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Workplace victimization has recently emerged as an important topic in occupational health

psychology. One of the major limitations of this research is that it generally employs cross-

sectional designs. The current study, however, used a 13-month two-wave prospective design to

examine the relationship between target personality and workplace interpersonal conflict in a

sample of 166 non-faculty employees at a Midwestern university in the United States. Results

suggested that victims’ positive affectivity, negative affectivity, and core self-evaluations were

associated with interpersonal conflict. Furthermore, employee personality was related to

subsequent interpersonal conflict from supervisors even after initial levels of interpersonal

conflict were controlled. Analyses further suggested that target negative affectivity might be an

especially strong predictor of interpersonal conflict. Consistent with past theorizing, we found

evidence that initial interpersonal conflict with co-workers can result in subsequent

interpersonal conflict with supervisors. We conclude with a discussion of the practical and

theoretical implications of our findings.
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Introduction

Much recent attention has been given to workplace victimization, defined as

incidents in which one or more individuals use words or actions to cause physical

or psychological harm to another person at work (Aquino & Thau, 2009). Several

different labels are used in the literature to refer to specific forms of workplace

victimization: abuse (Keashly, 1998; Tepper, 2000), bullying (Einarsen, 2000; Harvey,

Heames, Richey, & Leonard, 2006), incivility (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Blau &

Andersson, 2005), interpersonal conflict (Spector & Jex, 1998; Spector & O’Connell,

1994), petty tyranny (Ashforth, 1994), and social undermining (Duffy, Ganster, &

Pagon, 2002), for example.

Even though each of the above terms refers to behaviour falling into a global

category of workplace victimization (Aquino & Thau, 2009; alternately labelled

harassment in Bowling & Beehr’s review; 2006), some of them differ by the source of

the behaviour (e.g. supervisor vs. co-workers or one vs. many people), the length of
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time over which the behaviours occur, the intentionality (of hurting the victim), and

the nature and severity of the behaviour (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004; Bowling & Beehr,

2006; Lapierre, Spector, & Leck, 2005). Victimizing behaviors at work, perpetrated

by one or more supervisors or co-workers, can range from minor abuses, such as rude
comments, to extreme physical aggression (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Cortina,

Magley, Williams, & Langhout, 2001; Hoel, Rayner, & Cooper, 1999; LeBlanc &

Kelloway, 2002; Rogers & Kelloway, 1997). Such behaviour is often referred to as

bullying when it occurs multiple times (e.g. once a week or more) and for an extended

period of time (e.g. six months or more; Leymann, 1996).

There are many possible causes of workplace victimization. The victim’s own

dispositional characteristics and/or behaviour, for example, fall into one category of

possible causes and are the focus of the current research. Perpetrators might be more
prone to target people with certain traits and/or vulnerabilities (Bowling & Beehr,

2006; Milam, Spitzmueller, & Penney, 2009), but previous research on this possibility

has been scarce. The present study brings more light to this issue using a prospective

design to examine the relationship between target personality and a specific form of

victimization: interpersonal conflict. Interpersonal conflict, which is a moderate or

mild form of victimization (i.e. it excludes physical aggression), is similar to incivility

but a little stronger, ranging from failure to help a co-worker to overtly arguing with

him or her. Although the term ‘‘interpersonal conflict’’ may appear to refer to a two-
way disagreement between parties of equal power, an examination of the most

commonly used interpersonal conflict measure reveals that it involves a form of

victimization directed by a perpetrator towards a target (sample items include ‘‘How

often are people rude to you at work,’’ and How often do people yell at you at work;’’

Spector & Jex, 1998).

Prior research on target personality and workplace victimization

A few studies have examined the relationship between target personality and various

forms of workplace victimization (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Coyne, Seigne, & Randall,

2000; Glaso, Matthiesen, Nielsen, & Einarsen, 2007; Matthiesen and Einarsen, 2001;

Milam et al., 2009). Milam et al. (2009), for example, found that emotional stability

and agreeableness were both negatively associated with incivility. Similarly, Glaso

et al. (2007) found that compared with non-victims, victims of bullying scored lower

on measures of emotional stability, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and extraver-

sion. Finally, a meta-analysis by Bowling and Beehr (2006) examined target
personality as a predictor of victimization. Examining several different forms of

victimization together (e.g. bullying, social undermining, interpersonal conflict, etc.),

they found that target NA (r�.25) and target self-esteem (r��.21) were related to

victimization, with target PA (r��.09) yielding a relatively weaker relationship

with victimization. Although the behaviours examined in these studies are not

identical to interpersonal conflict, we believe that these finding do provide a basis for

hypothesizing a relationship between target personality and interpersonal conflict.

We should note that although previous research has examined target personality
as a potential cause of victimization, most of this research has used non-experimental

and cross-sectional designs (Aquino & Thau, 2009; Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Rayner

& Keashly, 2005; Zapf, Dormann, & Frese, 1996; Zapf & Einarsen, 2003). Indeed,

Rayner and Keashly (2005) acknowledged that there is little strong evidence about
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the causal relationship between target characteristics and victimization because of

this methodological shortcoming. The strongest evidence about causation comes

from experimental designs because of their ability to control and rule out alternative

causal explanations (e.g. Cook, Campbell, & Peracchio, 1990). It is difficult to test
the effects of personality on victimization experimentally, however, for two reasons:

It is difficult to experimentally manipulate personality (as an independent variable),

and it might be unethical to try to manipulate anything to try to cause victimization.

Barring experimental designs, however, longitudinal designs can provide better

evidence about causation than cross-sectional designs. Researchers assume that

causes are more likely to occur before events than the other way around, and this can

be examined. Overall, although there are strong theoretical grounds to expect that

target personality is related to victimization, the empirical work in this area is
limited. Indeed, such research is needed to rule-out the possibility that victimization

affects personality (see Leymann, 1990, 1996). The present study, therefore, uses a

two-wave prospective design (13-month time lag) to examine the relationship

between target personality and victimization.

The reason for the limited previous research on potential effects of target

characteristics on workplace victimization may be a charitable or even noble one:

If the targets themselves appear to be at least partially a cause of their own

victimization, this could lead to a blame-the-victim mentality. Nevertheless, a few
studies have examined the role of target personality (for reviews see Einarsen, 2000;

Einarsen & Mikkelsen, 2003; Hoel et al., 1999; Zapf & Einarsen, 2003), and a

recently developed model (Bowling & Beehr, 2006) proposes target personality as a

factor in predicting victimization. Research on this topic has been limited, however,

and there is a need for additional examination of the relationship between target

personality and victimization (Einarsen, 2000; Milam et al., 2009).

Affectivity and core self-evaluations as predictors of interpersonal conflict

The current research examines PA (the extent to which an individual experiences

positive emotions, such as enthusiasm and excitement, across a wide range of

situations; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) and NA (the extent to which an

individual experiences negative emotions, such as anxiety and depression, regard-

less of the situation; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) as potential predictors of

interpersonal conflict. In addition, we examined another personality construct,
core self-evaluations (CSE; Johnson, Rosen, & Levy, 2008; Judge, 2009; Judge,

Locke, Durham, & Kluger, 1998). Core self-evaluations represent individuals’

fundamental assumptions about their own worth and competence and are

composed of a combination of four constituent traits: self-esteem, generalized

self-efficacy, emotional stability, and locus of control. Several studies have indicated

that these four characteristics are strongly intercorrelated, and confirmatory factor

analyses indicate that they load onto a single latent factor (Johnson et al., 2008;

Judge, Erez, Bono, & Thoresen, 2002).
There are two mechanisms through which personality of the potential target

could elicit interpersonal conflict. First, the employee might behave in an annoying

manner, tempting anyone who is prone to victimize to be more likely to actually

engage in victimizing behaviour towards them (Coyne et al., 2000; Matthiesen &
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Einarsen, 2001; Olweus, 1993; Zapf, 1999). NA, which is similar to neuroticism

(Watson & Clark, 1984), could be associated with such annoying behaviours. The

negative views of employees with high NA could lead them to talk negatively about

the workplace and the people in it, which could be annoying to others. Potential

targets who are high in PA, on the other hand, might have the opposite effect on

potential perpetrators. That is, employees high in PA would not be annoying to

others; instead they might be encouraging to themselves and their co-workers, and

they might appear resistant to attempts to make them feel bad (e.g. victimization

attempts). The second mechanism through which target personality could lead to

victimization is by making the target appear vulnerable to victimization (Aquino &

Bradfield, 2000; Harvey, et al., 2006). For low CSE employees, vulnerability would

be the more likely mechanism, with their poor self-view leading potential

perpetrators to see them as easy targets. Someone who is prone to victimize others

might view victimizing such people as easier and more likely to be ‘‘successful’’ (e.g.

get the desired negative submissive reaction), while victimizing someone high in CSE

would be more risky (the person might not react badly or might even ‘‘fight back’’)

and less likely to be successful.

Hypothesis 1a: Target PA and CSE will be negatively associated with interpersonal
conflict, and target NA will be positively associated with interpersonal conflict.

Furthermore, if the effect in Hypothesis 1a is causal from personality to

victimization, then a cross-time relationship should be found between personality

at T1 and victimization at T2. Some researchers have suggested that victimization is

largely the result of environmental influences and that target personality is of little or

no relevance (Leymann, 1990, 1996). Although research has shown that the work

environment is related to victimization, it does not account for all the variance in

victimization (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; Hoel

& Salin, 2003). Einarsen et al., (1994), for example, found that several dimensions of

the work environment (e.g. leadership, workload, role conflict, and role ambiguity)

together predicted 10% of the variance in victimization. There is apparently a great

deal of variance in workplace victimization that situational differences cannot

explain and that for reasons explained earlier, the target’s characteristics might help

predict.

In the current study we examined the incremental effects of target personality

after controlling for two well-known sets of environmental features: job character-

istics (Hackman & Oldham, 1981) and role stressors (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, &

Rosenthal, 1964). There are several reasons why we chose to control for these

particular environmental variables. First, job characteristics and role stressors are

among the most widely-studied work environment variables in occupational

psychology. Role stressors in particular have garnered much attention in occupa-

tional health psychology research, including studies of workplace victimization.

Second, empirical research and theory (see the Bowling & Beehr model; 2006)

suggests a relationship between at least some of these environmental variables and

workplace victimization. Specifically, lack of autonomy (one of the job character-

istics), role ambiguity, role conflict, and role overload are all positively associated

with reports of workplace victimization.
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Hypothesis 1b: Target personality will predict unique variance in T2 interpersonal
conflict after both initial levels (T1) of interpersonal conflict and environmental effects
(job characteristics and role stressors) have been controlled for.

Temporal stability of victimization. Personality is relatively stable in adulthood;

changes in adult personalities (e.g. after the age of about 30) tend to be small

(McAdams & Pals, 2006; McCrae & Costa, 1996; Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer,

2006). Therefore, if victimization is at least partially the result of such stable

dispositions of victims, one would expect victimization to also be relatively stable

over time. That is, a stable predictor (i.e. personality) should have consistent effects

over time, thus making the outcome (i.e. victimization) relatively stable as well.

Similar arguments have been made by researchers studying the dispositional basis of

job satisfaction (Dormann & Zapf, 2001).

The temporal stability of victimization in itself does not provide definitive

evidence that target personality is a cause of victimization. Rather, stability

is a necessary but not sufficient condition for one to argue for a dispositional

basis. The stability of victimization could be the result of target personality

causing victimization, but it also could be the result of the stability of the work

environment (to be addressed later), for example. The current study, however, directly

examines the relationship between target personality and victimization and does not

depend solely on stability as evidence that target dispositions are related to

victimization.

Hypothesis 2: Interpersonal conflict will be stable across time.

Relationships between different sources of victimization

As suggested above, target personality is theoretically and empirically linked to

workplace victimization. To the extent that target personality influences victimiza-

tion, the amount of victimization received from one source (e.g. co-workers) is

likely to be related to the amount of victimization received from another source

(e.g. supervisors). This would occur because the person’s characteristics as a cause

of victimization are assumed to be stable across situations as well as across time.

Some prior evidence is consistent with this argument. For example, being exposed

to peer victimization during childhood is associated with subsequent workplace

victimization as an adult (Smith, Singer, Hoel, & Cooper, 2003), and amount of

victimization experienced away from work (e.g. from family or friends) is related to

the amount of victimization experienced at work (Skjorshammer & Hofoss, 1999).

Even more to the point of workplace victimization, the extent to which employees

report victimization by co-workers is related to the extent to which they report

victimization by supervisors (Donovan, Drasgow, & Munson, 1998; Duffy et al.,

2002; Frone, 1998). Frone (1998), for example, found a correlation of .34 between

target reports of co-worker and supervisor victimization.

Hypothesis 3: Interpersonal conflict perpetrated by co-workers will be positively related
to interpersonal conflict perpetrated by supervisors.
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Bottom-Up Victimization Theory. The theorizing above suggests that target

personality could influence temporal stability in victimization. In addition, the

presence of one source of victimization might result in an increase over time in other

sources of victimization. That is, victimization could start with one source or type of
perpetrator, and then another source might join in. Leymann (1990; 1996) and

Einarsen (1999), proposed a theory, which we call the Bottom-Up Victimization

Theory, suggesting that victimization from co-workers would result in subsequently

increased victimization from supervisors. According to this approach, victimization

typically begins as a minor conflict between two individuals who are relatively similar

in their levels in the organizational hierarchy, but after a while, supervisors also join

the conflict by victimizing the victim. Consistent with the just-world hypothesis

(Lerner, 1980), especially a belief in a just world for others (Begue & Bastounis,
2004), some people tend to blame victims for the problems they encounter. In this

case, if supervisors believe in a just world, they will attribute the cause of the

victimization by co-workers to the target and will be more willing to act harshly

towards the target themselves. Consistent with this, Leymann (1990; 1996) argues

that previous victimization from co-workers causes the target to become stigmatized,

which results in subsequent victimization from supervisors.

In short, this Bottom-Up Victimization Theory suggests that initial co-worker

victimization will result in subsequent supervisor victimization.

Hypothesis 4: Initial interpersonal conflict perpetrated by co-workers will predict unique
variance in T2 interpersonal conflict perpetrated by supervisors after initial levels (T1)
of interpersonal conflict perpetrated by supervisors has been controlled for.

To summarize, the current study examines target personality characteristics as

potential causes of interpersonal conflict at work. Specifically, we examine the

temporal stability of interpersonal conflict and the direct association between target

personality and interpersonal conflict over time. We also examine the relationship

between interpersonal conflict perpetrated by co-workers and interpersonal conflict

perpetrated by supervisors.

Method

Procedure

Data were collected in two waves (approximately 13 months apart) from a sample of

non-faculty personnel employed by a medium-sized Midwestern university in the

United States. For both waves, all 1488 non-faculty employees of the university were

asked to respond confidentially either to an online version or to a hardcopy of a

questionnaire. Except for two groups of employees who were known not to use e-mail

in their work, participants were sent an e-mail that invited them to participate and

that included a link to an online version of the questionnaire. These participants

had the option of completing the questionnaire online or printing a copy to be
returned to the first author via campus mail. A reminder e-mail was sent to

participants approximately two weeks after the initial e-mail. Employee groups who

were known not to use e-mail in their jobs were sent a hard copy of the questionnaire

and were asked to mail the completed questionnaires to the first author via campus
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mail. These participants received no reminder. Prior to the time 2 (T2) questionnaire

administration, all respondents were informed that if they responded to the

T2questionnaire that they could enter their names into a draw to win dinner for

two at one of several local restaurants. For both waves, participants had a 3-week
window in which the study questionnaire was available to be completed.

Sample

We received 364 completed T1questionnaires (response rate �24%) and 466

completed T2 questionnaires (response rate �31%). The response rates were typical

of much current research employing online surveys (e.g. Cycyota & Harrison, 2006;

Harvey, Harris, Harris, & Wheeler, 2007; Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004;

Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999). Cook, Heath, and Thompson’s meta-analysis of
online surveys, for instance, reported an average response rate of 34.6%, but with a

large standard deviation (15.7%). Some people completed only the T1 or only the T2

questionnaire. These individuals were excluded from further analyses, leaving 166

participants (46% of the people completing the questionnaire at T1) who completed

both T1 and T2 questionnaires. Eighty-six percent of participants were female, and

93% were Caucasian. The average participant was 42 years old and had been

employed by the university for nearly 10 years. Although female respondents were

slightly over-represented, this compares very well to the population characteristics:
67% of the university employee population being female, 93% Caucasian, an average

age of 45 years old, and an average of 11 years of organizational tenure.

Measures

Interpersonal conflict perpetrated by co-workers. Interpersonal conflict from co-

workers was assessed using the average of four items adapted from the Perception of

Fair Interpersonal Treatment Scale to refer specifically to the treatment of the focal

person (PFIT; Donovan et al., 1998). Its validity as a measure of workplace

victimization is indicated by its correlations with the Uncivil Workplace Behavior

Questionnaire (r�.51) and the Workplace Incivility Scale (r�.58; Martin & Hine,

2005). Furthermore, pilot data (N�50) that we collected from a sample of employed

students (mean job tenure �2 years, mean hours worked per week �26) indicated
that this measure yielded a correlation of .75 (pB.01) with Spector and Jex’s (1998)

measure of co-worker interpersonal conflict.

The items were, ‘‘Co-workers put me down,’’ ‘‘Co-workers argue with me,’’

‘‘Co-workers help me out’’ (reverse scored), and ‘‘Co-workers treat me with

respect’’ (reverse scored). Each item was rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and was coded such that high scores

reflected high levels of victimization. The measure yielded an alpha of .84 at T1

and .79 at T2.

Interpersonal conflict perpetrated by supervisor. Interpersonal conflict from super-

visors was measured with the average of four items written by the authors to parallel

the items in the measure of interpersonal treatment from co-workers (Donovan et al.,

1998). Each item was rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to

7 (strongly agree). The items were coded such that high scores represented high levels
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of victimization. A sample item was, ‘‘My supervisor puts me down.’’ The scale had

an alpha of .90 at both T1 and T2. Using the pilot data described above, we found

that this measure yielded a correlation of .75 (pB.01) with Spector and Jex’s (1998)

measure of supervisor interpersonal conflict and a correlation of .79 (pB.01) with

Tepper’s (2000) measure of abusive supervision.

Positive affectivity (PA) and negative affectivity (NA). Positive affectivity and

negative affectivity were each assessed with scales from the PANAS (Watson, Clark,

& Tellegen, 1988). The two scales were each computed using the average of 10 items.

Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which each item described how they

generally feel. Each item was on a 5-point scale from 1 (Very slightly or not at all) to

5 (Extremely). The PA scale had an alpha of .89 at T1 and .92 at T2 and the NA scale

had an alpha of .84 at both T1 and T2. A sample PA item is, ‘‘Excited’’ and a sample

NA item is, ‘‘Upset.’’

Core Self-Evaluations (CSE). The average of the 12 items from the CSE Scale

(Judge, Erez, Bono, & Thoresen, 2003) was used to assess CSE. Each item was

answered on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

A sample item is, ‘‘Overall, I am satisfied with myself.’’ The measure had an alpha of

.84 at T1 and .80 at T2.

Job characteristics. Job characteristics were measured with the average of five items

taken from the Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS; Hackman & Oldham, 1980). One item

each was included for skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and

task feedback. The study did not hypothesize any separate effects for individual JDS

dimensions, and in order to reduce questionnaire length, only one item from each

subscale scale was included. Items were rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (very

inaccurate) to 7 (very accurate). A sample item is, ‘‘My job requires a person to use

a number of complex or sophisticated skills.’’ Research often combines different

job characteristics into an overall index measuring a set of intrinsically motivating

job characteristics as we did here; however the measure should be considered

a multidimensional index rather than a unidimensional scale (e.g. Frese, Garst, &

Fay, 2007; Gobeski & Beehr, 2009; Valcour, 2007). Given that this measure represents

a causal indicator scale (Bollen & Lennox, 1991), we do not report internal-

consistency reliabilities.

Role stressors. To assess role stressors we used a strategy similar to that described for

job characteristics, above. We used the average of three items (one each measuring

role ambiguity, role overload, and role conflict) from Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman

(1970) and House, Schuler, and Levanoni (1983). These items were answered on a

7-point scale ranging from 1 (very inaccurate) to 7 (very accurate). A sample item is,

‘‘I have enough time to complete my work’’ (reverse-scored role overload item).

Conceptually, all three items represent role stressors and are based on role theory

(Beehr & Glazer, 2005; Kahn et al., 1964). However, we did not compute internal-

consistency reliability, because this measure represents a causal indictor (Bollen &

Lennox, 1991).
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Results

Table 1. Presents the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations for the study

variables.

Hypotheses 1a and 1b. Hypothesis 1a proposed that target PA and CSE would be

positively associated with victimization and target NA would be negatively associated

with victimization. Table 1 shows that all personality variables were related to all
victimization variables within and across time except for one instance; positive

affectivity at T2 was not related to supervisor victimization at T1. Some of the

strongest correlations between personality and victimization occurred when the two

were measured at the same time, which may be due to common method variance

(time being a component of the common method).

Here we focus on the prediction of T2 victimization from T1 personality and

situational variables, because (1) this set of relationships is the most consistent with

the proposal that personality predicts victimization over time. As predicted, T1 PA
and CSE yielded negative relationships with both T2 co-worker and supervisor

victimization, and T1 NA yielded positive relationships with both forms of T2

victimization (see Table 1). Specifically, T1 PA, T1 CSE, and T1 NA yielded

respective correlations of �.19 (pB.05), �.22 (pB.01), and .29 (pB.01) with T2

supervisor victimization. They yielded respective correlations of �.26 (pB.01),

�.29, (pB.01), and .31 (pB.01) with T2 co-worker victimization. Furthermore, the

relationships between victimization measured at T1 and personality measured at

T2 for each pair of variables (i.e. each specific personality measure and specific
victimization measure) were weaker in every instance. This is consistent with the idea

that personality might cause victimization rather than the other way around.

Hypothesis 1b, that T1 target personality would predict T2 victimization after the

initial (T1) victimization and environmental variables were controlled, was tested

with hierarchical regression (Table 2). T1 victimization, demographic variables, and

environmental variables were controlled while examining the relationship of T1

target personality with T2 victimization. The three T1 personality variables together

predicted unique variance in T2 supervisor victimization (change in R2�.04,
pB.05). In these analyses, NA (Beta�.22, pB.05) yielded a significant unique

relationship with supervisor victimization. Similar analyses conducted for co-worker

victimization did not support the hypothesis, however. Thus, Hypothesis 1b was

supported only with respect to supervisor victimization. We should note that parallel

analyses (which are not included in the table) found that T1 victimization was not

significantly associated with T2 target personality after initial (T1) target personality

was controlled, indicating that the reverse causal order was unlikely.

Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 2 predicted that victimization would be relatively stable

across time. As shown in Table 1, T1 co-worker victimization was significantly

related to T2 co-worker victimization, r�.60 (pB.01), and T1 supervisor victimiza-

tion was significantly related to T2 supervisor victimization, r�.37 (pB.01). Thus,

Hypothesis 2 was supported, although it was supported more strongly for co-worker

victimization than for supervisor victimization.

Hypothesis 3. Hypothesis 3 predicted that victimization from co-workers would be

associated with victimization from supervisors. This hypothesis was supported.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between study variables (N�166).

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18

1. T1 supervisor victimization 2.33 1.34 (.90)

2. T2 supervisor victimization 2.30 1.27 .37** (.90)

3. T1 co-worker victimization 2.26 1.03 .58** .42** (.84)

4. T2 co-worker victimization 2.19 0.87 .42** .56** .60** (.79)

5. T1 positive affectivity 3.75 0.58 �.17* �.19* �.23** �.26** (.89)

6. T2 positive affectivity 3.73 0.68 �.10 �.35** �.19* �.31** .72** (.92)

7. T1 negative affectivity 1.54 0.47 .22** .29** .33** .31** �.43** �.39** (.84)

8. T2 negative affectivity 1.50 0.46 .22** .36** .27** .35** �.25** �.38** .59** (.84)

9. T1 core self-evaluations 5.33 0.80 �.21** �.22** �.30** �.29** .66** .52** �.56** �.46** (.84)

10. T2 core self-evaluations 5.34 0.72 �.17* �.40** �.21** �.37** .54** .64** �.50** �.59** .74** (.80)

11. T1 job characteristics 5.58 0.73 �.12 �.16* �.10 �.04 .26** .29** �.15* �.18* .16* .30** �
12. T2 job characteristics 5.55 0.83 �.10 �.32** �.15* �.16* .22** .32** �.11 �.20* .11 .28** .57** �
13. T1 role stressors 2.94 1.19 .49** .25** .44** .28** �.12 �.10 .16* .24** �.28** �.23** �.34** �.15* �
14. T2 role stressors 3.12 1.39 .21** .49** .34** .41** �.06 �.13 .17* .33** �.22** �.36** �.30** �.34** .46** �
15. Age 41.83 10.27 �.10 �.05 �.04 �.04 .23** .19* �.28** �.18* .14 .13 .24** .22** �.11 �.13 �
16. Gender 1.13 0.34 .06 .10 .06 .11 �.11 �.07 .12 .05 �.10 �.06 .06 .16* �.02 .04 .02 �
17. Race 1.07 0.25 �.06 �.06 �.04 .07 .03 .10 �.01 �.06 .00 .01 �.03 .17* .04 .02 �.13 .09 �
18. Education 4.71 1.34 �.07 �.01 �.02 .03 .01 .00 .17* �.04 �.01 .02 .01 .11 .16* .00 �.24** .20** .21** �
19. Tenure 9.60 8.40 �.11 �.03 .01 .04 .00 �.01 �.08 �.16* .07 .09 .10 .14 .06 �.09 .49** �.06 �.10 �.20**

*p B.05; **p B.01.
Alpha reliabilities are in parentheses and appear on the diagonal. For gender, 1 �Female; 2 �Male. For race, 1 �Caucasian; 2 �Non-Caucasian.
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Specifically, T1 co-worker victimization yielded a correlation of .58 (pB.01) with T1

supervisor victimization and T2 co-worker victimization yielded a correlation of

.56 (pB.01) with T2 supervisor victimization (Table 1).

Hypothesis 4. Hypothesis 4, that initial victimization from co-workers (T1) would be

positively related to subsequent victimization from supervisors, was tested with

hierarchical regression (Table 3). We used regression analysis to examine the ability

of T1 co-worker victimization to predict T2 supervisor victimization, controlling for

initial (T1) levels of supervisor victimization (Hypothesis 4). Based on the Bottom-
Up Victimization Theory discussed above (Leymann, 1990, 1996; Einarsen, 1999),

we expected that T1 co-worker victimization would be positively associated with

temporal increases in supervisor victimization. This hypothesis was supported. As

shown in Table 3, T1 co-worker victimization predicted T2 supervisor victimization

Table 2. Prospective analyses examining the relationships between T1 personality and T2

victimization, controlling for initial (T1) levels of victimization (N�166).

Criterion Ordered predictors Beta Change in R2 Total R2

T2 co-worker victimization 1. T1 co-worker victimization .53** .36** .36**

2. Demographic controls .01 .37**

Age .00

Gender .04

Ethnicity .10

Tenure .05

Educational attainment .00

3. Environmental variables .00 .38**

T1 job characteristics .05

T1 role stressors .03

4. Dispositional variables .02 .40**

T1 PA �.09

T1 NA .09

T1 CSE �.02

T2 supervisor victimization 1. T1 supervisor victimization .27** .14** .14**

2. Demographic controls .01 .15**

Age .06

Gender .07

Ethnicity �.03

Tenure .00

Educational attainment �.03

3. Environmental variables .01 .17**

T1 job characteristics �.08

T1 role stressors .07

4. Dispositional variables .04* .21**

T1 PA �.02

T1 NA .22*

T1 CSE .01

*p B.05; **p B.01.
For gender, 1 �Female; 2 �Male. For race, 1 �Caucasian; 2 �Non-Caucasian. All Betas are from the
last (fourth) step of the regression equation.
PA �Positive Affectivity; NA �Negative Affectivity; CSE �Core Self-Evaluations.
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(Beta�.30, pB.01) after initial supervisor victimization and other variables

(demographics and situational variables) were controlled. Additional analyses in

Table 3, however, show that T1 supervisor victimization was not related to T2 co-

worker victimization. This reinforces the idea that the spreading victimization from

one source to another is more likely to go upwards rather than downwards in the

organizational hierarchy.

Discussion

Rayner and Keashly (2005) noted that because no published prospective studies had

examined the relationship between target characteristics and workplace victimiza-

tion, little is known about whether target personality is a cause or consequence of

being victimized. The current study is the first to use a prospective design to examine

the relationship between target personality and workplace victimization. As

suggested by the Bowling and Beehr (2006) model, the prospective design of the

present study provided evidence that target personality could be one of the causes of

victimization, because the data supported the temporal sequence of personality

leading to victimization rather than victimization leading to personality.

Table 3. Prospective analyses testing the relationships between co-worker victimization and

supervisor victimization (N�166).

Criterion Ordered predictors Beta Change in R2 Total R2

T2 supervisor victimization 1. T1 supervisor victimization .17 .14** .14**

2. Demographic controls .01 .15**

Age .00

Gender .09

Ethnicity �.05

Tenure .00

Educational attainment .00

3. Environmental variables .01 .17**

T1 job characteristics �.11

T1 role stressors .00

4. T1 co-worker victimization .30** .05** .22**

T2 co-worker victimization 1. T1 co-worker victimization .53** .36** .36**

2. Demographic controls .01 .37**

Age �.04

Gender .06

Ethnicity .09

Tenure .08

Educational attainment .03

3. Environmental variables .00 .38**

T1 job characteristics .02

T1 role stressors �.01

4. T1 supervisor victimization .12 .00 .38**

*pB.05; **pB.01.
For gender, 1 �Female; 2 �Male. For race, 1 �Caucasian; 2 �Non-Caucasian. All Betas are from the
last (fourth) step of the regression equation.
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We found both direct and indirect evidence that victims’ personalities are related

to the experience of victimization. First, victimization was relatively stable over time,

as would be expected if a stable personality trait influenced victimization. Second,

consistent with the interpretation that the stability is due to the effects of personality,

target PA, NA, and CSE were each directly associated with victimization. In

addition, we found that target personality was related to supervisor victimization

even after initial levels of victimization, demographics, and environmental char-

acteristics were controlled. NA in particular yielded strong unique relationships with

victimization. Target NA might therefore make sense as a focus of future research on

target personality. Indeed, Spector, Zapf, Chen, & Frese (2000) identified several

theoretical processes that potentially link target NA with victimization. High-NA

employees, for example, may be predisposed to perceive the presence of victimization

regardless of the objective nature of how others treat them, or they may have a

tendency to engage in provocative behaviours that increase the probability that

others will mistreat them.

Other mechanisms also exist that potentially explain the link between target

personality and victimization. Personality traits, for example, may predispose targets

to engage in annoying behaviours that could provoke potential perpetrators to

engage in victimizing behaviour (Coyne et al., 2000; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2001;

Olweus, 1993; Zapf, 1999). Alternatively, personality may predispose targets to

engage in behaviours that make them appear to be submissive and thus easy targets

(Aquino & Bradfield, 2000; Harvey, et al., 2006). Overall, victims’ personality

provides a potentially causal explanation for workplace victimization and needs to be

studied alongside the more commonly examined situational variables as predictors if

we are to fully understand the phenomenon.

Finally, our analyses found support for the Bottom-Up Victimization Theory.

Although this bottom-up phenomenon was hypothesized by other researchers

(Einarsen, 1999; Leymann, 1990, 1996), the current study is the first to provide

empirical evidence for it. Victimization of a target by co-workers may be responsible

for leading supervisors to victimize the target as well. This can be a serious practical

concern for organizations, because supervisors can be seen more clearly as an agent

of the organization than co-workers are, suggesting organizational responsibility and

liability. Supervisors would often be expected to stop victimization rather than join

in. We suggest that supervisors may thus benefit from victimization awareness

training or empathy and support training in order to help them make a conscious

effort to reduce victimization in the workplace. Explanatory mechanisms behind the

bottom-up spread of victimization are currently unknown and future research should

address it. We can propose, for example, that supervisors are more likely to join in

the victimization when the target is a low job performer rather than a productive one,

when the supervisor is under stress himself or herself, or under conditions such as

high organizational tolerance of victimization. Such issues are yet to be addressed.

Although the current study suggested that target personality plays an important

role in models of workplace victimization, it is important to clarify that target

characteristics predict only a relatively small percentage of the variance in

victimization. More specifically, the zero-order relationships in the current study

suggest that target dispositions explain less that 20% of the variance in victimization.

Much of the unexplained variance in victimization is likely due to environmental
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factors (e.g. organizational culture) and perpetrator characteristics. Indeed, we found

that situational variables, particularly role stressors, also were related to victimiza-

tion, which is consistent with a recently proposed model of workplace victimization

(Bowling & Beehr, 2006). We also found, however, that target personality was related

to supervisor victimization after the effects of environmental variables were

controlled.

We should note that some researchers have cautioned against studying target

personality as a cause of workplace victimization (Leymann, 1990, 1996). We

sympathize with this concern and strongly believe that our results should not be

used to blame victims for being victimized. Indeed, the perpetrators are ultimately

responsible for their own victimizing behaviour, as any person must be responsible

for his or her own behaviour. We interpret it as good news that the victim’s

own personality seems to have only a small influence on victimization, as noted

above. More efforts need to be directed towards examining non-personality causes

of victimization. We hope that our results can be used to help targets of

victimization.

Limitations

There are also some limitations of the current study. The sample consisted of

university employees, and the participants were majority female and primarily

Caucasian. It is thus unknown as yet whether the results can be generalized to other

types of organizations and populations.

Second, because all the data were collected using self-report measures,

common-method variance might have resulted in an overestimation of the

strength of relationships that we examined. We should note, however, that key

relationships (e.g. T1 personality with T2 victimization) were generally significant

when examined across time, and such separation of measurement has been

recommended as a way to reduce the effects of common methods (e.g. Podsakoff

& Organ, 1986).

Third, the study did not conclusively prove that causal relations exist among the

variables. Experimental manipulation of theoretically causal variables is the best way

to investigate causation. Personality cannot be readily manipulated, however, and

therefore there is an inherent inability to conduct experimental research in this topic

area. Nevertheless, the present data from two time periods were examined in a

number of ways that entertain the causal issue a bit more deeply than usual and

reduce the likelihood of some alternative explanations for the relationships between

personality and victimization.

Additionally, because the current research examined a specific form of workplace

victimization (interpersonal conflict), we should note that it is unclear whether the

current findings can be generalized to other forms of victimization, such as abusive

supervision (Tepper, 2000), bullying (Einarsen, 2000; Harvey et al., 2006), incivility

(Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Blau & Andersson, 2005), and social undermining

(Duffy et al., 2002). Future research is thus needed to examine whether target

personality influences the extent to which one reports being the target of these

behaviours.

Work & Stress 153



Future research

Despite the valuable contributions provided by the current study, additional research

is needed to examine the relationship between target personality and victimization.

Above we discussed the theoretical processes potentially linking target personality to

victimization. Target personality could influence victimization by causing victims to

engage in behaviours that either incite or discourage victimization. Such behaviours

could take one of at least two forms: negative interpersonal behaviour that makes

people dislike the person, or behaviours indicating the person is vulnerable and an

easy target for victimization (suggested also by Aquino & Bradfield, 2000; Coyne

et al., 2000; Harvey, et al., 2006; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2001; Olweus, 1993; Zapf,

1999). Studies measuring perpetrators’ (dis)liking for the target and perceived

vulnerability of the target could help to provide direct evidence for such explanations.
Although we have focused on the personality characteristics of victims as

potential causes of workplace victimization, both situational characteristics and the

personality characteristics of perpetrators (which could be considered as situational

characteristics for the victim) are also likely to play a role in victimization (Bowling &

Beehr, 2006; Harvey, et al., 2006). A few studies have examined the role of

perpetrator personality. Douglas and Martinko (2001), for example, found that NA

and trait anger were both positively related to the extent to which one engages in

aggressive behaviour at work. More research, however, is needed to examine the

relationship between perpetrator personality and workplace aggression. One issue

would be whether perpetrator personality has a simple, unique effect on his or her

victimizing behaviours or whether there is an interaction in which specific

combinations of personality characteristics of perpetrators and victims are more

likely to result in victimization. A simple hypothesis would be that personality

similarities between potential perpetrators and victims would reduce the likelihood

of victimization. Previous workplace research has shown that perceived similarity of

both supervisors and mentors to lower level employees can be related to liking the

employee (e.g. Beehr, et al. 2006; Erisher, Grant-Vallone, & Marelich, 2002), and we

propose that supervisors and co-workers are less likely to victimize an employee they

like.

Practical implications

The current study has important practical implications. An understanding of target

personality characteristics can contribute to organizational efforts to combat

victimization. For instance, organizations could use personality testing to identify

likely victimization targets and to focus anti-victimization efforts at those individuals

and their workplaces. The finding that victimization from co-workers can contribute

to increases in supervisor victimization also has practical significance. Specifically,

supervisors could be trained to identify and avoid the cycle by which initial co-

worker victimization results in increases in supervisor victimization. Organizational

policies and training could be aimed specifically at identifying victimization

situations and episodes early, and then protecting the target in those very early

stages of victimization situations, so that it never escalates to the point at which the

supervisor might be tempted to join in.
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We wish to warn organizations against using the current findings to screen out

job applicants who are likely to become victimization targets. Although managers

may be tempted to not hire high-NA applicants due to their relatively greater

likelihood of reporting being the target of victimization, such a practice is ethically

questionable, not least because victimization is ultimately the responsibility of the

perpetrator.

Conclusion

Workplace victimization is a serious problem for many organizations. Although

some theorists have emphasized situational causes of victimization (e.g. Leymann,

1990, 1996), the current study suggests that target personality does indeed have an

important role in models of workplace victimization (e.g. as in the recent Bowling &

Beehr model; 2006). Additional research, however, is needed to more fully under-

stand the relationship between target personality and victimization. We hope that the

current study helps stimulates further research in this area.
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