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Aim To develop a questionnaire on harassment in the workplace
among teachers at primary and secondary schools.
Methods We analyzed the existing questionnaires on harassment in
the workplace and developed a new one was to specifically address harassment of teachers in the public education sector. The questionnaire
was then experimentally applied to a sample of 764 primary and secondary school teachers in Split Dalmatia County, Croatia. It included
three scales –exposure to harassment, witnessing harassment, and disturbance by harassment. Validity of the three scales was examined by
factor analysis.
Results All three scales showed satisfactory metric characteristics:
Cronbach α coefficient was 0.93 for exposure scale, 0.95 for witnessing
scale, and 0.97 for disturbance scale. Out of 764 teachers surveyed, 164
(22.4%) were exposed to and 192 (31.7%) witnessed different kinds
of harassment in the previous 12 months. There were significantly
more of those who experienced harassment as witnesses (χ21 = 249.301;
P < 0.001) than as direct victims. Eighty-six teachers (11.5%) reported
having psychological and 76 (10.1%) physical health problems caused
by their work. Exclusion as a consequence of harassment disturbed
women more than men (χ21 = 5.27; P = 0.022). Those who were exposed to harassment had significantly lower median age (42; range 2368) than those who were not exposed (45; range 23-65) (U = 31401.50;
z = 2.129; P = 0.033).
Conclusion The questionnaire registered wide spectrum of harassment
types, indicating the need for continuous monitoring and systematic
work on the prevention of these phenomena. The study showed that
exposure to harassment is associated with age, indicating that younger
teachers should be the target population for detection and prevention
of workplace harassment.

> Croat Med J. 2008;49:545-52
> doi: 10.3325/cmj.2008.4.545

www.cmj.hr

545

Croat Med J 2008;49:545-552

Far-reaching changes that have taken place in
the world of work during recent decades have
resulted in emerging risks in the field of occupational safety and health. These changes have
led to not only physical, biological, and chemical, but also to psychosocial risks (1,2). Prevention of harassment and inter-personal hostility
in the workplace is becoming increasingly important to both managers and organizational
researchers (3), largely because of the growing
number of extremely negative consequences
associated with this phenomenon (3). What
is more, inter-personal hostility may also lead
to high costs for organizations, in the form of
increased absenteeism and higher turnover of
personnel, decreased commitment and productivity, and negative publicity (4,5). The
Fourth European Working Conditions Survey in 2005 showed that 20% of workers from
the 15 old European Union members (EU-15)
and 30% from the 10 new members believed
that their health was at risk because of workrelated stress (2). In 2002, the annual economic cost of work-related stress in the EU-15 was
estimated at €20 billion (2). Violence or violence threats are becoming more and more frequent, especially in public service sector, with
an emphasis on education, health, and social
sector (6-9). Surveys show that the frequency of harassment in the workplace in most of
countries, including Croatia (9,10), is between
5% and 10% (2-4,11). European Foundation
for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions made a survey in 2000, which
showed that about 12% of the employed in
education and health sector in EU member
states experienced some form of harassment at
work (12). This makes these two sectors have
the second largest percentage of harassment,
just below the state government and defense
(14%) (2).
As a result, several countries have adopted or are planning to adopt laws promoting
dignity at work or banning different forms of
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work harassment (1). In Croatia, a harassment
law is in preparation (13). The law introduces punitive proceedings for violators, employers, and companies in which harassment takes
place (13). The aim of this study is to support
these positive efforts and prevent possible
fraud by creating an adequate objective measuring instrument and its experimental implementation
In order to achieve this, our questionnaire
should be able to: 1) examine the prevalence
and the level of recognition of harassment in
the workplace in the chosen target groups; 2)
examine the levels of psychological impact of
these phenomena on the respondents; and 3)
identify behaviors that are recognized by respondents as harassment and the level of disturbance by the phenomenon.
Methods
Development of questionnaire

The questionnaire (web-extra) was designed,
implemented, and analyzed by studying the existing questionnaires on workplace harassment
(4,12,14-21). We adapted the existing instruments to be applicable by a wide spectrum of
potential users. The new questionnaire assessed
three levels of harassment: 1) personal experience; 2) witnessing; and 3) impact of the experience on the respondent. We presumed that
investigating all the three levels would provide
more information on the incidence of harassment and its effects on the target populations.
The questionnaire has 67 questions, 55
of which are directly related to the issues of
inter-personal relations and harassment in
workplace. The first part includes general
data as follows: sex, age, marital status, number of children, level of education, profession,
length of service, specific working environment, working hours, type of formal working
engagement (full-time, part-time), level of engagement and cooperation, incidence of in-
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ter-personal problems, psychological or physical problems caused by the work, length of
the sick-leave in the previous 12 months, and
availability of the sick-leave.
In the second part, 132 statements are
grouped into three survey sections (subscales),
each consisting of 44 questions as follows: direct personal experience, indirect experience,
and psychological influence of the experience
on the respondent. Respondents are asked to
rate their experience using a 5-point Likerttype scale with the following answers: 1 – not
at all; 2 – 3-4 times in 12 months/slightly; 3 –
1 time a month/medium; 4 – 2 times a week/
considerably; and 5 – every day/extremely influenced. At the end of the questionnaire,
there are 3 questions examining the relationship of the respondents with their superiors,
colleagues, and inferiors on a scale from 1 –
unfair to 5 – fair.
The validity of the three scales was examined by factor analysis. Three factor analyses
were made, one for each section. In all three
cases, principal axis factoring was performed.
Also, Scree test (22) was used as a criterion for
the extraction of a sufficient number of factors. Factor analysis made at a correlation matrix of the items related to exposure showed
that in the basis of covariations among all 44
items there was a common factor which explained 26.5% of the common variance (the
first five eigen values were 12.33, 3.09, 2.28,
1.94, 1.73). Internal consistency reliability of
the exposure scale (Cronbach α coefficient)
was 0.93. Factor analysis made at a correlation matrix of the items related to witnessing
harassment also showed a common factor (the
first five eigen values were 15.62, 3.53, 2.10,
1.78, 1.58). This factor explained 34.22% of
the common variance and all the items were
saturated by it in the range from 0.19 to 0.80.
Internal consistency reliability of the witnessing scale (Cronbach α) was 0.95. Factor analysis of the items related to disturbance by ha-

rassment also showed a single common factor
(the first five values were 18.92, 4.23, 1.85,
1.70, 1.48), which explained 41.7% of the
common variance. All items were saturated
by it in the range from 0.50 to 0.77; internal
consistency reliability of the disturbance scale
(Cronbach α) was 0.97.
Subjects

The survey was conducted in 27 primary and
secondary schools in Split Dalmatia County,
with a total of 1022 teachers. The schools and
teachers were chosen by the method of a random stratified sample. The sample was stratified
as follows: 1) schools were stratified into primary and secondary schools; 2) primary schools
were stratified into urban, suburban, and island schools; and 3) secondary schools were
stratified into urban, suburban, island schools
and into schools providing general education
and others. The response rate was 74.7%, with
764 completed questionnaires. We received no
questionnaires from one school, which allegedly had problems with the school principal and
disturbed inter-personal relations. From another school with similar alleged problems, we
received only 14 (40.0%) completed questionnaires. The respondents were informed that the
survey was anonymous.
Statistical analysis

Metric characteristics of the questionnaire
were analyzed by the principal axis factoring
for each of the three survey sections. A Scree
test (22) showed that all three scales were unidimensional. Distributions of the scores deviated very much from a normal distribution
(large number of answer “1,” Table 1), requirTable 1. Descriptive statistics of data obtained for all questions
in three survey sections
No. of answers
Answers on the subscale

valid

Exposure to harassment
607
Witnessing harassment
472
Emotional disturbance by harassment 409

missing Median (range)
157
292
355

1.046 (1.00-3.11)
1.046 (1.00-4.55)
1.046 (1.00-3.14)
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ing the use of non-parametric tests. All distributions were thus divided into two parts –
those who responded with one (not at all) and
all others (yes). Chi-square test was used for
the calculation of statistical significance of the
differences.
Statistical analyses were performed with
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, version 16.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). The
ethical approval for this research was obtained
from the Ethics Committee of the University
of Zagreb School of Medicine.
Results

Of 764 teachers, there were 598 women
(78.3%), 164 men (21.5%), and 2 questionnaires did not contain data on the sex of the
respondent. The median age of the participants was 44 years (range, 23-70). Median
length of service was 16 years (range, 0-43). Of
764 respondents, 535 (70.6%) were married
or cohabitating and most had children (503 or
65.8%). There were 238 (31.5%) teachers with
vocational college education, 509 (67.3%)
with university education, and 9 (1.2%) with
postgraduate education.
Most of the teachers (n = 589, 78.7%)
worked at just one school, 53 teachers (7.1%)
worked at one school with a few district
schools, and 106 (14.2%) teachers worked at
more than one school (Table 2).
According to the type of the educational
institution, 397 (53.6%) teachers were primary
school teachers, 111 (15.0%) were teachers in
secondary school providing general education,
89 (12.0%) in vocational secondary schools,
Table 2. Type of employment contract of respondents from surveyed schools

130 (17.0%) in technical secondary school,
and 14 (1.8%) in art secondary schools. Of the
examined teachers, 423 (57.1%) were involved
in extracurricular activities and 188 (44.1%)
performed these activities alone. When these
activities included cooperation with one or
more colleagues, 251 teachers (40.9%) reported problems in cooperation and 2 (0.3%) of
them reported physical conflicts.
Eighty-six teachers (11.5%) reported that
they had psychological and 76 (10.1%) that
they had physical health problems caused by
their work. Furthermore, 105 (14%) of teachers thought they were not able to take a sickleave without problems and 205 (27.4%) did
not know if they could take a sick-leave. Teachers were most satisfied with their relations with
superiors, a little less satisfied with their relations with their colleagues, and least satisfied
with their relations with pupils (Table 3).
There were 164 (22.4%) teachers who
were exposed to harassment at least once in
the previous 12 months and 192 (31.7%) who
witnessed it at least once in the previous 12
months (Table 4). Of 578 teachers who answered the question on the level of emotional disturbance, 199 teachers (34.5%) expressed
moderate, high, or very high level (3-5 on the
Likert scale) of emotional disturbance.
Table 3. Assessment of the quality of relationship of the respondents with their superiors, colleagues, and pupils
Teachers’
relationship with

No. (%) of respondents who
assessed the quality of relationship as
not so fair/unfair ( = 1-3) almost fair ( = 4)

Superiors
Teachers
Pupils

Full time, permanent
Part time, permanent
Full time, temporary
Part time, temporary

surveyed schools other schools*
518 (68.2)
132 (17.4)
71 (9.3)
39 (5.1)

*Respondents who also worked in schools other than the surveyed one.
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19 (15.0)
83 (65.4)
2 (1.6)
23 (18.1)

137 (18.3)
191 (25.4)
231 (30.7)

fair ( = 5)
541 (72.2)
494 (65.5)
413 (54.8)

Table 4. Frequency of psychological harassment in the workplace in the last 12 months
No. (%) of respondents who
reported psychological harassment

No. (%) of respondents working in
Type of contract

71 (9.4)
68 (9.1)
109 (14.5)

Type of experience
Exposed to harassment
Witnessed harassment

every day or often yes, but rarely
(scale items 3-5) (scale item 2)
58 (7.9)
83 (13.0)

106 (14.5)
119 (18.7)

never
(scale 1)
566 (77.5)
435 (68.3)

*The scale had 5 possible answers: 1 – not at all, 2 – 3-4 times in 12 mo/slightly, 3
– once a month/medium, 4 – 2 times a week/considerably, 5 – every day/extremely
influenced.
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Teachers who were not exposed to harassment in the workplace had significantly higher
age (median, 45; range 23-65) than those who
were (median, 42; range 23-68, U = 31401.50;
z = 2.129; P = 0.033; Mann-Whitney test).
However, there was no significant difference in the length of service between
the exposed and non-exposed teachers
(U = 34991.00; z = 1.521; P = 0.128). There
was no significant difference in the age or
length of service between teachers who witnessed and teachers who did not witness harassment in the workplace (age: U = 18967.00;
z = 1.818; P = 0.069; length of service:
U = 21676.50; z = 1.191; P = 0.234).
Similarly, there was no significant difference in the age or length of service between teachers who were disturbed and those
who were not disturbed by harassment (age:
U = 14443.50, z = 1.563, P = 0.118; length of
service: U = 16175.50, z = 1.373, P = 0.170).
Teachers who were exposed to harassment
reported significantly more harassment in the
workplace than those who only witnessed it
(χ21 = 249.301; P < 0.001). Correlation coefficient (φ) between these two variables was
0.75 (P < 0.001). Also, correlation coefficient
between exposure and disturbance was 0.73
(P < 0.001) and between witnessing and disturbance 0.84 (P < 0.001). Teachers who were
not exposed to harassment in the workplace
rated the quality of inter-personal relations
with superiors, colleagues, and pupils higher.
Similarly, those who did not witness harassment or those who were not disturbed by it
higher quality of inter-personal relations with
their superiors, colleagues, and pupils: standard normal deviates (Z, Mann-Whitney test)
for the relationship with superiors were 7.570
for exposure scale, 5.595 for witnessing, and
5.983 for disturbance; for relations with subordinates they were 8.972 for exposure, 5.802
for witnessing, and 5.803 for disturbance; and
for relationship with pupils they were 8.121

for exposure, 6.684 for witnessing, and 7.292
for disturbance. For all three scales and for all
relationships, P value was lower than 0.001.
Discussion

Our results confirmed the expected levels of
harassment in the workplace in schools in
Split Dalmatia County, which may be compared with European averages (12).
Although the incidents in two schools,
publicly known for having negative inter-personal relations, where suspicious school principals prevented data collection, could have influenced the final results, they also indicated a
need for a systematic and continuing work on
the prevention of harassment in public institutions in Croatia.
The survey showed that more teachers witnessed violence than were exposed to it. This
may be interpreted in several ways. One explanation would be that teachers witnessed harassment among pupils or other staff (23). Another would be that larger group of teachers
witnessed harassment that happened to one
person or a narrow group. It seems that assessing witnessed, and not only experienced, violence enables obtaining more objective information, especially when the victims are not
physically or psychologically able to respond
or are not included in the study.
Contrary to some other studies (24), our
results showed that younger teachers were significantly more exposed to harassment in the
workplace than older teachers. This is supported by some other studies in education sector
(25). Younger teachers are most probably harassed by their older colleagues, possibly because of cultural norms that still place younger employees in a subordinate position. Also,
it is possible that younger teachers are more
harassed by pupils because of their lack of experience and lower ability to cope with harassment (age difference between young teachers
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and pupils in some cases is very small). Also,
according to local regulations and written or
unwritten rules of employment in schools,
older employees have better and safer job positions (if there are less pupils in a new generation, younger teachers are made redundant
first, since it is justly believed that they will
find a new job more easily than their older colleagues). Older teachers also establish stronger
social and power networks in schools, while,
due to the job insecurity, younger colleagues
compete more among themselves.
It was also interesting that some types of
harassment in the workplace (eg, exclusion)
were less disturbing for male than for female
teachers. This may again be connected with
patriarchal culture, where men are perceived as
individual players. So far, contradictory findings have been reported on bullying and sex
(3). However, there have been no gender-related surveys on emotional disturbance caused
by harassment in the workplace and our results highlight the need for further studies in
this direction.
Strong correlation of the quality of interpersonal relations with superiors, colleagues,
and pupils on the one hand with exposure,
witnessing, and disturbance on the other indicates that teachers who were not exposed to
or witnessed harassment or were less disturbed
by it, were more psychologically and socially
robust and thus less susceptible to exposure to
negative situations or more able to cope with
them. However, the survey confirmed that
there was no correlation of witnessing harassment and the level of emotional disturbance
by it with either age or length of service. Since
the three-level-approach to harassment investigation used in this study is new, more studies
are needed to confirm our findings.
We noticed many limitations of the existing questionnaires. Majority of questionnaires were concentrated only on measuring
direct experience of harassment and only one
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of the surveys measured witnessed harassment
(3). Also, the psychological impact of an either
personally experienced or observed harassment on the respondent was not measured.
Thus, the existing questionnaires excluded
large amounts of relevant data. Finally, most
of the questionnaires were created to register
only the existence of the phenomenon without scaling or rating the results (eg, by using
Likert-type scale) and there was no systematization of the results. This made them inappropriate for estimating inter-personal relations
quality in the working environment and detecting subtle irregularities.
Hence, this study introduced the questionnaire with three levels (scales) of measurement:
incidence of personal exposure to different
forms of harassment, incidence of witnessing
of different forms of the harassment among
colleagues, and a level of disturbance by either
of the two experienced harassment situations.
All three scales from the questionnaire showed
satisfactory metric characteristics. Their factor
structure was simple, ie, at the basis of every
scale there was a single factor of relatively high
internal consistence reliability (Cronbach α).
Although further studies are needed to assess
the validity of these scales, especially their predictive and discriminative validity, the initial
results obtained by factor analysis and item
analysis showed that the content of all three
scales was very homogenous. Therefore, it can
be concluded that the exposure, witnessing,
and disturbance by harassment in the workplace were measured in a valid and reliable
way. There were three major limitations of the
study: 1) a single measure instrument (self-rated questionnaire) was used; more measure instruments and more sources would provide
more reliable data; 2) all the data were collected at the same time, instead of using a longitudinal design which would also include the consequences of the harassment; 3) measurements
could not be compared to any of the existing
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referent questionnaires due to the substantial
differences between the existing questionnaire
and this one.
In conclusion, our study indicated a wide
variety of harassment situations and poor inter-personal relations in schools in Split Dalmatian County, which were perceived to affect teachers’ health. The survey also showed
that exposure to harassment was correlated
with age, meaning that younger teachers were
more exposed to harassment than the older
ones. The questionnaire may be used for different types of organizations. However, not all
of the questions are applicable to other organizational settings, so some adaptations should
be considered for future applications. Further
testing is needed to create an instrument useful for effective prevention of harassment at
workplace in the primary and secondary education sector.
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