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Antecedents of ethical infrastructures against workplace bullying: The role 
of organizational size, perceived financial resources and level of high-
quality HRM practices  

Abstract 

Purpose Drawing on the resource based view, this study examined the extent to which the 

level of the organization’s human resource management (HRM) practices, perceived financial 

resources, and organizational size predict the existence of a well-developed ethical 

infrastructure against workplace bullying. 

Methodology The human resource (HR) manager or the main health and safety representative 

(HSRs) in 216 Norwegian municipalities responded to an electronic survey, representing some 

50% of the municipalities.  

Findings Level of high-quality HRM practice predicted the existence of an ethical 

infrastructure against workplace bullying, particularly informal systems represented by a 

strong conflict management climate (CMC). Perceived financial resources did not predict the 

existence of such ethical infrastructure. Organizational size predicted the existence of policies 

and having training against bullying.  

Practical implications This study informs practitioners about what organizational resources 

that are associated with having a well-developed ethical infrastructure against workplace 

bullying. A high level of high-quality HRM practices seems to be more important for the 

existence of a well-developed ethical infrastructure against workplace bullying compared to 

financial resources and organizational size, at least as perceived by HR managers and HSRs.  

Originality  This study provides empirical evidence for the importance of having a high level 

high-quality of HRM practices as predictors of the existence of ethical infrastructure to tackle 

workplace bullying. An essential finding is that the existence of such an infrastructure is not 

dependent on distal resources, such as organizational size and perceived financial resources.   

 

Keywords: ethical infrastructure, formal systems, informal systems, workplace bullying, HRM 

practices, psychosocial work environment. 
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Introduction 

 

The study of unethical behavior in organizations and how organizations adress such 

misbehaviour is important, both for internal and external reasons (Crane and Matten, 2016).   

Unethical behavior is namely about actions by organizational members that may be harmful to 

individuals, groups, the organization, the surrounding environment, or society at large, and 

which is not morally accepted by the larger society (Jones, 1991; Russell et al., 2017; Treviño 

and Weaver, 2003). One of the most prevalent examples of unethical behavior in organizations 

is the repeated interpersonal mistreatment of employees by their superiors and peers, often 

conceptualized as workplace bullying (see Nielsen et al., 2010; Valentine et al., 2018), a 

problem that is even legally addressed in many countries (Yamada, 2011). The concept of 

workplace bullying refers to direct or indirect aggressive behavior directed either deliberately 

or unintendedly toward organizational member(s) by other members, perceived as humiliating, 

offensive and causing severe distress for the victim and in some cases obstructing job 

performance and/or causing a general unpleasant work environment (Einarsen and Raknes, 

1997; Glambek et al., 2018). Researchers have argued strongly for organizations to implement 

effective measures against workplace bullying (Escartin, 2016; Einarsen et al., 2011, Hodgins 

et al., 2014, Vartia and Tehrani, 2012)  and  for studies on the potential effectiveness of  systems 

and procedures in use (see Dollard et al., 2017).  Drawing on the resource-based view (RBV), 

this study focusses on organizational resources as predictors of an organization`s ethical 

infrastructure for the prevention and management of workplace bullying. The concept of ethical 

infrastructure refers to formal and informal systems in organizations that prevent 

organizational members from acting unethically (e.g. Martin et al., 2014, Tenbrunsel et al., 

2003, Treviño, 1990). Formal systems consist of elements observable within and outside the 

organization, such as documented ethics and compliance programs, while informal systems are 
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well-developed ethical infrastructure against workplace bullying. Specifically, it will explore 

whether these three resources are associated with the ethical infrastructure`s formal systems, 

be it policies, training, recurrent communication, and sanctions, and informal system, in our 

case the conflict management climate (CMC). Figure 1 shows a model of the empirical study 

presented. To our knowledge, this study is the first to investigate antecedents of an ethical 

infrastructure against workplace bullying 

 

Place figure 1 about here 

  

The study is furthermore based on a representative sample of all Norwegian  

municipalities. The public sector in general, and occupations typically represented in 

municipalities, have in many studies been identified as high-risk settings for workplace 

bullying (Hutchinson and Jackson, 2015; Hurley et al., 2016). Municipalities are generally 

organizations with relatively many employees, have some basic common structure, missions, 

values and tasks across countries, and is generally in a constant lack of resources as they tend 

to adress basic needs in the population, needs which in many respects are endless. As 

municipalities therefore must conserve ther resources, it is of both theoretical and practical 

interest to understand the antecedents of having a well-developed ethical infrastructure through 

the theoretical lenses of a RBV.  

 

Ethical infrastructure  

A central theme in the business ethics literature has been to describe factors that either 

prohibit or stimulate unethical behavior in organization (e.g. Jones, 1991, Treviño, 1986, 

Treviño et al., 2014). Ethical infrastructure involves the development of systems and 

procedures that may counteract unethical behavior, such as bullying, as they “will 
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Formal sanctions state that unethical behaviors will be met with formal reactions from 

the organization. Such punitive measures could include a fine, warnings, dismissals, or loss of 

formal positions (downgrading), to mention a few. The effectiveness of sanctions may be 

dependent on situational and individual factors, but in general, research has found that 

sanctions reduce unethical behaviors (Ashkanasy et al., 2006; Mantel, 2005; Shafer and 

Simmons, 2011; Smith et al., 2007; Watson and Berkley, 2009). Kaptein (2015) argued that 

the lack of enforcement of sanctions weakens the effectiveness of ethical standards. Sanctions 

have been regarded as an important measure against workplace bullying, where punitive 

measures toward bullies and their unethical behavior send a clear signal against such behavior 

(Salin, 2009; Einarsen, et al., 2017). Therefore, it is important to increase the perceived risk 

that perpetrators will be caught and reprimanded when engaging in such conduct (Salin, 2008). 

Informal systems may be understood as the perceptions on how policies, procedures and 

practices are put into practice, and thus, this study will employ CMC as a relevant proxy for 

informal systems. CMC is defined as “employees’ assessments of the organization’s conflict 

management procedures, and of how fair and predictable the interaction patterns between 

managers and employees are perceived to be in this regard” (Einarsen, et al., 2016, pp. 2). Since 

most jobs involve some degree of interaction between individuals, interpersonal conflicts are 

probably unavoidable (Chung-Yan and Moeller, 2010). Hence, the ability to manage 

interpersonal conflicts are vital as conflicts are recognized as prominent precursors of 

workplace stress and bullying (De Raeve et al., 2008, Einarsen, et al., 2016). Thus, this study 

argues that a strong CMC are an important element within the informal systems for preventing, 

and successfully handling, workplace bullying. 

As indicated above, it might be argued that ethical infrastructure is highly relevant when 

organizations are faced with critical ethical issues, in our case workplace bullying (Rayner and 

Lewis, 2011, Vartia and Leka, 2011). However, the organizational resources that precede the 
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organizations operate, including their handling of ethical issues and social interactions such as 

workplace bullying (Lewis and Rayner, 2003).   

 A range of different HRM practices have been developed, such as training programs, 

personnel selection systems, and performance management systems, to mention but a few 

(Ulrich and Dulebohn, 2015). High quality HRM practices integrate the organizations’ overall 

HR processes with business strategies; the more systems synchronized and implemented the 

higher the level of HRM practices, presumably leading to an effective management of 

organizational members (Heffernan and Flood, 2000, Salin, 2008, Wright et al., 2001). 

Implementing HRM practices against workplace bullying might indirectly affect 

organizational performance, because they have an indirect impact on employee well-being, 

which in turn may impact performance (Woodrow and Guest, 2014). Salin (2008) concluded 

that municipalities that generally employed high-quality HRM practices also had a range of 

measures against workplace bullying. Hence, high-quality HRM practices may be seen as a 

resource used to also develop a well-developed ethical infrastructure against workplace 

bullying. However, such a positive relationship between the two is not self-evident, as critical 

voices have argued that workplace bullying may actually have been fueled by the development 

of HRM practices (Rayner and Lewis, 2011). To the authors knowledge, the topic of bullying 

is rather seldom studied together with more general HRM issues, and consequently, we know 

little about the relative importance of having a high-quality HRM practices on the one hand 

and having specific measures, such as ethical infrastructure against bullying, on the other 

(Salin, 2008). Therefore, this study investigated whether high-quality HRM practices predict 

elements within formal and informal systems of the ethical infrastructure against workplace 

bullying. As such, this study explores: 

1) Does level of high-quality HRM practices predict the having a well-developed 

ethical infrastructure, here defined as having policies against workplace bullying, 



12 
 

training against workplace bullying, recurrent communication, and sanction, as well 

as having a strong CMC? 

 

In this study, level of high-quality HRM practices refers to the perceived quality of or emphasis 

given to the different subareas of HR. 

 

Financial resources 

The physical resources are in this paper limited to the organization`s financial resources. 

Financial resources constitute constraints and provide possibilities for further development of 

the organization in terms of customer, product, or service development. This might also apply 

for the ethical infrastructure. Fernández and Camacho (2015) found that cash constraints acted 

as barriers of implementing ethical infrastructure in small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in 

the Madrid region. 

Furthermore, implementation of measures for developing the optimal use of the 

workforce in an organization may be expensive (Barrett and Mayson, 2008). Hence, 

organizations will most likely choose those organizational systems and structures that will 

profit the organization the most (Chaparro and Lora, 2014). Wright et al. (2001) argued that in 

times of economic prosperities, it is easier for organizations to justify expenses on training 

programs, recruiting, and other systems involving employees. Consequently, resources related 

to employees is thus often were organizations reduce the expenditure when facing financial 

constraints (Barrett and Mayson, 2008; Chaparro and Lora, 2014). Thus, implementing formal 

systems of the ethical infrastructure against workplace bullying, such as developing policies, 

providing training programs, and providing recurrent communication through attitude 

campaigns, may be sacrificed, postponed or cancelled in organizations with lower financial 

resources.  
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Salin (2008) found that organizational size influenced the choice of organizational 

responses when dealing with workplace bullying. The results showed a positive association 

between organizational size and the use of transfer as organizational responses to workplace 

bullying, as well as a positive association between the likelihood of avoiding dealing with the 

bullying and organizational size - the bigger organization the higher likelihood of avoidance.  

On the other hand, one may expect that larger organizations are less transparent; hence, 

misdeeds are easier to conceal. For example, larger organizations may provide anonymity and 

thereby a potential shelter for bullies, reducing risks and potential costs to any perpetrator 

(Hearn and Parkin, 2001). Hence, this study will explore to what degree organizational size 

may predict elements of formal and informal systems within the ethical infrastructure against 

workplace bullying. 

As such, this study explores: 

3) Does organizational size predict the having a well-developed ethical infrastructure, 

here defined as having policies against workplace bullying, training against 

workplace bullying, recurrent communication, and sanction, as well as having a 

strong CMC? 

 

Methods 

Participants and procedures 

The study used an internet-based survey to collect the data. All Norwegian 

municipalities (N = 429, hereinafter called ‘organizations’) were chosen as the organizations 

of interest, as they are spread across the country, are homogeneous in basic nature while being 

heterogeneous in size and in respect to the variables in the present study. Having identical 

missions, types of employees, organizational structure, technical solutions employed, and legal 

environments, these organizations employ from less than a hundred to several thousand 
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parties had received training, score of 2 indicated that two of the parties had received training, 

and score of 3 indicated that all of the parties had received training. 

Recurrent communication was computed based on three items measuring the ways in 

which the organization internally and formally worked with the work environment. These three 

items asked about the degree to which the organization (1) conducted attitude campaigns and 

disseminated other information about anti-bullying work environment, (2) conducted well-

being campaigns with the focus on workplace bullying and harassment, and (3) completed 

other systematic work to build an anti-bullying culture within the organization. The responses 

were provided on five point scales ranging from 1 (very low degree of) to 5 (very high degree 

�R�I�������.� ������������ 

Sanctions were measured using a single item asking the respondent about the likelihood 

warning people who engaged in bullying. The statement was measured on a 5-point Likert 

scale that ranged from 1 (not likely at all) to 5 (very likely). 

CMC was measured using a version of Rivlin’s (2001) questionnaire adapted by 

Einarsen et al. (2016). The scale comprised 9 items. Examples of items are, “If an employee 

has a conflict with someone at work, the employee knows who to turn to for help” and 

“Employees feel free to contact the personnel manager if they experience unjustified treatment 

at work.” The responses were measured on 7-point scales ranging from 1 (completely true) to 

7 (completely wrong). �$�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�O���F�R�Q�V�L�V�W�H�Q�F�\���R�I���.��� �������������Z�D�V���R�E�W�D�L�Q�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H���F�X�U�U�H�Q�W���V�W�X�G�\�� 

Statistical procedures 

SPSS Version 21 was used for statistical analyses. The mean values, ranges, standard 

deviations, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the sum-scores were calculated along with 

frequency distributions of the single item variables and central tendency indicators, when 

appropriate.  
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ethical infrastructure elements. Contrary to this, perceived financial resources variable was 

unrelated to the ethical infrastructure elements. Size was significantly and positively related to 

having policies and having training systems, in that larger size organizations are more likely to 

have training on workplace bullying, and policies. Most of the dependent variables were 

positively correlated, except sanctions that had significant (and positive) correlations only with 

CMC.  

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were used to explore more rigorously whether 

level of high-quality HRM practices, financial resources, and organizational size may predict 

the presence of elements of ethical infrastructure against workplace bullying and their 

summative explained variance (Table 3). Tests for collinearity were conducted using VIF 

ranging from 1.00 to 1.12, which is well beyond the recommended threshold of 10 (Dormann 

et al., 2013, Mason and Perreault Jr, 1991). The test for Tolerance ranged from 1.00 to 0.90. 

Thus, it was concluded that collinearity was not a major problem for the multiple regression 

analyses.  

Size predicted only the existence of policies and training against workplace bullying. 

Financial resources did not predict any of the elements within the ethical infrastructure. Level 

of high-quality HRM practices still significantly predicted all elements within the ethical 

infrastructure, except for the use of sanctions in cases of bullying. The level of high-quality 

HRM practices had the strongest predictive power on CMC, followed by recurrent 

communication, while it had the weakest predictive power on training and policies. As 

expected, from the correlation analyses, the beta values were positive, indicating that 

organizations where the municipality were perceived as having higher level of high-quality 

HRM practices were more likely to have implemented most of the elements of the ethical 

infrastructures against bullying. Sanctions were the only element in the ethical infrastructure 
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having a well-developed ethical infrastructure against workplace bullying. Some HRM 

practices endeavor to seek high employee performance, while other HRM practices focus on 

promoting and protecting employee well-being (Woodrow and Guest, 2014), such as ensuring 

a safe work environment, finding a work-life balance, and providing a healthy psychosocial 

work environment, which can support the organization's productivity and goal attainment. In 

this case, ethical infrastructure against workplace bullying may be regarded as a proxy for the 

organization's attempts to protect employee well-being (Einarsen et al., 2017), which aligns 

with the main goals of HRM practices in organizations. In this light, high levels of high-quality 

HRM practices could be seen as a proximal antecedent or a resource that also increases the 

possibility of the organization having a well-developed ethical infrastructure. As such, high 

levels of high-quality HRM practices seems not to be a risk factor for bullying, as has been 

argued by UK researchers (Rayner and Lewis, 2011), at least not in Norwegian municipalities 

and as reported by HR managers and HSRs.  

On the other hand, the financial resources of the municipality were not related to any of the 

formal and informal elements within the ethical infrastructure. Although researchers (e.g. 

Rottig et al., 2011) have claimed that organizations spend millions of dollars on formal systems, 

the findings in paper 1 suggest that an organization's financial resources are not related to 

having a well-developed ethical infrastructure. Therefore, having scarce financial resource is 

not an excuse for failing to develop such an infrastructure. The finding further contradicts 

conclusions from Fernández and Camacho (2015) on constraints and enablers when 

implementing ethical infrastructure in small and medium-sized Spanish enterprises (SMEs). 

They found that cash constraints served as barriers to such implementation. However, while 

Fernández and Camacho (2015) studied SMEs, this study investigated municipality 

organizations. These two types of organizations are somewhat different and feature in different 

national contexts. Thus, it may be that they cannot be compared. Hence, more research is 
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Perhaps the most interest finding is that the decision to implement a variety of elements of an 

ethical infrastructure against workplace bullying do not have to rest on the perception of having 

sufficient financial resources nor on being a large enough organization. The reults in this paper 

support the findings of Salin (2008), who concluded that organizations that focus on personnel 

issues may place greater emphasis on preventing and coping with workplace bullying in 

general. 

Strengths, limitations, and future research 

This study is one of the first to explore the antecedents of having an ethical 

infrastructure, in our case related to the prevention and management of workplace bullying, a 

field where knowledge on effective interventions are sorely missing. The reported study has 

some notable strengths as well as some important limitations. The study seems to be rather 

representative of all Norwegian municipalities, with a response rate of over 50%.  

This study is one of the first to address several measures simultaneously, presented as 

ethical infrastructure, to combat unethical behavior in organizations. As a result, some elements 

of the formal systems were measured using partly self-composed single questions, while other 

elements were assessed using multiple item scales. Still, the items and scales used in this study 

should be elaborated and refined in future studies to enhance their validity over and above their 

rather clear face validity. 

Furthermore, our informants were key actors with first-hand knowledge of the 

measured variables. It was assumed that HR managers and HSRs in general play an active role 

in reporting and handling of workplace bullying by the organization. As the respondents may 

not have all information about the formal and informal systems within the organization, the 

results must be interpreted with caution. Future studies on ethical infrastructure should also 

include line managers at all levels of the organization, thereby ensuring as much knowledge as 
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and systems for maintaining good health conditions among their employees are most likely to 

have developed some form of ethical infrastructure against workplace bullying, including 

informal ones.  

Perhaps the most interest finding is that implementing elements of ethical infrastructure 

against workplace bullying should not be primarily about having sufficient financial resources 

nor about being a large organization, but about serious attention to the human resources. This 

further supports the findings of Salin (2008) who concluded that organizations that focus on 

personnel issues may in general place greater emphasis on preventing and coping with 

workplace bullying as well.  

Our findings have expanded the business ethics literature on ethical infrastructure by 

exploring the organizational drivers of ethical infrastructure. The study also contributes to the 

workplace bullying literature by suggesting they ways in which theories of business ethics, 

such as ethical infrastructure, may be used to combat workplace bullying.  
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