
1 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Workplace bullying and burnout: the moderating effects of 
social support 

 

 
 

Louise Rossiter, MRes & Antigonos Sochos, PhD 
 

Department of Psychology, University of Bedfordshire, UK. 
 
 

 
     In press 
 

Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment, and Trauma 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact: L. Rossiter louiserossiter4@hotmail.com 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:louiserossiter4@hotmail.com


2 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 

 
This study aims to investigate the moderating effects of social support on the link between workplace bullying 
and burnout. This correlational study includes 222 employees recruited from various industry sectors. 
Participants completed the Revised Negative Acts Questionnaire, the Maslach Burnout Inventory, and the 
Social Support Scale. Colleague and supervisor support moderated the relationship between both work- and 
person-related bullying with burnout while family and senior management support moderated the links 
between burnout and person-related and physically intimidating bullying respectively. High levels of emotional 
support were associated with greater emotional exhaustion in work-related and overall bullying. Different 
forms of social support moderated the links between different forms of workplace bullying and different 
components of burnout. The present findings may inform anti-bullying prevention programs and interventions 
supporting bullying victims.   
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 A significant number of employees across 
different sectors experience bullying in their 
workplace (Samnani & Singh, 2012). Although no 
legal definition exists at present, workplace 
bullying is described by experts as a range of 
repetitive  negative behaviors targeted at an 
individual or group, such as ignoring or excluding, 
making belittling remarks, spreading malicious 
rumors, undervaluing one's contribution, and 
undermining one's integrity (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, 
& Cooper, 2003; Saunders, Huynh, & Goodman-
Delahunty, 2007). The terms harassment and 
mobbing have also been used to describe similar 
patterns of hostile behavior (Leymann, 1996; 
Rospenda & Richman, 2004). Authors have 
distinguished between different types of 
workplace bullying, each having its own particular 
characteristics and carrying different 
consequences for the victims. Bullying behaviors 
can be direct such as verbal abuse or open 
accusations, or indirect such as spreading rumors 
or socially isolating someone (O’Moore, Seigne, 
McGuire, & Smith, 1998). Authors have also 
distinguished between the subjective perception 
of being bullied and the presence of objective 
evidence that bullying indeed takes place 
(Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Hjeltback, 1994). Finally, 
Einarsen, Hoel, and Notelaers (2009) make a 
further important distinction between bullying 
focused on an individual's job performance (e.g. 
persistently criticizing a person's work) and that 
focused on the person him/herself (e.g. 
undermining one's integrity as a person). These 
authors report that between work-related and 
person-related bullying, the former has the most 
negative consequences, including higher levels of 
psychological distress, more stressful relationships 
with colleagues, lower organizational 
commitment, and lower organizational 
satisfaction.  
 Studies provide evidence for the negative 
effects of workplace bullying on both mental and 
physical health. Victimized employees are at 
increased risk for depression, anxiety, post-
traumatic stress, and substance misuse 
(Brotheridge & Lee, 2010; Rex-Lear, Knack, & 
Jensen-Campbell, 2012; Rodriguez-Munoz, et al., 
2010) as well as cardiovascular disease, obesity, 
headaches, and other somatic complaints 

(Kivimaki, Virtanen, Vartio, Elovainio, & Vahtera, 
2003; Rex-Lear et al., 2012). Research has also 
highlighted the negative effects of workplace 
bullying on burnout (Deery, Walsh, & Guest, 2011; 
Giorgi, Mancuso, Fiz Perez, Castiello D'Antonio, 
Mucci, Cupelli, et al., 2016). Burnout is the 
detrimental psychological outcome of prolonged 
work-related stress, manifested in emotional 
exhaustion, depersonalisation (emotional 
distancing from the work and the people involved), 
and a decreased sense of personal 
accomplishment (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996; 
Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). According to 
more recent formulations, burnout components 
develop in parallel and not sequentially as it was 
previously thought: increased work demands lead 
to emotional exhaustion while limitations in work 
resources lead to either depersonalization or 
reduced personal accomplishment (Demerouti, et 
al., 2001; Leiter, 1993). Giorgi and colleagues 
(2016) suggest that employees who experience 
workplace bullying are more likely to suffer from 
burnout than those who do not, while Deery 
Walsh & Guest (2011) report that bullying from 
managers is the most detrimental, increasing four 
times the employees' intention to leave the job.   
 As it is the case with other occupational 
stressors (Sarason, Sarason, & Gurung, 2001), 
social support seems to be an essential resource 
protecting individuals from workplace bullying and 
its negative effects (De Beer, 2014; Gardner, et al., 
2013). Social support has been discriminated into 
received or structural - the objective characteristics 
of one’s social network - and perceived or 
functional - the subjective perception of support 
available (Cohen, Mermelstein, Kamarck, & 
Hoberman, 1985). Functional support has been 
more strongly associated with well-being (Cohen, 
Underwood, & Gottlieb, 2000) and further divided 
into instrumental - the provision of tangible, 
practical assistance - and emotional - the 
acknowledgement of another person’s feelings 
and attempts to boost the other's morale 
(Declercq, et al., 2007). Some researchers suggest 
that social support moderates the detrimental 
effects of stressors on well-being (Cohen & Wills, 
1985) while others argue that it mediates those 
effects (Lin & Ensel, 1984). Prins and colleagues 
emphasize the role of supervisor support in 
occupational stress (Prins, et al., 2007), while 
Jenkins & Elliot (2004) provide evidence for the 
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importance of colleague support and Deeter-
Schmelz & Ramsey (1997) for the support provided 
by senior management. According to the matching 
hypothesis, different types of social support 
protect against the effects of different types of 
occupational stressors (Cohen & Wills, 1985). 
Based on the literature search conducted, the 
matching hypothesis has not yet been tested in 
relation to workplace bullying. In a meta-analytic 
study, Halbesleben (2006) found that while overall 
social support protected equally against the three 
burnout components, work-related support (e.g. 
colleagues) protected from emotional exhaustion 
while non-work-related support (e.g. family) 
protected from depersonalization and a reduced 
sense of personal accomplishment. Nonetheless, 
no study has established whether different types 
of workplace bullying relate in dissimilar ways to 
the different forms of social support and burnout 
components.    
 Although research on the role of social 
support in workplace bullying is in its initial stages, 
the small number of studies conducted have 
clearly highlighted its importance. Lack of social 
support predicted the experience of bullying by 
colleagues and managers among manufacturing 
employees (De Beer, 2014), while supervisor and 
colleague support reduced psychological strain 
among workers in various sectors who 
experienced workplace bullying (Gardner et al., 
2013). Moreover, social support by family and 
friends mediated the relationship between 
workplace bullying and psychological distress 
among employees of various industries, so that 
victims tended to perceive less family and friend 
support and, as a result, experience greater 
distress (Cassidy, McLaughlin, & McDowell, 2014). 
Finally, manager authenticity and access to 
empowering work structures significantly reduced 
the experience of bullying and bullying-related 
burnout among nurses (Laschinger, et al., 2010; 
Laschinger & Fida, 2014).  
 Although the above studies have been 
informative, it has been unclear if particular forms 
of social support (e.g. manager vs. colleague 
support) have a greater protective effect against 
particular types of bullying (e.g. job-focused vs. 
person-focused) or if different burnout 
components are affected differently by the 
interactions between certain types of bullying and 
certain types of social support. To address this gap, 
two hypotheses were tested and two research 
questions explored. First, based on previous 
studies (Deery et al., 2011; Gardner et al., 2013), it 
was predicted that all three forms of workplace 
bullying would correlate positively with burnout, 
particularly exhaustion and cynicism, and 

negatively with instrumental, emotional, 
supervisor, and colleague support. Second, based 
on previous research (Cohen et al., 2000; Gardner 
et al., 2013), it was hypothesized that both 
instrumental and emotional social support would 
moderate the link between bullying and burnout, 
but  also it had to be specified which types of 
social support would moderate the effects of 
workplace bullying on  which of the three 
components of burnout. Finally, this study aimed 
to find out which sources of support would 
moderate the effects of which types of bullying, in 
relation to which components of burnout. 
Answering these questions, would indicate the 
extent to which specific associations between 
different forms of social support, different 
occupational stressors, and different burnout 
components as reported in previous research 
(Cohen & Wills, 1985; Halbesleben, 2006) also hold 
in relation to workplace bullying. In addition to its 
theoretical importance, specifying such 
associations would inform more targeted and 
effective anti-bullying interventions.  
     
 Method 
Design 
 This was questionnaire-based 
correlational study, including social support, 
workplace bullying, and burnout as the study 
variables. Basic demographic data were also 
collected.    
 
Participants 
  
 The sample consisted of 222 employees 
across a wide range of industry sectors including 
the public sector, aviation, security services, 
education, and healthcare. Mean age was  36.67 
(SD=11.25), while 131 participants (59%) were 
female and 91 (41%) male.   
 
Measures 
 
 Revised Negative Acts Questionnaire 
(NAQ-R; Einarsen et al., 2009). This is a widely used 
measure of workplace bullying, consisting of 22 
items and 3 subscales corresponding to three 
types of bullying (work-related, person-related, 
and physically-intimidating). Items are measured 
on a Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (daily). Studies 
suggest that the questionnaire has good scale 
reliability, construct validity against measures of 
mental health, psychosocial work environment 
and leadership, and criterion validity against 
measures of perceived victimization (Einarsen et 
al., 2009). Cronbach alphas in the current study 
were: α= .93 for the whole scale, α=.84 for person-
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related bullying, α=.88 for work-related bullying, 
and α.=77 for physically intimidating bullying.  
 
  Maslach Burnout Inventory – General 
Survey (MBI-GS; Schaufeli, et al., 1996). This is an 
adaptation of the original Maslach Burnout 
Inventory, presenting internal consistency and 
good construct and external validity (Maslach & 
Jackson, 1981), aiming to measuring burnout in 
occupations other than the human services. The 
questionnaire consists of 15 items measuring 
frequency of experience on a 5-point Likert-scale 
(1/never to 5/daily) organised in three subscales – 
exhaustion   cynicism   and professional efficacy 
which is reversed- scored  Cynicism corresponds to 
the depersonalization construct of the original 
questionnaire and professional efficacy 
corresponds to personal accomplishment. In the 
present study scale reliability was satisfactory: α= 
.79 for the whole scale, α=.92 for exhaustion, 
α=.92 for cynicism, and α=.57 for professional 
efficacy. Two items (12 and 13) were dropped 
from the original professional efficacy scale to 
improve reliability.   
 
 Social Support Scale (SSS; House & Wells, 
1978). This questionnaire measures the two types 
of perceived social support (instrumental and 
emotional) from four sources (supervisor, 
colleagues, senior management, and family). It 
consists of 24 items measured on a 5-point Likert 
scale (1/not at all to 5/a lot). The reliability and 
validity of the measure has been evidenced in a 
number of studies involving health and social care 
workers (Constable & Russell, 1986; Jenkins & 
Elliot, 2004). In the present study, alpha was .96 
for the whole scale, .94 for emotional support, .89 
for instrumental, .95 for supervisor support, .93 for 
colleague support, .96 for management, and .94 
for family support.  
 
 Procedure 
 
 Informed consent was obtained from 
gatekeepers and participants. An online link was 
sent to the employees of ten local organizations 
and businesses in and around Bedfordshire county, 
UK. Participants completed the data anonymously. 
The questionnaire pack was also made available on 
Facebook and contained contact details of 
helplines and counselling services supporting 
victims of bullying. Ethical approval was obtained 
from the ethics committee of the Psychology 
Department of the University of (removed for 
anonymity). 
 
 

Results 
 
 To address the first hypothesis, bi-variate 
correlations were conducted, according to which 
all three forms of bullying were positively and 
substantially correlated with burnout, with work-
related bullying being the strongest correlate (see 
Table 1). Pearson’s r coefficient was significantly 
higher between work-related bullying and burnout 
than it was between person-related bullying and 
burnout (z=2.44, p=.007) and between physically 
intimating bullying and burnout (z=2.07, p=.018). 
The coefficients in the person-related 
bullying/burnout and physically intimidating 
bullying correlations were not significantly 
different (z=-.35, p =.361). Professional efficacy did 
not correlate with any type of bullying other than 
with work-related bullying weakly. Moreover, all 
types of workplace bullying correlated negatively 
with social support, although physically 
intimidating bullying attained the lowest 
coefficient. Instrumental and emotional support 
seemed to correlate with workplace bullying with 
similar strength, and so also did supervisor and 
senior management support. Interestingly, family 
support was the only type of social support that 
did not correlate at all with workplace bullying.   
     Table 
1 
 To address the second hypothesis and the 
first research question a series of hierarchical 
regressions were conducted, each time including 
total burnout or one of its components as the 
outcome variable, total bullying or one of its three 
types as the IV, and total social support or one of 
its two forms (instrumental or emotional) as the 
moderator (M) - see Table 2. Age and gender were 
entered at Step 1, IV and M at Step 2, and the 
interaction term at Step 3. Hierarchical regression 
is the standard statistical method utilized to test 
moderation effects, as its accuracy and primacy 
over other alternatives have been supported by 
strong empirical evidence (Paunonen & Jackson, 
1988). These authors argue that the method is 
robust against multicollinearity and scale bias, 
while the rate of Type I error is low, nominally .05 
at α =.05. Although many regressions were 
conducted in the present study, most were 
statistically significant, suggesting a low probability 
for Type I error.  
 
 According to the findings, both 
instrumental and emotional support moderated 
the effects of workplace bullying on burnout; 
however, instrumental support tended moderated  
more strongly the effects of bullying on cynicism 
while emotional support moderated more strongly 
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the relationship between bullying and emotional 
exhaustion. The effects of physically intimidating 
bullying on burnout were moderated only by 
emotional support, while the moderation effects 
of instrumental support on the link between 
physically intimidating bullying and professional 
efficacy were marginally non-significant  (beta=.45, 
p=.05). All moderations but two suggested that, at 
low levels of bulling, the scores of victims who 
perceived higher social support were linked with 
lower scores of burnout compared to those who 
perceived lower support. At relatively high levels 
of bullying, social support had no moderating 
effect. Two analyses however, indicated that the 
perception of relatively high emotional support 
was linked with an increased risk of experiencing 
emotional exhaustion with regards to work-related 
bullying and also to the overall bullying reported. 
Interestingly, emotional support was associated 
with such an increased risk only when employees 
reported relatively high levels of bulling.       
 
Table 2 
 
 To address the second research question 
a series of hierarchical regressions were conducted 
as described above, each time including total 
burnout or one of its components as the outcome 
variable, total bullying or one of its three types as 
the IV, and one of the four sources of support as 
the M (see Table 3). According to the findings, the 
link between overall bullying and burnout was 
moderated by all sources of support except senior 
management. Support from senior management 
seemed to only moderate the effects of physically 
intimidating bullying while supervisors were the 
only source of support that moderated the effects 
of all three types of workplace bullying. Colleague 
support moderated the relationship between 
burnout and both person- and work-related 
bullying, while family support only moderated the 
link between burnout and bullying targeting the 
person. Person-related bullying was the type of 
bullying moderated by the most support 
resources, while physically intimidating bullying 
was the only type of bullying not to be moderated 
by the overall support workers experienced. 
 
Table 3 
 
 Professional efficacy was involved in 14 
significant moderations, exhaustion in 12 (two 
suggesting deterioration), and cynicism in 8. 
Contrary to the study’s hypothesis, work-based 
sources of support moderated the links between 
bullying and all burnout components, but family 
support was only related to professional efficiency 

as predicted. While the links between professional 
efficacy and overall bullying were moderated by 
both instrumental and emotional social support, 
cynicism was associated with instrumental and 
emotional exhaustion with emotional support. 
While overall social support moderated the effects 
of work-related bullying on cynicism, it moderated 
the effects of person-related bullying on emotional 
exhaustion and professional efficacy. Moreover, 
although instrumental support only moderated the 
effects of work-related bullying on cynicism, it 
moderated the effects of person-related bullying 
on all burnout components. Social support 
(emotional) moderated the effects of overall and 
work-related bullying on emotional exhaustion 
when bullying was high and those of person-
related bullying on emotional exhaustion when 
bullying was low. Professional efficacy was the 
only burnout component to have its link with 
physically intimidating bullying moderated and the 
only component to be associated with senior 
management support in moderations involving any 
type of bullying.  
 
Discussion 
 
 This study aimed to determine if different 
types of workplace bullying relate in dissimilar 
ways to the different forms of social support and 
burnout components. It was hypothesized that all 
forms of workplace bullying would correlate with 
burnout and specific forms of social support 
(instrumental, emotional, supervisor, and 
colleague) and that both instrumental and 
emotional support would moderate the link 
between bullying and burnout. It also had to be 
specified which types of social support would 
moderate the effects of which types of bullying, in 
relation to which components of burnout.  
 
 The present findings are in agreement 
with previous studies reporting a link between 
burnout and workplace bullying, particularly work-
related (Giorgi, 2016; Laschinger, et al., 2010) 
while the correlations obtained were consistent 
with the conservation of resources model (Hobfoll, 
1989). However, the difference between the work-
related bulling/burnout and person-related 
bullying/burnout correlations observed in the 
present study was significantly larger than those 
reported by Laschinger, Grau, Finegan, and Wilk 
(2010). As these authors used a nurse sample, 
person-related bullying may be a greater problem 
in the caring professions, where personal qualities 
are more central in employee efficiency. The 
present study is also consistent with previous 
research on the protective role of social support 
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against the negative impact of bullying (De Beer, 
2014; Gardner et al., 2013) and identifies links 
between particular types of workplace bullying 
and particular support resources. These findings 
are the first to support the general idea behind the 
matching hypothesis (Cohen & Wills, 1985) in 
relation to workplace bullying and complement 
previous research highlighting the importance of 
supervisor support as a buffer of work-related 
stress including bullying (Gardner et al., 2013; 
Laschinger et al., 2014). Compared to colleagues 
and family, line managers have the power to take 
specific measures that tackle bullying: taking 
disciplinary action against the perpetrators or 
enforcing changes that decrease bullying 
opportunities (e.g. move perpetrator and victim to 
different offices). Such action gives a message to 
the victimized employees that the organization is 
both capable and willing to defend them. As no 
information on the action actually taken by the 
managers of the specific employees was available, 
these are speculative assumptions that need to be 
directly tested in future research. 
  
 The current findings seem to contradict 
previous research downplaying the role of the 
family in protecting against work-related distress 
(Lee & Ashforth, 1996; Sochos et al., 2012). While 
those studies looked at the effects of relatively 
impersonal work stressors (e.g. work load, 
organizational characteristics), the present 
research focused on a more interpersonal and 
personal type of stress. As previous studies 
suggest (Losa Iglesias & De Bengoa Vallejo, 2012), 
bullying at work may elicit deep feelings of 
vulnerability and reduced sense of self-worth, 
signifying a psychological danger not necessarily 
associated with more impersonal work stressors. 
The perception of a psychological threat is more 
likely to activate the attachment system and make 
victims seek emotional protection from loved ones 
(Solomon & George, 1999). The deep personal 
vulnerability that workplace bullying creates was 
further highlighted by the almost complete lack of 
evidence for the moderating function of senior 
management support, the least personal of the 
four support resources assessed. Although no 
direct evidence has been collected in the present 
study, it may not be unreasonable to speculate 
that many ordinary employees are not in close 
everyday interaction with their senior managers 
and that may limit the managers’ capacity to 
identify and effectively intervene against more 
subtle forms of bullying. However, senior 
managers may put in place policies and 
organizational processes that address the most 
obvious physical forms of bullying and 

intimidation. Moreover, the seemingly anomalous 
finding that emotional support was associated 
with an increased risk of emotional exhaustion is in 
agreement with previous research reporting that 
emotion-based forms of support may increase 
dysfunctional coping such alcohol consumption 
when under work-stress (Hagihara, Miller, Tarumi, 
& Nobutomo, 2003). Perhaps the personal 
validation provided by the perception of emotional 
support (e.g. acceptance, being there to listen) is 
beneficial in the case of person-related bullying, 
but counterproductive in the case of bullying 
focused on work performance. While emotional 
support may strengthen the self-esteem and thus 
protect against emotional fatigue when the person 
is attacked, it may leave unchallenged problematic 
attitudes that maintain performance-related 
bullying – for example, tolerating excessive 
workload or harsh criticism as a gesture of 
accepting a manager’s legitimate authority. Future 
research needs to investigate these findings 
further and confirm causal relationships that 
remain unclear in this correlational study.      
 
 The present study potentially extends 
previous research (Halbesleben, 2006; Leiter, 
1993), suggesting that different burnout 
components are associated with different aspects 
of the work environment in different ways also 
when bullying is the occupational stressor. Our 
findings support Halbesleben’s (2006) claim that 
the links between stress and exhaustion, resources 
and cynicism, and resources and personal 
accomplishment suggested by the conservation of 
resources model (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll & Shirom, 
2001) apply as long as specific forms rather than 
overall support are taken into account. However, 
the present study yielded two less anticipated 
findings: emotional exhaustion, a burnout 
component linked to work demands in previous 
research (Demerouti et al., 2001), was also related 
to emotional support in current moderations, 
while cynicism was related to instrumental 
support. Perceiving others as understanding and 
empathizing may have been helpful in reducing 
emotional exhaustion along with the sense of 
emotional loneliness and helplessness associated 
with it but not enough to actually inspire the 
employees to remain invested in their work. 
Moreover, considering that cynicism is a resource-
related component of burnout only linked to 
family support in the current study, it would have 
been expected to be associated with support that 
was emotional rather than practical in nature. 
However, as Semmer, Elfering, Jacobshagen, 
Perrot, Beehr, and Boos (2008) have argued, 
tangible support carries emotional significance and 
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perhaps the perceived implementation of practical 
measures that reduce bullying is the required 
input to protect against emotional distancing from 
the job. More complex research designs need to 
confirm any causal links in the future.  
 
 The present study suggests that different 
types of bullying present different challenges to 
employees, as they are linked to different forms of 
psychological distress even in the presence of 
social support. For example, although supervisor 
and senior management support seemed to be 
linked with some positive self-evaluation among 
physically intimidated employees, no type of 
support moderated the effects of bullying on 
feelings of emotional exhaustion and distancing 
from the job. This is consistent with previous 
research evidencing a specific association between 
physical abuse in the workplace, emotional 
exhaustion and depersonalization among social 
workers (Jayaratne, et al., 1996). The current 
findings also indicate that workplace bullying was 
related with a depleted sense of professional 
efficacy, as no type of social support moderated 
such a link. Moreover, previous research has 
already confirmed that work-related bullying is the 
most damaging type of workplace bullying 
(Laschinger, et al., 2010), but the present findings 
specify how its negative impact may be 
manifested. The correlational nature of the 
present design does not allow us to draw causal 
inferences, but future longitudinal studies can 
explore such a potential impact further. In 
addition, the finding that overall social support 
moderated effects on cynicism in work-related 
bullying and effects on emotional exhaustion and 
professional efficacy in person-related bullying is 
consistent with previous research reporting that if 
the form of perceived support is not specified, 
overall support is not differentially related to the 
different aspects of burnout (Halbesleben, 2006). 
However, in the present study, it is also the 
particular type of stressor that created differential 
links with the burnout dimensions. It seems that 
when intimidation and harassment refers to an 
individual’s professional ability, social support can 
moderate the development of a distancing copying 
response but may not moderate the experience of 
emotional exhaustion and the negative evaluation 
of the self.  
 
 It may be the case that the perception of 
social support, particularly support coming from 
the work environment, helps individuals remain 
engaged with the job while still experiencing 
emotional exhaustion and making negative 
evaluations of their own professional capability. 

Research suggests that self-blaming is a typical 
response among abuse victims (Babcock & 
DePrince, 2012) and that low employee confidence 
is a significant issue in the workforce (De Jong, De 
Ruyter, & Wetzels, 2006). As employees may also 
perceive work disengagement as a step towards 
job loss (Leiter & Maslach, 2009) they may non-
consciously find it less threatening to remain 
engaged with the job even at a high cost. On the 
other hand, when intimidation does not refer to 
their work, employees may be less susceptible to 
low work confidence,  their need to resort to self- 
blame is less strong and so can remain disengaged 
from work while they reduce their emotional 
exhaustion and improve their self-evaluation. 
These of course are speculative thoughts as 
potentially relevant variables such as self-blame 
and fear to lose a job have not been considered. 
As this was a correlational study with a single 
measurement point causal links cannot be 
established. Unaccounted for variables such work 
stressors other than bullying (e.g. work load, time 
on the job) or demographic characteristics (e.g. 
gender, ethnicity) may impact burnout and its 
associations with bullying and social support. 
Additional limitations of the study include the 
convenience nature of the sample and the 
inclusion of employees from many different 
sectors. To address these limitations, future 
research should include longitudinal designs, 
assess multiple stressors, recruit more 
representative samples, and make cross-sector 
comparisons.        
  
 The current research may inform 
interventions designed to address bullying and 
burnout in the workplace, including those focused 
on raising awareness, changing the organisational 
culture, and supporting victims through counseling 
or psychotherapy (Kemp, 2014; Saam, 2009). As 
the study identifies interpersonal and work role 
processes that may inhibit or facilitate bullying, it 
may help focus intervention efforts.  For example, 
it may inform programs seeking to increase 
awareness among work supervisors and their 
ability to distinguish between constructive 
feedback, boundary setting, and interpersonal 
aggression. It may also help raise awareness 
among senior managers highlighting their 
importance in tackling physically intimidating 
bullying and creating a climate of violence 
prevention in an organization. Previous research 
suggests that such a climate is critical in predicting 
future physical abuse (Spector, Yang, & Zhou, 
2015). The present study also indicates that 
identifying the type of bullying more likely to occur 
in a an organization or a division may help mental 
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health professionals working with human 
resources departments design more specialized 
and targeted programs. It pinpoints to the types of 
support more likely to be effective in relation to a 
particular type of bullying, perhaps drawing 
particular attention to physical intimidation, the 
form of bullying that was the least associated with 
social support in our study. The assistance offered 
to physically intimated victims should perhaps go 
beyond what is currently available, extending both 
the range of resources and their supportive 
capacity. Interventions should also consider the 
limitations and potentially negative effects of 
certain acceptance behaviors implicated in the 
construct of perceived emotional support, 
particularly in reference to work-related bullying. 
The findings can also inform all three types of 
burnout interventions commonly used – person-
directed, organization-directed, and combined 
currently used (Awa, Plaumann, & Walter, 2010). 
They can focus an intervention on the aspects of 
work-related stress most likely to occur in the 
context of a particular type of bullying and the 
type of support most likely to be protective. 
Overall, the present study highlighted links 
between workplace bullying and workers’ mental 
health, providing potentially useful information to 
workplace mental health professionals and human 

resource departments as they design anti-bullying 
and anti-burnout interventions.  
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Table 1   
 
 
 
Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients between study variables. 

 
  Note. * p<.05, ** p<.01 
 

 1.  Bullying  
Total  

(M=37.16, 
SD=14.18) 

2 3 4 5 6  7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

 2. Person-Related Bullying   
        (M=11.64, SD=4.65) 

.91**              

 3. Work-Related Bullying    
        (M=20.87, SD=8.29) 

.95** .77**             

 4. Phys Intimidating Bullying    
        (M=4.65, SD=2.58) 

.79** .73** 64**            

 5. Social Support Total      
        (M=76.46, SD=21.22) 

-.38** -.34** -.36** -.28**           

6. Instrumental Support  
        (M=50.56, SD=14.18) 

-.37** -.33** -.36** -.28** .99**          

7.Emotional Support 
        (M=25.9, SD=7.56) 

-.37** -.34** -.35** -.28** .95** .89**         

 8. Family Support   
        (M=21.44, SD=6.8) 

-.12 -.11 -.11 -.13 .69** .67** .67**        

 9. Supervisor Support     
       (M=18.48, SD=6.52) 

-.43** -.39** -.41** -.34** .91** .90** .86** .46**       

 10. Colleague Support  
        (M=20.59, SD=6.02) 

-.24** -.29** -.22** -.14* .81** .80** .79** .45** .70**      

 11. Management Support     
       (M=15.94, SD=7.14) 

-.4** -.32** -.42** -.29** .80** .80** .75** .29** .75** 50**     

12. Burnout Total    
       (M=47.8, SD=10.83) 

.48** .33** .52** .36** -.29** -.29** -.26** -.06 -.35** -.09 -.41**    

13. Exhaustion   
      (M=15.26, SD=5.9) 

.51** .36** .55** .38** -.20** -.22** -.17* .02 -.28** -.03 -.34** .83**   

14. Cynicism     
      (M=11.06, SD=4.91) 

.50** .40** .51** .40** -.26** -.25** -.27** .02 -.35** -.09 -.40** .86** 68**  

15. Professional Efficacy  
      (M=11.17, SD=3.93) 

.12 .08 .13* .12 -.29** -.28** -.29** -.33** -.21** -.13* -.25** .41** .11 17** 
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Table 2:  
 
Moderating effects of instrumental and emotional social support on the link between 
workplace bullying and burnout 

Dependent 
Variable 

Independent Variables   
In Final Model Beta p R2 Adj R2 ΔF (p) Df 

Burnout Total      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total 
Social Support Total  
Bullying Total* 
Social Support Total 

 
-.14 
-.1 

  .02 
-.47 

 
  .44 

 
.019 
.018 

.9 
.001 

 
.017 

.3 
 

.28 
 

5.76  (p=.017) 1,  215 

Exhaustion      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total 
Social Support Total 
Bullying Total* 
Social Support Total 

 
-.14 
-.07 
 .13 
-.33 

 
  .41 

 
.022 
.225 

.5 
.024 

 
.027 

.3 .28 4.97 (p=.027) 1,  215 

Cynicism      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total 
Social Support Total  
Bullying Total* 
Social Support Total 

 
-.09 
-.11 
.12 
-.37 

 
.37 

 
.111 
.064 
.517 
.011 

 
.045 

.29 .28 4.07 (p<.045) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total 
Social Support Total 
Social Support Total* 
Bullying Total 

 
-.06 
.01 

-.417 
-.62 

 
.46 

 
.403 
.922 
.047 

<.001 
 

.028 

.12 .09 4.9 (p=.028) 1,  215 

Burnout Total     Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying 
Social Support Total 
Person-Related Bullying* 
Social Support Total 

 
-.12 
-.12 
-.19 
-.57 

 
.5 

 
.054 
.048 
.327 

<.001 
 

.011 

.21 .19 6.57 (p=.011) 1,  215 



16 
 

Exhaustion     Final Model 
Gender  
Age 
Person-Related Bullying 
Social Support Total 
Person-Related Bullying* 
Social Support Total 

 
-.12 
-.1 

-.07 
-.42 

 
.45 

 
.066 
.133 
.714 
.006 

 
.026 

.18 .16 5.02 (p=.026) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender  
Age 
Person-Related Bullying 
Social Support Total  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Social Support Total 

 
-.05 
  .01 
-.57 
-.71 

 
  .58 

 
.433 
.91 

.006 
<.001 

 
.005 

.12 .1 8.03 (p=.005) 1,  215 

Burnout     Final Model 
Gender  
Age 
Work-Related Bullying 
Social Support Total 
Work-Related Bullying* 
Social Support Total 

 
-.14 
-.09 
.14 
-.39 

 
.36 

 
.018 
.129 
.450 
.005 

 
.048 

.32 .31 3.97 (p=.048) 1,  215 

Cynicism      Final Model 
Gender  
Age 
Work-Related Bullying 
Social Support Total 
Work-Related Bullying* 
Social Support Total 

 
-.09 
-.1 
.12 
-.36 

 
.37 

 
.131 
.097 
.514 
.010 

 
.044 

.3 .28 4.09 (p=.044) 1,  215 

Burnout      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total  
Emotional Support  
Bullying Total*  
Emotional Support 

 
-.04 
-.1 

-.02 
.51 

 
-.5 

 
.02 

.102 
.92 
.00 

 
.00 

.3 .28 7.32 (p=.007) 1,  215 

Exhaustion      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total 
Emotional  Support 
Bullying Total*  
Emotional Support 

 
-.13 
-.06 
.07 
-.36 

 
.49 

 
.02 
.27 
.7 

.02 
 

.01 

.31 .29 7.14 (p=.008) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total 
Emotional Support  
Bullying Total*  
Emotional Support 

 
-.06 
.01 
-.41 
-.63 

 
.46 

 
.4 

.82 

.05 

.00 
 

.03 

.11 .09 4.83 (p=.029) 1,  215 



17 
 

Burnout Total      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total  
Instrumental Support  
Bullying Total*  
Instrumental Support 

 
-.14 
-.11 
-.45 
.06 

 
.4 

 
.02 
.07 
.00 
.72 

 
.03 

.29 .28 4.3 (p=.028) 1,  215 

Cynicism      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total 
Instrumental Support 
Bullying Total* 
Instrumental Support 

 
-.1 

-1.11 
-.37 
.12 

 
.38 

 
      .11 
      .06 

.01 

.49 
 

.04 

.29 .28 4.23 (p=.041) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying Total 
Instrumental Support  
Bullying Total * 
Instrumental Support 

 
-.05 
.00 
-.61 
-.4 

 
.45 

 
.42 
.94 
.00 
.05 

 
.03 

.1 .08 4.85 (p=.029) 1,  215 

Burnout Total     Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Emotional Support 
Person-Related Bullying* 
Emotional Support  

 
-.12 
-.11 
-.58 
-.19 

 
.52 

 
.06 
.07 
.00 
.31 

 
.01 

.2 .18 7.34 (p=.007) 1,  215 

Exhaustion     Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Emotional Support 
Person-Related Bullying* 
Emotional Support  

 
-.12 
-.09 
-.41 
-.07 

 
.47 

 
.07 
.18 
.01 
.69 

 
.02 

.18 .16 5.94 (p=.016) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Emotional Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Emotional Support 

 
-.05 
.02 
-.71 
-.54 

 
.57 

 
.43 
.79 
.00 
.01 

 
.00 

.12 .1 7.99 (p=.005) 1,  215 

Burnout 
Total 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Instrumental Support 
Person-Related Bullying* 
Instrumental Support  

 
-.12 
-.13 
-.56 
-.16 

 
.48 

 
.05 
.04 
.00 
.4 
 

.01 

.2 .19 6 (p=.015) 1,  215 
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Exhaustion     Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Instrumental Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Instrumental Support  

 
-.12 
-.1 

-.42 
-.04 
.42 

 
.06 
.11 
.01 
.82 
.04 

.18 .16 4.37 (p=.038) 1,  215 

Cynicism      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Instrumental Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Instrumental support  

 
-.08 
-.13 
-.43 
-.01 

 
.4 

 
.18 
.03 
.00 
.96 

 
.04 

.21 .2 4.17 (p=.042) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Instrumental Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Instrumental Support 

 
-.05 
 .00 
-.69 
-.55 

 
 .58 

 
.44 
.95 
.00 
.01 

 
.006 

.11 .09 7.84 (p=.006) 1,  215 

Burnout 
Total 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Work-Related Bullying  
Emotional Support  
Work-Related Bullying* 
Emotional Support  

 
-.14 
-.08 
-.42 
.09 

 
.42 

 
.02 
.15 
.00 
.62 

 
.02 

.32 .31 5.12 (p=.025) 1,  215 

Exhaustion     Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Work-Related Bullying  
Emotional Support 
Work-Related Bullying*  
Emotional Support  

 
-.13 
-.05 
-.29 
.15 

 
.44 

 
.02 
.38 
.04 
.4 
 

.02 

.34 .32 5.67 (p=.018) 1,  215 

Cynicism      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Work-Related Bullying  
Instrumental Support  
Work-Related Bullying* 
Instrumental Support  

 
-.09 
-.09 
-.35 
.14 

 
.36 

 
.13 
.1 

.01 

.45 
 

.04 

.3 .28 4.05 (p=.045) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Phys Intimidating Bullying  
Emotional Support 
Phys Intimidating Bullying* 
Emotional Support 

 
-.05 
.01 
-.58 
-.49 

 
.55 

 
.45 
.82 
.00 
.03 

 
.01 

.11 .09 6.23 (p=.013) 1,  215 
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Table 3 
 
Moderating effects of social support sources on the link between workplace bullying and 
burnout. 
 

Dependent 
Variable 

Independent Variables 
 

Betaa pa R2 Adj R2 ΔF (p) Df 

Burnout       Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying 
Family Support 
Bullying*Family Support 

 
-.13 
-.08 
-.01 
-.48 
.66 

 
.029 
.196 
.961 
.003 
.003 

.29 .27 9.06 (p<.003) 1,  215 

Cynicism 
 
 
 
 
 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying 
Family Support  
Bullying*Family Support 

 
-.08 
-.08 
.05 
-.35 
.61 

 
.161 
.204 
.774 
.027 
.005 

.3 .28 8.03 (p=.005) 1,  215 

Exhaustion      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying  
Supervisor Support 
Bullying*Supervisor  Support  

 
-.14 
-.08 
-.39. 
19 
.34 

 
.02 

.175 

.013 

.206 

.036 

.3 .29 4.44 (p<.036) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying  
Supervisor Support  
Bullying*Supervisor  Support  

 
-.05 
.02 
-.54 
-.3 
.4 

 
.457 
.757 
.003 
.091 
.033 

.06 .04 4.6 (p=.033) 1,  215 

Burnout      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying  
Colleague Support  
Bullying*Colleague Support  

 
-.13 
-.09 
.04 
-.39 
.55 

 
.036 
.132 
.818 
.008 
.003 

.29 .27 8.91 (p=.003) 1,  215 

Exhaustion      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying  
Colleague Support  
Bullying*Colleague Support  

 
-.12 
-.01 
.17 
-.24 
.44 

 
.047 
.261 
.292 
.086 
.016 

.31 .29 5.88 (p=.016) 1,  215 



20 
 

Cynicism      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying  
Colleague Support  
Bullying*Colleague Support  

 
-.08 
-.1 
.18 
-.27 
.41 

 
.139 
.093 
.289 
.056 
.029 

.29 .27 4.84 (p=.029) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy   

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Bullying  
Colleague Support  
Bullying*Colleague Support  

 
-.05 
 .03 
-.51 
-.63 
 .73 

 
.429 
.689 
.007 
.000 
.001 

.08 .06 12.17 (p=.001) 1,  215 

Burnout       Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Family Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Family Support  

 
-.11 
-.1 

-.18 
-.51 

 
.69 

 
.076 
.124 
.324 
.002 

 
.002 

.18 .16 9.59 (p=.002)  1,  215 

Cynicism      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Family Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Family Support  

 
-.07 
-.1 

-.06 
-.37 

 
.61 

 
.247 
.125 
.755 
.022 

 
.005 

.21 .19 7.88 (p=.005) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy 

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying  
Family Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Family Support  

 
-.06 
-.00 
-.45 
-.77 

 
.66 

 
.381 
.952 
.015 
.000 

 
.004 

.15 .13 8.36 (p=.004) 1,  215 

Exhaustion       Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying Supervisor 
Support 
Person-Related Bullying* 
Supervisor  Support  

 
-.12 
-.1 
.01 
-.48 

 
.36 

 
.065 
.122 
.966 
.004 

 
.047 

.19 .18 3.98 (p=.047) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy   

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying Supervisor 
Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Supervisor Support 

 
-.05 
.02 
-.41 
-.62 

 
.48 

 
.497 
.718 
.021 
.001 

 
.012 

.07 
 

.05 6.37(p=.012) 1,  215 



21 
 

Burnout      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying Colleague 
Support  
Person-Related Bullying*  
Colleague Support 

 
-.11 
-.11 
-.06 
-.36 

 
.47 

 
.089 
.102 
.756 
.02 

 
.016 

.16 .14 5.88 (p=.016) 1,  215 

Exhaustion      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Person-Related Bullying Colleague 
Support  
Person-Related Bullying* 
Colleague Support 

 
-.1 

-.08 
.05 
-.24 

 
.4 

 
.113 
.191 
.763 
.12 

 
.042 

.17 .15 4.2 (p=.042) 1,  215 

Burnout      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Work-Related Bullying  
Colleague Support  
Work-Related Bullying* Colleague 
Support   

 
-.13 
-.08 
  .08 
-.36 

 
 .54 

 
.031 
.182 
.64 

.009 
 

.004 

.32 .31 8.54 (p=.004) 1,  215 

Exhaustion     Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Work-Related Bullying  
Colleague Support  
Work-Related Bullying* Colleague 
Support 

 
-.12 
-.05 
.24 
-.2 

 
.39 

 
.043 
.37 

.142 

.139 
 

.032 

.34 .32 4.68 (p=.032) 1,  215 

Cynicism      Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Work-Related Bullying  
Colleague Support 
Work-Related Bullying* Colleague 
Support 

 
-.08 
-.09 
.15 
-.29 

 
.44 

 
.188 
.13 

.387 

.037 
 

.021 

.29 .28 5.41 (p=.021) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy  

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Work-Related Bullying  
Colleague Support  
Work-Related Bullying* Colleague 
Support  

 
-.06 
.02 
-.51 
-.6 

 
.73 

 
.406 
.722 
.01 

.000 
 

.001 

.08 .06 11.48 (p=.001) 1,  215 

Exhaustion     Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Work-Related Bullying Supervisor 
Support  
Work-Related Bullying* Supervisor 
Support  

 
-.14 
-.06 
 .25 
-.35 

 
.32 

 
.017 
.265 
.079 
.012 

 
.031 

.34 .33 4.72 (p=.031) 1,  215 



22 
 

 
 
  
 

 

Professional 
Efficacy   

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Phys Intimidating Bullying 
Supervisor Support  
Phys Intimidating Bullying* 
Supervisor Support  

 
-.04 
 .02 
-.34 
-.47 

 
 .43 

 
.54 

.798 

.063 

.001 
 

.02 

.07 .05 5.51 (p=.020) 1,  215 

Professional 
Efficacy  

    Final Model 
Gender 
Age 
Physically-Intimidating Bullying 
Management Support  
Phys Intimidating Bullying* 
Management Support  

 
-.04 
 .00 
-.54 
-.28 

 
  .41 

 
.504 
.992 
.000 
.064 

 
.015 

.09 .07 5.96 (p=.015) 1,  215 


