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ABSTRACT. Bullying is one of the most impactful

deviant actions that affects workers’ personal health and

work experience. Bullying is a quite distinctive deviant

behavior as targets are subjected to transgressions that

could last for months or longer. Even though a number of

actions can be taken to resolve bullying between all

parties, from the viewpoint of the target it is hard to

resolve the situation. As a result, hierarchical influence

may be necessary to prevent bullying in the first place. A

possible solution, therefore, is focusing on how leaders

can impact the bullying behavior. This research argued

and showed that ethical leadership is negatively associated

with being bullied through tackling one of its most

important antecedents of bullying: the design of the work

environment. That is, ethical leaders could be shown to

improve employees’ workload (quantitative work envi-

ronment) and poor working conditions (qualitative work

environment), which was related to decreased bullying.

KEY WORDS: bullying, ethical leadership, workload,

work conditions

Bullying is one of the most impactful deviant actions

that workers can be confronted with. Targets often

are isolated, the subject of gossiping or abusive lan-

guage. Distinctive from other deviant behavior,

targets are subjected to bullying for a longer period

of time and have been argued to have difficulties to

defend themselves against these acts (Einarsen et al.,

2009a, b). Bullying has a significant impact on the

target as it is related to a number of health problems

such as physical illness, depression, social isolation,

anxiety, and insomnia (Høgh et al., 2005; Mikkelsen

and Einarsen, 2001). Furthermore, consequences of

bullying stretch to the organization as well. It is

associated with turnover, absenteeism, decreased

commitment to the organisation, and decreased

productivity (Keashly and Jagatic, 2003; Rodriguez-

Muñoz et al., 2009).

Bullying has been characterized as a social strain

(Baillien et al., in press) and is specifically reported in

work environments that are particularly stressful

(Hauge et al., 2007; Agervold, 2009). Even though a

number of actions can be taken to resolve the bul-

lying between all parties, the target’s position is

rarely improved and relocations are often necessary

(Salin, 2009). Given the detrimental consequences of

bullying, it is particularly important for authorities to

prevent these transgressions by improving the work

environment (as one of the most important causes of

bullying) in the first place.

To date, little research has looked into the relation

of leadership, job design, and bullying. Given that

bullying is ethically unacceptable behavior as it

shows a lack of respect and responsibility toward

others by violating accepted normative standards of

appropriate conduct, we argue that ethical leadership

is likely to discourage bullying in the workplace.

Brown et al. (2005) defined ethical leadership as

‘‘The demonstration of normatively appropriate

conduct through personal actions and interpersonal

relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to

followers through two-way communication, rein-

forcement, and decision-making’’ (p. 120). Ethical

leaders have the ability to motivate ethical behavior

in the workplace, but are also concerned with how
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people perform their jobs. We argue that ethical

leaders wish to counteract one of the most pre-

dominant triggers of bullying, that is, a stressful work

environment. We focus on how ethical leaders de-

sign jobs in terms of workload and working condi-

tions in order to shape a work environment that

decreases the occurrence of bullying. Specifically,

we distinguish between two important aspects of the

work environment: the quantitative (i.e., workload)

and qualitative (i.e., poor working conditions) work

environment. Therefore, we examine the role of

both the quantitative and qualitative work envi-

ronment as predictors of being bullied.

Bullying

Einarsen et al. (2003) defined workplace bullying as

‘‘harassing, offending, socially excluding someone or

negatively affecting someone’s work tasks’’ (p. 15).

Additionally bullying requires that the behavior

occurs repeatedly and regularly (e.g., weekly) and

over a period of time (e.g., 6 months). In this case,

the bullied person often is pushed into an inferior

position and is a target for repeated negative acts. In

general, between 8 and 15% of employees could be

shown to be a target of bullying (Notelaers et al.,

2006).

Studies to date revealed that workplace bullying is

the result of a complex and multicausal process

(Salin, 2003). Detailing the antecedents and pro-

cesses that may lead to bullying, the three-way

model of workplace bullying has established that the

most important determinants of bullying are indi-

vidual characteristics of the employee and features of

the work environment (Baillien et al., 2009; Ley-

mann, 1996). In this study, we will primarily focus

on the characteristics of the work environment.

According to the three-way model, these charac-

teristics are related to bullying through three pro-

cesses: characteristics of the work environment have

an impact on feelings of stress and frustration, they

lead to unresolved personal conflicts, or may define a

culture or climate in which bullying is allowed or

(explicitly) encouraged by the group or organiza-

tion. In this study, we draw on the first and most

important process of the three-way model, which

argues that feelings of stress and frustration are at the

core of bullying. Work environmental aspects re-

lated to how jobs are designed, the interpersonal work

environment, and organizational practices could then

trigger such feelings of stress and frustration. It is

argued that the emergence of stress and frustration

hampers adaptive coping mechanisms, and results in

bullying. The occurrence of bullying then is the result

of how well stress and frustrations are being dealt with.

Specifically, tackling frustrations in an ‘effective’ way

(‘effective coping’, e.g., by discussing the problem

from the start) reduces the likelihood of workplace

bullying. However, handling stress in an ineffective

way (‘ineffective coping’, e.g., by ruminating, or by

persistent complaining about the situation) results in

workplace bullying. Scholars indeed revealed that

stress is often the result of the characteristics of the

work environment, which in turn could be shown to

be related to being bullied at work (Hauge et al., 2007;

Magerøy et al., 2009). Drawing on this model we

argue that both the quantitative (i.e., workload) and

qualitative (i.e., poor working conditions) work

environment contribute to being bullied. First of all,

one such quantitative characteristic of the work

environment, which has been linked to being bullied,

is experienced workload, which entails facing a high

amount of tasks or having the perception that one

cannot finish the work in the allotted time (Baillien

et al., in press; Einarsen et al. 2009a, b). Therefore, we

hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1a: Workload is positively related to

bullying

An aspect of the work environment, which has not

received much attention in contrast to quantitative

working conditions such as workload, is the qualita-

tive work environment. Of particular interest are the

physical working conditions reflected in, for example,

not having the necessary tools to accomplish the job or

having to stand for long hours (Le Blanc et al., 2000).

In this context, scholars have detected valuable links

between aggressive behavior and poor physical

working conditions (Lawrence and Leather, 1999)

such as a noisy work environment (Hoel and Salin,

2003) or working in uncomfortably high tempera-

tures (Bell, 1992). Given that bullying contains an

aggressive component, we argue that physical work-

ing conditions, like workload, may trigger frustrations

and, in the end, may result in workers being bullied.
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Indeed, not only the demands in terms of time to

complete tasks but also the tools that workers have at

their disposal and the conditions they work in can be a

source of frustration. Similar to workload, therefore,

we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1b: Poor working conditions are posi-

tively related to bullying.

Ethical leadership

Leymann (1996) argued that leadership plays an

important role in allowing bullying to emerge in the

work environment. Even though bullying research

has focused extensively on leadership, the majority

of research largely examined leadership behaviors

that allowed for a climate of bullying (e.g., Hoel

et al., 2010). Indeed, leaders have the power to

influence followers to be vulnerable to being bullied

by signaling what is (in)appropriate conduct (Aquino

and Thau, 2009). Here, we argue that leaders who

encourage a positive work environment, and more

specifically, by communicating what is appropriate

and ethical behavior, should be able to reduce bul-

lying. Ethical leaders have a positive influence on

employees’ prosocial behavior and ethical conduct

(Brown et al., 2005; Mayer et al., 2009). Such ethical

behavior has shown to enhance moral reasoning

(Clark and Leonard, 1998; Singhapakdi et al., 1999)

which in turn affects the extent that employees

are a target of morally questionable work situations

(Victor and Cullen, 1988). Since workplace bullying

is a morally questionable work situation, it is

expected that ethical leadership negatively relates to

bullying.

Treviño et al. (2000, 2003) argued that in order to

be perceived as an ethical leader, a leader needs to be

characterized as a moral person – as being honest,

trustworthy, fair, principled in decision making, and

ethical in one’s personal life. A second important

aspect of ethical leadership is that one also has to be

perceived as a moral manager. A moral manager is

characterized by making proactive efforts to influ-

ence followers’ ethical and unethical behavior and

making ethics an explicit part of his/her agenda.

Thus, ethical leaders stress ethical values both in their

personal life and in their professional life, they

encourage just and fair behavior in the workplace

and they serve as role models for their followers in

the organization.

As part of being a moral manager, ethical leaders

also actively motivate employees to behave ethically

(Brown et al., 2005). Social learning theory states that

people learn new attitudes, values, and behaviors

through overt reinforcement or punishment or via

observational learning from attractive and credible

models in their environment (Bandura, 1977, 1986).

Moreover, Bandura (1986) noted that many behaviors

that can be learned through direct experience can also

be learned via vicarious experience, via observing

others’ behavior and its consequences. Drawing from

social learning theory, ethical leaders model ethical

behavior and employees are given credit for engaging

in ethical behavior at work. Ethical leaders are ex-

pected to be credible models because honesty, trust-

worthiness, fairness, and practicing what you preach

are factors that enhance model credibility. Kohlberg

(1969) also argued that the development of morality is

dependent on role models. Hence, ethical leaders

should be able to promote ethical conduct in orga-

nizations.

Indeed, Brown et al. (2005) argued that ethical

leaders engage in ‘‘demonstrating integrity and high

ethical standards, considerate and fair treatment of

employees, and holding employees accountable for

ethical conduct’’ (p. 130). These authors demon-

strated that ethical leadership is related to leader

honesty, supervisor effectiveness, interactional fair-

ness, satisfaction with supervisor, employee willing-

ness to report problems, and job-dedication. Mayer

et al. (2009) also showed that ethical leadership can

engender prosocial behavior in employees.

Within the three-way model of bullying (Baillien

et al., 2009) it is argued that aspects of the work

environment may define a climate in which bullying

is allowed or encouraged. For example, leaders may

‘allow’ workers to bully colleagues or refrain from

interfering. In light of the research on ethical lead-

ership, it is likely that ethical leaders discourage

bullying given their emphasis on ethical conduct and

by discussing with subordinates what is appropriate

or not. Indeed, ethical leaders are role models for

ethical behavior and, therefore, are less likely to

tolerate bullying. In sum, given that ethical leader-

ship is able to enhance ethical behavior and the

relevance of leadership in bullying in accordance

with social learning theory and the three-way model
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of bullying, it is expected that ethical leadership is

negatively related to bullying.

Hypothesis 2: Ethical leadership is negatively related

to bullying.

In the work design literature, the relatively stable

attributes of the work environment have received a

lot of attention, although social characteristics (such

as how workers are treated in terms of support) have

hardly been examined (Morgeson and Campion,

2003). Recently, however, it has been argued that

these social properties of the work environment,

such as leadership, are quite important for worker’s

well-being (see also Humphrey et al., 2007). For

example, the literature on job crafting argued that

leaders indeed have an important influence on how

jobs are designed (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003).

The role of ethical leadership on the work envi-

ronment was recently examined by Piccolo et al.

(2010). It could be shown that ethical leaders posi-

tively affect the work environment by enhancing

employees’ autonomy and feelings of significance at

work. Indeed, in the process of designing jobs,

ethical leaders make fair and balanced decisions and

consider the appropriateness of their decisions

(Brown and Treviño, 2006). In general, ethical

leaders are known to be concerned for the well-

being of employees. As described above, two

important aspects of the design of jobs are the

quantitative and qualitative work environment. The

quantitative work environment is concerned with

keeping employees’ workload acceptable, for them

to feel able and confident to perform well. In

addition to workload, the qualitative environment is

an integral part of employees’ work as well. A work

environment that is physically challenging or

unsuitable for one’s tasks (in terms of how employees

are expected to perform their job: poor working

conditions) creates tensions and is experienced as

uncomfortable (Campion and Thayer, 1985; Hum-

phrey et al., 2007). As ethical leaders are concerned

with the well-being of employees, they will weigh

specific aspects of the job making them feasible as

well as efficient. According to social learning theory,

ethical leaders would act as a role model in being fair

and considerate, which would be translated in ethical

leaders’ concern for establishing a positive quantita-

tive and qualitative work environment. Ethical

leaders are also likely to communicate openly with

employees and to take into account employees’

expectations and wishes concerning their workload

and the working conditions in designing jobs.

Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3a: Ethical leadership is negatively related

to employees’ workload.
Hypothesis 3b: Ethical leadership is negatively related

to employees’ perceptions of poor working con-

ditions.

Within the three-way model of workplace bullying

it is described that conditions of workload and poor

working conditions have a significant impact on

employees’ stress levels (Baillien et al., 2009). These

strains may lead to feelings of normlessness and a lack

of ethical awareness (Durkheim, 1951), such as bul-

lying behavior. Leaders who focus less on the regu-

lation of workload are likely to create an imbalance

between economic goals and the design of jobs, which

has been described as demoralizing for employees

(e.g., Merton, 1968). Indeed the pressure to complete

tasks within a less than optimal timeframe has been

shown to decrease ethical behavior (Schweitzer et al.,

2004), which suggests that employees under these

conditions are more likely to perceive being bullied.

Given the importance of leadership in the design of

jobs in terms of employees’ quantitative and qualita-

tive work environment, we aim to extend the three-

way model of workplace bullying by arguing that

ethical leadership has a negative influence on being

bullied because they enhance the work environment

by means of optimizing employees’ workload and

(poor) working conditions (Figure 1).

Hypothesis 4a: Employees’ workload mediates the

relationship between ethical leadership and bul-

lying.
Hypothesis 4b: Employees’ poor working conditions

mediate the relationship between ethical leader-

ship and bullying.

Ethical 
Leadership

Workload

Bullying
Poor working 

conditions

Figure 1. Presentation of the hypothesized relationships.
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Method

Participants and procedure

Approximately 1500 surveys were spread via e-mail

and hardcopy in a large consumer electronics factory

in Belgium. A total of 825 were returned, which

yielded a response rate of 55%. Demographic vari-

ables included gender, age, education, and tenure,

which have been shown to significantly impact

bullying reports (Paoli, 1997; Zapf et al., 2003).

Five-hundred thirty-seven respondents were

males (65%) and had an average age of 41 years

(SD = 10.42). In this sample, 3.6% of the respon-

dents finished elementary school, 56.7% finished

secondary school, and 39.6% obtained a degree of

higher education. On average, respondents had

4 years of experience (16%) in the organization

(SD = 2.12). 36% had worked in the organization

for maximum 2 years, and 17% worked for 5 years

in the organization.

Measures

Ethical leadership

We assessed Ethical Leadership with 10 items

(Brown et al., 2005). Items were scored on a 5-point

scale anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly

agree). Respondents were asked to rate the extent to

which they agreed with statements such as ‘‘My

manager sets an example of how to do things the

right way in terms of ethics’’, ‘‘When making

decisions, asks ‘what is the right thing to do?’’’.

Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92.

Bullying

Exposure to bullying was measured by the short nine

item version of the Negative Acts Questionnaire

(Notelaers and Einarsen, 2008; see also Einarsen

et al. 2009a, b; Nielsen et al., 2009) which taps how

often participants experienced personal (e.g., gos-

siping) as well as work-related bullying (e.g., being

withheld information) and examines how often the

respondent was exposed to a specific act during the

last 6 months. A sample item is ‘if you look back

over the past six months how often did it happen

that people insulted you?’ Items were scored on a

5 – point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (daily).

Cronbach’s alpha is 0.82.

Workload

Quantitative workload was assessed with three items

from the Dutch version (Furda, 1995) of Karasek’s

(1985) Job Content questionnaire. The scale in-

cludes items that refer to demanding aspects of the

job (e.g., working hard, having too much work to

do). Sample items are: ‘‘My work requires working

very hard’’ or ‘‘are you short of time.’’ Cronbach’s

alpha is 0.81.

Poor working conditions

Poor working conditions were measured with five

items and concerned manual materials handling and

working positions (Le Blanc et al., 2000). Sample

items include ‘‘My work environment is not suitable

for my tasks’’ or ‘‘I work in a physically unpleasant

environment.’’ Cronbach’s alpha is 0.76.

Results

Table I presents the means, standard deviation, and

intercorrelations of the measures. Employees’

workload and poor working conditions both were

related to bullying. Further, ethical leadership was

negatively related to bullying, workload, and poor

working conditions.

As our measures were tested in a cross-sectional

design, there is a possibility of common method bias.

We tested for common method variance by com-

puting three different models. First, a Harman’s

single factor test was conducted, in which all items

loaded on one factor. The second model was the

expected measurement model including all study

variables. Finally, in line with Podsakoff et al. (2003),

we calculated a third model in which the respective

items loaded on both their expected factors as well as

on a latent common method factor. The expected

measurement model, including the observed vari-

ables and four latent factors, yielded a good fit, SBS-

v2 (318) = 1061.71, p < 0.001; RSMEA = 0.05;

SRMR = 0.06; and CFI = 0.96. It fitted better to

the data than the one factor model, DSBS-v2

(6) = 3409.02; p < 0.001. Moreover, the common

method factor in the one-factor model explained

only 4.81% of the total variance, which is below the

21Bullying and Ethical Leadership



25% threshold for common method variance ob-

served by Williams et al. (1989). The third model

provided yet a better fit to the data than the expected

measurement model, DSBS-v2 (31) = 722.87;

p < 0.001. However, in this model, the common

method factor only explained 1.67% of the total

variance. Moreover, as the Parsimony Normed Fit

Index (PNI) was higher in the expected measure-

ment model (PNF = 0.86) than the third model

(PNFI = 0.80), it can be concluded that common

method variance did not significantly bias the par-

ticipants’ responses (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

To test our hypotheses hierarchical regression

analyses were performed after controlling for

demographic variables (i.e., gender, age, education,

and tenure; Table II). First of all, results showed that

workload, b = 0.19, p < 0.001, and poor working

conditions, b = 0.19, p < 0.001, were significantly

related to bullying. These results provide support for

Hypotheses 1a and 1b.

Further, ethical leadership could be shown to be

related to bullying (Table II). That is, ethical lead-

ership was negatively associated to the occurrence of

bullying, thereby providing evidence for Hypothesis

2. Further, ethical leadership was negatively related

to quantitative workload as well as poor working

conditions (Table II) thereby confirming Hypothe-

ses 3a and 3b. Ethical leaders indeed seem to model

ethical behavior and to encourage such behavior. In

addition, they also enhance the workplace by aiming

to reduce employees’ quantitative and qualitative

workload.

We used bootstrapping techniques using 1000

replications to examine whether quantitative work-

load and poor working conditions mediated the

relation between ethical leadership and bullying.

Bootstrapping treats the sample as a population and

then resamples with replacement a number of times

and computes relevant statistics for each replacement

sample (Preacher and Hayes, 2008; Shrout and

Bolger, 2002). As this technique does not require a

normal distribution of the sample, a confidence

interval is computed. Results indeed showed that

both workload and poor working conditions medi-

ate the relation between ethical leadership and bul-

lying (Table III). These results confirm Hypotheses

4a and 4b.

Discussion

The present research examined the role of ethical

leadership on being bullied in the workplace and

explored the role of the quantitative and qualitative

work environment in this relation. Our results sug-

gest that ethical leaders invest in the design of jobs in

order to improve the quantitative and qualitative

job environment. This article contributes to the

emerging field of ethical leadership by showing that

ethical leadership is related to an improved work

environment which was related to a decreased

likelihood for being a target of bullying. Given the

disastrous consequences of bullying for the target’s

personal health, social situation, and efforts and

TABLE I

Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Gender – –

2 Age 41 10.42 -0.09*

3 Education – – -0.22** -0.08*

4 Tenure organization 3.66 2.12 0.09* 0.45** -0.22**

5 Ethical leadership 3.56 0.62 -0.09* 0.04 0.12** -0.03

6 Bullying 1.44 0.46 0.06 -0.06 -0.05 0.03 -0.39**

7 Workload 3.00 0.85 -0.14** 0.05 0.20** -0.01 -0.15** 0.19**

8 Poor working conditions 1.65 1.06 0.004 -0.04 -0.11** 0.05 -0.16** 0.20** 0.13**

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.005.
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performance, ethical leadership indeed plays a reg-

ulating and even preventive role for discouraging

deviant behavior in the workplace (e.g., Mayer et al.,

2009).

Here we showed that ethical leaders improve one

of the predominant aspects for the emergence of

bullying: a stressful work environment. That is,

work environments that contain a heavy workload

have been argued to be fertile ground for the

occurrence of bullying. Ethical leaders could be

shown to be related to how employees’ job is de-

signed in terms of the workload and the work

conditions that are involved. More specifically,

ethical leadership was related to an improved

quantitative work environment. Hence, employees’

jobs could be enhanced by taking into account the

number of tasks that have to be completed within a

given timeframe, and keeping the work pace feasi-

ble. In addition, jobs are designed in a manner that is

in keeping with the physical environment in which

employees have to work. That is, working in a

physically uncomfortable environment results in

increased strains and a surge of deviant behavior (Fox

and Spector, 1999). Ethical leadership indeed could

be shown to be negatively related to being bullied at

work through an improved qualitative work envi-

ronment. Hence, ethical leaders seem to have an

important role in creating and perfecting employees’

jobs in an environment that feels comfortable

without excessive strains.

We add to ethical leadership research by showing

that ethical leadership is negatively related to bullying

and that this could at least partly be explained by an

improved work environment. Recently, Piccolo

et al. (2010) revealed that ethical leaders expand

employees’ autonomy and feelings of significance at

work (Piccolo et al., 2010). Hence, ethical leaders

not only are concerned with social aspects of jobs

TABLE II

Standardized regression coefficients for ethical leadership

Model Workload Poor working conditions Bullying

1 2 1 2 1 2

Gender -0.09* -0.10** -0.04 -0.05 0.05 0.02

Age 0.05 0.06 -0.08* -0.08 -0.08 -0.06

Education 0.19** 0.21** -0.11** -0.09* -0.03 0.01

Tenure organization 0.01 0.01 0.06 0.06 0.05 0.04

Ethical leadership -0.17** -0.15** -0.38**

R2 0.08 0.04 0.15

R2 change 0.03** 0.02** 0.14**

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.005.

TABLE III

Bootstraps for the mediation of the relation between ethical leadership and bullying by workload and poor working

conditions

Estimate of the

indirect effect

Mean of the

indirect effect estimates

Standard error Lower

95% bootstrap

confidence interval

Higher 95%

bootstrap confidence

interval

Workload -0.0133 -0.0134 0.006 -0.0298 -0.0045

Poor working

conditions

-0.0135 -0.0134 0.005 -0.0294 -0.0059
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(i.e., feeling significant), but also with the design of the

work environment. It may well be that ethical leaders

encourage employees to work in an autonomous

environment, and help employees to reduce their

workload and improve working conditions. Future

research could look into how ethical leaders promote

autonomy and the design of the work environment

and how both can complement each other.

Previous research revealed that ethical leadership

reduced unethical behavior and deviance. Here we

add to this line of research by showing that ethical

leadership also has a negative relation with bullying.

Hence, transgressions that occur repeatedly for a

longer period of time also are discouraged by ethical

leaders. Further, we could show that workload and

poor working conditions partially mediate the relation

between ethical leadership and bullying. This might

suggest that ethical leadership discourages bullying

also in other ways than the quantitative and qualitative

design of jobs. Indeed, ethical leaders also model

ethical behavior in the workplace. By setting an

example for others, employees know what is expected

from them and which behavior will be accepted as

appropriate and which will not. Research revealed

that 4–15% of employees are a target of bullying

(Notelaers et al., 2006) where in up to 80% of the

cases, a superior is involved in the bullying or is the

alleged bully (Einarsen et al., 2003). Another study

reported that around 40% of the participants indicated

that they had experienced bullying from a leader in the

course of their career (UNISON, 1997). In a study

among 73 managers (Lombardo and McCall, 1984),

74% of them said to have worked under an intolerable

boss. In the research of Namie and Namie (2000), 89%

of the employees who perceived themselves as being

bullied said that they perceived their leader as the main

bully. Hence, it is quite likely that by their motivation

to be an example to employees, ethical leaders refrain

from bullying themselves and prove to be an impor-

tant motivator to prevent bullying in others as well.

Ethical leaders also use rewards and punishment to

give credit to employees who behave ethically, but

discipline those who behave unethically. It is quite

reasonable to assume that setting clear expectations,

and punishing inappropriate behavior has an addi-

tional discouraging effect on bullying. Along similar

lines, ethical leaders have an important influence in

the establishment of an ethical climate. Comple-

menting the modeling role of ethical leadership an

ethical climate shapes ethical norms and expecta-

tions. Hence, employees will know what is appro-

priate conduct in their work but also in the

interaction with colleagues. As such bullying

behavior may equally be daunted by the transac-

tional (i.e., rewarding and punishing ethical and

unethical behavior) and modeling aspects of ethical

leadership. In sum, our research adds to ethical

leadership literature by showing that ethical leader-

ship goes beyond communicating ethical values, by

focusing on the circumstances of the work envi-

ronment in which employees are expected to per-

form. By carefully crafting jobs this research suggest

that ethical leadership also indirectly promotes nor-

matively appropriate behavior above their modeling

and encouraging ethical conduct.

The present results also add to bullying research in

at least three ways. First, by extending the charac-

teristics of the work environment to qualitative as-

pects in relation to being bullied. Second, by

showing that ethical leadership (by signaling what is

appropriate behavior) was related to being bullied.

Third, by the relation of ethical leadership with

being bullied through the improvement of the work

environment. Below we will discuss these in more

detail. We add to the bullying research by con-

firming and extending previous bullying research

which argued that work characteristics such as

workload often predict exposure to bullying (Baillien

et al., in press; Hauge et al., 2007). In the three-way

model of workplace bullying it is argued that the

work environment is an important element in the

development of strains at work, which in turn have

been shown to be related to bullying (Baillien et al.,

2009). We add to the three-way model by showing

that not only quantitative aspects of the work envi-

ronment but also qualitative work conditions are

related to being bullied. Hence, aspects such as how

employees have to perform their job are equally

likely to create strains which result in bullying. In

sum, our results extended the range of work envi-

ronmental antecedents of bullying to poor working

conditions; an aspect that to our knowledge has not

been examined in the bullying domain so far.

We additionally add to bullying research by

showing that leadership behaviors that protect

employees from being vulnerable to bullying by

signaling what is appropriate conduct, that is, ethical

leadership, can prevent employees from being bul-
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lied. Previous bullying research showed that bullying

is especially predominant if leaders do not act to

prevent bullying or effectively manage the conflict

(e.g., laissez-faire leadership; Hauge et al., 2007;

Skogstad et al., 2007). Our findings showed that

leaders can be an example to followers and model

ethical behavior so that workers will be less inclined

to be a target of bullying. Here we also extended the

three-way model of bullying by showing that ethical

leaders not only model ethical behavior but also

create a positive work environment in terms of

quantitative and qualitative workload.

As with any research, there are some limitations

that should be discussed. First, a limitation is the

possibility of common method bias. That is, because

of the cross-sectional design it might have been the

case that the resultant relations are inflated. In the

present research it was stressed to participants that

their answers were anonymous and could not be

traced back to the individual employee. Such a

guarantee for anonymity has been argued to mini-

mize common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Formal tests suggested that common method vari-

ance may not necessarily bias our results and previ-

ous research also showed that ethical leadership did

not significantly relate to social desirability (Brown

et al., 2005). Further, ethical leadership could be

shown not to be related to other self-report variables

(e.g., Brown et al., 2005). All these findings high-

light that method variance is less likely (see Brannick

et al., 2010; Spector, 2006), which is in line with

research indicating that common method problems

often are of less concern in organizational research

(Crampton and Wagner, 1994). Second, the present

research could not establish the causality of the

findings. That is, even though this seems unlikely, it

might well be that bullying behavior impacts ethical

leadership. However, existing theory and prior

empirical results with regard to work characteristics,

leadership, and bullying do correspond with our

findings, which provides some confidence in the

hypothesized causality of the relations. Nevertheless,

the present results are the first to focus on the role of

ethical leadership and bullying, and at least provide

for an initial exploration of these relationships.

Finally, the present research mainly focused on the

target of bullying. Recently, interest has grown in

the perpetrators as well. Future research should

examine whether ethical leadership also can play a

role in shaping perpetrator’s bullying behavior as

well as antecedents of this behavior.

In conclusion, ethical leadership has shown to

play an integral role in the emergence and mainte-

nance of employees’ ethical behavior. We could

show that ethical leadership also plays an important

role in bullying. Through establishing a more

favorable work environment, ethical leaders are able

to prevent employees from being a target of bully-

ing. Hence, ethical leaders play a central role in such

deviant behavior that is pervasive and highly dis-

tressing for employees.
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