EDITORIAL

Bullying in the workplace is something detestable, unacceptable in itself.
But is there a causal relationship between bullying and mental health problems?

Does bullying lead to health problems?

In Norway we have a long tradition of prioritising safe working
environments — going to work should not make people ill. This also
has a legal dimension, in that the provisions of the Working Envi-
ronment Act place a significant responsibility on the employer to
ensure that employees are afforded «full safety from harmful phys-
ical and mental influences» (1).

Common sense tells us that bullying is mentally stressful, and it
seems plausible that being bullied can thereby trigger depressive
reactions and other mental health problems. Moreover a number
of studies have demonstrated a clear association between bullying
and mental health problems. Those who respond «yes» to the ques-
tion of whether they are exposed to bullying at work often report
that they have mental health problems (2).

However, this can be called into question. Firstly, it may well be
that the causal relationship is the other way around — that persons
with mental health problems are more exposed to bullying than
others. Studies in which people are asked on a single occasion
about both bullying and mental health problems — cross-sectional
studies — do not provide an answer as to whether the bullying or
the health problems came first.

By following the same people over time, it is possible to ascertain
whether the bullying occurred before or after they became ill.
These longitudinal studies are the classic method of searching for
causal relationships when controlled experiments cannot be con-
ducted. For example, most of our assumed knowledge about the
health effects of various types of food is based on studies in which
a cohort of people have been followed up over time, and their
cating habits and health recorded at two or more points in time.
The optimal approach would be to conduct randomised experi-
ments, as we do with drugs. However, exposing people to bullying
is, of course, ethically indefensible and getting trial subjects to
adhere to a particular diet is difficult, especially over time.

In this issue of the Journal, Nielsen at al. present an updated, sys-
tematic review addressing this question: What do we know from
research about the causal relationship between bullying in the
workplace and health problems (3)? They conducted a thorough
and systematic search for longitudinal studies in which the preva-
lence of bullying and health problems was measured at different
points in time. Furthermore, they have combined the results from
the individual studies into one quantitative pooled analysis —

a meta-analysis.

This method has two particular advantages (4). Firstly, the statistical
«powery is greater than in a single study, because the sample size

is increased. Associations can thereby become apparent that would
not otherwise be observable. One of the best known examples of
this concerned the use of corticosteroids in women at risk of preterm
delivery. It was only after the results from the existing studies were
combined in a meta-analysis that it became clear to everyone that the
treatment increased infant survival rates (5). A graphic presentation
of this meta-analysis is featured on the logo of the Cochrane Collabo-
ration.

The second advantage of meta-analyses is that the various studies
included generally encompass different populations. The results
may therefore have greater generalisability than the results from
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a single study; and if the results differ (heterogeneity), this in itself
is an important observation that requires an explanation. Why was
A so clearly associated with B in some studies, but not in others?
The degree of correlation between bullying and subsequent health
problems varied substantially across the studies included in the
meta-analysis by Nielsen et al. One possible explanation is that
the definition of «bullying» and «mental health problem» varied.
The meaning of the term «bullying» is essential for the interpreta-
tion of these types of studies.

Figures can be misleading, and this applies to meta-analyses in
particular. It is always worth remembering that results from such
analyses are no better than the studies upon which they are based.
Although Nielsen et al. found a statistically convincing correlation
between bullying and subsequent mental health problems in their
meta-analysis, they are cautious in drawing conclusions. This is
primarily because the studies included in their meta-analysis are
observational — not experimental. Therefore there will always be
uncertainty as to whether the observations are in fact causal rela-
tionships or whether there are other factors (third variables) that
cause some people to be more exposed to both bullying and sub-
sequent mental health problems. This issue is well known in nutri-
tional research. Is it the vegetables that keep people healthy, or are
we deceived into believing this, because vegetable-lovers smoke
much less than other people?

One way to attempt to smoke out a possible causal relationship

is to ascertain whether a dose-response relationship exists. Does
health improve uniformly the more vegetables people eat? If the
risk of health problems is found to be higher for those who have
been exposed to severe forms of bullying, the evidence in favour
of a causal relationship would be strengthened (6). Alternatively,
a causal relationship might be considered so plausible in this case
that there is no need for further evidence.

Atle Fretheim
atle.fretheim@kunnskapssenteret.no

Atle Fretheim (born 1968) is research director at the Norwegian Know-
ledge Centre for the Health Services and an associate professor at the
Institute of Health and Society, University of Oslo. He has carried out
research into the effects of health service interventions for 15 years.
The author has completed the ICMJE form and declares no conflicts
of interest.

References

1. LOV 2005-06-17 nr. 62: Lov om arbeidsmiljg, arbeidstid og stillingsvern mv.
(arbeidsmiljgloven). §§ 1-1. http://lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/
2005-06-17-62#KAPITTEL_1 (18.5.2014).

2. Nielsen MB, Einarsen S. Outcomes of exposure to workplace bullying: A meta-
analytic review. Work Stress 2012; 26: 309-32.

3. Nielsen MB, Magergy N, Gjerstad J et al. Mobbing i arbeidslivet og senere helse
plager. Tidsskr Nor Legeforen 2014; 134: 1233-8.

4. Smedslund G. Metaanalyse. Norsk Epidemiologi 2013; 23: 147-9.
www.ntnu.no/ojs/index.php/norepid/article/view/1636/1524 (18.5.2014).

5. Crowley P, Chalmers I, Keirse MJ. The effects of corticosteroid administration
before preterm delivery: an overview of the evidence from controlled trials.
Br J Obstet Gynaecol 1990; 97: 11-25.

6. Schinemann H, Hill S, Guyatt G et al. The GRADE approach and Bradford Hill's
criteria for causation. J Epidemiol Community Health 2011; 65: 392-5.

Tidsskr Nor Legeforen nr. 12-13, 2014; 134




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /OK
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


