < 0.0001) indicating that employees who
perceived a less favourable organizational climate
tended to be more likely to morally disengage. The
extent to which employees reported being able to
deal with others (JCI-DO) or to have opportunities
to make friends while working (JCI-FO) did not add
significantly to the prediction of moral disengage-
ment. The addition of job satisfaction to the set of
work characteristics resulted in a significant change
in R” allowing for the explanation of an additional
5% of the variance in moral disengagement. The
extent to which this additional variance explained by
job satisfaction was statistically significant was for-
mally tested using the Sobel approach' (Sobel, 1982
cited in Preacher and Hayes, 2004). The amount
of additional variance accounted for by job satisfac-
tion emerged as significant according to the critical
ratio calculated using the Sobel approach (critical
ratio = 1.98, p = 0.02).

With regard to harassment, it was predicted that
relationships between work characteristics and
workplace harassment would relate to satisfaction
and moral disengagement. This relationship was
partially tested by using a multivariate multiple
regression with two dependent variables (IWS and
NAQ). The predictors were work characteristics
(LSOCQ, JCI-DO, and JCI-FO), job satisfaction
(JS) and moral disengagement (MMDS). The mul-
tivariate multiple regression was calculated using the
SPSS MANOVA program whereby the extent to
which each of the predictors (i.e. LSOCQ, JCI-DO,
JCI-FO, JS and MMDS) predicted the variability
in an optimal linear combination of the IWS and
NAQ was evaluated. The results of this analysis are
presented in Table II. The predictors were entered
in groups consistent with the proposed model. Work
characteristics (LSOCQ, JCI-DO, and JCI-FO), job
satisfaction (JS) and moral disengagement (MMDY)
were entered on separate steps to evaluate whether
they predicted a significant amount of variability in
harassment scores (NAQ; IWS). As can be seen in
Table 11, the harassment scores were significantly
predicted by work characteristics and by moral
disengagement. The results indicated that work
characteristics were moderately associated with
harassment (partial ° = 0.34). The relationship be-
tween job satisfaction and combined harassment
scores was not significant. However, even after the
variability that the harassment measures shared with
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TABLE II

Multivariate tests of relationships of work, job satisfaction and moral disengagement with harassment

Model component Wilk’s A Exact F Hypothesis DF Error DF Probability of F
Work characteristics 0.66 7.77 6 204 <0.001
LSOCQ
JCI-DWO
JCI-FO
JS 0.96 2.57 2 102 0.12
Moral disengagement 0.93 3.55 2 102 0.03

LSOCQ Litwin-Stringer Organizational Climate Questionnaire; JCI-DO Job Characteristics Inventory, Dealing with
Others; JCI-FO Job Characteristics Inventory, Friendship Opportunities; JS Job Satisfaction; MMDS Mechanisms of

Moral Disengagement Scale.

work characteristics and with job satisfaction was
taken into account, a small (partial * = 0.07) but
statistically significant amount of the variability in
the combined harassment measures was explained by
moral disengagement. Where significant multivariate
effects were observed, associations between indi-
vidual predictors and each of the harassment mea-
sures (i.e. IWS, NAQ) were followed up with
additional analyses. Because there was not a signifi-
cant multivariate effect, post-hoc analysis results for
job satisfaction were not conducted.

As can be seen in Table III, only organizational
climate (LSOCQ) was significantly associated with
the combined harassment measures. An examination
of the standardized discriminant function coefficients
shows that the NAQ contributed most strongly to
the combination of the harassment measures that was
significantly related to the LSOCQ. The LSOCQ
explained approximately 30 and 4% of the variability
in the NAQ and the IWS, respectively. Accord-
ing to the correlations between these measures,
employees who reported more positive perceptions
of organizational climate also reported being sub-
jected to fewer/less frequent negative behaviours
and having lower tendencies to interpret ambiguous
situations as harassing. Moral disengagement was
also significantly associated with the combined
harassment measures. The standardized discriminant
function coefficients show that the NAQ and the
IWS were weighted equally in the combination of
the harassment measures that was significantly related
to the MMDS. Knowledge of employees’ tendencies
for moral disengagement allowed for the explanation
of approximately 4% of the variability in both the

number/frequency of negative behaviours experi-
enced by employees and their tendencies to interpret
ambiguous situations as harassing. Employees with
greater tendencies for moral disengagement also
tended to report more experiences of negative
behaviours and greater tendencies to interpret situ-
ations as harassing than employees with lower ten-
dencies to morally disengage.

In combination, the results indicate that work
characteristics, which have a direct relationship with
workplace harassment, may also relate to harassment
indirectly through job satisfaction and moral disen-
gagement. Ten percent of the variability in job
satisfaction can be explained by knowledge of
employees” work characteristics. Job satistaction by
itself explains 5% of the variability in moral disen-
gagement. Combined, work characteristics and job
satisfaction explain 16% of the variability in moral
disengagement. Moral disengagement explains a
small but significant amount of the variability in
harassment — in both employees’ tendencies to
interpret situations as harassment and in the number/
frequency of negative behaviours that they experi-
ence. The extent to which moral disengagement
predicted harassment above and beyond work
characteristics and satisfaction was also formally tes-
ted for significance using the Sobel approach (1982
cited in Preacher and Hayes, 2004) and, according to
the results, moral disengagement significantly added
to the prediction of the number/frequency of neg-
ative behaviours experienced (critical ratio = 2.57,
p = 0.0051) but not to the prediction of the ten-
dency to interpret ambiguous workplace interactions
as harassing (critical ratio = 0.38, p = 0.3520).
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TABLE III
Post-hoc analyses of the relationship between work characteristics, moral disengagement and harassment
Model component Predictor Criterion Standardized Discriminant
discriminant function function loadings
coefficients
Work/workplace LSOCQ [Wilk’s A = 0.69; WS 0.14 0.99
characteristics F(2, 104) = 23, p < 0.001] NAQ 0.97 0.29
JCI-DWO [Wilk’s A = 0.99; WS * *
F(2, 104) = 0.8, p = 0.48] NAQ * *
JCI-FO [Wilk’s A = 0.98; WS * *
F(2, 107) = 0.9, p = 0.41] NAQ * *
Moral MMDS [Wilk’s A = 0.93; WS 0.67 0.75
disengagement F(2, 104) = 3.6, p = 0.03] NAQ 0.67 0.75

“** indicates no discriminant functions were significant at an o = 0.05.

LSOCQ Litwin-Stringer Organizational Climate Questionnaire; JCI-DO Job Characteristics Inventory, Dealing with
Others; JCI-FO Job Characteristics Inventory, Friendship Opportunities; MMDS Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement
Scale; NAQ Negative Acts Questionnaire; ITWS Interpretations of Workplace Scenarios.

Workplace harassment

The rates of harassment found in this study
lend further support to the argument that work-
place harassment is not rare for employees even
in an academic institution. Seventy-five employees
(56.4%) reported some sort of harassment experience
within the past 6 months with 15% of all employees
having reported being exposed to harassment ‘sev-
eral times a month’ or ‘several times a week’. When
asked the types of harassment experiences they had,
most reported that they had witnessed it (79.7%),
and almost 1 in 4 (23.4%) reported being accused of
it. More than half of the respondents (51.9%) re-
ported to having been a victim at some time, and
5.3% of employees reported being a victim of
harassment on a weekly or daily basis.

Information was also obtained from employees
about the number, frequency and types of negative
behaviours to which they were subjected. According
to their responses on the NAQ, employees reported
being subjected to an average of 5.6 (SD = 5.2) out
of 22 possible negative behaviours within the past 6
months. The four items most often endorsed on
the NAQ indicated that (1) 56.9% of employees
believed that their opinions or views were occa-
sionally neglected, (2) 54.3% of employees believed
that information necessary to perform their jobs was
occasionally withheld, (3) 47.7% believed that they

were occasionally being ordered to do work below
their level of competence, and (4) 40.0% believed
that they were occasionally deprived of responsibility
and work tasks.

The IWS (Claybourn et al., 2004) allowed for an
estimate of respondents’ proneness to interpret
workplace situations as harassment. Higher scores
indicated a greater tendency than lower scores for
respondents to interpret a situation as harassing.
According to the mean IWS score (M = 2.46) par-
ticipants generally tended to interpret the ambiguous
scenarios as being harassment.

The extent to which the number/frequency of
negative behaviours participants experienced (NAQ)
and their tendencies to interpret ambiguous situa-
tions as harassment (IWS) differed according to the
types of exposure to harassment that they reported
(i.e. being a witness, a victim or being accused
of committing harassment) was also evaluated.
According to the results of a regression analysis,
knowing the type of exposure to harassment that
employees reported allowed for the prediction of
24% of the wvariability in NAQ scores, F(3,
124) = 13.18, p < 0.001. However, knowing the
type of exposure to harassment that employees re-
ported did not relate significantly to employees’
tendencies to interpret ambiguous workplace sce-
narios as harassment, R? = 0.05; F(3, 108) = 1.76,
p = 0.16. Follow-up analyses were conducted to
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clarifty how type of harassment exposure related to
employees’ NAQ scores. According to these results,
employees who reported being accused of commit-
ting harassment reported being subjected to signifi-
cantly [F(3, 124) = 4.14, p = 0.04] more negative
behaviours (Mean NAQ score = 1.43) than employ-
ees who did not report being accused of committing
harassment behaviours (Mean NAQ score = 1.23).
Similarly, employees who reported being victims of
harassment (Mean NAQ score = 1.37) reported
experiencing significantly [F(1, 124) = 9.70, p =
0.002] higher levels of negative behaviours than
employees who did not report being victims of
harassment (Mean NAQ score = 1.16). The NAQ
scores of employees who reported witnessing
harassment did not appear to differ from the scores
of employees who did not report witnessing
harassment.

The extent to which tendencies for moral disen-
gagement differed according the type of harassment
experienced was also evaluated. According to the
ANOVA results, the moral disengagement scores of
people accused of committing harassment differed
significantly from the moral disengagement scores
reported by people who did not report being
accused of harassment [F(1, 127) = 5.03, p = 0.027].
Although the difference was small, people who
reported that they had been accused of harassment
(Mean MMDS score = 1.30) had significantly
higher mean moral disengagement scores than peo-
ple who reported they had not been accused (Mean
MMDS score = 1.27). Moral disengagement scores
did not differ as a function of witnessing/not wit-
nessing or being/not being a victim of harassment.

Discussion

The relationships that emerged between job satis-
faction and the work characteristics indicate that
employees’ views of (1) how they are treated by
their organization, (2) how people interact with each
other in the organization, (3) whether their inter-
personal needs are being met in the workplace and,
(4) whether they like their jobs, are closely related to
each other. These results provide a clear indication
of some of the factors that were related to job sat-
isfaction for employees. Better understanding of the
correlates of employee dissatisfaction increases the

likelihood of being able to reduce or prevent dis-
satisfaction. The importance of reducing or pre-
venting employee dissatisfaction is found in previous
research that has shown that dissatisfied employees
report lower levels of organizational commitment,
higher levels of illness (both physical and psycho-
logical) and poorer job performance than satisfied
employees (Bacharach and Bamberger, 1992; Brief
and Motowildo, 1986; Hemingway and Smith,
1999; Miller et al., 1999; Smith et al., 1983).

Work /workplace perceptions and job satisfaction

Among the work characteristics measured in this
study undertaken to characterize employees’ work
attitudes (organizational climate, interpersonal job
characteristics-dealing with others and friendship
opportunities), organizational climate and job char-
acteristics-dealing with others were significantly
associated with job satisfaction. Organizational cli-
mate reflects how employees feel about the way they
are treated by their organization. Specifically,
employees with higher organizational climate scores,
that is, who felt that they were valued and treated
respectfully by their organization, were more satisfied
with their jobs than those with lower organizational
climate scores.

Employees whose scores indicated they felt they
had less opportunity for interpersonal interaction
than they would like were less satisfied with their
jobs than employees who reported enough inter-
personal opportunities. This relationship is consistent
with research that found positive relationships
between job satisfaction and social support (Cohrs
et al., 2006) which, though not identical, is con-
ceptually similar to the perception that one has suf-
ficient opportunities for interpersonal interaction at
work. This relationship could be interpreted as
illustrating differences in individual preferences for
social interaction. For example, both sociotropic
(i.e. individuals who need others in order to
obtain desired levels of safety, help and gratification;
Sturman et al., 2006) and extraverted individuals
(i.e. outgoing, talkative, sociable individuals) would
be likely to identify opportunities for social inter-
action as being important, or perhaps necessary to
be satistied at work. The extent to which such
employees were able to meet their needs for
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interpersonal interaction while at work may affect
how they feel about their work. That is, employees’
perceptions that their work is not giving them the
opportunity to meet their social needs may be
reflected in low job satisfaction.

Work /workplace perceptions and moral disengagement

The main purpose of this study was to test whether
work characteristics that have been identified in
theory and research as important for understanding
organizational behaviour generally would also be
useful for understanding harassment. Employees
who reported relatively high tendencies for moral
disengagement also were more likely to report
having been subjected to more negative behaviours
at work than those who reported low levels of moral
disengagement. That 1s, those who were more likely
to justify their own injurious behaviours towards
others reported being subjected to more negative
behaviours by others.

There have been a number of studies that have
found relationships between work characteristics and
how often workplace harassment occurs (e.g.
Appelberg et al., 1991; Bowling and Beehr, 2006;
Einarsen and Skogstad, 1996; Einarsen et al,
1994; LeBlanc and Kelloway, 2002; Vartia, 1996;
Zapf et al, 1996). Past research has also found
that harassment is higher in organizations where
employees feel dissatisfied with their work environ-
ment (e.g. Appelberg et al,, 1991; Einarsen and
Skogstad, 1996; Einarsen et al., 1994; Vartia, 1996;
Zapf et al., 1996). However, prior to the current
research, no research has examined a mechanism,
such as moral disengagement, through which work
characteristics and perceptions could affect the orga-
nizational levels of harassment. This study has pro-
vided evidence that work characteristics might be
related to harassment by affecting employees’ atti-
tudes about the acceptability of harming others (i.e.
moral disengagement). It appears that feeling mis-
treated by other employees and by the organization as
a whole might lead to employees being less satisfied
with their jobs and to justifying harming others more
readily, which in turn lead to increased levels of
harassment.

This explanation is consistent with SCT which
conceptualizes moral disengagement as a process

rather than as a stable trait and proposes that emotional
reactions precede the occurrence of moral disen-
gagement (Bandura, 2002). That is, it appears that
emotional reactions to co-workers and the work
environment influence how readily individuals start
the moral disengagement process that ultimately
permits them to engage in harmful behaviour towards
others that they would normally consider immoral.
However, in the absence of experimental research
that has tested the causal relationships between work
characteristics and beliefs about the acceptability
of harming others, other plausible alternative expla-
nations exist. For example, employees who have
adopted harming others as a general strategy for
dealing with interpersonal situations may have difti-
culties forming social relationships with others, may
perceive others’ behaviours as more manipulative,
and generally label their social environments as neg-
ative so as to justify their harm of others. As with all
correlational research, there may be unexamined
additional variables that influence how employees
perceive their work, their levels of job satisfaction,
and their tendencies for moral disengagement.

Employees’ tendencies to interpret ambiguous
situations as harassment were not related to their
type of exposure to harassment (i.e. being a witness,
a victim or accused of workplace harassment).
However, type of exposure did relate to the level of
negative behaviour to which employees were sub-
jected and to their tendency for moral disengage-
ment. Employees who reported having been accused
of committing harassment reported being subjected
to the highest levels of negative behaviours from
others and had the highest tendencies for moral
disengagement. A possible explanation for this pat-
tern of relationships is that some employees have
perceived a threat to their well-being because they
have been subjected to negative treatment, and have
prepared themselves to accept the necessity to harm
others (i.e. lowered their threshold for moral dis-
engagement) as a way of dealing with the threat.
However, this explanation would suggest that the
tendency for moral disengagement may change from
situation to situation and that it is essentially a post-
hoc rationalization of harmful behaviour, rather than
a causal factor that regulates harmful behaviour
towards others.

Alternately, and consistent with SCT, it may be
that moral disengagement regulates harmful behav-
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iour towards others and that those with a greater
tendency for moral disengagement are in fact more
likely to harm others. This explanation would ac-
count for the relationship between being accused of
harassment and scores on moral disengagement. In
addition, those with a greater tendency for moral
disengagement may have a tendency to interpret
ambiguous situations as harassment in order to sup-
port their tendency to justify harmful behaviours
toward others. That is, labelling ambiguous behav-
iour as harassment could serve as justification for
retaliation for those who have a high tendency for
moral disengagement; however, labelling ambiguous
situations as harassment would not justify harming
another person among employees who have a low
tendency for moral disengagement. That is, ambig-
uous behaviours, even if interpreted as harassment,
are unlikely to be severe enough to provoke retali-
ation by a person who has a low tendency for moral
disengagement. However, ambiguous behaviour
that is labelled as harassment may be enough to allow
retaliation by a person with a high tendency for
moral disengagement. Some preliminary support for
the explanation presented here can be found in
recent research on negative reciprocity beliefs (the
belief that retaliation in kind is an acceptable
response to perceived mistreatment; Mitchell and
Ambrose, 2007). Similar to moral disengagement,
individuals with strong negative reciprocity beliefs
believe that it is sometimes justifiable to behave in a
manner that harms others.

Limitations and directions for future
research

The methodology of the study does not allow the
specification of the causal connections between moral
disengagement, being accused of harassment, perceiv-
ing oneself as a victim of harassment by others, and the
tendency to see ambiguous situations as harassment.
Nevertheless the results of this study have advanced the
understanding of harassment in two important ways.
First, empirical evidence was found that supported the
predicted relationships between harassment and several
workplace characteristics. Second, support was found
for the applicability of SCT to the explanation of how
(i.e. the mechanisms) work characteristics relate to
harassment.

Limitations

As with any single research project, confidence in
the conclusions drawn based on the results of this
study must be qualified. First, the sample was made
up of faculty and staff employed in a university set-
ting. It will be important to conduct similar studies
with other samples to evaluate the extent to which
the results obtained in this study can be replicated in
other work environments and with other types of
jobs. This may become particularly important if
education or variables related to education levels
(e.g. socio-economic status) are found to relate to
the occurrence of harassment. In addition, the
University environment and culture may differ in
important ways from other work environments. For
example, the tenure system and the concept of
academic freedom, which tend not to be present in
other organizations, both may substantially affect a
university’s culture and the consequences that result
from conflict between employees. Nevertheless, at
this point there is no reason to believe that the
relationships found among variables in this study
would change as a result of the nature of the sample
or their workplace.

A second concern relates to the psychometric
properties of several of the scales used. Both job
characteristics scales had reliabilities of less than 0.70
which, though adequate in this preliminary investi-
gation, will need to be improved upon. There is little
evidence regarding the validity of the measures of
moral disengagement (the MMDS) and of tendencies
to label ambiguous situations as harassment (the ITWS).
The measure of moral disengagement was adapted
from a scale developed and validated with children
(Bandura et al., 1996), and has since been successful in
predicting socially sanctioned adult behaviour that is
nevertheless harmful to others among executioners
and soldiers (Osofsky et al., 2005). This study’s find-
ing that the moral disengagement scale is able to
predict how often participants reported harassing
another person adds to the evidence supporting the
validity of this scale and of Bandura’s model.

The measure of the tendency to interpret behav-
iour as harassment, the IWS (Claybourn et al., 2004)
is a newly developed measure based on an
extensive review of definitions and policies used in
research and social institutions (Claybourn, 2003)
but there is little information on its validity. Based
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on ratings by 160 participants, the three scenarios
in the IWS were chosen because participants
showed the least consensus on whether or not
they reflected situations where harassment was
occurring (Claybourn et al., 2004). Thus, the scale
is reliable (as evidenced by the levels of internal
consistency observed in this and a previous study),
has a sound conceptual foundation, and it has
been empirically tested to examine the extent that
the scenarios described on the scale are consistent
with  individuals’ internal representations of
harassment. The finding in this study that the IWS
correlates with the measure of moral disengage-
ment also provides some preliminary evidence for
its validity.

Directions for future research

Personal attributes are an important group of vari-
ables that warrant further exploration in order to
better understand harassment, although the results of
past research that evaluated the role of individual
difference variables in the understanding of work-
place harassment have tended to be ambiguous
or contradictory (e.g. Drory, 1993; Griffin, 2001;
Gunter and Furnham, 1996; O’Connor and
Morrison, 2001; Parker et al., 1995). Research that
turther explores and clarifies the role that individual
difference variables may have in the occurrence of
harassment will be important for advancing a more
complete understanding of why and when harass-
ment occurs. A key issue that will need to be
addressed to understand the role of personal attri-
butes in harassment will be distinguishing between
types of attributes. For example, researchers have
tended to include how employees perceive their
workplace as work characteristics whereas it may be
that such perceptions are more appropriately con-
sidered as personal attributes. From a practical per-
spective, harassment is a problem that occurs within
interpersonal interactions so a better understanding
of the individual difference variables that contribute
to problematic interpersonal interactions may assist
In preventing its occurrence.

Although, work characteristics were examined
in this study, the work characteristics that were
examined do not represent a comprehensive list of
could be examined.

situational variables that

Researchers have examined a variety of other work
characteristics (e.g. role ambiguity, role conflict,
workload, autonomy, job variety, influence in job
and job importance/challenge) and workplace
characteristics (e.g. number of employees, hierar-
chical structure, formalization, and centralization) to
evaluate the extent to which they influence em-
ployee general behaviour (Latham and Budworth,
2007), but few of these characteristics have been
examined for their relationship to harassment.
Although, the work characteristics evaluated in this
study share a significant amount of variability with
job satisfaction, moral disengagement and harass-
ment, a lot of variability remains unexplained.
Future research that examines the work character-
istics related to harassment might examine such
variables as the organizational culture (the implicit
and explicit values of the organization) and organi-
zational policies (e.g. stated guidelines for workplace
behaviour; the presence and effectiveness of current
harassment policies).

Conclusions

Workplace violence, harassment and other nega-
tive interpersonal interactions among employees in
workplaces are problems of growing frequency
and concern in Canada (French and Morgan, 1999)
and beyond. The costs associated with harassment and
other problem behaviours of the sorts described above
can clearly result in deleterious effects on the func-
tioning of organizations and individuals. The growing
frequency and costs of harassment highlight the
importance of studies such as this one.

This results of this study indicated that work
characteristics, satisfaction and moral disengagement
are related to harassment. A practical implication of
this relationship is that the results of this study provide
guidance for how interventions might be effectively
administered to prevent or reduce harassment. For
example, modification of organizational characteris-
tics (e.g. structure, policies, and employee programs)
to improve employees’ opinions of their work is likely
to be useful for reducing experiences of harassment. It
could also prove to be effective to provide interven-
tion to specific employees or groups of employees.
Such interventions might take the form of education
about what sorts of behaviour constitute harassment,
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how harassment affects employees, and their organi-
zations and how to effectively prevent or deal with
harassment at an individual and/or organizational
level. Arguably, the most effective strategy would be
to provide both types of intervention. Except for the
potential inefficient use of resources, it is unlikely that
interventions aimed at both improving organizational
climate and reducing/preventing harassment would
be harmftul.

In conclusion, this research contributes to the
development of a comprehensive model of harass-
ment and of effective strategies to deal with harass-
ment. With an effective assessment protocol the
unique features of particular organizations that are
contributing to workplace harassment (employee
perceptions, work characteristics) can be identified. If
a comprehensive and organization-specific assessment
has been done, then strategies for interventions to
prevent harassment can be tailored to meet the precise
needs of a particular organization (rather than a gen-
eric approach for dealing with harassment).

Note
' The Sobel (1982) test determines the statistical sig-
nificance of the indirect effect of a mediator by testing
whether there is a difference in the prediction of a cri-
terion when a mediator is included in analysis compared
to when it is not. To use the Sobel test, the raw regres-
sion coeflicient representing the relationship between
predictor and criterion (in this instance, workplace
characteristics and job satisfaction) was divided by the
standard error of the indirect effect to obtain a ratio that
was compared to the value from normal distribution
corresponding to an alpha of 0.05.

Appendix I: IWS
Instructions

Listed below are three ‘workplace scenarios’ —
descriptions of interactions that might be likely to
occur in a workplace. Please read each scenario and
then respond to the questions that follow it. The
questions ask for your opinions about what occurred in
the scenario you just read. The purpose of asking these
questions is to see how different people describe and
react to the same description. There are no ‘right’ or

‘wrong’ answers to these questions. The best answer is
the one that represents how you think and feel about
the description. Feel free to refer to each scenario as
often as you need to answer the questions that follow it.

Scenario 1

Jean and Darcy work at desks across from each other
in the same workplace. On several occasions just after
lunch was over, Jean glared at Darcy for no particular
reason. Darcy noticed Jean glaring and believed that it
was an attempt to make things uncomfortable. As a
result of Jean’s behaviour, Darcy was concerned about
personal safety and felt threatened.

Scenario 2

Jesse and Dale are co-workers at the same organi-
zation. Their offices are not really all that close to
each other, yet on several occasions, Jesse and Dale
collided just as Dale left the office. Jesse did not
know when Dale usually left the office but did end
up outside Dale’s office door in Dale’s path. Dale
believed that the collisions were intentional, in other
words, that Jesse did it on purpose. As a result of
Jesse’s behaviour, Dale was late for a scheduled
appointment which resulted in a formal reprimand
and fine.

Scenario 3

Terry and Bailey are co-workers at the same organi-
zation. At the end of several different shifts, there were
notes addressed to Terry. Bailey delivered these notes
in the lockers or desks of Terry and others on several
occasions with the intention of informing them about
work-related events. However, as a result of finding
the notes in the locker (to which only Terry knows the
combination). Terry became very afraid that someone
at work intended to do harm. Terry missed a lot of
work trying to find out who wrote the note.
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