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Abstract 

Overview: Workplace violence is an important problem worldwide; the economic burden in the U.S. is 
estimated to be billions of dollars. A widespread and costly segment of this problem includes those 
actions that are perpetrated by a current or former fellow employee, so-called Type llI violence. The 
purpose of this study was to assess the prevalence of Type Ill workplace violence in a large public sector 
workforce and to develop, implement and evaluate interventions to reduce its occurrence. For the 
purpose of this project, we defined Type Ill workpl ace violence as coworker conflict using standardize 
measures of " negative acts" and bullying. 

Approach: The study was conducted in two phases ; both were highly participatory . In phase I a Project 
Advisory Group assisted with the recruitment of State Government Agencies and the unions representing 
these workers, as well as the development, administration and completion of an email-based survey of 
approximate ly 12,000 state workers (72% response rated) employed in five State Government Agencies . 
The web-based survey included both subjective (self-labeling) and objective (a checklist of six negative 
acts) measures of bullying. Phase II involved interventions to address coworker conflict within a subset 
of agenc ies. The interventions included a three-hour conflict resolution training and the inclusion of three 
competencies on supervisors' annual Performance Evaluation pertaining to managing conflict. 

Key Finding: 

• 10.0% of the respondents indicated that they had been bullied at work during the prior six 
months; 7.6% and 2.4% reported being bullied occasionally and regularly, respectively. 

• 52.3% of those who repo1ied regular NAQ and 71.9% of those who reported regular bullying 
identified the perpetrator as a superv isor, top management, or both. 

• Workers repo11ing coworker conflict reported that it negatively impacted their work, them 
personally, and their intention to remain in their current job, with a clear dose response 
relationship between severity of bullying and impact. 

• Findings from the post-intervention survey included no reduction in NAQ ("negative acts") and a 
slight increase in the frequency of bullying over the study period. However, improvements were 
documented in the perception of the work atmosphere in all units over the course of the project, 
with the intervention units demonstrating greater improvements on a number of measures of work 
atmosphere, as well as knowledge of policies and procedures post interventions. 

Conclusions: 

Although we did not demonstrate a reduction in coworker conflict over the study period we documented 
improvements in measures of the work atmosphere, with a greater improvement among the intervention 
units . The participatory process that guided this project was highly successful in engaging labor and 
management partners and sustaining the initiative beyond the funded research project. The overall 
intensity of the intervention was limited by a number of factors , including the nature and demands of state 
government work, multiple collective bargaining agreements , as well as a culture that makes changes 
from the rank and file, not to mention outside researchers, challenging at best. In add ition, 
intervention's impact was diluted by ongoing Agency-wide efforts quality improvement effo1is , including 
the implementation of changes to supervisors' Performance Evaluation. 
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Section 1 of the Final Progress Report (2-page limit) 

Significant (Key) Findings 

All four study aims were accomplished as follows: 

To assess past six month prevalence of Type III workplace violence, associated circumstances and 
employer response to violence using a screening cross-sectional survey. 

• To establish the prevalence of coworker conflict in this population, we conducted a web-based 
survey and included both subjective (self-labeling) and objective (a checklist of six negative acts) 
measures of bully ing. A total of 11 ,874 completed surveys were received (response rate of 
7 1.8%). Overall, 10.0% ofthc respondents indicated that they had been bullied at work during 
the prior six months; 7 .6% reported occasional bullying while 2.4% reported that they were 
bullied regularly. 

• Workers employed in the institutional setting and in the agency that included a large number of 
'' field-based" employees reported a prevalence ofNAQ and bullying that was two to three-fold 
greater than reported in the administrative agencies. Qualitative descriptive data suggested that 
these workplaces were also at increased risk of Type II violence, suggesting the co-occurrence of 
both types of violence in highly demanding work settings with frequent contact with the public. 
Further study is needed to replicate and examine this finding. 

To describe organizationaljustice climate for Type III workplace violence prior to intervention in six 
New York state (NYS) agencies. 

• We found that 52.3% of those who reported regular negative acts (NAQ) and 7 1.9% of those who 
repotied regu lar bullying identified the perpetrator as a supervisor, top management, or both. Our 
finding, that the position of the person(s) responsible for the behavior was predominantly reported 
to be of higher status in the organization (i .e. supervisors, top management), is consistent with the 
published literature. 

To develop and implement a workplace violence prevention policy and associated activities in three state 
agencies with a high prevalence of Type III workplace violence based on screening. 

• The second phase of the study involved developing, implementing and evaluating interventions to 
address coworker conflict identified in Phase I of the project. A series of potential interventions, 
informed by results of the earlier surveys and focus groups, were deve loped in partnership with 
management and unions representing State Agency workers. The interventions included a three­
hour training in confl ict reso lution and the inclusion of three competencies on supervisors' annual 
performance evaluation pertaining to managing conflict. 

To evaluate the impact of'a workplace violence prevention program on organizational justice climate and 
the incidences and prevalence a/Type III workplace violence by comparing intervention and control 
agencies. 

• The intervention was ongoing over the final two years of the project with the Conflict Resolution 
training completed six months prior to the final survey. Changes to the annua l Performance 
Evaluation were made in late 2011 with implementation of these changes ongoing. The potential 
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impact of this system-wide change is unlikely to be realized for several years. The post­
intervention survey conducted in early 2013 demonstrated no reduction in NAQ (" negative acts") 
and a slight increase in the frequency of bullying over the study period. Improvements in the 
perception of the work atmosphere were noted across all units surveyed. When the intervention 
and comparison units were compared on a number of measures of work atmosphere, as well as 
knowledge of policies and procedures, intervention units were more likely to show improvements 
since 2011 . 

Translation of Findings 

• We found the prevalence of bullying similar to the rates reported in Europe and Scandinavia 
where the prevalence of"bullying" has been estimated to be between 5% and 30%. 

• State Agency management and unions met on a quarterly basis throughout the project to evaluate 
ongoing efforts to reduce coworker conflict and to develop and measure feasible interventions to 
supplement existing Agency activities . These efforts led to the development of a "menu" of 
possible interventions of which a three hour conflict resolution training and changes to the 
performance evaluation were deemed feasi ble. 

• The intervention was evaluated by means of an electronic survey conducted 6- 12 months 
following the Conflict Resolution Training. The finding included that there was no reduction in 
NAQ ("negative acts") and a slight increase in the frequency of bullying over the study period. 
However, improvements were documented in the perception of work atmosphere across all units 
surveyed. When the intervention and comparison units were compared on a number of measures 
of work atmosphere, as well as knowledge of policies and procedures, intervention units were 
more likely to show improvements since 20 11 (post intervention). 

• The overall intensity of the intervention was limited by a number of factors, including the nature 
and demands of state government work, multiple collective bargaining agreements, a system of 
promotion that is more focused on technical ability and tenure than ability to supervise or get 
along with others, as well as a culture that makes changes from the rank and file, not to mention 
outside researchers, challenging at best. In addition, the impact of the intervention was diluted 
by numerous ongoing Agency-wide efforts to improve the work environment, including changes 
to superv isors' annual Performance Evaluation. 

Outcomes/ Impact 

The following potential impact/outcomes resulted from this study : 

• Workers reporting coworker confl ict reported that it negatively impacted their work, them 
personally, and their intention to remain in their current job. A clear dose response relationship 
was noted across the measures of bullying such that nearly 50% of subjects of regularly bullying 
reporting "very much" for all three impacts. Employers should recognize the negative individual 
and organizational costs of coworker conflict and develop participatory programs to address it. 

• The three-hour conflict resolution training and e-mail "boosters" sent to reinforced key messages 
from the training were well received by employees and may explain the improvement in the 
worker reported measures of the work atmosphere among intervention unit employees. 

• The participatory process that guided this project was highly successful in engaging labor and 
management partners and sustaining the initiative beyond the funded research project. 
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Section 2 of the Final Progress Report 

Scientific Report 

Background: 

Workplace violence is an enormous problem worldwide, one that has received increasing 
attention in the U.S. and elsewhere over the past decade. The economic burden of workplace violence in 
the U.S. is estimated to be billions of dollars, including lost wages, medical costs, support costs, lawsuits 
and other factors [1]. A widespread and costly segment of this problem includes those actions which are 
perpetrated by a current or former fellow employee, so-called Type III violence. A typology or 
classification rubric for workplace violence has been developed based on the relationship between the 
perpetrator and the target of workplace violence [2]. The rubric was conceptualized to include both fatal 
and non-fatal events, recognizing that while homicides are a leading cause of worker injury death, they 
are rare relative to non-fatal incidents. Type I refer to situations involving criminal intent (e.g. robbery), 
Type II includes those incidents involving a customer/client relationship with the worker (e.g. health care 
patient), while Type IV refer to domestic violence that spills over into the workplace. Type III incidents, 
the focus of this study, include physical assaults and even homicide, but much more commonly are 
psychological or emotional in nature. Type III workplace violence is associated with lost or decreased 
productivity, absenteeism, low employee morale, decreased job satisfaction, and increased turnover [3-4]. 
Workplace bullying, which refers to situations where an employee is repeatedly subjected to negative and 
aggressive behaviors at work, has been associated with higher levels of anxiety, depress ion, irritation and 
psychosomatic complaints L5-7]. 

Study aims: 

1) To assess past six month prevalence of Type II l workplace violence, associated 
circumstances and employer response to violence using a screening cross-sectional survey. 

2) To describe organizational justice climate for Type III workplace violence prior to 
intervention in six New York state (NYS) agencies. 

3) To develop and implement a workplace violence prevention policy and associated activities 
in three NY state agencies with a high prevalence of Type Ill workplace violence based on 
screening . 

4) To evaluate the impact of a workplace v iolence prevention program on organizational justice 
climate and the incidences and prevalence of Type III workplace violence by comparing 
intervention and control agencies. 

M ethodology: 

Using Participatory Action Research (PAR) methods, the research team convened a Project 
Advisory Group'(PAG) to assist in study design, implementation, and the recruitment of subjects. A PAR 
framework recognizes and incorporates the legitimate and valuable input of the study subjects in all 
phases of the research process. PAR is particularly appropriate for the highly complex and dynamic 
world of work, where the worker' s voice is critical to understanding the context and conditions of work 
and identifying opportunities for action. PAR theory and practice are based on an ethic of social justice 
L8,9] and as such draws on the expertise of all workplace partners including : workers , their union 
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representatives, and management in the pursuit of practical solutions to hazardous workplace conditions 
[I OJ. The ten-member PAG included representatives of state agencies and the unions that represent the 
majority of the workforce. The PAG helped refine the survey instrument, strategized about how to 
maximize survey response rate by assuring anonymity and access, and was instrumental in the 
recruitment of state agencies for the study . Ultimately, five state agencies agreed to participate. The 
number of participants per agency ranged from 420 to 4,325. The first of these, a small (420 respondents, 
94.0% response rate) social service agency, was used as the pilot site and as such, these data are not 
included in this analysis. The four other agencies, ranging from 972 to 4325 respondents each, included 
two large agencies (Agency 1 and Agency 2) that are primarily administrative, but that a lso have service 
and regulatory functions, and a third large agency (Agency 3) that is divided between administrative, and 
field activities. Participants from the fourth agency (Agency 4) included employees of three large 
regionally-based semi-autonomous mental health centers that provide residential and/or outpatient care to 
the chronically mentally ill. Collectively, the agencies represent the major functions performed by state 
government; namely administrative, service, regulatory, field, and institutional services. 

At each participating agency/ fac ility, the project's coordinator met with a group of managers, 
workers, and union representatives to plan the administration of the survey. The goals were to maximize 
partic ipation (response rate), protect respondents' confidentiality and anonymity, and minimize the 
disruption to the agency ' s operation. In most agencies, the majority of employees had a work e-mail 
account. A joint introductory e-mail/memorandum was sent to all employees by the management and 
union representatives. Then each employee received an e-mail from the Principal Investigator describing 
the project, the survey, and promising confidentiality and anonymity. The e-mai l included a hyperlink 
that would connect the employee directly to the survey which was housed behind the university firewall. 
For those employees without work e-mai l access, we provided paper copies of the survey with a stamped 
envelope in which they could directly return the completed survey to University of Maryland, Baltimore 
(UMB). Employees were also provided with contact information for a University-based member of the 
research team whom they could contact if they had a question or concern or a preference to not complete 
the survey online. Following the initial solicitation, one- and two-week reminder e-mai ls were sent. 

Methods (Aims 1-4) 

Using Participatory Action Research (PAR) methods, the research team convened a Project 
Advisory Group (PAG) to assist in study design, implementation, and the recruitment of subjects. A PAR 
framework recognizes and incorporates the legitimate and valuable input of the study subjects in all 
phases of the research process. PAR is particularly appropriate for the highly complex and dynamic 
world of work, where the worker's voice is critical to understanding the context and conditions of work 
and identify ing oppo11unities for action. PAR theory and practice are based on an ethic of soc ial justice 
[8-9] and as such draws on the expertise of all workplace partners including: workers, their union 
representatives and management in the pursuit of practical solutions to hazardous workplace conditions 
[I OJ. The ten-member PAG included representatives of state agencies and the unions that represent the 
majority of the workforce, as well as the Governor's Office of Employee Relations and the Organization 
of Management/Confidential Employees. Most of the PAG members also had significant experience 
dealing with workplace violence of all types. The PAG met 3-4 times per year, with additional telephone 
and e-mail communication from the research team. 

The baseiine survey was conducted in New York State which in 2009 enacted a comprehensive 
workplace violence prevention law, mandating that all public employers develop a program that addresses 
all aspects of workplace violence, including Type III. The current survey was conducted in late 2009 and 

' early 2010. While the passage of the 2009 law enab led the research team to gain access to the workforce, 
in part because of the section ofthe law which mandates some form of annual workplace violence risk 
assessment, workplaces had not yet begun to implement the mandated program at the time of the survey. 

8 



Additionally, the only Type III acts covered by the law were physical attacks, or explicit threat of attack. 
All aspects of the study were approved by the University of Maryland Institutional Review Board. 

Methods (Aims 1 and 2) 

Specific Aims (1) - To assess past six month prevalence of Type III workplace violence, associated 
circumstances and employer re!;ponse to violence using a screening cross-sectional survey. (2) To 
descrihe organizational justice climate for Type III workplace violence prior to intervention in six New 
York state (NYS') agencies. 

The overall project PAO helped refine the survey instrument, strategized about how to maximize 
survey response rate by assuring anonymity, and was instrumental in the recruitment of state agencies for 
the study. Ultimately, five state agencies agreed to participate in the baseline survey. The number of 
participants per agency ranged from 420 to 4,592. The first of these, a small ( 420 respondents, 94.0% 
response rate) social service agency, was used as the pilot site and as such, these data are not included in 
this analysis. The four other agencies, ranging from 972 to 4325 respondents each, included two large 
agencies (Agency 1 and Agency 2) that are primarily administrative, but that a lso have serv ice and 
regulatory functions, a third large agency (Agency 3) that is divided between administrative, and field 
activities. The fourth agency (Agency 4) included three large regionally-based semi-autonomous mental 
health centers that provide residential care to the chronically mentally ill. Collectively, the agencies 
represent the major functions performed by state government; namely administrative, service, regulatory, 
fie ld , and institutional services. 

At each participating agency/fac ility, the project's coordinator met with a group of managers, 
workers, and union representatives to plan the administration of the survey. The goals were to maximize 
paiiicipation (response rate), protect respondents ' confidentiality and anonymity, and minimize the 
disruption to the agency's operation. In most agencies, the majority ·of employees had a work e-mail 
account. A joint introductory e-mail/memorandum was sent to all employees by the management and 
union representatives. Then each employee received an e-mail from the Principal Investigator describing 
the project, the survey, and promising confidentiality and anonymity. The e-mail included a hyperlink 
that would connect the employee directly to the survey which was housed behind the university firewall. 
!-or those employees without work e-mail access, we provided paper copies of the survey with a stamped 
envelope in which they could directly return the completed survey to UMB. Employees were also 
provided with contact information for a University-based member of the research team whom they could 
contact if they had a question or concern or a preference to not complete the survey online. Following the 
initial so licitation, one- and two-week reminder e-mails were sent. 

Survev Measures 

The questionnaire survey was six pages in length (paper version) and included questions 
assessing the extent, severity, and impact of Type III violence. The survey began with a six question 
battery derived from Einarson 's Negative Act Questionnaire [ 11]. Next, employees were provided the 
following definition of bullying; " Bullying can be described as having taken place when abusive behavior 
is repeated over a p eriod of time and when the victim experiences difficulties in defending him or herself 
in this situation. ft is not hullying if the incident does not occur repeatedly " and asked if they had 
experienced workplace bullying in the previous six months. Those who reported any of the Type III 
behaviors, negative acts and/or bullying, were asked a series of questions including: the relative position 
within the organization of the perpetrator(s); the actions that were taken by the respondent; the 
organizational response; and the impact on the respondent. Additionally, all individuals were asked their 
awareness of relevant policies and practices at their workplace, and the ir assessment of the overall 
workplace atmosphere. The questions assessing work atmosphere were developed by one member of the 
study team and reviewed and modified by the PAG. Finally, individuals were asked a series of 
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demographic questions, though care was taken to ensure anonymity. As such, we did not ask employees ' 
job title or organizational position but instead asked them the bargaining organization/union to which they 
belonged. The four bargaining units included: a union representing support and administrative workers ; a 
union of professional and technical staff; a union of security officers; and non-unionized management­
confidential employees. In addition to bargaining unit, we collected categorical information about tenure 
in the organization, and the department or division within the agency in which they worked. 

Einarsen's 22 item list of negative acts [11] was utilized in the survey of our pilot agency . 
However, as plans were being developed to recruit other agencies, our PAG, which included management 
and union representation, expressed concern about many of the NAQ items which they perceived as more 
subjective, somewhat "minor", and even legitimate "progressive discipline" rather than negative acts. As 
a result of these discussions, the research team selected six of the 21 items (Cronbach's alpha = 0.90) for 
inclusion in the final survey tool. The wording of the six questions was modified where necessary to be 
I inguistically and culturally relevant to the U.S. public sector workplace. The six negative acts selected 
were those judged to be most serious and included being: I) ignored or shunned, 2) subjected to 
insulting/offensive remarks, 3) humiliated or ridiculed, 4) shouted or raged at, 5) subjected to excessive 
teasing/sarcasm, 6) intimidated /threatened. 

Response categories for the NAQ and bullying questions varied slightly from those ofEinarsen 
and Hoel [12]. Whereas they included six frequency levels, we collapsed their frequencies "yes, very 
rarely" and " yes, now and then" into one category labeled "at least once during the past six months". 
This change was made in response to our PAG's concern that the terms " very rarely" and "now and then" 
were ambiguous and potentially confusing. As per Hoel et al [13], our data analysis involves 
collapsing these five categories into three: no bullying (n=l 0,692); occasional bullying (n=896) defined 
as less than once per week; or regular bullying (n=286) defined as at least once per week). 

In an effo1i to also evaluate the prevalence of and factors related to negative acts in the absence of 
self-identifying as a ' 'victim of bulling", we further categorized those who reported "no" to the bullying 
question (n= I 0,692) into three categories . Those reporting one or more of the six negative acts at least 
weekly (but no "bullying") were categorized as "regular NAQ" (n=684 ); those reporting one or more 
negative act less than once per week in the past six months (but no "bullying") were categorized as 
"occasional NAQ" (n=3,3 I 5), and those who reported no NAQ (and no "bullying") in the past six months 
were categorized as "none" (n=6,693). This coding allowed us to evaluate the combined checklist and 
definition of bullying measures as five mutuall y exclusive categories . 

Methods (Aims 3): 

To develop and implement a workplace violence prevention policy and associated activities in three NY 
state agencies with a high prevalence of Type III workplace violence based on screening 

Three intervention and three comparison sites were initially selected. Criteria for selection of the 
intervention sites was I) a strong labor and management team, 2) a high response rate for the baseline 
survey, and 3) a management team that was enthusiastic about the opportunity to develop and implement 
an interveniton tailored to their worksite needs. The intervention sites included two large departments at 
one of the participating administrative State Agencies and two ,State Hos pitalas. Comparison sites were 
selected from among these same two large state agencies to be comparable to the type of work performed 
at the interventioh sites. 

A local PAG wad developed at each site. The PAG reviewed baseline survey data, facilitated the 
conduction of focus groups in intervention units, reviewed their workplace violence prevention policy and 
developed a series of interventions deemed feasible and tailored to their particular work settings. 
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Phase II of the study involved developing, implementing and evaluating interventions to address 
coworker conflict identified in Phase I of the project. A series of potential interventions, informed by 
results of the earlier surveys and focus groups, were developed in partnership with management and 
unions representing workers . The interventions included a three-hour training in conflict resolution and 
the inclusion of three competencies on supervisors' annual performance evaluation pertaining to 
managing conflict. 

For reasons of feasibility, two units within Administrative Agency were identified and selected to 
serve as intervention sites. Two comparable units were selected to serves as comparison sites. Selection 
criteria included the ability to form and maintain an active steering committee to guide the development 
and implementation of the intervention phase of the project. Comparison units were selected to be 
comparable to intervention units on the following characteristics: type of work performed, size of 
workforce, geographic location, baseline prevalence of bullying. In May of2011 , a questionnaire survey 
was offered to all employees (n= I ,256) of those four work units and locations. 

Early in 201 2, the Administrative Agency piloted a three-hour conflict resolution training. The 
study team provided input into the design of the training which was offered and delivered by the 
Agency 's training department with union trainers serving as co-trainers. Following the pilot training, the 
curriculum was revised and offered to the remainder of intervention unit employees. A series of e-mails 
reinforcing the training message ("boosters") were sent by the employer to the intervention site 
employees one to two months following the conclusion of the trainings. Additionally, posters were 
developed and distributed to the intervention sites, with key messages derived from the training. 

An additional intervention that was administered agency-wide was an increased emphas is on 
supervisors ' interpersonal skills and abilities to respond to workplace conflict. An important aspect of 
this was developing three core standards that were inserted into each supervisor's annual performance 
evaluation. Simultaneously, the Agency began computerizing the performance evaluations to facilitate 
ensuring that the evaluations were conducted annually and to begin to track the resul ts in aggregate. 

Methods (Aims 4): 

Tu evaluate the impact of a workplace violence prevention program on organizationaljustice climate and 
the incidences and prevalence of Type III workplace violence by comparing intervention and control 
agencies. 

Two subsequent surveys were conducted in two intervention and two comparison units of the 
Adminstrative Agency. The first of the two was conducted in 2011 to establish a pre-intervention 
baseline in the four study units. In the final year of the grant period, the Institutional intervention facility 
merged with a regional state hospital. The change in the structure and organization of work at the newly 
merged unit was anticipated to be so great as to overwhelm any impact of the planned intervention. 
Therefore, the institutional agencies were not included in the evaluation portion of the project. 

In January 2013, the research team administered a web-based post- intervention questionnaire 
survey to employees at the intervention and comparison units (n= l 140) of the admin istrative agency. The 
survey included the negative acts and bullying and work atmosphere questions from the prior surveys and 
included additional questions to aid in evaluating the impact of the intervention. The 20 13 survey 
included questions from the 2009 and 2011 surveys to allow comparison of findings across the three time 
periods, as well as new questions related to the intervention. To be included in the analyses a completed 
survey had to, at minimum, include responses to the entire battery of six negative acts questions (survey 
items 1-6). 
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As with the earlier surveys, it was made available via a secure website behind the UMB firewall 
to maximize the participation rate while still ensuring the confidentiality of employees' responses. Staff 
were introduced to the survey in an e-mail sent by Tax & Finance which was co-signed by management 
and union representatives. The e- mail included an embedded unique "token" that enabled the employee 
to access the survey. These tokens also ensured that no employee could complete the survey more than 
once. A reminder e-mail was sent to all eligible Tax & Finance staff one week after the initial e-mail, and 
a second reminder e-mail was sent after another ten days had elapsed. The survey and methods had the 
approval of the University of Maryland Institutional Review Board. 

Analysis: 
The surveys were ana lyzed using SPSS. In this report, we provide the number of responses (and 

percentages) for all possible responses to each question .. We also provide the results of statistical tests 
assessing difference between groups using Chi-square and the significance level of the observed 
differences as indicated by a "p-values" or the probability that an observed difference is a random 
occurrence. P values less than 0.05 indicate that observed differences between groups are attributable to 
the study variab le rather than a chance finding . 

The internal consistency of selected survey questions was assessed using Cronbach's alpha. 
Pearson chi-square tests were used to compare differences between groups . P values <0.05 were 
considered statistically significant. All statistical analyses were conducted with Stata 10 (Stata 
Corporation, College Station, TX) and Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) (Vers ion 19, IBM 
SPSS Inc ., Chicago, IL). 

Results (Aims I and 2) 
A total of 11 ,874 com pleted surveys (defined as responding to a ll s ix NAQ and the bullying 

question) were received from the four agencies. For three agencies, it was possible to calculate a precise 
response rate; the overall rate was 7 1.8% and the agency-specific rates ranged from 61.5% - 81 .9%. At 
the fourth agency, the email distribution list included some former employees as well as employees who 
did not have access to email and as such there was uncertainty about the number of employees offered the 
survey. We received 4,325 completed surveys from this agency and estimate a response rate of at least 
55-60%. 

The overall sample was composed of 5 1.9% male; 85.3% white, and 59.8% greater than 45 years 
of age. As is typical of a unionized public sector workforce, more than half of the sample had been in 
their current job for more than five years. Despite the anonymity of the survey, many respondents chose 
to withhold some demographic data. Missing data among demographic variables ranged from 12% for 
age to 18% for race . Those who reported negative acts and/or bullying were more likely to not respond to 
demographic questions. The four agencies in our sample included the range of administrative, field, 
regulator, and human service functions typical of state public sector work. The workforce demographics 
varied by type of agency with a higher proportion of women, 66% employed in the mental health agency 
(Agency 4) compared with 27% women in the workforce providing a combination of administrative and 
fie ld services (Agency 3). The four agencies also varied by age, race, and job tenure of their respective 
workforce. 

The overall prevalence of reporting at least one of the six negative acts (NAQ) with any 
frequency in the past six months, irrespective of self- labeling as having been bullied, was 44.2%. Being 
ignored or shunned was the most frequently reported individual negative act; with 22.1 % of respondents 
reported being subj ected to the behavior less than weekly and 7.4% at least weekly. By contrast, 2.7% 
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reported " intimidation with threatening behaviors" and 2. 7% reported "been shouted at or targeted with 
spontaneous anger (or rage)" at least once a week . 

Overall, l 0.0% of the respondents indicated that they had been bullied at work during the prior 
six months; 7.6% reported occasional bullying while 2.4% reported that they were bullied regularly. 
These data are consistent with the Hoel et al., [ 18] study of a large sample of U. K. workers where the 
prevalence of"occasional" and "regular" bullying was reported by 9.2% and 1.4%, of workers 
respectively. Many respondents reported experiencing negative acts, though they did not self-identify as 
victims of bullying. This included 5.8 % of all respondents that reported regular NAQ (at least one NA Q 
at least weekly); and 27.9% that reported occasional NAQ (at least one NAQ less than weekly). 

In our sample, coworker conflict varied somewhat by gender, race, age, job tenure, and 
bargaining unit, and by agency. The magnitudes of the differences were modest or negligible, though 
many of the differences achieved statistical significance due to the large sample size. Non- white 
workers and younger workers ( <45 years old) were at so mew hat greater risk of regular bullying, 3 .0% vs. 
2.3% and 2.4% vs. 2.2% respectively. Workers with a job tenure of one year or less (n= 1724) were 
significantly Jess likely to report any form of conflict than those with greater job tenure. By bargaining 
unit, rates varied; with those unions representing workers in subordinate positions reporting a somewhat 
higher prevalence of regular bullying (range: 2.6 - 0.7). Compared with the two administrative agencies 
(Agency I, 2), the prevalence ofreported "regular bullying" was two to three-fold greater in the 
institutional agency (Agency 4) and in the agency that included a large number of"field-based" 
employees (Agency 3). The prevalence of regular NAQ and occasional bullying was elevated among 
employees of the institutional and field agencies . Although as noted above, the workforce across the four 
agencies varied by demographic characteristics, these differences are unlikely to explain the variation in 
the prevalence of bullying across agencies. The proportion of non-white workers was lower ( 12.8% and 
11. l % respectively) in Agencies 3 and 4, compared to 14.7% for the total sample. Jn addition, the 
proportion of workers with less than one year job tenure was lower in these two agencies (6.0% and 
12.2%) than among the total sample (15.6% ). The proportion of workers belonging to the union 
representing support/administrative titles was 37.5% among the total sample, 48.9% in Agency 4 and 
36.2% in Agency 3. 

Those who reported at least one of the negative acts and/or being subjected to bullying were 
asked to identify the relative organizational position of the person(s) responsible for the most bothersome 
act. Respondents could select more than one individual. The fact that these percentages summed to more 
than 100% indicates that multiple bullies were involved in some of the bullying. Of note is that among 
those reporting regular NAQ , 30.6% identified the perpetrator as a coworker while among those who 
reported "regular bullying" a coworker was identified by only 20.7%. By contrast 52.3% of those who 
reported regular NAQ and 7 1.9% of those who reported regular bullying identified the perpetrator as a 
supervisor, top management, or both. 

When asked to what ex tent the work conflict negatively impacted: their work, them personally, 
and their intention to remain in their current job, we found a clear dose response relationship across the 
measures of bullying with nearly 50% of subjects of regularly bullying reporting '"very much" for all 
three impacts . 

Results (Aims 3 and 4) 

Demographics 

Overall , 59% of the 201 3 respondents were women compared to 57% in 2011 . The fact that we 
did not include questions on race and age in the 2011 survey prevents us from comparing the survey 
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populations on these factors. Differences in survey population demographics between the 2009 and late r 
surveys reflect the different sample population across time. 

Table 1- Survey Population Demographics 

2009 2011 * 2013 

Number(%) Number(%) Number(% ) 

Gender 

Male 5656 (52) 343 (43) 248 (41) 

Female 5232 (48) 459 (57) 357 (59) 

-·-
Race 

Non-White 1490 (15) 123 (19) 

White 8655 (85) 513 (81) 

Age 

<= 45 years 4446 (40) 344 (55) 

46-55 years 4288 (39) 166 (27) 

>=56 years 2319 (21) 116 (18) 

Tenure in Current Job 

<= 1 year 1724 (16) 65 (8) 91 (15) 

2-5 years 3125 (28) 375 (47) 204 (32) 

6-10 years 1824 (16) 115(14) 133 (21) 

11-20 years 1967 (18) 130 (16) 105 (1 7) 

> 20 years 2440 (22) 120 (15) 98 (15) 

* Data not collected in 20 I 1 survey 

Workplace Conflict - "negative acts" and "bully ing" 

Questions 1-6 included a variety of workplace conflict-related items, described as "negative acts 
questions" or NAQ. For each of the questions, the respondents were asked the frequency which with the 
negative act had been experienced during the prev ious six months, ranging from "not in the past six 
months or never" to "daily or almost daily". 

When comparing responses across the three time periods, there was a slight increase in the 
percentage of reports of at least one negative act during the prev ious six months ranging from 39% in 
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2009 to 43% in 2013 (Table 2); however these changes were not statistically significant (p=0.229). The 
relative frequency of reporting each of the six negative acts was essentially unchanged, as we! l. 

Table 2- Reporting of Negative Acts 

Negative Acts Questions 2009 Survey 2011 Survey 2013 Survey Results 
Results Results 

(during the prior six . N=636 
months at work, have N =4191 N=783 

you •... ) 

Number(%) Number(%) Number(%) 

Been ignored or 1124 (27) 197 (25) 172 (27) 
shunned -

Had insulting/offensive 921 (22) 193 (25) 166 (26) 
remarks made about 
you 

Been humiliated or 802 (19) 163 (21) 132 (21) 
ridiculed in connection 
with your work 

Been subjected to 548 (13) 115 (15) 86 (14) 
excessive teasing and 
sarcasm 

Been shouted at or 497 (12) 97 (12) 81 (13) 
targeted with 
spontaneous anger (or 
rage) 

Been intimidated with 401 (10) 83 (11) 78(12) 
threatening behavior 

Reported at least one of 1653 (39) 316 (40) 276 (43) 
the above nega tive acts 

Staff were again asked about workplace bullying, defined "as having taken place when abusive 
behavior is repeated over a period of time and when the victim experiences difficulties in defending him 
or herse lf in this situation. It is not bullying if the incident does not occur repeatedly". In the most recent 
survey (2013) 14% reported having been subjected to bully ing at least once during the previous six 
months, higher than in both 2009 (7%) and 20 l l (9%) although these differences were not statistically 
significant (p=0.096). Five percent ofrespondents in 2013 indicated that this occurred at least once per 
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month, only somewhat higher than the 4% who reported this in each of the two prior surveys (Table 3). 
When we combined any frequency of bullying versus none in the past six months or never, the difference 
was statistically significant (p=O.O 13). 

Table 3 - Reporting of Bullying 

How often have you 2009 Survey 2011 Survey 2013 Survey 
been subjected to Results Results Results 
bullying at work during 
the prior six months? N=3997 N=777 N=636 

Number(%) Number(%) Number(%) 

Not in the past 6 3707 (93) 704 (91) 548 (86) 
months, or never 

Any Bullying 290 (7) 73 (9) 88 (14) 

Daily or almost daily 21 (1) 4 (1) 3 (1) 

More than once a week 32 (1) 6 (1) 10 (2) 

More than once a month 68 (2) 19 (2) 
19 (3) 

At least once during the 169 ( 4) 44 (6) 56 (9) 
past 6 months 

Awareness of Tax & Finance's Workplace Violence Policies and Practices 

All employees, not j ust those who reported hav ing experienced Type 3 confl ict, were asked their 
awareness of Tax & Finance's workplace violence policies and practices; respondents were asked to 
select "True", "False", or "Not sure" for each of the statements. Most employees were aware of these 
policies and practices, with statistically significant higher percentages in 2013 when compared with 2011 
(Table 4). 
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Table 4 -Awareness Workplace Violence Policies and Practices* 

Workplace Violence 2009 Survey 2011 Survey 2013 Survey p-value 
Policies and Practices Results Results Results ** 

(2013 VS 2011) 
N=3829 N=782 N=636 

Number(%) Number(%) Number(%) 

I am aware of policies at 2849 (74) 558 (71) 552 (89) <0.001 
my workplace 
concerning coworker, 
supervisor, or 
subordinate violence or 
psychological abuse 

It has been made very 2847 (74) 557 (71 ) 521 (83) <0.001 
clear to all employees 
tha t coworker, 
supervisor, or 
subordinate violence 
and psychological abuse 
will not be tolerated 

Procedures and policies 1778 (46) 370 (47) 429 (69) <0.001 
about coworker , 
supervisor, or 
subordinate violence 
a nd psychological a buse 
are consistently 
implemented 
throughout my 
organization 

* percentages are of the respondents from each work location who answered "True" to the questions 
perta ining to policies and practices 

Overall Work A tmosphere 
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All three surveys includes a set of eight questions pertaining to Tax & Finance 's overall work 
atmosphere. Examining overall changes in responses between 201 1 and 2013 , a number of statistically 
significant changes were noted (Table 5). Most notably 84% of respondents agreed with the statement 
that "employees treat each other with respect and fairness"; 55% agreed that " the organization as a whole 
values and cares about them"; the percentage of employees who " know there are procedures to voice a 
grievance if they have been treated unfairly" improved from 73 to 88%; and the percentage of employees 
who "speak up if they think there has been a problem" increased from 59% to 68% By contrast, the 
percent who agreed with the statement "employees usually put up with a lot of tough treatment from those 
in authority" increased from 18% to 24%. 

T bl 5 0 II W k At h a e - vera or mosp ere " 
Overall Work 2009Survey 2011 Survey 2013 Survey p-value 
Atmosphere Results Results Results 

(2013 vs 2011) 
N=3798 N=783 N=636 

Number(%) Number(%) Number(%) 

Employees are usually 3061 (81) 633 (81) 526 (83) 0.082 
"treated with respect and 
fairness by their 
supervisors" 

Einployees usually "are 667 (18) 163 (21) 148 (24) 0.321 
not listened to by their 
supervisors" 

Employees "treat each 3093 (81) 624 (80) 534 (84) 0.008 
other with respect and 
fairness" 

Employees who "believe 2257 (59) 379 (48) 345 (55) 0.009 
the organization as a 
whole values and cares 
about them" 

Employees who believe 391 (10) 81 (10) 91 (14) 0.048 
that they "work in an 
a tmosphere where 
employees often treat each 
other aggr essively" 

Employees who "know 2840 (75) 569 (73) 554 (88) <0.001 
there are procedures to 
voice a grievance if they 
have been treated 
unfairly" 

Employees usually " put 484 (13) 138 (18) 154 (24) 0.007 
up with a lot of tough 
treatment from those in 
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authority" 

Employees "speak up if 2492 (66) 465 (59) 423 (68) 0.002 
they think there has been 
a problem" 

* percentages are of the respondents from each work location who answered "True" to the questions pertaining to 
the overall work atmosphere. 

Reporting & Investigation of Conflict 

Compared to 2011, significant improvements were noted in responses to questions asking 
whether they "know how to report a conflict with a peer (66 to 78%) and "know how to report a conflict 
with a supervisor (59 to 79%) (Table 6). 

Table 6 - Reporting & Investigation of Conflict 

Reporting & Investigation of Conflict All All p-value 
Respondents Respondents 

2011 2013 (2013 vs 
2011) 

N=780 N=636 

Number(%) Number(%) 

Employees who know how to report a conflict with 511 (66) 494 (78) <0.001 
a peer (% yes) 

Employees who would report a conflict with a peer 347 (44) 276 (44) 0.795 
(%yes) 

Employees who believe a good faith effort would be 439 (56) 351 (56) 0.956 
made to deal with the peer conflict(% confident or 
very confident vs. not/little confident) 

Employees who would work directly with the peer 415 (53) 339 (53) 0.974 
to resolve the problem (% comfortable or very 
comfortable) 

Employees who know how to report a conflict with 457 (59) 503 (79) <0.001 
a supervisor (% yes) 

Employees who would report a conflict with a 349 (45) 305 (48) 0.592 
supervisor (% yes) 

Employees who believe a good faith effort would be 363 (47) 316 (50) 0.094 
made to deal with the supervisor conflict(% 
confident or very confident vs. not/little confident) 
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Comparison of Intervention and Comparison Units (2011 and 2013) 

The following tables present findings from the comparison of the intervention and comparison 
unit responses in 2011and2013. 

The proportion of employees reporting experiencing any negative acts did not differ significantly 
between intervention and comparison units between 2011 and 2013. However, there was an increase in 
reports of any bullying among both intervention and comparison sites between 2011 and 2013 with the 
difference among the invention sites greater and statistically significant. No difference was noted for 
monthly bullying (Table 7). 

Table 7 - Comparing exposure to NAQ and Bully ing between 2011 and 2013 for 
intervention and comparison sites 

2011 2013 Difference 

Intervention Comparison Intervention Comparison Intervention Comparison 

Number(%) Number(%) Number(%) Number(%) p-value p-value 

Any NAQ 186 (39) 130 (43) 187 (43) 79 (43) 0.180 

Any Bullying 46 (9) 31 (10) 60 (14) 23 (13) 0.034 

Monthly 20 (4) 10 (3) 20 (5) 9 (5) 0.061 
Bullying* 

Work A tmosphere 

When we compared responses from employees working in intervention and comparison units on 
eight measures of work atmosphere between the two time periods we found sig ni ficantly significant 
improvements in intervention units for three measures and a decrement in one measures ("employees 
usually put up with a lot of tough treatment from those in authority"), while both intervention and 
comparison units showed improvement in two measures and no significant di fference in two measures 
(Table 8). 
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Table 8 -Overall Work Atm ospher e, by intervention and comparison sites* 
-

2011 2013 Difference 

Interventi Compariso Interventi Compar iso Interventi Compariso 
on n on n on n 

Number Number Num ber Number p-value p-value 
(%) (%) (%) (%) 

Employees are 396(81) 249 (80) 370 (86) 144 (79) 0.027 0.819 
usually "treated 
with respect and 
fairness by their 
supervisors" 

Employees usually 102 (21) 69 (22) 99 (23) 44 (24) 0.399 0.586 
"are not listened to 
by their 
supervisors" 

Employees "treat 384 (79) 249(81) 369 (86) 151 (83) 0.006 0.548 
each other with 
respect and 
fairness" 

t---

Employees who 227 (46) 157(51) 247 (57) 90 (50) 0.001 0.762 
"believe the 
organization as a 
whole values and 
cares about them" 

Employees who 52 (11) 35 (11) 56 (13) 31 (17) 0.262 0.067 
believe that they 
"work in an 
atmosphere where 
employees often 
treat each other 
al!l!ressively" 
Em ployces who 360 (73) 223 (72) 383 (89) 156 (86) <0.001 0.001 
"know there arc 
procedures to voice 
a grievance if they 
have been treated 
unfairly" 
Employees usually 74(15) 72 (23) 97 (23) 46 (25) 0.003 0.604 
"put up with a lot of 
tough treatment 
from those in 
authority" 
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Employees "speak 306 (62) 173 (56) 297 (69( 181 (65) 0.027 0.037 
up if they think 
there has been a 
problem" 

*percentages are of the respondents from each work location who answered "True" to the questions 
pertaining to the overall work atmosphere. 

Reporting and Investigation of Conflict 

A battery of seven questions was asked about reporting and investigation of conflict. 
Statistically significant improvements were found in the percentage of employees in both intervention and 
comparison sites who agreed with the following measures: know how to report a conflict with a peer, 
know how to report a con flict with a supervisor. No differences were found in the other five measures 
(Table 9). 

Table 9 - Reporting & Investigation of Conflict, by Intervention Status 

Reporting & 2011 2013 Difference 
Investigation of 
Conflict 

lnterventi Compariso Interventi Compariso Interventi Compariso 
on n on n on n 

Number Number Number Number p-value p-value 
(%) (%) (%) (%) 

Employees who know 321 (66) 201 (66) 335 (79) 145 (79) <0.001 0.001 
how to report a conflict 
with a peer (% yes) 

Employees who would 211 (43) 145 (47) 187 (43) 82 (45) 0.966 0.777 
report a conflict with a 
peer(% yes) 

Employees who believe 280 (57) 168 (54) 242 (56) 105 (57) 0.819 0.516 
a good faith effort 
would be made to deal 
with the peer conflict 
(

0
/., confident or very 

confident vs. not/little 
confident) 

Employees who would 259 (54) 168 (54) 221 (51) 107 (59) 0.606 0.321 
work directly with the 
peer to resolve t,he 
problem(% 
comfortable or very 
comfortable) 

Employees who know 293 (62) 178 (60) 340 (79) 148 (81) <0.001 <0.001 
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Reporting & 2011 2013 Difference 
Investigation of 
Conflict 

how to report a conflict 
with a supervisor (% 
yes) 

Employees who would 218 (46) 143 (48) 210 (49) 93 (51) 0.413 0.594 
report a conflict with a 
supervisor (% yes) 

Employees who believe 238 (49) 133 (43) 220 (52) 93 (52) 0.351 0.054 
a good faith effort 
would be made to deal 
with the supervisor 
conflict(% confident 
or very confident vs. 
not/little confident) 

There were no statistically significant differences in employees ' perception of the recognition of 
their work over time or between intervention and comparison sites. 

Discussion and Conclusions: 
Since the conclusion of the baseline survey in 2009, management and unions have met on a 

quarterly basis to evaluate current Agency efforts to reduce coworker conflict and to develop feas ible 
intervention measures to supplement ex isting Agency activities. These efforts led to the development of a 
" menu" of possible interventions of which a three hour conflict resolution training and changes to the 
performance eva luation were deemed feas ible. In May 20 11 , prior to implementing these measures, a 
questionnaire survey was offered to all employees of the selected intervention and compari son work units. 
A report summarizing those results was sent later in 20 11. 

A three-hour conflict resolution training was offered to all employees of the intervention units in 
201 2. A total of 570 people were trained in the intervention units; this represents 92% of the 62 1 
employees in those two units. The training was followed by a series of e-mail " boosters" sent to 
employees as well as the development and distribution of posters that reinforced key messages from the 
training. 

The second clement of the intervention was implemented Agency-wide and focused on supervisor 
skills and abilities to respond to workplace conflict. This involved the development of three core 
standards or competencies to be included in each supervisor's annual performance evaluation. 
Simultaneously, the Agency began computerizing the performance evaluations to facilitate ensuring that 
the evaluations were conducted annually and to begin to track the results in aggregate. This intervention 
occurred g radually, beginning in 201 2 and continues to this time. The performance evaluation elements 
for higher level rnanagers were modified first. 

Early in 201 3, following these intervention activities, another web-based questionnaire survey 
was offered to all employees at both the intervention and comparison units. The survey repeated the 
negative acts and bul lying questions from the prior surveys and included additional questions to aid in 
eva luating the impact of the intervention. Survey responses were compared across the three time peri ods. 
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It should be noted that the 2009 survey was administered Agency-wide, while the 20 I I and 20 13 surveys 
were offered to the four units serving as intervention and control sites. For the purpose of this report we 
have presented findings from across al l three surveys, but with a focus on changes between 201 1 and 
20 13. Although the most concrete aspect of the intervention was the three-hour training delivered in the 
intervention units only, there were a number of important Agency-wide efforts during the four year 
project that undoubtedly had an impact beyond the intervention units. 

Having provided this context, survey findings can be summarized as follows . We documented a 
slight increase in the percentage of reports of at least one negative act during the previous six months 
ranging from 39% in 2009 to 43% in 2013 ; however these changes were not statistically significant. We 
found that in the 2013 survey, 14% of employees reported having been subjected to bullying at least once 
during the previous six months, a proportion statistically higher than in both 2009 (7%) and 20 11 (9%). 
The difference was statistically significant and somewhat greater among intervention units, but there was 
also an increase over time in comparison units. 

We found statistically significant improvements in the overall work atmosphere between 20 11 
and 2013. Most notably there were significant increases in the percent of respondents who agreed with 
the statement that " employees treat each other with respect and fairness"; that " the organization as a 
whole values and cares about them" ; who "know there are procedures to voice a grievance if they have 
been treated unfairly", and who "speak up if they think there has been a problem" By contrast, the 
percent who agreed with the statement "employees usually put up with a lot of tough treatment from those 
in authority" increased, as well. Additionally, significant improvements were noted in responses to 
questions asking whether they "know how to report a conflict with a peer and "know how to report a 
conflict with a supervisor" between 2011 and 201 3. 

When we compared responses from employees working in intervention and comparison units on 
eight measures of work environment between the two time periods , we found significantly significant 
improvements in intervention units for three measures and a decrement in one measures ("employees 
usually put up with a lot of tough treatment from those in authority"), whi le both intervention and 
comparison units showed improvement in two measures and no significant difference in two other 
measures . 

In summary, our survey results demonstrated no reduction in NAQ (" negative acts") and a slight 
increase in the frequency of bully ing over the study period. However, improvements were documented in 
the perception of work atmosphere across all units surveyed. When the intervention and comparison units 
were compared on a number of measures of work atmosphere, as well as knowledge of policies and 
procedures, intervention units were more likely to show improvements since 2011. 

The interpretations of our survey findings are limited by a number of factors. 

• First and foremost, the overall intensity of the intervention was limited by a number of factors , 
including the nature and demands of state government work, especially in an agency with the 
responsibilities of the STATE AGENCY, multiple collective bargaining agreements, a system of 
promotion that is more focused on techn ical abil ity and tenure than ability to supervise or get 
along with others, as well as a culture that makes changes from the rank and file, not to mention 
outside researchers, challenging at best. 

• Response rate varied by units in 2011 and 2013 , making comparison over time and by type of 
unit, more difficult. As s uch, the di fferences we documented over time and between units should 
be viewed cautious ly . 
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• The effect of this intervention was diluted by numerous Agency-wide efforts to improve the work 
environment, including increased efforts to evaluate supervisors, in part, on their interpersonal 
skills 

• The "macro" environment that includes financial pressures on all of state government, with 
reduced staffing, increased responsibility for remaining employees, and the stress that those 
changes may cause. 

We found that the State Agency and the unions representing their employees were unusually open and 
committed to identifying problems and developing feasible strategies to improve the work environment 
and worker health and safety. We believe that the somewhat modest findings of the impact of the project 
interventions must be interpreted within the limitations of the reality of attempting to conduct such an 
ambitious project in the real world of government service. We strongly encourage the Agency and 
unions to continue their efforts to reduce co-worker conflict and bullying and to improve the work 
environment. These efforts are critical to managing the challenges facing the state workforce as it 
continues to experience severe budget deficits and a public that increasingly sees public sector workers as 
expendable. 
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