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Abstract: Amid the strain related to the necessity of distance learning and related organizational
adjustments in higher education institutions (HEIs), this paper re-examines the problem-focused
coping strategy and its efficiency in addressing work-related strain. A case for the centrality of a
problem-focused coping strategy in maintaining sustainability and resilience of HEIs is made. To this
end, the spotlight is directed at workplace bullying in HEIs, which—due to its implications for
absenteeism, turnover, and productivity—represents one of the most challenging issues in talent
management in HEIs. What is termed here “hidden cost of workplace bullying” constitutes a direct
challenge for HEIs sustainability and resilience. The discussion and the findings elaborated in this
paper are based on a survey (n = 400) conducted across HEIs in Pakistan. It is argued that the findings
are generalizable, which makes this paper an important addition to the literature on sustainability
and resilience in HEIs.

Keywords: talent management; HEI sustainability; bullying; coping strategies; problem-focused
coping strategies; managerial implications; the hidden cost of workplace bullying

1. Introduction

Higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide are in the process of transition. They need
to adapt to the twin-challenge of the changing political and economic environment in which they
operate [1,2] and to the evolving demands, expectations, and capacities of the student body [3].
This twin-challenge means that HEIs worldwide struggle with acquiring finance and transforming
their organizational structure and their business model, while at the same time seeking to develop a
curriculum that meets the demands and expectations of both the student body and the market. Talent
management in this context is not considered a priority. Moreover, more frequently than not, the bulk
share of the burden of this multi-scalar transition the HEIs undergo is moved on the shoulders of
the faculty [4]. As argued elsewhere, the faculty—for the sake of keeping their promotion options
open—is expected to and agrees to engage in additional non-paid “service” activities. As a result, the
workload the faculty already has may even double [2]. The COVID-19 pandemic, and the necessity
to switch to online distance learning nearly overnight, created an additional source of strain for the
faculty as well as for the HEI administration [5,6]. The situation of a continued escalation of challenges
and burden that the faculty and the administration are exposed to frequently exacerbates pre-existing
problems pertinent to the group dynamics, collaboration, equality, fairness, and bullying in a given
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HEI. Research dealing with these issues is still nascent [7]. By focusing on bullying in HEIs, this paper
inserts itself in this debate to argue that, especially today, an effective problem-focused coping strategy
might be the best way of navigating challenges and issues, of which bullying is but one representation.

The debate on bullying in academia is not new, and yet regrettably the problem persists, and
relating research maintains its relevance [8–14]. Diverse forms of bullying exist. The thrust of the
phenomenon lies in “the infliction of various forms of abuse (e.g., verbal, emotional, psychological)
against a colleague or subordinate by one or more other members of a workplace” [8]. Details about
which forms of action bullying can take are redundant at this point. Clearly, several detailed accounts
of bullying and its forms exist in the literature [8,10,12,13]. The case that this paper seeks to make is that
there is a direct correlation between the scale and scope of bullying in HEIs, the ways of coping with
bullying and its implications, and the sustainability of HEIs. In other words, considering that bullying
in HEIs results in increased absenteeism, increased turnover intention, and decreased productivity, it
represents one of the most salient challenges HEIs face today. Its gravity is exacerbated by the fact that
workplace bullying in HEIs is underreported.

Given that sustainability and resilience of HEIs, and so quality education [15], are the key goals
all societies strive for, this paper re-examines the problem-focused coping strategy in connection to
workplace bullying in HEIs. Drawing from the findings of a survey conducted among 400 respondents,
faculty members in HEIs in Pakistan, a positive relationship between a problem-focused coping strategy
and the degree of individual strain and turnover intention is evidenced. It is argued that the findings
elaborated in this paper are generalizable, at least as regards the recommendations and suggestions
for HEI administration, which makes this paper an important addition to the literature on talent
management and sustainability. The argument in this paper is structured as follows. The following
section sheds light on the debate on coping strategies, bullying, and strain in HEIs and links them to
the issue of organizational performance of HEIs, including questions of sustainability and resilience.
Section 3 elaborates on the methods and methodology applied for this study, including detailed insights
into the specific scales applied for the examination and the outcomes of the examination themselves.
Discussion and conclusions follow.

2. Bullying, Problem-Focused Coping Strategy, and Sustainability in HEI

The discussion on diverse styles of coping strategies and their efficiency in navigating specific
situations of stress in an individual’s private and professional lives have been thoroughly discussed
in the literature [15–20]. In a similar manner, the discussion on bullying in the workplace maintains
its momentum [8–14,21–23]. In this context, bullying in HEIs establishes itself as an important and
self-standing challenge [24–26]. Bullying in HEIs is a multi-scalar problem [8–10] that affects an
individual’s well-being and takes such forms as anxiety, insomnia, indigestion, lack of appetite, and
others. It also affects an individual’s family and family life because the stress and strain are “imported”
into the household [27]. Finally, it has an adverse impact on an individual’s performance at work.
It manifests itself through absenteeism, decreased productivity driven by dwindling motivation,
intention to leave, and others [28,29]. As a result, the overall performance of a given HEI falls, and
an avalanche of adverse implications follows [30–36]. In the extant research on strategies aimed at
coping with stressful work-related situations, the value of problem-focused strategies was frequently
stressed [37]. The essence of problem-focused coping strategies rests in a conscious attempt by the
victim to resolve the problem by confronting those who are responsible for the situation of strain.
This may include direct and instrumentalized forms of action.

Relatively little has been written so far on the correlation between bullying-related strain and
efficient coping strategies [38–40]. Even less, however, has been written about the efficient ways of
navigating bullying-related strain and implications of bullying in the context of HEIs [41,42]. It remains
yet to be determined whether it is valid to consider the context of an HEI on the same par with any
other business organization and whether, accordingly, comparisons with and experiences gained in the
business sector, especially as regards bullying, can be applied in HEIs [43,44]. In several respects, HEIs,
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always on average because exceptions exist, do not stand the comparisons and standards applicable in
the business sector [45] and, for instance, are considered as the late adopters of certain organizational,
human resources (HR), and leadership solutions [35]. In addition, as research suggests [45,46], there is
a certain qualitative specificity to the HEI environments, which may not be applicable to a regular
business setting. The key factors that are at play here include the individual personality traits of the
faculty that led them to pursue research and teaching, the usually non-profit orientation, the increasingly
sensitive and unresolved issue of student seen as the customer, frequently subjective, open-ended, and
grossly unfair promotion requirements, and many more. As outlined in the introduction, the case that
this paper seeks to make is that there is a direct correlation between the scale and scope of bullying in
HEIs, the ways of coping with bullying and its implications, and the sustainability of HEIs. In this view,
it is mandatory to examine the intersection of bullying in HEIs and the effectiveness of coping strategies
with a view to proposing a few recommendations for the faculty and the administration, including the
deans and the human resource management department. This paper does that by evidencing that a
problem-focused coping strategy is the most efficient in view of addressing some of the implications of
workplace bullying in HEIs. Accordingly, the question is how to exploit this finding and apply it in the
context of HEIs worldwide.

3. Methodology, Methods, and Materials

The objective of this section is to provide evidence that a positive direct correlation exists between
a problem-focused coping strategy and bullying and bullying-related strain in HEIs. The discussion
builds on the assumption that bullying-related strain generates a variety of physical and emotional
implications for the victims of bullying, which leads to diverse, prolonged, and frequently hidden costs
and related losses in productivity in HEIs. By evidencing the said positive correlation, a case is made
that, with regards to bullying in HEIs, problem-focused coping strategies represent the most efficient
way of dealing with bullying and bullying-related strain. Therefore, a positive correlation exists
between problem-focused coping strategies and the sustainability of HEIs. The argument evidencing
that draws from the outcomes of a survey (n = 400) conducted across HEIs in Pakistan.

3.1. About the Survey

For the sake of this research, a survey was conducted. The sample consisted of 400 faculty
members (men = 200, women = 200) recruited from 12 public universities in Pakistan. The age range of
the sample was 24 to 60 years (M = 33.85, SD = 8.0). A purposive sampling technique was used to collect
the sample. The demographic information forms, the Workplace Bullying Scale (WBS), the Workplace
Bullying Strain Inventory (WBSI), the Brief Cope Inventory Scale (BCIS), and the Turnover Intention
Scale (TIS) questionnaires were individually administered to and completed by all study participants.
Each scale was accompanied by a set of written guidelines explaining how the questionnaire should be
responded to. All questionnaires were collected personally. The present study was conducted in a
manner that respects the dignity, right, and welfare of all the participants of the research. Participants
were informed that all the information provided by them would be kept confidential. They were also
informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time. The data collected were analyzed using
the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 20.0 and the Analysis of Moment Structures
(AMOS) version 22.0. To assess the internal consistency of the scales, reliability analyses were run,
and Cronbach’s alphas of all scales were obtained. Regression analyses were employed to identify the
role of the independent variable (workplace bullying) on dependent variables (workplace bullying
strain) and turnover. The mediation role of problem-focused coping strategies between workplace
bullying and bullying strains and turnover was investigated using structural equation modeling (SEM)
through AMOS.
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3.2. The Sample

There is no statistically systematic record about the faculty in Pakistani HEIs, which could be
accessed and adopted as the target population. Furthermore, workplace bullying is a culturally and
socially inhibited issue and thus its scale tends to be underreported [47,48]. For these two reasons,
it was not acceptable to employ any method of probability sampling strategy. Accordingly, following
a cross-sectional design, the purposive sampling approach was employed. A total of 521 faculty
members from 12 HEIs in Pakistan were invited to respond to the survey. Of these potential participants,
400 respondents (men = 200, women = 200) completed the questionnaires. This sets the response rate
at 76%. The age range of the survey participants was 24–60 years (M = 33.55, SD = 8.0). The baseline of
academic qualification of the sample was sixteen years of education with a minimum of one year of
teaching experience. Non-teaching staff was not included in the present study.

3.3. The Scales (Measures)

For the sake of the examination in this study, the following scales were employed: the Workplace
Bullying Scale (WBS) to assess the respondents’ exposure to bullying; the Workplace Bullying Strain
Inventory (WBSI) to assess the strain caused by bullying; the Brief Cope Inventory Scale (BCIS) to
assess the respondents’ preferred strategies to cope with stressful situations; and the Turnover Intention
Scale (TIS-6) to assess the respondent’s intention to leave the organization in near future as a result of
bullying. The following paragraphs offer an insight into these scales and how they were applied in
this study.

The Workplace Bullying Scale (WBS) [49] was used to assess the participants’ exposure to bullying.
Participants were asked to point out how often over the past six months they had been exposed to
negative behaviors associated with bullying; a list of behaviors was listed. This scale consisted of
21 items. All items in the scale were written in a behavioral form. Not a single item of the WBS used
the word “bullying”. The scale consisted of two subscales. The first subscale, consisting of 10 items,
focused on work-related bullying, e.g., withholding necessary information affecting the respondent’s
professional progress and setting unrealistic goals and deadlines. The second subscale, comprised of
11 items and examined person-related bullying, e.g., spreading rumors, social exclusion, and others.
The Cronbach’s alphas acquired in the present study are α = 0.77 and 0.87 for work-related bullying
and person-related forms of bullying, respectively, and 0.94 for the total bullying scale. The scale was
scored on a 5-point Likert rating scale, where “Never” was scored as 1 and “Daily” as 5.

The Workplace Bullying Strain Inventory (WBSI) [48] was used to assess the bullying strain.
The use of the WBSI derived from the assumption that strain results from bullying experience
and that it manifests itself in several areas/domains related to job/work, psychology, interpersonal
relations/problems, physical, and behavioral issues/problems. The WBSI consisted of 33 items. The scale
was scored on a 5-point Likert rating scale where “Never” was scored as 1 and “Always” as 5. The WBSI
consisted of 5 subscales. There were 6 items for job strain, 7 items for the dimension of psychological
complaints, 6 items for physical complaints, 7 items for interpersonal complaints, and 6 items for
the dimension of behavioral complaints. Respondents’ higher scores on WBSI were indicative of
greater strain in specific areas. The Cronbach’s alphas of the five subscales of the WBSI acquired in
the present study are α = 0.89, 0.87, 0.89, 0.85, 0.86 for the psychological strain subscale, interpersonal
strain subscale, physical strain subscale, job-related strain subscale, and behavioral strain subscale,
respectively, and 0.94 for the total WBSI scale. Sample items are “I feel a lack of interest in my office
work”, “These days I feel depressed due to the problems related to my job”, and “I have trouble falling
asleep and sleeping well”.

To examine how the survey respondents cope with bullying-related strain, the Brief Cope Inventory
Scale (BCIS) [50] was used. This scale enables assessing the respondents’ preference to apply certain
coping strategies over others when facing a stressful situation. While the original scale consists of
28 items, for the purpose of this study, only a 10-items-subscale of problem-focused strategies was
used. The sample items of that subscale included: “I’ve been taking action to try to make the situation
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better” and “I’ve been trying to get advice or help from other people about what to do”. This scale is
scored on a four-point rating scale: with responses pertaining 1 “Usually don’t do” to 4 “Do this a lot”.
The Cronbach’s alpha for the problem-focused coping scale for this study was 0.97. The higher scores
on the BCIS indicated a greater preference and tendency to use these coping strategies.

Finally, the Turnover Intention Scale (TIS-6) [51] was applied to assess the respondents’ intention
to leave the HEI organization in near future. The original version of this TIS-6 consists of 14 items [43],
but its shorter version is also available [52] and consists of 6 items. The items included in the TIS-6
applied in this study were as follows: “How often have you considered leaving your job?” and “How
likely are you to accept another job at the same compensation level should it be offered to you?”
The Cronbach’s alpha for the Turnover Intention Scale on present data was 0.82. The higher the score
on the TIS-6 scale, the greater the intention to leave the institution.

3.4. The Results

The following seven tables, i.e., Tables 1–7, offer an insight into the results of the detailed analysis of
the responses to the survey. Each table dwells on a specific issue, an item comprising the research model
applied in this study. Table 7 serves as the most important table, perhaps, as it confirms the positive
correlations between a problem-focused coping strategy, the faculty’s degree of bullying-related strain,
and intention to leave the organization. Details are provided below.

Table 1 offers an insight into the descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alphas, and inter-correlations
of the study variables. With the goodness of fit at 0.99, the comparative fit index at 0.99, goodness
of index at 0.1, the root mean square of residual at 0.02, and χ2/df ratio at 2.76 showing that the
proposed model provided a good fit to the data. Forty-two percent of teachers reported experience
of workplace bullying in their respective institutions. Findings indicate that bullying positively and
significantly predicted bullying strains and turnover intentions, and this relationship was mediated
by problem-focused coping strategies. Table 1 shows that all scales possess excellent reliability and
support the use of these scales in the present study [53].

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alphas, and inter-correlations of the study variables (N = 400).

Scales 1 2 3 4 A

1-Work-bs - 0.54 ** 0.34 ** 0.20 ** 0.90
2-Bul-si - - 0.22 ** 0.18 ** 0.83

3-Prob-foc - - - 0.13 ** 0.88
4-Turnover 0.82

M 53.84 92.14 23.72 22.58
SD 10.63 25.75 10.26 3.27

** p < 0.01. Note: Work-bs = Workplace Bullying Scale, Bul-si = Workplace Bullying Strain Inventory, Prob-foc =
problem-focused coping.

Table 2 demonstrates that 42% of the participants reported bullying exposure, while 58% of the
participants were never exposed to workplace-bullying. Women were subjected to bullying more
frequently (66%) as compared to male faculty members.

Table 2. Percentage of higher education teachers according to bullying exposure (N = 400).

Bullying Exposure Men (N = 200)
n (%)

Women (N = 200)
n (%)

Total (N = 400)
n (%)

Bullied 36 (18) 132 (66) 168 (42)
Non-bullied 164 (82) 68 (34) 232 (58)

Table 3 indicates that workplace bullying is a significant positive predictor of coping strategies
as it explained 12% of the variance in coping strategies. Workplace bullying is a significant positive
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predictor of bullying strain (ß = 0.54, p < 0.001) as well as it explained 30% of the variance in workplace
bullying strain. Table 3 also shows that the predictability of turnover is the result of exposure to
workplace bullying. Results show that workplace bullying is a significant positive predictor of turnover
(ß = 0.20, p < 0.001); it accounted for 4% of the variance in turnover intention.

Table 3. Linear regression for predicting use of coping strategies, strains, and turnover from workplace
bullying exposure (N = 400).

Variables Coping Strains Turnover

B SEB ß B SEB ß B SEB ß

Workplace 0.33 0.04 0.34 *** 1.31 0.10 0.54 *** 0.06 0.01 0.20 ***
Bullying

R2
0.12 0.30 0.04

F
54.58 21.63 167.05

*** p < 0.001. Note: SEB = Standard Error of the Un Standardized Beta.

Table 4 offers an insight into person-related and work-related bullying subscales that were
examined through the stepwise regression analysis. Accordingly, Table 4 shows that 18% of the
variance in bullying strain is accounted for by work-related exposure to bullying alone. At the same
time, work-related and person-related bullying collectively account for 30% of the variance in bullying
strains. F = 92.71, 83.10, p < 0.001 supported the model. Thus, both types of bullying were found to
serve as significant predictors of bullying strain.

Table 4. Stepwise regression for predicting bullying strain from the subscales of workplace bullying
(N = 400).

Model B SEB β

1. Constant 43.8 5.15 0.43 ***

Job-related bullying 1.73

R2 0.18

F 92.71

2. Constant 20.91 5.64

Job-related bullying 1.38 0.17 0.34 ***

Person-related bullying 1.25 0.16 0.33 ***

R2 0.3

F 83.1

Note: *** p < 0.001.

Table 5 demonstrates the results of the stepwise regression analysis of the workplace bullying
subscales. On the person-related subscale, bullying appeared as a significant predictor of workplace
bullying strains (ß = 0.19, p < 0.001), while person-related exposure to bullying explained 3% of the
variance in employees’ turnover intention.
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Table 5. Stepwise regression for predicting turnover from the subscales of workplace bullying (N = 400).

Model B SEB β

1. Constant 20.21 0.62

Person-related bullying 0.09 0.02 0.19 ***

R2 0.03

F 15.36

Note: *** p < 0.001.

Table 6 offers evidence that the model applied for this study fits the data. The above model is
judged to be a good-fit model as χ2 = 2.76 with a p-value > 0.05; the values of the comparative fit
index (CFI), Bollen’s incremental fit index (IFI), and goodness of fit index (GFI) are higher than 0.90,
and root mean square residual (RMSR) is less than 0.08 [54]. The ratio of χ2/df was used as a further
goodness-of-fit criterion that is not larger than 5. Therefore, the model fits the data well [55].

Table 6. Fit indices for the mediation model (N = 400).

Model χ2 df CFI IFI GFI RMSR

2.76 1 0.99 0.96 0.1 0.02

Note: χ2 = chi-square, df = degree of freedom, CFI = comparative fit index, IFI = Bollen’s incremental fit index,
GFI = goodness of fit index, RMSR = root mean square residual.

Table 7 showcases that the standardized direct effects of workplace bullying are a significant
predictor of bullying strain and employees’ turnover. According to the findings shown in Table 7,
problem-focused coping strategies fully mediate the relationship between bullying exposure, employees’
strains (ß = 0.07, p = n.s), and their intention of turnover (ß = 0.02, p = n.s). Accordingly, it can be
argued that problem-focused coping strategies can mitigate the effects of bullying on employees’ level
of strain and their turnover intention.

Table 7. Standardized direct, indirect, and total effects of workplace bullying on bullying strains and
turnover intention (N = 400).

Predictor Outcome Direct
Effect Lower-Upper Indirect

Effect Lower-Upper Total p

Workplace bullying Strains 0.52 0.45–0.60 0.02 −0.01–0.05 0.54 0.000
Workplace bullying Turnover intention 0.18 0.06–0.28 0.02 −0.00–0.06 0.20 0.000
Workplace bullying Coping 0.34 0.34 0.000

Coping Strains 0.07 0.07 0.170
Coping Turnover 0.02 0.02 0.342

3.5. A Few Words on the Limitation of This Study

There are three key limitations to this study. First, the data were collected through a self-reporting
method. This might have exacerbated the already existing problem of the underreporting of workplace
bullying [8,10,30,54]. The suggestion, therefore, is that future research dealing with the problem
examined here is enriched by focus groups and interviews. In this way, more detailed information
about the frequency, severity, and consequences of bullying might be collected. Second, the respondents
invited to this study were only from public HEIs. Even if, at face value, adding respondents from
private HEIs would add to the discussion, a decision was made not to do so at this point. Research
suggests that the prevalence of workplace bullying is higher in public HEIs [56]. At the same time,
a case can be made that dissimilarity in work environments between public and private HEIs exists.
This issue has to be factored into the analysis. This is the subject of our ongoing exploration. Third, the
discussion in the paper might have benefitted from additional covariates in the regression analysis, e.g.,
work-family conflict, the institutional environment where bullying takes place, victims’ personality
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type, and his/her personal characteristics, such as age, gender, job rank, and length of experience.
The inclusion of these factors would certainly add a more sophisticated twist to the analysis. To remain
concise and focused on the purpose of the study, these covariates were not addressed in this study.
Notably, these factors not only enhance the occurrence of bullying but may also lessen the coping
process. All things considered, these issues shall be addressed in our future research.

4. Discussing the Survey’s Results

The objective of this paper was to query the relationship between bullying and bullying-related
strain in HEIs and the efficiency of problem-focused coping strategies seen as a function of HEIs’
sustainability. The key assumption on which the discussion in this paper was built is that workplace
bullying in HEIs—due to its implications for absenteeism, turnover, and productivity—represents one
of the most challenging issues in talent management in HEIs. It was argued that the diverse, prolonged,
and hidden implications of workplace bullying in HEIs, a phenomenon termed here as the “hidden
cost of workplace bullying”, constitutes a direct challenge for HEI sustainability and resilience. To
support these interrelated assumptions, a survey (n = 400) was conducted across HEIs in Pakistan.
The findings of the analysis performed on the outcomes of the survey are discussed below.

The results of this study confirm the initial assumption that bullying in HEIs is a common
practice [57–59]. Indeed, 42% of the HEI faculty who responded to this survey indicated that they were
subjects to work-related bullying (see Table 2). These findings are consistent, but not identical, with the
findings presented in the broader literature on the subject [57]. Country-level disparities, institutional
specificity, and (organizational) culture are the key factors that determine the emergence and forms of
workplace bullying [60–62]. These factors are complemented by such issues as an increased demand
for efficiency in HEIs, a tendency for an over-evaluation of the faculty, an incommensurate weight
of students’ opinions in the overall evaluation of the faculty, frequently subjective and overall unfair
rules defining the prospect of promotion, and many others, including the changing global landscape
of education [63]. The same factors also play a role vis-à-vis the degree of tolerance for workplace
bullying behaviors, and finally vis-à-vis self-reporting of acts of bullying.

To explore the bullying strain, it was assumed that experience of workplace bullying predicts
psychological health complaints, physical strain, interpersonal strain, job-related strain, and behavioral
strain. Regression analyses performed for the purpose of this study showed that workplace bullying
exposure significantly predicted bullying strain. These outcomes are in line with the findings of earlier
studies [64–67] that made a clear connection between exposure to bullying in the workplace and
propensity for depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and others. Empirical evidence indicates that
bullying impacts all aspects of targets’ lives.

Workplace bullying bears significant costs for any organization. The cost can be quantified, but
it is rather the qualitative dimension of the cost that, paradoxically, is the costliest for organizations.
In the case of HEIs, the loss of talent due to high turnover, or under-exploitation of the talent aboard,
is responsible for what we call the “hidden cost of workplace bullying”. As argued earlier in this paper,
victims of bullying tend to underperform in general, where underperformance may take the form of
increased absenteeism, lesser commitment to workplace duties and obligations, the resultant decreased
quality and quantity of performance, and many others. Institutional turnover is one of the major
possible consequences of bullying [11–13,65–68]. In this study, a simple linear regression analysis was
employed to test if workplace bullying may significantly predict the respondents’ intention of turnover.
The finding shows that the predictor explained 4% of the variance (ß = 0.20, p < 0.001).

This study also examined the mediating role of problem-focused coping strategies in association
with workplace bullying, bullying strain, and turnover intention (see Table 3). It was hypothesized
that problem-focused coping strategies will mediate the relationship between workplace bullying and
bullying strain and employees’ turnover intention. To examine this the classic mediational analysis was
applied [69–71]. In order to meet the initial criteria, set by Baron and Kenny [69], significant relationships
were established between (i) the independent variable (workplace bullying) and dependent variables
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(strain and turnover); (ii) the independent variable and mediator (problem-focused coping); and
(iii) between the mediator variable and the outcome variables (strains and turnover) (see Table 3).

The condition of mediation also requires that the independent variable must have no effect on the
outcome variable when the mediator is held constant (full mediation) or should become significantly
smaller (partial mediation). To test the mediation analysis the SEM approach was used. Results
describe a good fit of the hypothesized model to the data. According to the findings of this study,
problem-focused coping strategies mediate the relationship between workplace bullying, bullying
strain, and employee turnover. These results echo the finding described earlier in the literature on
the subject [72,73]. What is interesting, and the results of this study confirm it, the problem-focused
coping strategy proved an effective mediator of workplace-bullying-related strain and the intention
of turnover. This is consistent with arguments raised in the literature that stress that active coping
strategies, of which problem-focused coping strategies are a part, tend to yield sustainable solutions to
problems, in this case, to bullying in HEIs and its diverse implications [73–80].

5. Conclusions

The objective of this paper was to query the relationship between bullying and bullying-related
strain in HEIs and the efficiency of problem-focused coping strategies seen as a function of HEIs’
sustainability. A study based on the responses of 400 individuals, faculty members in HEIs in
Pakistan, provided evidence for a positive relation between problem-focused coping strategies and
the implications of workplace bullying. Throughout the paper, the negative long-term and frequently
hidden implications of workplace bullying on the overall performance of HEIs were stressed. We
termed them the “hidden cost of workplace bullying” in HEIs. To this end, we argued that the hidden,
frequently unaccounted for, yet very pricy, cost of bullying in HEIs may unfold at three interconnected
dimensions, including (i) adverse effects on an individual’s well-being, as evidenced by anxiety,
insomnia, indigestion, lack of appetite, and others; (ii) adverse effects on an individual’s family and
family life because of stress and strain that are “imported” into their households; and (iii) an adverse
impact on an individual’s performance at work, as it manifests itself through absenteeism, decreased
productivity driven by dwindling motivation, intention to leave, and others. As it was argued in this
paper, the hidden cost of workplace bullying in HEIs is immense, and yet it remains under-explored
and under-rated. Against this backdrop, this paper sought to stress that active problem-focused coping
strategies represent the most efficient way of navigating the multi-scalar challenge of bullying in HEIs.
The promise that the problem-focused coping strategies bear is derived from the fact that the victims
are enabled and empowered to confront those who are responsible for the situation of strain, in this
case, bullying. This may include direct and instrumentalized forms of action. The remainder of this
paper sheds light on what could be done to reify the value of addressing bullying and bullying-related
strain in HEIs through problem-focused coping strategies. The following three points, seen merely
as an introduction to a conversation, are dedicated to a brief discussion on soft and hard tools of
purposeful problem-focused coping strategies that HEIs might promote.

As for hard tools, these would entail legal and paralegal measures the victims of bullying might
refer to. However, grievances and lawsuits tend to be inefficient when it comes to workplace bullying
in HEIs. Frequently, faculty manuals do not expressly foresee the possibility of reacting to acts of
bullying; ad hoc committees that might be established to deal with a complaint tend to be either biased
or confined by their own members’ fear of the implications of going against a superior. As regards
lawsuits, these require time and resources, rare goods in the world of HEIs.

As for soft tools associated with problem-focused coping strategies, there is an urgent need for
space for the faculty to socialize and relax at the premises of a given HEIs. There is a need for a faculty
space clearly delineated from areas accessible by students and by the administration. The faculty needs
to have the possibility to develop soft tools of active response to instances of bullying, caused by the
fellow faculty member(s) and by the administration, including the deans. The soft tools of response,
serving as necessary enablers of problem-focused coping strategies require friendship, skilled helpers,
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and genuine buffering of groups and individuals. These informal institutions can only develop and
thrive if the faculty can build and develop their group identity. Failure by the administration to provide
for such a space is a serious hindrance.

What follows is that HEIs need to have clearly written faculty manuals that give the faculty
members the possibility of having justice served. This requires that open and confidential channels of
communication exist where victims of bullying can seek first instance support. Several institutional
solutions to this idea exist, and the actual model that might be developed will be a function of a given
institution’s culture, resources, and tradition. In this context, however, the role of accreditation bodies,
for instance, NEASC or AACSB, should be stressed. Their institutional review process should include
the question pertaining to workplace bullying and unfair behavior both toward the faculty, among the
faculty, and by the faculty. This means that a 360 counter-bullying strategy may make a difference.
This paper sought to contribute to the debate.
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