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RE-ESTABLISHING THE PREVALENCE OF EMAIL BULLYING

Abstract:
Purpose: the purpose of this study is to re-evaluate the prevalence of email bullying as a result of a
paucity of research on the topic in recent years. As workplace bullying continues to be a topical
subject, and electronic communications continue to dominate workplace interactions, the importance
of bullying requires highlighting.
Results: Bullying and uncivil behaviour by email continue to be a concern to workers and the
occurrences of email bullying have not changed significantly over a 20 year period. Managers
continue to be more likely to report having been bullied by email and to have received inappropriate
or uncivil communications. There does not appear to be a relationship between the sender
considering the needs of the recipient and the rates of email bullying.
Conclusions: Email bullying continues to be a concern with rates varying between 4% and 19.1%
depending on employment role. Aggressiveness in email is also a significant concern with rates
between 24.6% and 56.5% depending on employment role. There are no discernible reasons as to
why managers are more likely report being bullied by email, but this study supports the conclusions
of others on this topic and therefore it warrants further investigation.
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1 Introduction 

Bullying is defined by the Equality Act (2010) as “behaviour that makes someone feel intimidated 

or offended” and includes acts such as the spreading of malicious rumours, unfair treatment, 

undermining someone or the denial of training and promotion opportunities. Bullying has been 

clearly identified as significant concern in the workplace with detrimental effects on both the target 

and witnesses as well as having a negative effective on job satisfaction and productivity (Johnson 

2009, Nielsen and Einarsen 2012, Berry et al 2012, Reknes et al 2014, Laschinger and Fida 

2014, Wright and Khatri 2015). Rather than necessarily manifesting as outright bullying behaviour 

that might be associated with children and teenagers, Dzurec and Bromley (2012) consider that 

amongst adults, bullying behaviours tend to be more subtle such as eye rolling and emotional 

dismissal. Studies have shown a varying degree of incidence of workplace bullying. Fox and 

Stallworth (2005) suggested that up to 95% of employees will have had exposure to bullying 

behaviours over the past 5 years. In contrast Leymann (1990) identified that around 25% of the 

Swedish workforace has experience bullying or mobbing at some point during their career.  

Electronic communication methods provide an additional channel for bullying in the workplace. 

Cyberbullying, the aggressive act carried out using electronic forms of contact (Smith et al 2008), 

is generally focused on interactions between children and teenagers (Forssell 2016). However, 

there is evidence to suggest that cyberbullying extends into work life and studies have shown 

prevalence of between 3.5% and 16% (Einarsen and skogstad 1996) up to 51% (Bilgel et al 

2006). One method of perpetrating cyberbullying within the workplace is email. A number of 

studies (Yell 2003, Curran and Casey 2006, Hewitt 2006, 2007 Seshadri and Cartenson 2007 and 

Cunnigham and Greene 2002) highlight issues regarding email use ranging from concerns over 

load, inappropriate use, wastage and bullying. Some of these studies suggest that email bullying 

may simply be a result of poor education related to the use of the system. However, Carr (1998) 

showed that email is used maliciously by workers to politick, bully and place undue pressure on 

workers. Utley (1997) found that over half of users surveyed had received abusing emails, 54% of 

which were from managers.  

Researchers such as Glendinning (2001), St Amant (2001) Fieldman and Lahlou (2004), Baruch 

(2005) and Lim and Teo (2009), explored the issue of bullying via email and the impact that it has 

on worker’s productivity, work satisfaction and general performance. The issue of email bullying 

was brought to public attention by the jobsite reed.co.uk who conducted a survey of 3400 users 

about email bullying (Richardson 2003). This poll identified that managers were more likely to be 

targeted by bullying emails butt did not explain why this should be the case.   

Fieldman and Lahlou (2004) investigated the links between e-mail bullying and blood pressure 

demonstrating that an e-mail designed as a reprimand can be perceived as an aggressive and 

bullying communication simply by the way it is worded. Some of this pressure can be attributed to 

senders lacking an understanding of the etiquette involved in e-mail. For example the use of 

capital letters indicates shouting. In addition the way the e-mail is addressed.  

The issue of deliberate misuse of e-mail for the purpose of bullying others was addressed by 

Glendinning (2001) who found that e-mail bullying had such an effect on workplace dynamics that 

it altered the organisational effectiveness to such a degree as to damage strategic advantage. St 
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Amant (2001) discovered that the recorded nature of e-mail has little effect on the use of the 

medium to bully workers. With many email policies explicitly stating that message exchanges are 

stored and may be accessed in the event of disciplinary it is unclear why individuals would 

expose themselves to such actions knowingly. This calls into question the level of understanding 

about email management and control.   

It is extremely difficult to ascertain the extent of bullying via e-mail. Studies have proven 

inconclusive in this area and generally conclusions have tended towards a lack of understanding 

on behalf of the sender and a distorted perception on the behalf of the recipient (Fieldman and 

Lahlou 2004). This suggests that there is potential for further exploring the extent of email bullying 

within modern organisations. Baruch (2005) concluded that e-mail will exist as another conduit for 

the carriage of abusive or bullying behaviour. The link between this and the perceived 

effectiveness of the e-mail medium was also made. As with any means of communication, it is 

open to those who wish to abuse it. This was identified very early on in email development by 

Kiesler et al (1984) who discussed that the social anonymity of e-mail communication may lead to 

those who would otherwise not commit this sort of behaviour bullying their peers.  

Crucially, despite a number of studies into the potential effects of email having been carried out 

up to the mid 2000’s there are very few studies that look at the impact of email bullying in the 

modern workplace (Forsell 2016). The lack of research is in spite of the continued growth of email 

as the predominant method of workplace communication (Silverstone 2018). After a large gap in 

investigation, this paper seeks to establish the prevalence of email bullying, and other associated 

behaviours, in the modern workplace and how important these issues are to users with a view to 

reigniting awareness of this topic. Establishing current levels of email bullying is essential in 

identifying ways of enhancing best practice. The measures identified as bullying type behaviours 

such as inappropriate content, incivility and direct bullying will be used as measures within this 

study. This paper will seek to understand how the levels of email bullying and incivility have 

changed in recent years and whether consideration of the recipient impacts on levels of email 

bullying.  

2 Method 

Sample 

A survey was distributed to those employed in the Welsh Further Education sector during a two 

month period. A single sector was selected to reduce the number of cultural variable that would 

have been introduced in a study containing a range of sectors and organisations. The 

organisation o the sector used enabled analysis across a range of organisations, within the same 

sector, that shared a similar organisational structure which facilitated analysis. The survey was 

accompanied by an explanation of the study purpose, a request for responses and confirmation of 

anonymity. The target population consisted of the entire workforce stratified into Senior 

Management, Middle Management, Business Support and Academic roles which reflects the 

contract structure within the target sector. The distribution was to approximately 8000 individuals 

and was facilitated via email, the intranets in each institution and by paper where necessary. A 

bilingual version was made available to accommodate legal and cultural requirements. The 

survey was distributed within each institution via a specific contact. Reminders were sent on a 

weekly basis during the research period.  
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Instruments 

The survey was a large scale investigation into sector wide use of email. Specific questions 

recorded responses related to inappropriate, bullying and uncivil email behaviour. A mix of closed 

and open questions were used to gauge the extent of the issue and to capture qualitative 

opinions on the topic. 1198 responses were received to the survey of which 1010 were completed 

and used for analysis, a response rate of 12%, against a target of 10%, which is adequate 

(Bryman 2008). 

Measures 

As the survey was part of a larger study into email use there are specific questions that related to 

the topic discussed in this paper. The items included are limited in number but are specifically 

relatd to establishing the prevalence of email bullying. The questions used to gather data and 

long answer feedback on the topic are shown in table 1 below. Responses to each of the 

questions were filtered by employment type to enable analysis based upon previous research that 

explored bullying behaviours of management and non-management grade staff. 

Table 1: Summary of questions  

 Question  Response type 

1 What do you believe are the main drawbacks to 

using email? 

Open responses, coded. 

2 In general, do you consider the impact on the 

recipient before sending emails? 

Closed response. Open 

responses follow up, coded. 

3 Without naming specific individuals, please identify if 

you have ever received emails from colleagues or 

managers in your institution that you would consider 

to be: (various options) – Additional open ended 

question detail 

Closed response, multiple 

response option. Open 

responses follow up, coded. 

3 Results 

Question 1 

A total of 94.5% of all respondents provided a response to this question. There were a number of 

responses that coded into categories that are relevant to the issue of email bullying. A quarter 

(25%) of all respondents believed that a lack of human interaction is a drawback of email use. A 

lack of human interaction links to issues associated with misinterpretation, identified by 6.7% of 

respondents, which, in turn, may influence the potential for perception of bullying, incivility or 

aggression as identified by Baruch (2005).  Senior managers were more likely to identify this as a 

drawback (34.8%). The potential for damaging messages which create misunderstandings was 

identified by 18.1% of the respondents. Again, Senior Managers were more likely to identify this 

as an issue (26.1%). Silverstone (2014a) explored this issue and suggested it may be related to 

the desire to maintain an effective working relationship which demonstrates an awareness of the 

issues associated with poor email use. A failure to response to emails was identified by 5.9% of 
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respondents. Whilst not a directly bullying behaviour, Lim and Teo (2009) categorised this 

behaviour as email incivility and identified that between 40% and 80% of respondents reported 

that line managers failed to respond to emails. Whilst the instance is lower in the case of this 

study, this may be due to it not being the most significant drawback identified by users. Crucially, 

Lim and Teo (2009) identified this behaviour in line managers, in this study it was non-managers 

who were more likely to identify this as a drawback to email use.  

Question 2  

The purpose of this question was to see whether having due consideration of the recipient would 

reduce the potential for behaviours associated with email bullying and uncivil behaviour. 85.2% of 

respondent believed that they considered the impact of their email on the recipient, 14.8% did not. 

This suggests that senders attempt to consider the needs of others before sending emails. This 

lends further weight to the findings of Silverstone (2014a) in relation to the maintenance of 

healthy working relationships. Analysing the findings in relation to the workforce strata there are 

no significant differences observed (x=3.926, p=0.270).  

Respondents were asked to qualify their answer via an open ended response, these were 

categorised for further analysis. 35.7% of all respondents provided comments related to the 

concern over the appearances of the email sent and the way in which it may be interpreted by the 

recipient. The issue of perception is important as the open responses tended towards the sender 

ensuring that they were not seen to look bad, rather than actively attempting to help the recipient. 

The next most common response types were those related to the time management of either 

themselves, or the recipient, at 15.6%. Again, this does suggest some consideration of the needs 

of recipients but is less related to perceptions. The difference between the strata was, again, 

insignificant (x=27.341, p=0.160) It is clear that participants reported considering the needs of the 

recipients but how this manifested itself was not entirely clear.  

Question 3 

Particpants were asked to identify whether they had received emails that exhibited certain 

behaviours. Some of these have previously been identified as direct email bullying behaviours, 

whilst others, such as inappropriate or offensive content, have been included to stretch the 

definition beyond the previously established boundaries. The responses to this question are 

shown in Table 2 and clearly demonstrate that email bullying, despite moves by organisations to 

address workplace bullying, still exists and is at previously recorded levels.  

Table 2: Instances of email bullying filtered by employment type 

Response Senior 

Management 

Middle 

Management 

Business 

Support 
Academics 

Overall 

Average 

Inappropriate content 30.4% 29.6% 12.5% 13.7% 16.6% 

Aggressive tone 56.5% 53.7% 24.6% 29.1% 32.9% 

Bullying 10.9% 19.1% 4.0% 13.1% 11.1% 

Offensive content 13% 16% 6.5% 10.6% 10.3% 
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The results demonstrate comparable results to previous studies specifically focused on email 

bullying, however, the establishing of the rates of email bullying has not been a specific focus of 

many studies. Baruch (2005) identified that around 9.2% of employees had experienced bullying 

via email. Richardson (2003) identified slightly higher rates of email bullying at around 16.7% of 

respondents receiving bullying emails. There are no other direct comparisons available, as noted 

by Forsell (2016) as the broader area of cyberbullying, which includes email bullying, has taken 

prominence. Lim and Teo (2009) considered rates of email incivility which could be considered as 

distinct from email bullying. The distinction can be drawn where bullying is considered to be a 

deliberate act whereas incivility could be as a result of a passive act. However, what is clear is 

that the issues around inappropriate and offensive content have not been researched previously. 

The results in this study show that 32.9% of respondents had received email that they perceived 

to contain an aggressive tone. Aggressive tone may better align with the work conducted by Lim 

and Teo (2009) in terms of being uncivil as opposed to direct bullying but it still represents a 

worrying trend. Finally, inappropriate content, at 16.6%, and offensive content at 10.3% were 

reported by respondents. 

41 examples of inappropriate content were provided for discussion. A number of the example 

discussed the circulation of inappropriate jokes and the use of email to performance manage 

others in a backhanded way. Lim and Teo (2009) suggested that the circulation of jokes should 

be considered uncivil behaviour. 113 examples of either bullying or aggressive behaviours were 

reported. Specific examples of bullying behaviour were reported, along with a significant number 

of responses that reported aggressive tones in email. A lack of social niceties were repeated 

reported in the open ended responses. This practice leads to a perception of aggression, or even 

bullying, type behaviours. Only 2 examples of offensive emails were reported. The analysis of the 

open ended questions support the identification of the behaviours in the multiple choice questions 

and demonstrate that respondents are able to correctly classify the behaviours when compared to 

established definitions.  

4 Discussion 

The results have demonstrated that the prevalence of email bullying has remained relatively 

constant regardless of the increased awareness surrounding the issue of workplace bullying, as 

highlighted by Samnani and Singh (2012). The most telling outcome of the analysis is the 

difference between management and non-management staff in the study. Management staff were 

more likely to identify the drawbacks to email that can be associated with bullying or uncivil 

behaviour and were more likely to identify their negative impacts on all staff. Management grade 

staff were also more likely to report that they had been directly bullied by email, especially those 

in middle management roles (19.1%). Senior managers were less likely to report being bullied by 

email than academics but the overall picture is one of managers being more likely to identify 

having been bullied by email. This is in keeping with the findings of previous authors where 

managers were more likely to report being bullied in this way (Richardson 2003, Forsell 2016). It 

is not at all clear why this should be the case and previous studies have failed to identify the 

cause. There is value in undertaking further study into why management grade staff are more 

likely to report being bullied by email.  
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The inclusion of the question related to whether senders consider the needs of recipients yielded 

interesting results. The inclusion of the question was intended to ascertain whether users thought 

about the needs of others when sending emails and the responses were monitored specifically in 

relation to indicators that avoiding behaviours that may be indicative of bullying or uncivil 

behaviour was an aim. A significant proportion of respondents reported that they did think of the 

needs of the recipient when sending emails but the open ended responses indicated that the 

consideration of others was largely self-serving in that the aim was to avoid misinterpretation, 

rather than to actually reduce the potential negative impact on the recipient. 

5 Conclusions 

The instance of email bullying has not reduced significantly in the period considered by this study 

(1996 – 2019), this is despite the use of email increasing significantly during a similar period as 

observed by Silverstone (2014b). The study has also revealed that managers are still mostly likely 

to report being bullied by email, however, the reasons for this are not clear and warrant further 

investigation. The study confirms previous work and adds to the existing body of knowledge by 

providing an up to date census on the prevalence of email bullying. The confirmation that 

managers are more likely to report being bullied by email is important as it demonstrates the 

value of further investigation in this area. The inclusion of behaviours not previously considered to 

be direct bullying adds an additional dimension to this area of research. Finally, the inclusion of 

the consideration of others measure alongside bullying rates demonstrates that, whilst users feel 

that they consider the needs of the recipient, this does not appear to have a noticeable impact on 

bullying rates. However, this would need further investigation to confirm a connection between the 

two.  

6 Limitations 

There are limitations that may impact upon the generalisability of the results. The study focused 

on a specific sector and so the application of the findings on other sectors may not yield 

consistent results. The results are based on self-reported experiences from surveys which does 

introduce limitations on the results, however, the use of other more rigorous methods would have 

severely limited the sample size and ability to gather results on the topic so the limitation can be 

viewed as acceptable.  

7 References 

BARUCH, Y. (2004) Bullying on the net: adverse behaviour on e-mail and its impact, Information and 

Management, 42, pp361 – 371. 

BERRY, P. GILLESPIE, G. GATES, D. SCHAFER, J. (2012) Novice nurse productivity after workplace 

bullying, Journal of Nursing Scholarship, 44, 1, pp80-87 

BILGEL, N. AYTAC, S. BAYRAM, N. (2006) Bullying in Turkish white-collar workers, Occupational 

Medicine, 56, 4, pp226-231 

BRYMAN, A. (2008) Social research methods, 3rd edition, UK, Oxford Books. 

CARR, N. (1998) The politics of e-mail, Harvard Business Review, 76, 2, pp13-16 

17 June 2019, 9th Business & Management Conference, Prague ISBN 978-80-87927-64-9, IISES

91https://www.iises.net/proceedings/9th-business-management-conference-prague/front-page



CUNNINGHAM, H. GREENE, B. (2002) Before you hit send – getting e-mail communication right, why e-

mail etiquette is a critical communication issue, SCM, 6, 5, pp6–20. 

CURRAN, K. CASEY, M. (2006) Expressing emotion in electronic mail, Kybernetes, 35, 5, pp616–631. 

DZUREC, L. BROMLEY, G. (2012) Speaking of workplace bullying, Journal of Professional Nursing, 28, 4, 

pp247-54 

EINARSEN, S. SKOGSTAD, A. (1996) Bullying at work: epidemiological findings in public and private 

organisations, European Journal of Work and Organisational Psychology, 5, 2, pp185-201 

FIELDMAN, H. LAHLOU, S. (2004) The impact of a threatening e-mail reprimand on the recipients blood 

pressure, Journal of Managerial Psychology, 20, 1, pp43-50. 

FORSSELL, R. (2016) exploring cyberbullying and face-to-face bullying in working life – prevalence, targets 

and expressions, Computers in Human Behaviour, 58, pp454-460 

FOX, S. STALLWORTH, L. (2005) Racial/ethnic bullying: exploring links between bullying and racism in the 

US workplace, Journal of Vocational Behaviour, 66, 3, pp438-456 

GLENDINNING, P (2001) Workplace bullying: curing the cancer of the American workplace, Public 

Personnel Management, 30, pp269–287. 

HEWITT, P. (2006) Electronic mail and internal communication: a three factor model, Corporate 
Communications, 11, 1, pp78-92. 333  

 
HEWITT, P. (2007) E-mail and internal communication: enemies or allies? Internal Communication, 121, 

pp9–12. 

JOHNSON, S. (2009) International perspectives on workplace bullying among nurses: a review, 

International Nursing Review, 56, pp34-40 

LASCHINGER, H. FIDA, R. (2014) A time-lagged analysis of the effect of authentic leadership on 

workplace bullying, burnout, and occupational turnover intentions, European Journal of Work and 

Organisational Psychology, 23, 5, pp739-53 

LEYMANN, H. (1990) Mobbing and psychological terror at workplaces, Violence and Victims, 5, pp119-126 

LIM, V. TEO, T. (2009) Mind you e-manners: impact of cyber incivility on employees’ work attitude and 

behaviour, Information & Management, 46, pp419 – 425. 

NIELSEN, M. EINARSEN, S. (2012) Outcomes of exposure to workplace bullying: a meta-analytic review, 

Work & Stress, 26, pp309-332 

RICHARDSON, T. (2003) Email bullying on the rise. Available at: 

https://www.theregister.co.uk/2003/03/31/email_bullying_on_the_rise/ Accessed: 07/03/19 13:00 

REKNES, I. EINARSEN, S. KNARDAHL, S. LAU, B. (2014) The prospective relationship between role 

stressors and new cases of self-reported workplace bullying, Scandanavian Journal of Psychology, 

55, 1, pp45-52 

RICHARDSON, J. (2003) Financing health care: short run problems, long run options. Melbourne: Centre 

for Health Programme Evaluation, Monash University 

17 June 2019, 9th Business & Management Conference, Prague ISBN 978-80-87927-64-9, IISES

92https://www.iises.net/proceedings/9th-business-management-conference-prague/front-page



SAMNANI, A. SINGH, P. (2012) 20 years of workplace bullying research: a review of the antecedents and 

consequences of bullying in the workplace, Aggression and Violent Behaviour, 17, pp581-589 

SESHADRI, S. CARSTENSON, L. (2007) The perils of e-mail communications in non-profits, Non-Profit 

Management and Leadership, 18, 1, pp77–99. 

SILVERSTONE, B. (2014a) The influence of role on email usage profiles, a study of the welsh further 

education sector, The Macrotheme Review, 3, 2 pp16-37 

SILVERSTONE, B (2014b) Changes and developments in email usage and overload during a 20 year 

period, International Journal of Business and Management Studies, 3, 1, pp497 – 514 

SILVERSTONE, B. (2018) The importance of policy and guidance in digital communications. In TSE, H. 
(ed.) (2018) Cyber security law & guidance, UK, Bloomsbury Publishing 

 
SMITH, P. MAHDAVI, K. CARVALHO, M. FISHER, S. RUSSELL, S. TIPPETT, N. (2008) Cyberbullying: its 

nature and impact in secondary school pupils, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 49, 2, 

pp147-154 

ST AMANT, K. (2001) Success in the International Virtual Office, in; JOHNSON, N. (2001) Telecommuting 

and the Virtual Offices, Issues and Opportunities, USA, Hershey. 

UTLEY, A. (1997) Abusive e-mails ignite work fury, Times Higher Education Supplement, 20 May, p1. 

WRIGHT, W. KHATRI, N. (2015) Bullying among nursing staff: relationship with psychological/behavioural 

responses of nurses and medical errors, Health Care Management Review, 40, 2, pp139-147 

YELL, S. (2003) New for old? Converging media and e-mail practices in the workplace, paper presented at 

ANZCA03 Conference, Brisbane, July 2003. 

 

 

 

17 June 2019, 9th Business & Management Conference, Prague ISBN 978-80-87927-64-9, IISES

93https://www.iises.net/proceedings/9th-business-management-conference-prague/front-page


