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Abstract

Background: Nowadays, organizational bullying is a significant challenge in educational environments and can
lead to various psychological, physical, and organizational consequences for victims. This study investigates the
consequences of organizational bullying for newly appointed assistant professors and explores their coping
strategies within the academic environment. It aims to identify and analyze these impacts and examine the
strategies faculty members employ to confront this phenomenon.

Method: The present study employed a qualitative research method using descriptive phenomenology. The
participants included assistant professors from the University of Guilan who perceived themselves as having
experienced bullying in 2022. The sampling method was purposive and snowball sampling, and theoretical
saturation was reached after interviewing 16 men and 8 women. Data were collected through semi- structured
interviews and analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven- step method.

Results: The data analysis resulted in 15 open codes, 4 subcategories, and 2 main themes. The main themes for
the consequences of organizational bullying were individual and organizational consequences. The subcategories
related to individual consequences included physical and psychological effects, while the subcategories related to
organizational consequences included decreased productivity and weakened organizational culture. Furthermore,
13 open codes, 4 subcategories, and 2 main themes emerged regarding coping strategies for organizational
bullying. The main themes included individual coping strategies, with subcategories of acceptance and
withdrawal, and seeking social support, with subcategories of seeking support from peers and seeking support
from family.

Conclusions: The findings of the study indicate that organizational bullying has profound negative effects on the
physical and psychological health of faculty members. These consequences include headaches, migraine attacks,
and other related symptoms. On the other hand, the experience of being bullied leads to organizational
consequences, such as decreased productivity and weakened organizational culture within the university. Effective
coping with this phenomenon requires the creation of supportive and educational environments, strengthening
conflict management, and raising awareness of the consequences of bullying. Therefore, individuals can respond
more effectively and positively. Additionally, the results showed that social support from colleagues and family
plays a key role in reducing the negative effects of this phenomenon.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The most recent statistics from the Workplace Bullying Institute indicate that organizational
bullying in universities and educational settings is still a major challenge. Overall,
approximately 66% of the employees acknowledge being aware of bullying in their workplace,
even if they are not directly involved. This includes faculty members and young members
working in academic settings (Namie, 2021). Organizational bullying refers to persistent and
targeted negative behavior stemming from the abuse of power within the workplace. In
organizational bullying, one or more individuals target another individual or group with
negative behaviors (Einarsen et al., 2020). This phenomenon is prevalent in organizations and
higher education settings, specifically due to the presence of hierarchical structures and
insufficient support for faculty members, particularly the newcomers. Organizational bullying
can manifest through direct behaviors such as threats, insults and humiliation, or indirectly
through exclusion, spreading rumors, imposing excessive workloads, withholding resources
and facilities, etc. (Einarsen et al., 2020).

Organizational bullying effects in universities and educational settings can include a vast
range of mental and professional problems. The most common bullying consequences reported
by the faculty members can be categorized into physical and psychological consequences.
Studies have shown that physical consequences include digestive problems, sleep disturbances,
changes in dietary patterns (Trépanier et al., 2013). Psychological consequences include
tension (Branch et al., 2013), depression (Lever et al., 2019), self- blame (Adiyaman & Meier,
2021), anxiety, desperation, decreased motivation, feeling shame, social isolation (Salin &
Notelaers, 2017), family conflicts and in some cases panic disorder and post-traumatic stress
disorder (Prevost & Hunt, 2018).

Studies on the organizational bullying consequences reveal that bullying in universities can
have numerous negative consequences. One of the significant consequences of organizational
bullying is that it lowers professors’ productivity and interferes with the recruitment of new
faculty members, which can lead to the creation of a negative attitude towards the university
as an inefficient institution (Fogg, 2008). Beyond its negative effects on the faculty members,
organizational bullying can also create problems for the university itself. Bullying may lead to
an interference in recruiting new members and thus have a negative impact on the university
credit (Cassell, 2011). King & Piotrowski (2015) note that university bullying can be very
costly to the organization due to legal, consulting, and relocation fees. Moreover, it can also be
costly for faculty members, as those who decide to leave the organization may struggle to find
new job positions and suffer professional, social, and financial losses.

Examining the previous related studies in the realm of higher education demonstrates
reveals that there seems to be insufficient information about how assistant professors cope with
organizational bullying. Furthermore, the consequences of such bullying on their lived
experience remain unclear. It is very crucial to consider the psychological state and
employment status of the valuable human capitals in universities, who are drivers of scientific
and theoretical formulation and also essential entities for development of modern technologies
of the nation. Providing a safe and thriving workplace facilitates achieving this goal.
Accordingly, considering what has been mentioned, the present study aims to address the
following two questions: 1. What are the consequences of organizational bullying for the
bullied newly hired assistant professors? 2. What coping strategies do the newly hired assistant
professors employ when dealing with organizational bullying.
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Method

The present qualitative study adopted a descriptive phenomenology method. The participants
of the study consisted of assistant professors of Guilan University who perceived themselves
to have experienced bullying during the year 2021. The participant’s inclusion criteria include
being a member of Guilan university faculty, holding the academic rank of assistant professor
and also providing informed consent. The participant’s exclusion criteria included only their
non-cooperation in participating in the research and answering questions (4 members of faculty
did not consent to participate in the study). From among the participants, 16 men and 8 women,
with a minimum age of 33 and a maximum age of 43 (with an average age of 37) and with less
than 10 years of service (with an average of 5.5 years) were selected from the faculties of
literature and humanities, technology and engineering, art and architecture, agriculture and
basic sciences based on the purposive and snowball sampling. Sampling was conducted until
theoretical saturation in data was achieved. The study used semi-structured interview, and the
data were analyzed based on Colaizzi’s seven-step method. In order to code and analyze the
data, Colaizzi’s seven-step method was used (Akbari Bourang & Samirapour, 2021) which
presents a meticulous analysis of the collected data. This study was carried out over a Six-
month period (from September to February 2022).

Results

Table 1 shows the consequences of organizational bullying from the perspective of newly hired
assistant professors, categorized into main themes, subcategories, and open codes.
Table 1: Consequences of organizational bullying from the perspective of newly hired assistant

professors
Main Themes Subcategories Open Codes
Individual Physical Consequences Palpitations (2) - Migraine attacks (1) - Headache (4)
Consequences Psychological Stress (4) - Panic Attacks (1) - Anxiety (4) - Helplessness (3)

Consequences

Decreased Motivation (2) - Job Dissatisfaction (1) - Decline
in Job Performance (3) - Resignation or Transfer (1)
Lack of Trust in Management (2) - Fear of Feedback (1) -
Reduced Innovation and Creativity (1) - Development of a
Negative Attitude Toward the Organization (3)
Table 2 presents the coping strategies for organizational bullying in terms of main themes,

subcategories, and open codes from the perspective of newly hired assistant professors.

Decreased Productivity

Organizational
Consequences Weakened
Organizational Culture

Table 2: Coping strategies for organizational bullying from the perspective of hired assistant

professors
Main .
Themes Subcategories Open Codes
Acceptance Not Attempting to Change the Situation (1) - Silence Against Bullying
Individual P (3) - Failure to Report Bullying (1) - Unsuccessful Complaints (2)
Coping Avoiding Attendance at Meetings (3) - Ignoring the Bully (2) - Taking a
Strategies Withdrawal Sabbatical (2) - Considering Resigning from the Department (1) -
Considering Requesting a Transfer (2)
. Seeking Support Talking to Colleagues in the Department (2) - Talking to Other Assistant
Social
from Peers Professors (1)
Supp_ort Seeking Support
Seeking from Family Sharing with Spouse (1) - Sharing with Close Individuals (2)
Discussion

The results indicated that organizational bullying in academic environments, particularly
among newly hired faculty members, has negative effects on their physical and psychological
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health, resulting in both individual and organizational repercussions. At the individual level,
the experience of bullying leads to physical symptoms such as palpitations, headaches, and
migraine attacks, along with psychological effects including anxiety, stress, panic attacks, and
feelings of helplessness. These findings are consistent with those observed in prior research
(Einarsen et al., 2020; Salin & Notelaers, 2017).

The experience of bullying exerts continuous psychological and physical pressure on an
individual, potentially leading to a range of physical and psychological issues. At the
organizational level, bullying not only hampers faculty productivity but also negatively affects
the organizational culture. These effects can include reduced motivation, job dissatisfaction,
decreased job performance, and a desire to leave the job. Furthermore, a decline in trust towards
management and a reduction in innovation and creativity are also consequences of bullying in
academic environments.

Due to fears of potential repercussions, newly hired assistant professors often turn to
individual coping strategies. These strategies include accepting the current situation or
withdrawing from stressful circumstances. Some may also avoid protesting or reporting their
experiences of bullying out of concern for the negative impact it could have on their job. In
contrast, others may seek research opportunities abroad or contemplate changing careers by
transferring to different universities. Additionally, seeking social support from colleagues,
family, and friends has proven to be an effective strategy in alleviating stress and psychological
pressure. This aligns with previous research, which suggests that social support can reduce the
negative effects of bullying.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the perceived consequences of bullying experienced by newly hired
assistant professors are multifaceted, involving both physical and psychological dimensions.
From an organizational perspective, it can lead to reduced productivity and a weakening of the
organizational culture. Assistant professors may respond to organizational bullying by either
accepting the situation or withdrawing from it. In some cases, they may seek emotional support
from peers or family members during such times. Effectively addressing this phenomenon
requires the establishment of supportive environments, enhanced conflict management, and
increased awareness of the consequences of bullying, enabling individuals to respond more
effectively and positively.

Limitations

Bullying is a complex phenomenon that each participant perceives from their own perspective.
Although data saturation was reached, there may be different coping solutions depending on
the number of victims. Therefore, there is a need to develop specific conceptual models for this
community. The results reflect a very small yet significant population within the academic
community, and its findings cannot be generalized to other groups.

Future Studies

Previous research on organizational bullying in higher education highlights the growing
importance of recognizing and addressing this issue within educational environments. Recent
studies focus on the need for effective management of organizational bullying and the strategies
to cope with it. These studies suggest that enhancing organizational justice and offering increased
support to newly hired faculty members can help mitigate the negative effects of organizational
bullying. Future research should focus on comparing the consequences of this phenomenon for male
and female assistant professors, instructors, and PhD students, as well as exploring strategies for
overcoming it in universities across different contexts.
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