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Abstract 

Workplace bullying is considered the final stage of a prolonged conflict where there is a power 

imbalance between the affected parties and where emotional and relational problems exist. Thus, 

this study aims to explore the role of perceptions of supervisor’s power bases on the relationship 

of conflict and bullying at work. A cross-sectional survey study was conducted (N = 211). 

Results support a moderated-mediation model in which relationship conflict mediates the 

association between task conflict and workplace bullying, suggesting a conflict escalation 

process in bullying situations. In addition, establishing personal power bases seems to reduce the 

intensity of the link between task conflict and relationship conflict and, in turn, workplace 

bullying, whereas establishing positional power bases was not related to this association. 

Practical implications for bullying prevention are discussed. 

 Keywords: power bases, task conflict, relationship conflict, interpersonal conflicts, 

workplace bullying  

 

Resumen  

Título: Acoso psicológico en el trabajo y conflictos interpersonales: El papel moderador 

de las bases de poder del supervisor 

El acoso laboral ha sido considerado como la fase final de un conflicto prolongado en el tiempo 

donde hay un desequilibrio de poder entre las partes implicadas y existen problemas de carácter 

emocional. Este estudio trata de explorar el rol que las percepciones que los trabajadores tienen 

de las bases de poder que ostenta su supervisor pueden tener en la relación entre los conflictos 

interpersonales y los casos de acoso laboral. Se llevó a cabo un estudio transversal mediante 

cuestionario (N= 211). Los resultados apoyan un modelo de mediación moderada en el que el 

conflicto de relaciones estaría mediando la relación entre el conflicto de tarea y el acoso, lo que 

sugiere un posible proceso de escalamiento de los conflictos en situaciones de acoso. Además, 

ostentar bases de poder personal ayudaría a reducir la asociación entre conflictos y acoso, 

mientras que ostentar bases de poder relacionadas con la posición o estatus jerárquico no estaría 

relacionado con dicha asociación. Finalmente, se discuten las implicaciones de estos resultados 

para desarrollar estrategias de intervención frente al acoso. 

Palabras clave: bases de poder, conflicto de tarea, conflicto de relaciones, conflictos 

interpersonales, acoso laboral 
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Introduction 

Workplace bullying has gained relevance in social and research terms since the early 

work of Heinz Leymann in the 1980s. This author considered workplace bullying as the result of 

a conflict escalation process in which, after some failed attempts to cope with conflict, “one 

individual (seldom more) is attacked by one or more (seldom more than four) individuals almost 

on a daily basis and for periods of many months, bringing the person into an almost helpless 

position with potentially high risk of expulsion” (Leymann, 1996: p. 168). 

In line with this definition, and contrary to previous research that has mainly focused on 

enumerating organizational antecedents that may create optimal conditions for bullying 

emergence, we applied the lens of interpersonal conflict to explore workplace bullying in this 

study. Furthermore, recent studies have pointed out that the relationship between working 

conditions and workplace bullying is limited (Baillien, Rodríguez-Muñoz, De Witte, Notelaers & 

Moreno-Jiménez, 2011) or even spurious (Hauge, Skogstad & Einarsen, 2010). Thus, several 

authors have stated the necessity of considering an interpersonal conflict approach to explore the 

underlying mechanisms of workplace bullying (e.g., Baillien, Neyens, De Witte & De Cuyper, 

2009; Baillien, Bollen, Euwema & De Witte, 2013; Keashly & Nowell, 2011; León-Pérez, 

Notelaers, Arenas, Medina & Munduate, 2013; Neuman & Baron, 2011; Van de Vliert, 2010). 

The aim of this paper is to explore the association between workplace bullying and 

interpersonal conflicts in order to elucidate a possible conflict escalation in bullying emergence. 

In doing so, especial emphasis will be given to a crucial factor that might affect the association 

between conflict and bullying at work, such as the perception of the power bases used by the 

supervisors. Indeed, our results may have important implications for planning preventive and 

intervention measures to deal with this phenomenon. 

 

Workplace Bullying as a Conflict-linked phenomenon 

According to Zapf and Einarsen (2005), conflict theory may be useful to understand why 

bullying occurs and why it has such negative consequences for both individuals and the 

organization as a whole. Indeed, several authors have argued that an interpersonal conflict, when 

is not well-managed, can escalate to a situation in which one of the parties is systematically 

exposed to bullying behaviours, leading him/her to a clear situation of inferiority in relation to 

the other party (e.g., Leymann, 1996; Zapf & Gross, 2001). Similarly, findings from case studies 
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and qualitative data have supported that workplace bullying is triggered by an unresolved 

interpersonal conflict at work (Baillien et al., 2009; Leymann, 1996; Matthiesen, Aasen, Holst, 

Wie & Einarsen, 2003). Thus, some authors have proposed that highly intense and long-lasting 

conflicts lead to negative behaviours and emotional responses that can be interpreted as 

workplace bullying (Ayoko, Callan & Härtel, 2003). 

In that sense, Van de Vliert (1984) pointed out that parties in last stages of conflict 

escalation, or as result of conflicts with high intensity and emotional reactions, deny the other 

party’s human value, thus paving the way for manipulation, retaliation, elimination and 

destruction. These last stages of conflict escalation are congruent with the conceptualization of 

workplace bullying as a phenomenon that involves implicit negative feelings, threats to personal 

identity, and hostile actions such as psychological abuse and social isolation through professional 

destabilization, discredit and humiliation (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf & Cooper, 2011).  

Thus, following Glasl’s conflict escalation model (1982), bullying can be conceived as a 

destructive long-standing conflict, in which a situation that started with disagreements about the 

content of the workers’ tasks and procedures (i.e., task-related conflict) turned to more personal 

issues in which both parties polarize their positions and differences (i.e., emotional or 

relationship conflict) and the party with more power tried to destroy the opposite party’s 

reputation and self-esteem (i.e., workplace bullying) (see also Leymann, 1996; Zapf and Gross, 

2001). 

Furthermore, it seems reasonable to think that the link between conflicts and workplace 

bullying may depend on the conflict intensity and the negative emotions and hostility that 

conflict involves. In turn, explaining workplace bullying from a conflict perspective needs to 

consider the traditional differentiation between task conflicts -which refers to conflicts over 

ideas, tasks and issues related to work such as the distribution of resources, the procedures or 

guidelines that employees need to follow, or the interpretation of facts-, and relationship 

conflicts –i.e., conflicts about the relation in which personal values or preferences come into play 

and that, to a certain extent, threaten personal identity or values system- (see Jehn, 1994; Jehn, 

Chadwick & Thatcher, 1997). Indeed, recent meta-analyses have shown that the nature and 

consequences of each type of conflict are different: task conflict can have positive effects under 

certain circumstances, whereas there is consensus about the negative effects of relationship 

conflict since it usually implies negative emotions such as anxiety, fear, irritability, mistrust, 
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resentment, frustration, tension, and restlessness (e.g., De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; De Wit, Greer 

& Jehn, 2012). Moreover, the possibility of task conflict relating with relationship conflict makes 

its positive role very limited (Yang & Mossholder, 2004). Thus, when the divergences around 

the task are frequent or intense, these discussions do not allow the task to be performed and it 

can derive toward personal issues (Jehn et al., 1997), which, in turn, increase the probability of 

workplace violence emergence (De Dreu, Van Dierendonck & Dijkstra, 2004). Consequently, we 

predict that task conflict only will lead to bullying exposition when task conflict is related to 

relationship conflict.  

Hypothesis 1: The relationship between task conflict and workplace bullying will be 

mediated by relationship conflict. 

 

In addition, conflict researchers’ knowledge on how preventing conflict escalation seems 

one of the main contributions that they can add to bullying domain in order to avoid its 

detrimental consequences. For that reason, this study explores a variable which has not been 

analyzed in relation to workplace bullying but it is essential in conflict escalation literature: 

supervisor’s power bases. 

 

Supervisor’s Power Bases and Bullying at Work 

The concepts of control and power are essential in bullying. As Einarsen et al. (2011) 

indicate, the key definitional features of workplace bullying are: (a) exposition to repeated or 

systematic negative acts; (b) during a prolonged period of time; and (c) the existence of power 

imbalance between the perpetrator and the target that leads the latter to have difficulties in 

defending him/herself against the negative acts received. Thus, workplace bullying can be 

considered as an asymmetrical destructive interpersonal conflict where there is a power 

imbalance between the affected parties and where emotional and relationship problems exist 

(Keashly & Nowell, 2011; Zapf & Einarsen, 2005). 

According to traditional research on power, we can differentiate between two main 

supervisor’s power bases: positional power and personal power (Bass, 1960). The former refers 

to the existing organizational hierarchy that endows management with the ability to control the 

behaviour of others and to change the organizational structure and processes. Positional power 

arises from an individual’s formal position and implies the legitimate authority to use rewards 
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and sanctions (i.e., positional power is based on rewards, coercion and legitimacy). In the case of 

interpersonal conflict and conflict management, high positional power will promote a 

competitive approach to deal with interpersonal conflicts (i.e., dominating conflict management 

style: Rahim, 2011) because they perceive the features and needs of the others to a lesser extent, 

considering them as instruments for their goals (Argüello, Willis & Carretero-Dios, 2012; 

Galinsky, Magee, Inesi & Gruenfeld, 2006). Thus, conflict management based on positional 

power bases enhance the association between task-related and relationship conflicts since “a 

dominating supervisor is likely to use his or her position power to impose his or her will on the 

subordinates and command their obedience.” (Rahim, 2011, p. 29). Regarding workplace 

bullying, several studies have demonstrated that there is a positive relationship between bullying 

and a marked hierarchical structure in the organization where there is a significant power 

imbalance, and even a common abuse of power (e.g., Hoel, Cooper & Faragher, 2001; Liefooghe 

& Mackenzie-Davey, 2001). The development of social interaction patterns based on 

discrimination and abuse of authority lead to a “bullying culture”, in which employees with 

lower status expect that their superiors conduct negative acts directed towards them through 

learning and socialization process in professions such as nursing (Hoel, Giga & Davidson, 2007), 

chefs (Bloisi & Hoel, 2008) or police officers (Segurado et al., 2008). Thus, organizations 

characterized by an extreme degree of conformity and group pressure, which is often reflected in 

hierarchical power systems, seem to be particularly prone to bullying practices (Aquino, 2000).  

In contrast, personal power refers to the type of relationship established with the other 

person, where sources of power are connected to particular abilities, skills and experience (i.e., 

personal power is based on reference and expertise). According to Rahim (2011), using personal 

power for managing conflicts at work encourages taking the perspective of others and problem 

solving (i.e., constructive conflict management), which decreases conflict intensity (i.e., the 

association between task-related and relationship conflict: Doucet, Poitras & Chenevert, 2009; 

Medina, Munduate & Guerra, 2008; Peiró & Meliá, 2003). In addition, although there is 

evidence that the high use of personal power in the organization leads to a decrease in conflict at 

work, to the authors’ knowledge, no previous studies have explored the role of supervisor’s 

personal power bases on workplace bullying  

Based on these findings and assumptions, we could expect that the relationship between 

conflict and bullying may differ depending on the power bases established in the organization 
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(i.e., moderated-mediation model, see Figure 1): the association between task conflict and 

workplace bullying through relationship conflict is more likely in organizations where 

supervisors’ power is based on their hierarchical positions rather than on their personal power. 

Hypothesis 2: Supervisors’ positional power bases will increase the mediating effect of 

relationship conflict on the association between task conflict and workplace bullying (2a), 

whereas personal power bases will buffer such mediating effect (2b). 

--Please insert Figure 1 here-- 

 

Method 

Participants 

Participants that took part in this study come from a convenient sample of two different 

companies in Andalusia (Spain). From the 300 questionnaires distributed, 217 were returned; 

however, after eliminating six incomplete questionnaires, we obtained 211 valid responses (r.r. = 

70.3%). Regarding the organizations, 53.6% of the participants worked in a medium-size 

manufacturing company and the remained 47.4% in an eldercare organization. Considering the 

sensitivity of the topic, and to improve participation and ensure anonymity, we only collected 

demographic data about gender (52.2% male vs. 47.8% female) and hierarchical position (88% 

blue-collar employees vs. 12% supervisors and managers). 

 

Procedure 

After approaching the managers of the companies and explaining the overall goal of the 

study (assessing psychosocial risk factors at work), participants were arranged to meet by their 

supervisors in their own workplace. Researchers introduced the study to participants as an 

assessment of psychosocial risk factors in their organization, thereby avoiding any bias in the 

selection of participants related to their experience or opinions concerning workplace bullying. 

Researchers then handed out the survey packages which included a cover letter, a self-report 

questionnaire, and an unmarked envelope. The cover letter described the purpose of the study, 

emphasizing voluntariness, anonymity, and confidentiality of responses. In each survey session, 

a return box was installed, where participants were asked to deposit the completed questionnaires 

in the unmarked envelopes. Researchers collected them at the end of each survey session. 
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Measures 

Workplace bullying was measured using the Negative Acts Questionnaire-Revised 

(NAQ-R: Einarsen, Hoel & Notelaers, 2009), which was translated into Spanish by using a 

standard back-translation procedure. This questionnaire consists of 22 specific negative 

behaviours measuring exposure to bullying within the last six months (e.g., negative rumours 

about your private life; being withheld information). Participants scored the frequency of each 

negative act according to the following response categories: 1-Never, 2-Now and then, 3-

Monthly, 4-Weekly, and 5-Daily. 

Task conflict and Relationship conflict were measured with the scale of interpersonal 

conflict used by Friedman et al. (2000) validated into Spanish (Benitez, Leon-Perez, Ramirez-

Marin, Medina & Munduate, 2012). The first four items on this scale refer to the amount of 

conflict experienced by a person regarding decisions to make or the way to perform the tasks 

(e.g., “To what extent are there opposite points of view about the task to perform?”). The 

remained five items refer to conflicts generated by interpersonal relationships of personal nature 

(e.g., “How often do you experience hostility at work?”). Participants were asked to answer on a 

5-point Likert scale ranging from 1: ‘none’ to 5: ‘a lot’. 

Supervisor’s Positional and Personal Power was measured using the Leader Power 

Inventory (Rahim, 1988). It has 29 items measuring, on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1: ‘totally 

disagree’ to 5: ‘totally agree’), the perception of participants about their supervisor’ sources of 

power: (a) positional power (17 items; e.g., “My superior can take disciplinary action against me 

because of insubordination”; "My superior can recommend me for a merit recognition if my 

performance is especially good”), and (b) personal power (12 items; e.g., “My superior has 

considerable professional experience to draw from to help me do my work”; “My superior is the 

type of person I enjoy working with”). 

 

Results 

First, as can be seen in the diagonal of Table 1 between parentheses, the internal 

consistency of each questionnaire used in this study was addressed. Means, standard deviations 

and correlations among the main variables in this study are also provided in such table. 

--Please insert Table 1 here-- 
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Then, we conducted a multiple linear regression analyses using a SPSS macro (see 

Hayes, 2013) to test our hypotheses. Once established that the degree to which employees 

perceive relationship conflict mediates the effect of task conflict on workplace bullying (model 

4: Hayes, 2013), we hypothesized that this mediating effect responsible for the effect of task 

conflict on workplace bullying depends on the supervisor’s power bases used (model 58: Hayes, 

2013). This macro allows computing path analysis-based that combines moderation and 

mediation analysis or conditional indirect effects (Preacher, Rucker & Hayes, 2007). In addition, 

this computational tool bootstrappes resampling results for the specific conditional indirect 

effects through the Bias Corrected and Accelerated (BCa) estimates and 95% confidence 

intervals. This technique outperforms the normal theory Sobel tests since Type I error is less 

likely (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). 

 Regarding the mediating effect of relationship conflict, our results revealed that task 

conflict was positively associated with relationship conflict (path a, p < .001) and relationship 

conflict was positively associated with workplace bullying (path b, p < .001). In addition, task 

conflict was positively associated with workplace bullying (path c or total effect, p < .001); 

however, when relationship conflict was included as mediator, the association between task 

conflict and workplace bullying became non-significant (path c’ or direct effect). Moreover, the 

resampling procedure (5000 bootstrap samples), via the Bias Corrected and Accelerated (BCa) 

estimates and 95% confidence intervals, indicated a significant indirect effect since the BCa 95% 

confidence interval does not include zero (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Therefore, results indicated 

a total mediation effect of relationship conflict on the relationship between task conflict and 

workplace bullying (indirect effect, p < .001; 95% BCa CI of 0.02 to 0.08), supporting our 

hypothesis 1. This mediation model explained 16% of the workplace bullying variance (F(2,207) 

= 20.24, p < .001; ). 

--Please insert Figure 2 here-- 

Then, we conducted two different moderated-mediation analyses, one per each 

supervisor’s power bases as moderator of the first (path task conflict – relationship conflict) and 

second (path relationship conflict – workplace bullying) stages of the mediating effect of 

relationship on task conflict and workplace bullying (Edwards & Lambert, 2007). Hence, in the 

first analysis we introduced positional (or formal) power bases as moderator. 
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Considering the first stage of the mediating effect, our results revealed a main effect of 

task conflict (B = .36, p < .001) and positional power bases (B = -.32, p < .001) on relationship 

conflict; however, the interaction effect of task conflict and positional power on relationship 

conflict was not significant (B = -.17, p = .16). Similarly, considering the second stage of the 

mediating effect, results indicated main effects of relationship conflict (B = .13, p < .001) and 

marginal effect of task conflict (B = .05, p = .07), but not positional power (B = .02, p = .61) on 

workplace bullying. In addition, the interaction effect of relationship conflict and positional 

power on workplace bullying was also not significant (B = .05, p = .19). Thus, results did not 

support our hypothesis 2a. This moderated-mediation model explained 17% of the workplace 

bullying variance (F(4,203) = 10.47, p < .001). 

Finally, in the case of personal power bases as moderator, our results revealed a main 

effect of task conflict (B = .29, p < .001) and personal power (B = -.34, p < .001) on relationship 

conflict; the interaction effect of task conflict and personal power was also significant (B = -.17, 

p < .05; F(3,204) = 17.59, p < .001; R2 = .205; see Figure 3). In addition, there was a main effect 

of relationship conflict (B = .10, p < .001) and personal power (B = -.08, p < .01) on workplace 

bullying, but the main effect of task conflict was not significant. Moreover, the interaction effect 

of relationship conflict and personal power on workplace bullying was marginal (B = -.04, p = 

.08; see Figure 4). Thus, results supported our hypothesis 2b. This moderated-mediation model 

explained 21% of the workplace bullying variance (F(4,203) = 13.43, p < .001; R2 = .209). 

--Please insert Figure 3 here-- 

--Please insert Figure 4 here-- 

 

Discussion 

According to Van de Vliert’s (2010) suggestion that conflict researchers can help to 

better understand workplace bullying, this study aims at broadening our understanding of 

workplace bullying as linked to interpersonal conflicts at work. In that sense, results support a 

moderated-mediation model in which relationship conflict mediates the association between task 

conflict and workplace bullying, indicating a possible conflict escalation process in bullying 

situations. These results agree with previous findings on conflict literature about the negative 

effects of relationship conflicts within the workplace. For example, relationship conflict has been 

associated to negative emotional reactions and to increased behaviours of mutual hostility that 
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are part of conflict escalation (Benitez, Medina & Munduate, 2012; De Dreu & Van Vianen, 

2001; De Witt et al., 2012). Similarly, although the lack of studies that have applied the lens of 

conflict to study workplace bullying, several researchers have considered bullying as a 

phenomenon triggered by a critical incident or interpersonal conflict at work that escalates to 

more destructive levels in which one party receives bullying behaviours in a frequent and 

systematic way (e.g., Baillien et al., 2009; Einarsen et al., 2011; León-Pérez et al., 2013; 

Leymann, 1996; Matthiesen et al., 2003). 

In addition, taking into account that workplace bullying in Spain is more often a top-

down process from superiors to their subordinates (Moreno-Jimenez, Rodriguez-Muñoz, 

Garrosa, & Morante, 2005), we explored the role of supervisor’s power bases on the association 

between interpersonal conflicts and workplace bullying. Indeed, supervisors are usually directly 

involved in workplace conflicts between subordinates (Doucet et al., 2009) and their ability to 

resolve such conflicts have been related to workplace bullying perceptions (O’Moore et al., 

1998). Thus, power is crucial to ensure group coordination, problem solving or achieving 

collective goals; however, abusive power is related to negative effects for both workers and 

organizations as a whole (Rodríguez-Bailón & Willis, 2012; Tepper et al., 2009). In our case, our 

results suggested that positional power (i.e., power based on the formal hierarchy established in 

the organization) is negatively related to relationship conflict. Thus, contrary to our assumptions, 

using positional power based on the supervisors’ legitimacy seems to be associated with less 

relationship conflict levels. Moreover, although positional power has been associated to marked 

hierarchical structures characterized by an authoritarian leadership style in which negative acts 

and abusive supervision is more likely (e.g., Hoel, Glasø, Hetland, Cooper & Einarsen, 2010; 

Restubog, Scott & Zagenczyk, 2011; Tepper et al., 2009), our results revealed that there was no 

association between positional power and workplace bullying. In Spain, where power distance is 

relatively high, legitimate hierarchical behaviours from the leader involving a reduction of 

conflicts at the workplace may be well-accepted by subordinates. The influence on role clarity 

and uncertainty reduction in these cases may prevent conflicts from growing in intensity.  

Different methodological and theoretical issues may help explaining these results. First,  

Hoel et al. (2007) argued that workers expect receiving negative acts from their superiors in high 

marked hierarchical organizations, such as those from healthcare and manufacturing sectors, in 

which social interaction patterns based on abuse of authority exist. Thus, considering that the 
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sector of the participating companies can influence the perceptions about conflict and bullying at 

work, it is possible that workers in our sample might report being exposed to less workplace 

bullying because they perceive negative acts as normal. On the other hand, complementarily to 

the supervisors’ power bases, the established conflict management procedures and the existing 

social climate in the group can also affect the emergence and perception of conflict and bullying 

at work (e.g., Benitez et al., 2012; Bond, Tuckey, & Dollard, 2012; Medina et al., 2008; Muñoz, 

Guerra, Barón, & Munduate, 2006). Further research should explore the role of social climate 

and conflict management because it is possible than the lack of association between positional 

power bases and both conflict and bullying can be explained by a supportive social climate 

(Muñoz et al., 2006) or a cooperative conflict resolution (Benítez et al., 2012). 

Regarding the use of personal power bases, it was associated with lower levels of 

relationship conflict and lower exposition to bullying behaviours. Moreover, establishing 

personal power bases buffers both the association task conflict-relationship conflict and the 

association relationship conflict-workplace bullying, suggesting that this kind of power based on 

abilities and experience in which people trust in may prevent conflict escalation at work. This 

result is in line with previous findings on conflict, leadership and bullying. For example, 

considering that personal power is rooted in trust, conflict researchers have pointed out that high 

level of trust between workers can prevent that any discrepancies arising from work will be 

interpreted as personal matters (Coleman & Voronov, 2003; Simons & Peterson, 2000). 

Moreover, Medina et al. (2008) found that using personal power allowed conflict to decrease in a 

sample of 401 Spanish employees working in social service organizations. Similarly, previous 

findings have suggested that leader’s behaviours and practices involving personal power bases 

(e.g., emotional support, inspiration and communication of vision) are related to reduced 

bullying behaviours at individual (Ayoko & Callan, 2010) and department levels (Hauge et al., 

2011). In that sense, our results highlight the importance for supervisors of adopting personal 

power bases to reduce conflict escalation and possible subsequent bullying situations. Thus, 

developing environments in which employees perceive a high use of personal power (i.e., a good 

leader-member relationship based on personal and expert practices exists) may be a protector 

element from workplace bullying. 
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Limitations and further studies 

The above interpretations need caution since our study is not exempt of limitations. The 

main limitation of the present study is that it relies on cross-sectional self-report data. Cross-

sectional quantitative methodology provides data about correlation among different factors, but it 

does not allow us to make causal inferences. In that sense, despite theoretical models on bullying 

as well as qualitative studies have considered conflict as an antecedent of bullying (e.g., Baillien 

et al., 2009; Leymann, 1996; Matthiesen et al., 2003), we could not rule out alternatives 

explanations and establish whether (a) relationship conflict is an antecedent or a consequence of 

workplace bullying, or (b) reporting supervisors having certain power bases is influenced by 

experiencing negative behaviours. In this regard, further studies are needed to test similar 

hypotheses using longitudinal approaches in order to identify the dynamic process of escalation 

of organizational conflicts. Moreover, according to bullying definitions, the power imbalance 

between confronting parts is crucial in the development of bullying situations. Thus, further 

studies should also directly explore the role of employees’ power bases and conflict management 

styles on conflict escalation rather than focusing on their supervisors’ power (e.g., Baillien et al., 

2013). In a similar vein, we do not consider the cases where supervisor could be also the bullying 

perpetrator. Given that top-down workplace bullying (from supervisors to subordinates) is more 

likely in the Spanish context (e. g., Rodríguez-Muñoz et al., 2012), future research should 

therefore explore which power bases employ bully supervisors (vs. non-bully supervisors). 

Finally, Stouten et al. (2010) argue that positive leadership styles foster employees’ 

prosocial behaviour and ethical conduct, which, in turn, may difficult bullying emergence. In that 

sense, in contrast to the existing literature that relates negative leadership styles and workplace 

bullying (e.g., Einarsen et al., 2007; Rodríguez-Muñoz, Gil & Moreno-Jiménez, 2012), an 

interesting venue for research derived from our results may be exploring the role of positive 

leadership styles (i.e., personal power bases as key practices and behaviours of positive leaders) 

on conflict management and bullying prevention (e.g., Ceja et al., 2012). 

 

Conclusion 

The present study makes a contribution in the theoretical and practical integration of 

issues traditionally studied separately: interpersonal conflict and workplace bullying. Although 

some limitations, our findings suggest a conflict escalation process from task conflict to 
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workplace bullying through relationship conflict. In such process, supervisor’s power bases seem 

to play a pivotal role, suggesting the necessity of promoting supervisors’ behaviours and values 

based on using personal power strategies and focusing on capacities, skills and knowledge of the 

organizational members in order to create a favourable atmosphere to decrease relationship 

conflicts and prevent bullying behaviours. Moreover, according to our results, it seems that 

implementing conflict management procedures within organizations can help to prevent 

workplace bullying –in which managers and supervisors should play an active role (Leon-Perez, 

Arenas & Butts, 2012). 
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Tables and Figures 

 

Table 1.Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the main variables in the study (N = 

211). 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. NAQ 1.27 0.33 (.89)     

2. Task Conf. 2.79 0.77 .24** (.70)    

3. Relat. Conf.  2.46 0.95 .41** .31** (.86)   

4. Superv PoP 3.06 0.66 -.08 -.12 -.25** (.79)  

5. Superv. PeP 3.31 0.81 -.34** -.24** -.37** .50** (.69) 

Note: Task Conf. = task conflict; Relat. Conf. = relationship conflict; Superv. PoP = supervisor 

positional power bases; Superv. PeP = supervisor personal power bases; *p < .05; **p < .01. The 

internal consistency of each scale appears in the diagonal between parentheses (Cronbach’s 

alpha). 
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Figure 1. Theoretical model tested in this study. 
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Figure 2. Mediating effect of relationship conflict on the association between task conflict and 

workplace bullying (*p < .01; **p < .001). 
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Figure 3. Moderating effect of personal power on the association between task conflict and 

relationship conflict. 
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Figure 4. Moderating effect of personal power on the association between relationship conflict 

and workplace bullying. 

 


