SA Journal of Industrial Psychology
ISSN: (Online) 2071-0763, (Print) 0258-5200

Page 1 of 9

Original Research

The impact of workplace bullying on flourishing: The
moderating role of emotional intelligence
Author:
Elizabeth C. Nel1

Orientation: Workplace bullying has detrimental effects on employee well-being. Emotional
intelligence may moderate the relationship between workplace bullying and flourishing.

Affiliation:
1
Department of Industrial
and Organisational
Psychology, University of
South Africa, Pretoria,
South Africa

Research purpose: The purpose of this study was to examine the nature of the relationship
between workplace bullying and flourishing and to investigate the moderating role of
emotional intelligence in the workplace bullying–flourishing relationship.

Corresponding author:
Elizabeth Nel,
coetzec1@unisa.ac.za
Dates:
Received: 31 Oct. 2018
Accepted: 29 Jan. 2019
Published: 04 Apr. 2019
How to cite this article:
Nel, E.C., 2019, ‘The impact
of workplace bullying on
flourishing: The moderating
role of emotional
intelligence’, SA Journal of
Industrial Psychology/SA
Tydskrif vir Bedryfsielkunde
45(0), a1603. https://doi.org/
10.4102/sajip.v45i0.1603
Copyright:
© 2019. The Authors.
Licensee: AOSIS. This work
is licensed under the
Creative Commons
Attribution License.

Read online:
Scan this QR
code with your
smart phone or
mobile device
to read online.

Motivation for the study: There is a paucity of studies exploring the moderating role of
personal resources such as emotional intelligence in the relationship between workplace
bullying and flourishing.
Research approach/design and method: The study used a cross-sectional design, quantitative
approach and a convenience sampling method. Employees from a higher education institution
(N = 1102) participated in this research. Descriptive, correlation and moderation analysis was
used to analyse the data.
Main findings: The results showed that there was a significant negative relationship between
workplace bullying and flourishing. Emotional intelligence significantly moderated the
relationship between workplace bullying and flourishing.
Practical/managerial implications: Organisations should develop and/or strengthen the level
of emotional intelligence in employees in order to reduce the negative effect of workplace
bullying on well-being.
Contribution/value-add: The findings of this research contribute to the limited body of
research investigating personal resources such as emotional intelligence as a moderator in the
bullying-well-being relationship.
Keywords: Industrial and organisational psychology; workplace bullying; well-being;
flourishing; emotional intelligence; higher education.

Introduction
Workplace bullying is an extremely prevalent and relevant issue in modern working life, with
devastating effects on employees and organisations (Smit & Du Plessis, 2016). Exposure to
workplace bullying is associated not only with reduced levels of well-being among victims but also
with negative individual, group and organisational outcomes (Mathisen, Einarsen, & Mykletun,
2008). Given the significant costs associated with workplace bullying and the array of negative
employee outcomes, it is imperative for organisations to both prevent the onset of bullying and to
reduce its negative effects. Despite the wealth of research on the prevalence and antecedents of
workplace bullying, little research has been undertaken on understanding the potential moderators
in the relationship between bullying and well-being (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018; Rai & Agarwal,
2018). Theoretically, research suggests that the effects of bullying are dependent upon a range of
personal resources such as resilience, coping, psychological capital and self-efficacy (Rai &
Agarwal, 2018; Zapf & Einarsen, 2005). As such, it is proposed that personal resources may reduce
the damaging effects of bullying at work on a person’s well-being (Bernstein & Trimm, 2016; Carter
& Loh, 2017; Indoo & Ajeya, 2012; Upton, 2010). Drawing from the job demands–resources theory
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, 2014, 2018), personal resources refer to individuals’ personal beliefs
regarding the amount of control they have over their work environment (Bakker & Demerouti,
2007, 2014, 2018). Subsequently, individuals who possess high levels of personal resources have the
ability to effectively approach and manage their job demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2018), thereby
reducing work-related stress and health problems. In terms of the key focus of this study, emotional
intelligence was identified as a key personal resource that could act as a protective factor with
regard to the negative effects on well-being associated with bullying interactions.
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Research purpose
The purpose of the study is twofold. Firstly, the study seeks
to examine the nature of the relationship between workplace
bullying and flourishing. Secondly, the study seeks to
investigate whether emotional intelligence significantly
moderates the relationship between workplace bullying and
flourishing. By conducting this research, the study may
potentially contribute to a workplace bullying and well-being
theory by shedding light on how personal resources such as
emotional intelligence may be helpful in reducing the
negative effects of workplace bullying. These findings could
further inform employee well-being practices for individuals
employed in the diverse South African work environment.

Literature review
Workplace bullying

Workplace bullying is an umbrella term encompassing a range
of subtle or obvious negative behaviours, including
aggression, hostility, intimidation and harm (Baillien,
Neyens, De Witte, & De Cuyper, 2009; Bartlett & Bartlett,
2011; Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper 2011; Escartín, Zapf,
Arrieta, & Rodriquez-Carballeira, 2010; Spagnoli, Spagnoli,
Balducci, & Balducci, 2017; Tehrani, 2012). Einarsen et al.
(2011) define workplace bullying as follows:
… harassing, offending, or socially excluding someone or
negatively affecting someone’s work. In order for the label
bullying (or mobbing) to be applied to a particular activity,
interaction, or process, the bullying behavior has to occur
repeatedly and regularly (e.g. weekly) and over a period of time
(e.g. about six months). Bullying is an escalating process in the
course of which the person confronted ends up in an inferior
position and becomes the target of systematic negative social
acts. A conflict cannot be called bullying if the incident is an
isolated event or if two parties of approximately equal strength
are in conflict. (p. 22)

This definition identifies five key elements associated with
workplace bullying, which include: (1) negative or
aggressive behaviour; (2) the frequency of the behaviour; (3)
imbalance of power; (4) harmful effect; and (5) prolonged
duration. The first key element, as defined by a number of
authors (Baillien et al., 2009; Bartlett & Bartlett, 2011;
Einarsen et al., 2011; Escartín et al., 2010; Spagnoli, Spagnoli,
Balducci, & Balducci, 2017; Tehrani, 2012), can include overt
or covert negative behaviours, including harassment, social
exclusion, emotional abuse, spreading rumours or physical
attacks. Thus, workplace bullying may be person-related
(i.e. isolation, social exclusion, false accusations,
undermining, harassment, humiliation, threats, intimidation,
manipulation, and personal criticism) or work-related (i.e.
work overload, removing of responsibility, overruling
decisions, controlling resources, unfair criticism and
blocking promotion and development opportunities). The
second key element emphasises the frequent nature of
bullying behaviours. According to Einarsen et al. (2011),
Kalamdien (2013) and Leymann (1996), workplace bullying
should occur at least once a week because isolated incidents
http://www.sajip.co.za
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are typically excluded from the defining elements of bullying
behaviour (Di Martino, Hoel, & Cooper, 2003; Einarsen,
Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper 2003; Einarsen et al., 2011). However,
several authors indicate that single incidents of extreme
hostile behaviour may be classified as bullying if the
behaviour causes severe negative consequences for an
individual’s well-being (Baldry, Farrington, & Sorrentino,
2017; Lee, 2002; Tehrani, 2012). The third key element
describes a power imbalance between the parties, leaving
the victim vulnerable (Baillien, Escartín, Gross, & Zapf,
2017). Remarkably, this imbalance of power between parties
is not limited to position or authority (Branch et al., 2013;
Cowie, Naylor, Rivers, Smith, & Pereira, 2002) and can occur
downwards, upwards (Branch, Ramsay, & Barker, 2007,
2008, 2013), horizontally (Einarsen et al., 2011) and across
levels (D’Cruz, 2012). The fourth key element highlights the
negative physical and psychological effects on victims’
health and well-being. On the one hand, psychological
problems may include poor mental health, post-traumatic
stress, burnout, depression and suicide (Brewer & Whiteside,
2012; Martin & Klein, 2013; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012; Nielsen
et al., 2013; Soares, 2012). On the other hand, physical
problems include chronic disease, headaches, higher body
mass, increased substance abuse, sleep disruption and an
increase in cardiovascular disease (Bartlett & Bartlett, 2011;
Kivimaki et al., 2003). The last key element of workplace
bullying underscores the prolonged duration of negative or
aggressive behaviour. As such, workplace bullying typically
occurs over a long period of time and escalates and intensifies
with time (Einarsen et al., 2011; Zapf, Escartín, Einarsen,
Hoel, & Vartia, 2011). To support this view, Einarsen et al.
(2011) specify a timeframe of at least 6 months, while Salin
(2001) stipulate a duration of at least 12 months within
which bullying behaviour should occur.

Flourishing
Flourishing is commonly used to describe high levels of wellbeing (Diener, Wirtz, Tov, Kim-Prieto, Choi, Oishi, & BiswasDiener, 2010; Hone, Jarden, Schofield, & Duncan, 2014;
Seligman, 2011). The concept of flourishing was developed
by Keyes (2002, 2005, 2007) and refers to a pattern of positive
feelings and positive functioning in life, encompassing
emotional, psychological and social aspects of well-being.
Flourishing can be linked to several theoretical models that
conceptualise flourishing aspects through research conducted
by Keyes (2002), Diener et al. (2010), Seligman (2011) and
Huppert and So (2013). Keyes (2002) developed the mental
health continuum (MHC). The MHC focuses on the way
individuals function, both personally and socially, and labels
individuals as languishing (i.e. low levels of emotional,
psychological and social well-being), moderately mentally
healthy (i.e. neither flourishing nor languishing) and
flourishing (i.e. high levels of emotional, psychological and
social well-being). According to the MHC (Keyes, 2002),
flourishing comprises three main components, namely,
psychological well-being, social well-being and emotional
well-being. Psychological well-being involves aspects of
Open Access

Page 3 of 9

an individual’s psychological functioning, namely selfacceptance, autonomy, personal growth, positive relations,
environmental mastery and purpose in life. Social well-being
refers to how an individual functions in a social manner and
includes social coherence, social actualisation, social
integration, social acceptance and social contribution.
Emotional well-being entails the presence of positive
emotions, interest in life and satisfaction with life (Keyes,
2002, 2005, 2006). Diener et al. (2010) conceptualised
flourishing as the presence of positive relationships,
engagement, purpose and meaning, self-acceptance and selfesteem, competence, optimism and social contribution. This
model is based on humanistic and positive psychology
traditions and includes an individual’s psychological and
social functioning (Diener et al., 2010). Seligman (2011)
conceptualised flourishing in terms of five dimensions:
positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships,
meaning and accomplishments (the PERMA model).
According to Seligman (2011), the PERMA model may assist
individuals to find happiness, fulfilment and meaning in
their lives. Huppert and So (2013) conceptualised flourishing
as the presence of feeling good and functioning effectively.
This model highlights mental states rather than physical
states and describes flourishing in terms of positive
characteristics (i.e. emotional stability, vitality, optimism,
resilience and self-esteem); positive functioning (i.e.
engagement, competence, meaning and positive
relationships); and positive appraisal (i.e. life satisfaction
and positive emotion).

Emotional intelligence
Emotional intelligence was originally developed by Salovey
and Mayer (1990) as the appraisal and regulation of emotions
and the utilisation thereof to facilitate one’s behaviour.
Generally defined as an intelligence that involves problemsolving and social relationships (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso,
2008), emotional intelligence enables individuals to
successfully cope and adapt to workplace stressors
(Gunavathy & Ayswarya, 2012; Van Zyl & De Bruin, 2012).
According to Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) four-branch model,
emotional intelligence consists of four areas of cognitive
abilities: (1) emotional perception; (2) emotional
understanding; (3) emotional facilitation; and (4) emotion
management. Emotional perception refers to the ability to
accurately perceive and express emotions. Emotional
understanding involves the use of emotions to facilitate
thinking and problem-solving. Emotional facilitation refers
to the ability to recognise and analyse complex emotions,
while emotion management involves the ability to manage
emotions for goal accomplishment (Mayer & Salovey, 1997).
Providing a different perspective of emotional intelligence,
the Bar-On (1997, 2000, 2006) model defines emotional
intelligence as a range of non-cognitive abilities, social
competencies and skills that affect an individual’s ability to
flourish when faced with daily demands and pressures. The
Bar-On (1997, 2000, 2006) model includes five key components
of effective emotional and social functioning: intrapersonal
http://www.sajip.co.za
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skills; interpersonal skills; stress management; adaptability;
and general mood. Intrapersonal skills refer to emotional
self-awareness, self-regard, assertiveness and the ability to
express one’s feelings and be self-directed. Interpersonal
skills involve the ability to be aware of, understand and
appreciate others’ feelings and to establish and maintain
mutually satisfying relationships with other people. Stress
management refers to the ability to actively and positively
cope with stressful situations and the ability to act and
control one’s emotions. Adaptability involves the ability to
remain flexible in changing situations and conditions and to
identify and solve personal and social problems. General
mood is the ability to maintain a positive attitude towards
life, to feel satisfied with one’s life and to express positive
emotions (Bar-On, 2000). Combining cognitive and
personality competencies, Goleman (2001) developed the
mixed model of emotional intelligence competencies.
According to Goleman (1996), emotional intelligence is not
fixed and develops as individuals learn and grow over time.
The model is based on the recognition and regulation of
emotions in oneself and others, and outlines the following
four categories of skills: (1) self-awareness; (2) selfmanagement; (3) social awareness; and (4) relationship
management. Self-awareness refers to the ability to recognise
emotions in oneself, as well as their impact on decisionmaking. Self-management involves the ability to control
one’s own emotions and to successfully adjust to changing
situations. Social awareness involves the ability to be aware
of, understand and react to others’ emotions. Relationship
management includes the ability to effectively communicate,
influence and develop others while building collaboration
and managing conflict (Goleman, 2001).

Workplace bullying, flourishing and emotional
intelligence
Numerous studies (Coetzee & Oosthuizen, 2017; Hansen,
Hogh, & Persson, 2011; Lutgen-Sandvik, Namie, & Namie,
2009; Nielsen, Magerøy, Gjerstad, & Einarsen, 2014; Nielsen
et al., 2012; Notelaers, 2010) provide support for a relationship
between workplace bullying and well-being. More
specifically, workplace bullying has been recognised as a
major source of workplace stress that is associated with
negative well-being outcomes, including poor psychological
health, post-traumatic stress, burnout, depression (Brewer &
Whiteside, 2012; Martin & Klein, 2013; Nielsen et al., 2014;
Nielsen, Glaso, Matthiesen, Eid, & Einarsen, 2013; Verkuil,
Atasayi, & Molendijk, 2015) and even suicide (Bartlett &
Bartlett, 2011). Although a considerable amount of literature
is available on the relationship between workplace bullying
and various well-being outcomes, limited research efforts
have been dedicated towards examining the concept of
flourishing as a measure of well-being in relation to workplace
bullying. According to the researcher’s knowledge, only a
single study linking workplace bullying to flourishing has
been conducted (Coetzee & Oosthuizen, 2017).
In terms of emotional intelligence, only a few studies have
examined individual personality traits and dispositions as
Open Access
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moderating variables in the relationship between workplace
bullying and well-being. Previous research found that
individuals’ personal resources such as coping, self-esteem,
psychological capital, self-efficacy and resilience moderated
the relationship between workplace bullying and various wellbeing outcomes (Ashraf & Khan, 2014; Bernstein & Trimm,
2016; Jackson, Firtko & Edenborough, 2007; Moreno-Jimenez,
Rodriguez-Munoz, Moreno, & Garrosa, 2007; Nielsen &
Einarsen, 2018; Rai & Agarwal, 2018; Upton, 2010). With specific
reference to emotional intelligence, only a small number of
studies have suggested a link between workplace bullying and
emotional intelligence. These studies suggest that employees
high in emotional intelligence are more capable of coping with
bullying (Ashraf & Khan, 2014; Bennett & Sawatzky, 2013;
Cartwright & Pappas, 2008; Giorgi et al., 2016; Hutchinson &
Hurley, 2013; Oluyinka, 2009). Studies also indicate that
individuals high in emotional intelligence tend to experience
fewer negative well-being effects resulting from workplace
bullying than those with a lower emotional intelligence (EI)
(Cartwright & Pappas, 2008; Slaski & Cartwright, 2003). This
indicates that highly emotionally intelligent individuals appear
to be more capable of effectively coping with bullying at work
(Raman, Sambasivan, & Kumar, 2016).
Based on the foregoing discussion, it is evident that workplace
bullying causes severe psychological distress (Reknes &
Einarsen, 2018). Personal resources, specifically emotional
intelligence, have been found to significantly improve
individuals’ psychological well-being (Schutte & Loi, 2014)
and their ability to cope with demanding work situations
such as bullying (Hutchinson & Hurley, 2013). Unlike
inherent personality traits, emotional intelligence is not fixed
and can be enhanced with minimal training (Hutchinson,
Hurley, Kozlowski, & Whitehair, 2018). As such, organisations
should consider emotional intelligence training as part of
their antibullying strategies.

Conceptual model
Based on previous research, a conceptual model was
developed indicating the hypothesised relationship between
workplace bullying and flourishing and the moderating role
of emotional intelligence. Workplace bullying is depicted as
the dependent variable, while flourishing is the independent
variable, whereas emotional intelligence is shown as the
moderating variable. The main purpose of this study was to
investigate the moderating effect of emotional intelligence on
the relationship between workplace bullying and flourishing.
The conceptual model, illustrated in Figure 1, indicates the
moderating role of emotional intelligence in the relationship
between workplace bullying and flourishing.

Statement of hypotheses
Hypothesis 1

H0: Workplace bullying is not significantly and negatively related
to flourishing.
H1: Workplace bullying is significantly and negatively related to
flourishing.
http://www.sajip.co.za
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FIGURE 1: Emotional intelligence as a moderator of the relationship between
workplace bullying and flourishing.

Hypothesis 2
H0: Emotional intelligence is not a significant moderator of the
relationship between workplace bullying and flourishing.
H1: Emotional intelligence is a significant moderator of the
relationship between workplace bullying and flourishing.

The next section of the article will focus on the research
design, which comprises the research approach and method,
followed by the presentation of the results and a discussion
of the findings. The article concludes with a brief summary of
the key conclusions, implications for practice and
recommendations for potential future research.

Research design
Research approach

A cross-sectional quantitative research approach was
followed in order to achieve the research objective.

Research method
Research participants
A convenience sample of 1102 employees working within a
higher education institution situated in South Africa
participated in the study. The participants were colleagues to
whom the researcher had access. They were mostly employed
at the academic level (65%) and comprised predominantly
49% white people and 64% females in their maintenance
career stage (65% ≥ 41 years). The mean age of the participants
was 45 years (SD = 11.31). Table 1 presents the profile of the
participants.

Measuring instruments
The Negative Acts Questionnaire – Revised: The Negative
Acts Questionnaire – Revised (NAQ-R) developed by
Einarsen et al. (2009) is a self-report measurement instrument.
The NAQ-R contains 22 items that include three subscales:
work-related bullying (7 items; e.g. being ordered to do work
below your level of competence), person-related bullying
(12 items; e.g. being ignored or excluded) and physically
intimidating bullying (3 items; e.g. threats of violence or physical
abuse or actual abuse). A five-point Likert-type scale was
used for subject responses to each of the items. In terms
of reliability (internal consistency), Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients for each subscale range from 0.90 to 0.95 (high)
(Carter et al., 2013; Einarsen, Hoel, & Notelaers, 2009;
Open Access
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TABLE 1: Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants.
Variable

Category

Race

Gender

Age

Qualification level

Job level

Tenure

Frequency

Percentage

African

461

42

Mixed race

45

4

Indian

43

4

White

538

49

Other

15

1

Male

382

35

Female

705

64

Not indicated

15

1

25 years and younger

22

2

26–40 years

366

33

41–55 years

476

43

56 years and older

238

22

Matric certificate

131

12

Higher certificate

76

7

Diploma

118

11

Degree

158

14

Postgraduate degree

619

56

Administrative
(support staff)

718

65

Academic

384

35

Less than 5 years
More than 5 years

436
666

40
60

Kakoulakis et al., 2015; Tsuno, Kawakami, Inoue, & Abe,
2010). In terms of the present study, the overall NAQ-R scale
obtained a reliability coefficient of 0.95. The internal
consistency reliability coefficients for the three subscales
ranged between 0.79 (physically intimidating bullying) and
0.94 (person-related bullying).
The Flourishing Scale: The Flourishing Scale (FS) developed
by Diener et al. (2010) is a self-report measurement
instrument. The FS contains eight items relating to positive
relationships (e.g. my social relationships are supportive and
rewarding), meaning and purpose (e.g. I lead a purposeful and
meaningful life), engagement (e.g. I am engaged and interested in
my daily activities), social contribution (e.g. I actively contribute
to the happiness and well-being of others), competence (e.g. I am
competent and capable in the activities that are important to me),
self-respect (e.g. I am a good person and live a good life), optimism
(e.g. I am optimistic about my future) and social relationships
(e.g. people respect me). A seven-point Likert-type scale was
used for subject responses to each of the items. In terms of
reliability (internal consistency), Diener et al. (2010)
established high internal consistency reliability (0.87). In
terms of the present study, the overall FS obtained a reliability
coefficient of 0.91.
The Assessing Emotions Scale: The Assessing Emotions
Scale (AES) developed by Schutte, Malouff and Bhullar
(2009) is a self-report measurement instrument. The AES
contains 33 items that include four subscales: perception of
emotions (10 items; e.g. I am aware of my emotions as I experience
them), managing own emotions (9 items; e.g. I have control
over my emotions), managing others’ emotions (8 items; e.g. I
like to share my emotions with others) and utilisation of emotions
(6 items; e.g. when my mood changes, I see new possibilities). A
five-point Likert-type scale was used for subject responses to
http://www.sajip.co.za
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each of the items. In terms of reliability (internal consistency),
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each subscale range from
0.76 to 0.84 (high) (Coetzee & Schreuder, 2011). In terms of the
present study, the overall AES scale obtained a reliability
coefficient of 0.91. The internal consistency reliability
coefficients for the four subscales ranged between 0.72
(managing others’ emotions) and 0.83 (managing own
emotions).
In addition, a biographical questionnaire was used to
determine the sociodemographic characteristics (race, gender,
age, qualification, job level and tenure) of the participants.

Research procedure and ethical
considerations
A total of 5477 questionnaires were distributed, with 1102
usable questionnaires returned (N = 1102), yielding a response
rate of 20.12%. The participants were invited to voluntarily
participate in the study. The questionnaires were electronically
distributed via an e-mail link. Each questionnaire included a
cover letter inviting employees to participate in the study
and assuring them that their responses would remain
anonymous and confidential. The cover letter also stated that
completing and returning the questionnaire would be
regarded as informed consent and would constitute
agreement to use the information for research purposes only.

Statistical analysis
Statistical analysis was conducted by means of the Statistical
Analysis System (SAS) Version 9.4 program (SAS Institute
Inc., 2013). Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations
and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients), correlation analysis
(Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients) and
moderation analysis (using Hayes’ PROCESS procedure for
SPSS version 2.16.3 and Version 3.0 software) were conducted
to achieve the objectives of the study. The 0.05 level of
significance was selected to determine the presence of
significant effects.

Ethical consideration
Ethical clearance was obtained from the University of South
Africa’s Ethics Committee (Ref: 2014/CEMS/IOP/017), and
permission to conduct the study was obtained from the
institution.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations
The reliability coefficients reported in Table 2 show acceptable
internal consistency reliability of the three scales and
subscales. The overall reliability coefficient of the NAQ-R
was very high (α = 0.95) as well as the reliability coefficient
for the FS (α = 0.91) and AES (α = 0.95). These reliability
coefficients showed strong overall internal consistency for
the three scales.
Open Access
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TABLE 2: Descriptive statistics: Means, standard deviations, internal consistency reliability coefficients and zero-order correlations (N = 1102).
Number

Variables

α

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

1

NAQ-R: Total

1.64 (0.71)

0.95

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

2

Work-related bullying

1.87 (0.82)

0.86

0.91

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

3

Person-related bullying

1.56 (0.74)

0.94

0.97

0.80

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

4

Physically intimidating bullying

1.40 (0.71)

0.79

0.84

0.64

0.82

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

5

FS: Total

6.02 (0.89)

0.91

-0.19*** -0.20*** -0.17*** -0.11***

-

-

-

-

-

-

6

AES: Total

3.96 (0.47)

0.91

-0.07***

-0.10

-0.05

-0.00

0.52***

-

-

-

-

-

7

Perception of emotions

3.76 (0.55)

0.78

-0.01

-0.03

-0.01

0.02

0.36***

0.85

-

-

-

-

8

Managing own emotions

4.15 (0.57)

0.83

-0.13***

-0.17

-0.11

-0.04

0.58***

0.90

0.62

-

-

-

9

Managing others’ emotions

3.95 (0.54)

0.72

-0.05

-0.06

-0.04

-0.00

0.46***

0.79

0.61

0.54

-

-

10

Utilisation of emotions

4.00 (0.62)

0.79

-0.02

-0.07

-0.01

0.02

0.34***

0.80

0.54

0.49

0.51

-

Mean (SD)

NAQ-R, Negative Acts Questionnaire - Revised; FS, Flourishing Scale; AES, Assessing Emotions Scale.
***, p ≤ 0.001 – statistically significant; **, p ≤ 0.01 – statistically significant; *, p ≤ 0.05 – statistically significant.

Hypothesis 1 was analysed by using Pearson’s correlation
analysis. The results of the analysis are presented in Table 2.
Table 2 shows that all the NAQ-R variables were negatively
and significantly associated with the FS (–0.20 ≤ r ≤ –0.11;
p ≤ 0.001; small practical effect). Table 2 further shows that
the overall NAQ-R scale significantly and negatively
correlated with the overall AES (r = –0.07; p ≤ 0.001; small
practical effect) and managing own emotions variable
(r = –0.13; p ≤ 0.001; small practical effect).
The overall FS positively and significantly correlated with
the overall AES variables (r = 0.52; p ≤ 0.001; large practical
effect). Furthermore, positive and significant correlations
were observed between the FS variable and all four AES
variables (0.34 ≥ r ≤ 0.58; p ≤ 0.001; medium to large practical
effect). Overall, the correlation range was below the threshold
of r ≤ 0.85) for multicollinearity concerns.

TABLE 3: Interactive effect between workplace bullying and emotional
intelligence in predicting flourishing (model summary).
R
0.53

R2

MSE

F

df1

df 2

p

0.28

0.64

140.33

3.00

1098.00

0.001

R, R-value; R2, R-squared value; MSE, Mean Square Error; F, F-value; df 1, degrees of
freedom 1; df 2, degrees of freedom 2; p, significance.

TABLE 4: Interactive effect between workplace bullying and emotional
intelligence in predicting flourishing (model).
Effect

SE

t

p

LLCI

-

-

-

-

-

-

EI

0.53

0.09

5.70

0.001

0.35

0.71

WB

-0.97

0.19

-5.12

0.001

-1.34

-0.60

Int_1

0.21

0.05

4.52

0.001

0.12

0.30

Values
Constant

ULCI

SE, Standard Error; t, t-value; p, significance; LLCI, Lower Level Confidence Interval; ULCI,
Upper Level Confidence Interval.

TABLE 5: Interactive effect between workplace bullying and emotional
intelligence in predicting flourishing (R2 increase resulting from interaction).
Variable
Int_1

R2

F

df 1

df 2

p

0.01

20.45

1.000

1098.000

0.001

R2, R-squared value; F, F-value; df 1, degrees of freedom 1; df 2, degrees of freedom 2;
p, significance

Moderation analysis
The study proposed that emotional intelligence would
moderate the relationship between workplace bullying and
flourishing. A statistically significant interaction was found
(Fp = 140.33; p = 0.001; R2 = 0.28) for the model of emotional
intelligence, workplace bullying and the interaction between
workplace bullying and emotional intelligence. The model
predicts 28% of the variance in flourishing. As illustrated in
Tables 3–6, the results show that workplace bullying had a
significant negative main effect on flourishing (b = –0.97; p <
0.001; lower level confidence interval [LLCI] = –1.34; upper
level confidence interval [ULCI] = –0.60). Emotional
intelligence also had a significant positive main effect on
flourishing (b = 0.53; p < 0.001; LLCI = 0.35; ULCI = 0.71). In
addition, workplace bullying was negatively related to
flourishing at low (b = –0.23; p < 0.001) and moderate levels of
emotional intelligence (b = –0.12; p < 0.001) but not at high
levels of emotional intelligence (b = –0.01; p = 0.79). There
was a significant interactive effect between workplace
bullying and emotional intelligence in predicting flourishing
(b = 0.21; p < 0.001; LLCI = 0.12; ULCI = 0.30; f² = 0.39 – large
practical effect).
Tables 3–6 further reveal that two levels of the conditional
indirect effects of workplace bullying were significantly
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TABLE 6: Interactive effect between workplace bullying and emotional
intelligence in predicting flourishing (conditional effect of workplace bullying on
flourishing at the values of the moderator).
EI

Effect

SE

t

p

LLCI

ULCI

3.55

-0.23

0.04

-5.87

0.001

-0.031

-0.15

4.08

-0.12

0.03

-3.81

0.001

-0.18

-0.06

4.60

-0.01

0.04

-0.27

0.790

-0.09

0.07

EI, Emotional intelligence; SE, Standard Error; t, t-value; p, significance; LLCI, Lower Level
Confidence Interval; ULCI, Upper Level Confidence Interval.

negative, as supported by the bias-corrected bootstrap
LLCI and ULCI, not including zero in the values range.
Tables 3–6 show that when participants experience high
levels of workplace bullying and low levels of emotional
intelligence, perceptions of flourishing are significantly
lower than for those participants with higher levels of
emotional intelligence. In contrast, when participants
experience low levels of workplace bullying in interaction
with emotional intelligence, perceptions of flourishing are
significantly higher for both participants with high and
low levels of emotional intelligence. The pattern derived
from the results diagrammed in Figure 2 confirms the
existence of an interactive effect between workplace
bullying and emotional intelligence in the prediction of
flourishing.
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EI
3.55

4.08

4.60

Interpolaon line

Original Research

is therefore critical to buffer the negative effects of workplace
bullying on employees’ well-being.

6.50

Practical implications

Flourishing

6.25

6.00

5.75

5.50

0.50

1.00

Low workplace
bullying

1.50

2.00

2.50

High workplace
bullying

EI, Emotional intelligence.

FIGURE 2: Interactive effect between workplace bullying and emotional
intelligence in the prediction of flourishing.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to investigate whether emotional
intelligence moderated the relationship between workplace
bullying and flourishing. The results indicated a significant
interactive effect been workplace bullying and emotional
intelligence in predicting flourishing. Overall, emotional
intelligence lowered the effect of workplace bullying in the
prediction of flourishing. The findings corroborate previous
research that showed a moderating effect of emotional
intelligence on the relationship between workplace bullying
and employee well-being. More specifically, Raman et al.
(2016) argue that highly emotionally intelligent individuals
have the capacity to manage the negative experience of
workplace bullying more effectively. The findings are also in
agreement with previous research studies that suggest that
individuals high in emotional intelligence tend to be more
capable of coping with bullying at work (Cartwright &
Pappas, 2008). As such, highly intelligent individuals have
greater mastery that enables them to manage demanding
situations such as workplace bullying more effectively, which
in turn prevents them from experiencing negative well-being
outcomes (e.g. low levels of flourishing). Thus, emotional
intelligence as a personal resource appears to play a
significant role in buffering workplace bullying and
enhancing the well-being (flourishing) of individuals.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this research has added to the body of literature
on workplace bullying within the South African context by
noting that emotional intelligence plays a significant role in
moderating the effects of bullying on employees’ levels of
flourishing. Emotional intelligence includes emotional and
social competencies and may thus influence employees’ wellbeing by enabling them to cope effectively with bullying
situations at work. The development of emotional intelligence
http://www.sajip.co.za

The current higher education environment places extra
demands on employees and involves various workplace
stressors, especially workplace bullying. One practical
implication of this research is that workplace bullying has a
significant impact on employees’ well-being. As a result,
organisations should develop and implement a workplace
bullying policy and ensure a positive and bully-free culture.
Organisations should also evaluate whether specific practices
and workplace policies accommodate or contribute to
workplace bullying, and if necessary, possible modifications
to work design and leadership practices should be considered.
For example, industrial psychologists could present diversity
and awareness training related to workplace bullying,
enhance individuals’ problem-solving and interpersonal
skills in order to manage conflict more effectively, and
provide counselling to both the victims and perpetrators of
bullying. The second practical implication is the importance
of personal resources such as emotional intelligence in
reducing the negative effects of workplace bullying on
employees’ levels of flourishing. In terms of enhancing
emotional intelligence, organisations could implement
strategies to improve individuals’ emotional intelligence
through formal or informal training initiatives. More
specifically, industrial psychologists could implement
emotion-focused training interventions based on Mayer and
Salovey’s (1997) four-branch model of emotional intelligence.
For example, a three-day seminar, based on various
work-related emotional intelligence skills (e.g. emotional
development, emotional regulation, emotional management
and emotional resilience), could be presented. Training and
education in emotional intelligence could help reduce the
vulnerability of bullying targets and/or assist victims to
recover and bounce back from bullying incidents.

Limitations and recommendations
Although the focus of the study was on the moderating role
of emotional intelligence in the bullying–flourishing
relationship, it had a number of limitations. Firstly, the
sample was obtained from a single higher education
institution and can therefore not be generalised to other
industries. Prospective studies could collect data from
participants employed in other industries to study the
generalisability of these findings. Secondly, because of the
cross-sectional nature of the research design, this study could
make no statements about causality. Future studies could
make use of longitudinal studies to overcome this limitation.
Thirdly, the possibility of other explanations cannot be ruled
out; thus, prospective studies could examine the moderating
role of other personal resources, such as psychological capital
or coping strategies in the relationship between workplace
bullying and well-being. Lastly, future studies using a mixedmethod approach could also be used to gain more in-depth
data from interviews.
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