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The present study investigated sense of coherence (SOC) as a protective factor among targets of
workplace bullying. A hypothesis that strong SOC lessens the relationship between exposure to
bullying and symptoms of posttraumatic stress was tested in a cross-sectional sample of 221
self-labeled targets of workplace bullying. The findings showed that SOC offers most protective
benefits to targets exposed to low levels of bullying, whereas the benefits of SOC diminish as
bullying becomes more severe. The results support previous findings that workplace bullying is
a traumatic experience for those exposed to it, regardless of the target’s available coping
resources.
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A growing body of empirical evidence shows that
workplace bullying has detrimental effects on the
health and well-being of the targets of such negative
acts (cf. Einarsen & Mikkelsen, 2003; Rayner, Hoel,
& Cooper, 2002). In view of the particular symptom
constellation displayed by targets, it has even been
argued that some targets may suffer from posttrau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD; e.g., Björkqvist, Öster-
man, & Hjeltbäck, 1994; Leymann & Gustafsson,
1996; Tehrani, 2004). However, few studies have
examined how bullying inflicts such long-lasting neg-
ative effects on the targets (Mikkelsen & Einarsen,
2002). Sense of coherence (SOC) has been proposed
as a disposition important to the understanding of
individual differences in stress reactions (An-
tonovsky, 1987), and it could therefore be one pos-
sible explanation. SOC is described as a global ori-
entation to view the world and the individual
environment as comprehensible, manageable, and
meaningful, postulating that the way people view
their life has a positive influence on their health
(Eriksson & Lindström, 2005). According to An-
tonovsky (1987), people with a strong SOC will be
more resistant to stress and have better health than
people with low SOC. Thus, persons with a strong

SOC should, from a theoretical point of view, react
and adapt differently to bullying than persons with a
low SOC. In the present study, we tested this assump-
tion by using SOC as a framework for understanding
the relationship between bullying and health. More
specifically, our aim in this study was to explore the
possible role of an individual’s SOC as a protective
mechanism in the relationship between exposure to
bullying and symptoms of posttraumatic stress.

Workplace bullying is a collective expression that
includes various forms of ill treatment and hostile
behavior in the workplace setting (Fox & Stallworth,
2005). In scientific definitions of the term, workplace
bullying is characterized by four main criteria (Ein-
arsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003). The first crite-
rion is that the target is exposed to direct or indirect
negative acts that may range from the most subtle,
even unconscious, incivilities to the most blatant,
intentional emotional abuse (Fox & Stallworth,
2005). The second criterion is that the negative acts
in question are repeated regularly. Bullying, there-
fore, is not about isolated episodes or events but
rather about aggressive behavior that is repeatedly
directed toward one or more employees. The third
criterion is the prolonged nature of the negative ex-
perience; that is, the period of time over which the
repeated events take place (Rayner et al., 2002). As
for frequency and duration, Leymann (1996) has
suggested that the targets must be exposed to at least
one negative act on a weekly basis and that the
duration of the bullying must be a period of 6 months
or longer. The last characteristic of workplace bully-
ing is a perceived imbalance of power between the
bully and the target (Leymann, 1996; Niedl, 1995;
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Zapf & Einarsen, 2001). Typically, the target per-
ceives that he or she is incapable of neutralizing or
stopping the negative acts to which he or she is being
subjected. Thus, bullying develops as an escalating
process during the course of which the person con-
fronted ends up in an inferior position and becomes
the target of systematic negative social acts (Einarsen
et al., 2003).

A number of studies have established that targets
of such systematic and long-lasting psychological
harm, be it real or perceived, experience several
symptoms of lowered well-being (Lapierre, Spector,
& Leck, 2005) and psychological and somatic health
problems (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Einarsen &
Mikkelsen, 2003; Zapf, Knorz, & Kulla, 1996).
Among the observed individual consequences are
psychosomatic and psychological symptoms such as
depression, fatigue, sleep difficulties, and even symp-
toms of posttraumatic stress (Leymann & Gustafs-
son, 1996; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2004). PTSD is a
formal diagnostic category used to describe a pattern
of symptoms that may develop in individuals who
have been exposed to severe traumatic stress (Amer-
ican Psychiatric Association, 2000). Although it is
debatable whether workplace bullying can be consid-
ered to constitute an event that involves life threat,
serious injury, or death, as required by the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders criteria
for PTSD (American Psychiatric Association, 2000),
the symptoms found among targets of workplace
bullying have been argued to be compatible with
those of posttraumatic stress (Tehrani, 2004).

The relationship between exposure to bullying and
symptoms of posttraumatic stress has been explored
in several recent studies. In a Norwegian survey
among 102 targets of bullying, 75% of the sample
reported levels of such symptoms above recom-
mended cutoff thresholds (Matthiesen & Einarsen,
2004). This finding corresponds with previous re-
search (Björkqvist et al., 1994; Leymann & Gustafs-
son, 1996; Tehrani, 2004). Another study reported
that, even 5 years after the bullying had come to an
end, 65% of the targets had symptoms associated
with posttraumatic stress (Einarsen, Matthiesen, &
Mikkelsen, 1999).

Only a few studies have examined possible expla-
nations for the relationship between bullying and
symptoms of posttraumatic stress (Mikkelsen, 2001;
Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2002). In a study that tested
the effect of positive and negative affectivity, both
variables were found to contribute significantly to the
explained variance of posttraumatic stress but they
did not interact with measures of bullying (Mat-

thiesen & Einarsen, 2004). Janoff-Bulman’s (1992)
theory about shattered basic assumptions has also
been tested as a possible explanation. In a Danish
study, in which 118 targets of bullying were com-
pared with a matched nontarget control group, sig-
nificant group differences were found for six of eight
basic assumptions (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2002).
The targets considered themselves to be less worthy,
less capable, and unluckier than the control group. In
addition, the targets perceived the world as less be-
nevolent, other people as less supporting and caring,
and the world as less controllable and just. Alto-
gether, 76% of the targets in the study displayed
symptoms of posttraumatic stress, thus indicating a
relationship between basic assumptions and such
symptoms.

In a somewhat analogue manner to the idea of
basic assumptions and affectivity, SOC has been
proposed, but so far not empirically tested, as a
possible explanation of the relationship between ex-
posure to bullying and symptoms of posttraumatic
stress (Nielsen, Matthiesen, & Einarsen, 2005). SOC
is formally defined as a global orientation that ex-
presses the extent to which one has a pervasive,
enduring (although dynamic) feeling of confidence
(Antonovsky, 1987) and describes a personality dis-
position in terms of a “stress resistance resource” (p.
241; Albertsen, Nielsen, & Borg, 2001). Thus, SOC
bears a close resemblance to concepts such as hardi-
ness, self-esteem, dispositional optimism (Bengel,
Strittmatter, & Willmann, 1999), and negative affec-
tivity (Strümpfer, Gouws, & Viviers, 1998). It is a
complex disposition, with three central components:
comprehensibility—the sense that stimuli are predict-
able and structured; manageability—the sense that
available resources (whether one’s own or someone
else’s) are adequate to deal with demands from the
environment (stimuli); meaningfulness—the sense
that the demands have significance and are worthy of
investment (Antonovsky, 1987). It is assumed that
SOC is shaped by life experiences. It stabilizes as a
personality disposition in early adulthood, thus mak-
ing fundamental change in SOC limited in adults
(Antonovsky, 1987; Bengel et al., 1999). Individuals
with a high SOC will, according to Antonovsky
(1987), have better general health and will also ex-
perience greater well-being and less stress than peo-
ple with low SOC. The more pronounced a person’s
SOC, the healthier he or she will be and the more
quickly that person will regain health and remain
healthy. A pronounced SOC enables an individual to
react flexibly to demands. Hence, he or she can
activate the appropriate resources needed to cope in a
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variety of specific situations. In contrast, persons
with a weak or undeveloped sense of coherence will
react more strongly to demands and in a rigid man-
ner, as they perceive themselves as having fewer
coping resources available (Bengel et al., 1999).

Research supports the claim that SOC is related to
mental health. Lundberg (1997) estimated that the
risk of psychological problems in persons with low
SOC was 3.5 times higher than in persons with high
SOC. This relationship was found to be independent
of age and gender. According to a review of several
studies by Bengel et al. (1999), the relationship be-
tween SOC and anxiety, as well as between SOC and
depression, is evident, with negative correlation co-
efficients as high as �.85. SOC has also been found
to be negatively correlated to symptoms of posttrau-
matic stress, indicating that persons with high SOC
display a low symptom score for posttraumatic stress
(Frommberger et al., 1999).

Although the effect of SOC on the relationship
between exposure to workplace bullying and stress
reactions has yet to be investigated empirically, stud-
ies in adjacent research areas have shown that SOC
may have both moderating and mediating effects on
the associations between various work-related stres-
sors and indicators of well-being (Albertsen et al.,
2001). In studies that have found SOC to interact
with work-related stressors and well-being (e.g.,
Krantz & &Östergren, 2000; Richardson & Ratner,
2005), a high SOC has been shown to reduce the
relation between the investigated predictors and the
outcomes. For instance, in a study among Finnish
employees, Feldt (1997) found that employees with a
strong SOC were better protected from the adverse
psychological effects of certain stressful work condi-
tions than were employees with a weak SOC. On the
other hand, evidence of a mediating effect has also
been found in several studies (e.g., Albertsen et al.,
2001; Feldt, Kinnunen, & Mauno, 2000). In a large-
scale cross-sectional study of the Danish workforce,
SOC acted as a mediator between exposure to vio-
lence and psychological, psychosomatic, and cogni-
tive stress reactions, whereas no evidence for mod-
eration was found (Høgh & Mikkelsen, 2005)—that
is, violence was found to reduce the target’s SOC,
which again was associated with an increase in stress
reactions.

However, from a theoretical perspective, it can be
argued that SOC should have a moderating effect on
the relationship between bullying and symptoms of
posttraumatic stress. As people with a high SOC are
presumed to regain health and remain healthy after
experiencing stressors (Antonovsky, 1987), SOC

should have a buffering, or protective, effect on the
targets of bullying. Given their tendency to perceive
the world as meaningful and manageable, individuals
with a strong SOC may be less likely to be threatened
by aggressive behavior such as bullying, less vulner-
able after it has occurred, and more able to cope with
potential future attacks (Høgh & Mikkelsen, 2005).
Thus, targets with a high SOC may display fewer
symptoms of posttraumatic stress than individuals
with a weak SOC. In the present study, we hypoth-
esized that SOC functions as a moderating, protective
factor in the relationship between workplace bullying
and symptoms of posttraumatic stress. Furthermore,
we expect that targets of workplace bullying with a
high SOC will display fewer symptoms of posttrau-
matic stress than targets with low SOC.

Method

Sample and Procedure

The 221 participants in the present study were
recruited among members of two Norwegian support
associations for targets of bullying at work. Approx-
imately 560 questionnaires were distributed by the
associations to their members by mail and 221 were
anonymously returned directly to the researchers (es-
timated response rate 39%). Parts of the data, based
on subgroups of the present sample, have been pub-
lished in two previous articles (cf. Glasø, Matthiesen,
Nielsen, & Einarsen, 2007; Nielsen et al., 2005).

The mean age in the sample (N � 221) was 50.5
years (SD � 9.04), with a range from 28 to 75 years.
The sample consisted of 141 women and 80 men. The
most frequent work tasks were related to administra-
tive/executive work (27%) and health care (26%).
About 40% were in a full-time (29.8%) or part-time
(9.6%) position at the time of the survey, whereas the
majority of participants were on sick leave, on dis-
ability pensions, on rehabilitation benefit, or unem-
ployed. All participants claimed that they were or had
been subjected to severe and specific workplace bul-
lying according to the definition provided by Ein-
arsen, Raknes, Matthiesen, & Hellesøy (1994).

Instruments

Data were collected by means of anonymous self-
report questionnaires. Exposure to bullying at the
workplace was measured in two ways. First, using
the Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ; Einarsen &
Hoel, 2001; Einarsen & Raknes, 1997), we measured
self-reported exposure to specific bullying behavior.
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The version of the NAQ applied in this study con-
sisted of 28 items (Cronbach’s � � 0.91) describing
different kinds of behavior that may be perceived as
bullying if they occur on a regular basis. All items
were formulated in behavioral terms, with no refer-
ence to the term bullying. The NAQ contains items
referring to both direct behavior, such as openly
attacking the target (e.g., “Being humiliated or ridi-
culed in connection with your work”) and indirect
behavior such as social isolation or slander (e.g.,
“Spreading of gossip and rumors about you”). For
each item, the respondents were asked how often they
had been exposed to the behavior at the present
workplace when being bullied. Response categories
were “never,” “now and then,” “about monthly,”
“about weekly,” and “about daily.” The NAQ deals
with the frequency and duration of bullying but not
with perceived differences in power. Therefore, fol-
lowing the NAQ, a formal definition of bullying at
work was introduced, and the respondents were asked
to indicate whether they considered themselves as
targets of bullying at work according to this defini-
tion:

Bullying takes place when one or more persons sys-
tematically and over time feel that they have been
subjected to negative treatment on the part of one or
more persons, in a situation in which the person(s)
exposed to the treatment have difficulty in defending
themselves against them. It is not bullying when two
equally strong opponents are in conflict with each
other. (Einarsen et al., 1994, p. 20)

The response categories were “no,” “to a certain
extent,” and “yes, extremely.”

The Impact of Event Scale—Revised (IES–R;
Weiss & Marmar, 1997) is a self-report measure
designed to assess current subjective distress for any
specific life event. The questionnaire assesses three
categories of posttraumatic stress symptoms: hyper-
arousal (sample item: “I was jumpy and easily star-
tled”), avoidance behavior (sample item: “I stayed
away from reminders about it”), and intrusive
thoughts and/or feelings (sample item: “Any remind-
ers brought back feelings about it”). In the version of
the questionnaire used in the present study, the re-
spondents were asked to rate each item in the IES–R
on a scale on which 0 � not at all, 1 � seldom, 3 �
a little bit, and 5 � often, with reference to the past
7 days. Weiss and Marmar (1997) recommended that
the scale should be scored by using the mean of
nonmissing items rather than computing the sum of
the item scores. Internal consistency for the total
IES–R scale was high in the present study (Cron-
bach’s � � 0.95).

We assessed SOC using the Orientation to Life
Questionnaire (OLQ; Antonovsky, 1987). This 29-
item self-report measure reflects the degree to which
an individual views his or her world as being com-
prehensible (11 items; e.g., “When you talk to peo-
ple, do you have the feeling that they don’t under-
stand you?”), manageable (10 items; e.g., “Has it
happened that people whom you counted on disap-
pointed you?”), and meaningful (8 items; e.g., “Do
you have the feeling that you don’t really care about
what goes on around you?”). Respondents indicate
the extent to which they agree or disagree with the
items, and responses to all items are made by means
of 7-point, Likert-type scales. Higher scores indicate
a stronger SOC. According to Amirkhan and Greaves
(2003), factor analysis has shown that the three facets
of the SOC are so highly intercorrelated that they are
adequately represented by one general factor. In fact,
the use of one single score is recommended (cf.
Antonovsky, 1993; Frenz, Carey, & Jorgensen, 1993;
Frommberger et al., 1999). In accordance with pre-
vious research (e.g., Amirkhan & Greaves, 2003), the
internal consistency of this total scale was satisfac-
tory (Cronbach’s � � 0.90).

Results

The means, standard deviations, and intercorrela-
tions for all measures used in the present study are
reported in Table 1. In a similar manner to previous
research (e.g., Leymann & Gustafsson, 1996; Mat-
thiesen & Einarsen, 2004; Tehrani, 2004), the targets
of workplace bullying scored high on the scale mea-
suring symptoms of posttraumatic stress. SOC corre-
lated with both symptoms of posttraumatic stress

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, Intercorrelations
(Pearson’s r) and Cronbach’s Alphas for
Continuous Measures

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Age 50.47 9.04 —
2. Bullying

behaviors 2.56 0.68 �.16* .91
3. PTS

total 2.93 1.33 .04 .41** .95
4. SOC 4.37 0.79 .17* �.14* �.41** .90

Note. N � 221. Cronbach’s alphas are presented in boldface
along the diagonal. Measures are interdependent. PTS �
posttraumatic stress; SOC � sense of coherence.
*p � .05 (two-tailed). **p � .01 (two-tailed).
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(r � �.41, p � .01) and exposure to bullying behav-
ior (r � �.14, p � .05). A moderately strong corre-
lation was also found between bullying and symp-
toms of posttraumatic stress (r � .41, p � .01).

To examine the hypothesis that SOC functions as a
protective factor in the relationship between work-
place bullying and symptoms of posttraumatic stress,
we tested for linear and interaction effects by utiliz-
ing a hierarchical regression analysis (see Table 2).
The recommendations provided by Baron and Kenny
(1986) were followed and, in accordance with Aiken
and West (1991), the predictor variables were cen-
tered prior to the two-way interaction analysis. For
the linear effect, the independent variables explained
a total of 27% of the variance in the symptoms of
posttraumatic stress (R2 � .27, p � .001). Exposure
to bullying as measured by the NAQ (� � 0.35, p �
.001) and SOC (� � �0.34, p � .001) yielded
significant contributions. When adding the interac-
tion term to the regression, the amount of explained
variance increased significantly by 4% (R2 � .31,
p � .001). Furthermore, the interaction term made a
significant contribution to the explained variance
(� � 0.20, p � .01). Thus, SOC was found to interact
with exposure to bullying and symptoms of posttrau-
matic stress.

To further examine the form of the interaction, we
created a graphical display based on the recommen-
dations by Cohen et al. (2003) and Frazier et al.
(2004). Scores were plotted at the mean, low (1
standard deviation below the mean), and high (1
standard deviation above the mean) values on the
predictor variables. As shown in Figure 1, the results
indicate a stronger relationship between bullying and
symptoms of posttraumatic stress for the mean and
high SOC groups than for the low SOC group. Fol-
low-up analyses of simple slopes revealed that higher

levels of exposure to bullying were related to signif-
icantly elevated symptoms of posttraumatic stress
among targets with a mean (� � 0.74, p � .001) and
high (� � 1.19, p � .001) SOCs but not for targets
with a low SOC (� � 0.30, p � .05).

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to examine
the hypothesis that SOC functions as a protective
mechanism with regard to health effects among per-
sons exposed to workplace bullying. The findings
show that low levels of bullying have a stronger
effect on targets with a low SOC than for targets with
higher SOC. However, increased levels of bullying
have a greater relative effect on targets with a mean
and high SOC than on targets with a low SOC. Thus,
our findings suggest that SOC offers most protective
benefits when bullying is mild; however, the benefits
diminish as bullying becomes more severe. There-
fore, our hypothesis that SOC has a protective effect
was not confirmed but partially contradicted as in-
creasing levels of bullying have a stronger relative
effect on targets with higher levels of SOC. Hence,
the finding indicates a reverse buffering effect (cf.
Beehr, 1995), and our results contradict previous
findings in adjacent research in which SOC has been
shown to clearly reduce the relation between the
investigated predictors and outcomes (e.g., Feldt,
1997; Krantz & Östergren, 2000; Richardson & Rat-
ner, 2005). However, the findings support studies that
have found workplace bullying to be a traumatizing
stressor (cf. Leymann & Gustafsson, 1996; Mat-
thiesen & Einarsen, 2004; Tehrani, 2004).

The finding of a reverse buffering effect of SOC
resembles findings in stress research in which higher
levels of social support were found to make the

Table 2
Testing the Moderator Effect of Sense of Coherence (SOC) on the Relationship Between Bullying
(Predictor) and Symptoms of Posttraumatic Stress (Outcome) Using Hierarchical Multiple Regression

Step and variable B SE B � R2 �R2

Step 1
Bullying behaviors .73 .13 .35** .27**

SOC �.57 .11 �.34**

Step 2
Bullying behaviors .75 .13 .36** .31** .04**

SOC �.59 .11 �.35**

Bullying Behaviors � SOC .57 .18 .20**

Note. N � 187.
**p � .01.
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relationship between job stressors and individual
strains more positive instead of less positive (Beehr,
1995). One explanation for the reversed effect could
be that negative events such as bullying may be more
salient when interpreted against a backdrop of a
positive view of oneself and the world (cf. Walen &
Lachman, 2000). Hence, for a person with an overall
pervasive and enduring feeling of confidence (i.e., a
high SOC), a severe negative event may have partic-
ularly detrimental effects because it is unexpected
and creates cognitive dissonance in the target. Thus,
being exposed to repeated bullying over a long period
of time may result in an incongruity between how
persons with a high SOC perceive themselves and
how they feel they are treated by the bullies, which is
related to the central components of SOC, (i.e.,
meaningfulness, comprehensibility and manageabil-
ity). Most targets of bullying consider themselves to
be decent, worthy, and capable people who make
valuable contributions to the organization in which
they work (Thylefors, 1987; Zapf, 1999). When ex-
periencing continued bullying, the targets may find it
hard to understand why they are exposed to such

undeserving negative acts, and they may therefore
experience the world as less meaningful (Mikkelsen
& Einarsen, 2002). Furthermore, the world also be-
comes less comprehensible, as being exposed to bul-
lying does not make sense to the targets. By defini-
tion, bullying will also affect the target’s ability to
manage the situation. A central feature of bullying is
that the target experiences that he or she lacks re-
sources to handle the exposure to persistent negative
acts. In consequence, the stigmatizing effects of bul-
lying, along with their escalating frequency and in-
tensity, make the targets constantly less able to cope
with their daily tasks and the cooperation require-
ments of the job, thus becoming continually more
vulnerable (Einarsen, 2000). This may be particularly
stressful for targets with a high level of SOC.

Such an explanation, emphasizing threats to cog-
nitive schemas, is also in line with Janoff-Bulman’s
(1992) theory of shattered basic assumptions, in
which it is assumed that events are traumatic to the
extent that they threaten to shatter our most basic
cognitive schemas about the world, other people, and
ourselves (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2002). Insofar as
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Figure 1. The interaction between sense of coherence and bullying with regard to symptoms
of posttraumatic stress. Low � �1 standard deviation below mean, M � at mean, High � 1
standard deviation above mean.
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we need stability in our conceptual system, abrupt
changes in core schemas are deeply threatening and
may result in traumatization (Janoff-Bulman, 1992).

Another possible explanation is that being exposed
to severe and extreme levels of bullying may be
traumatizing for everyone, even those with well-
developed coping resources such as a stronger SOC.
In an attributional perspective, exposure to intensive
and systematic psychological harm, both real and
perceived, could be experienced as a stable and un-
controllable situation (Nielsen et al., 2005). Both
these attributions are features of learned helplessness
(Peterson & Seligman, 1984), which is the experi-
ence of being in a position in which there is no
possible way to escape from harm or pain and in
which an overall fatalism and resignation make one
believe that there is no point in trying to improve the
situation. Research indicates that an attributional
style as described earlier is related to both clinical
depression and symptoms of posttraumatic stress (cf.
Gray, Pumphrey, & Lombardo, 2003; Peterson &
Seligman, 1984).

Methodological Limitations

There are some obvious limitations that should be
considered when interpreting the results of the
present study. First, in line with most previous re-
search on workplace bullying, this study does not
account for the cause and effect relationship between
the variables. To indicate causality, longitudinal stud-
ies on workplace bullying, SOC, and symptoms of
posttraumatic stress are needed in future research.

The self-selected nature of the targets means that
there is reason to assume that the participants in this
study may not be typical of all Norwegian targets of
bullying. The fact that all the targets were recruited
from two associations for self-labeled targets of bul-
lying could suggest that they differ from other targets
with respect to certain characteristics, such as degree
of exposure to bullying. Thus, the results must be
generalized with caution. However, with an esti-
mated prevalence rate of severe bullying in the area
of 4% in Norway (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996), a
representative target sample of more than 200 would
have needed a total sample size of 8,000 respondents
given a response rate of 50%. Furthermore, it is
important to distinguish between representative stud-
ies that aim to demonstrate the frequency and nature
of bullying at work and studies that attempt to dem-
onstrate the phenomenology of bullying or its under-
lying mechanisms (Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2001),
which was the aim of the present study.

The targets in this study reported a noticeable high
level of posttraumatic stress symptoms. Although
this finding corresponds with previous research (Ley-
mann & Gustafsson, 1996; Matthiesen & Einarsen,
2004), it is necessary to emphasize that the findings
are only indicators of PTSD problems among the
targets of bullying, as they have not been assessed in
a formal diagnostic interview. Moreover, the IES–R
inventory focuses only on symptom criteria for post-
traumatic stress (DSM–IV criteria B, C, & D), ignor-
ing criteria related to the traumatic event, symptom
duration and degree of impairment (DSM–IV criteria
A, E, & F respectively). It therefore remains open to
discussion whether PTSD is an appropriate psychiat-
ric diagnosis in the case of bullying at work, at least
according to formal DSM–IV criteria (American Psy-
chiatric Association, 2000).

Conclusion and Implications

The results of the present study support previous
findings showing that exposure to bullying is associ-
ated with evident symptoms of posttraumatic stress.
With regard to the question of whether SOC func-
tions as a protective mechanism among targets of
workplace bullying, the findings revealed that a high
SOC has most protective benefits for targets exposed
to relatively low levels of bullying, whereas the pro-
tective benefits diminish as the bullying becomes
more severe. Thus, the findings demonstrate that se-
vere bullying must be regarded as a particularly trau-
matic experience for all those exposed, even those
with comprehensive coping resources.

The relationship between bullying, SOC, and trau-
matization found in the present study has important
practical implications for how organizations should
prevent and handle destructive conflicts such as bul-
lying. At a primary individual level, our results indi-
cate that organizations must give high priority to the
prevention and management of bullying as exposure
to workplace bullying is strongly associated with
severe impairment of mental health. At the organiza-
tional level, the cost for an enterprise can be consid-
erable, as relatively small effects on the individual
level may have substantial aggregated or cumulative
effect within an organization (Daniels & Harris,
2000). Our findings also pose challenges with regard
to vocational rehabilitation. Because the protective
benefits of SOC seem to diminish as bullying be-
comes more severe, organizations must emphasize
forms of rehabilitation that can help all targets read-
just their view of the world, others, and themselves so
that they become better prepared to meet the require-
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ments of a demanding work life. Fair management of,
and intervention in, specific cases may also reassure
targets with a high SOC that the world is still com-
prehensible, manageable, and meaningful.
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