
 

Gender and Workplace Bullying in Lao Organisations 

 

 

by  

 

Vanhsana Sayaseng 

 

 

A thesis 

Submitted to the Victoria University of Wellington  

In partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of  

Master of Commerce 

 

 

Victoria University of Wellington 

 

 

2019 



i 

 

Abstract 

Workplace bullying has gained more attention in many Western countries and in some Asian 

countries than in Laos. It is a serious workplace health and safety issue for both individuals 

and organisations. In order to understand workplace bullying experienced by individuals, it is 

important to put bullying in a gendered context. This will help people better understand the 

perceptions and coping tactics of individuals who have experienced workplace bullying. 

Where existing studies consider gender, they mainly focus on statistical differences in patterns 

of bullying experienced between women and men and only a few discuss the gendered 

processes of workplace bullying.  This is an exploratory study addressing gender and 

workplace bullying in a distinctive non-Western context, taking specific cultural factors into 

account. This thesis studies the perceptions of ten Laotian women, including myself, of 

bullying in their current and previous workplaces. These include NGOs, private and public 

organisations.  In this national context, the concept of workplace bullying is not well 

recognised and understood, and gendered and workplace bullying has not been studied at all. 

The topic is seen as an extremely sensitive one. Snowball sampling techniques were used to 

recruit participants. Selected key concepts of workplace bullying from Western-based studies 

were adapted in order to identify and explore bullying in the Laotian context. In addition, a 

qualitative epistemology, in which social constructionism and interpretivism were employed, 

was used to understand and interpret the forms of workplace bullying as experienced by the 

Laotian women in the study. Semi-structured interviews were developed to help identify 

experiences of bullying in relation to gender and culture. The analysis of gender and 

workplace bullying is based on gendered organisation theory and social dominance theory.  

The findings indicate a number of risk factors that I have identified associated with workplace 

bullying in Laos. These include gender and culture factors such as marital status, power 

distance, ethnocentrism, Westerner privilege and religion.  These risk factors give more 

context to the Negative Acts Questionnaire-Revised (NAQ-R) framework when understanding 

and interpreting the nature of workplace bullying. Importantly, gender and culture have a 

strong relationship and cannot be separated from each other when understanding workplace 

bullying. Various forms of workplace bullying appear to be different from that found in  many  
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Western studies and are based on the risk factors. Remedies are also different because of the 

lack of support systems available, and the fact that participants often have to cope with the 

bullying by themselves.  

I hope that my findings can inform the Lao government to pay more attention in developing 

policies to address and prevent the phenomenon of workplace bullying in Lao organisations, 

and also can educate women‟s organisations about the nature of this problem so that they can 

find effective ways to better address and prevent the problems associate with workplace 

bullying.   
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Chapter 1. The problem 

1.1 Introduction 

This thesis is an empirical and qualitative exploratory study of gender and workplace bullying, 

which involves ten Laotian women including myself, in the non-Western context of Laos. 

According to my knowledge, in Laos, the word bullying is not well recognised by many Lao 

people. The nature of bullying is also not well understood, despite its seriousness for 

individuals experiencing it. This may be a reason why there appear to be no studies about 

workplace bullying in Laos. Thus, this study is likely to be the first study of workplace 

bullying and its relationship with gender in Laos. I intended to do this study not only based on 

my participants‟ experiences, but also based on my own experiences, with the aim being to 

raise awareness that workplace bullying exists in the Lao context and that it can have serious 

consequences for individuals as well as organisations. I adapted some of the concepts from 

Western-based studies in order to recognise and interpret forms of workplace bullying 

experienced by Lao women. Therefore, it is hoped that this study will make a contribution to 

the existing literature on workplace bullying in general, as well as on gender and workplace 

bullying in particular, and in Laos specifically. It is also likely to contribute to understanding 

of the working lives and conditions of women in Laos. Moreover, my hope that this thesis will 

raise awareness about the issue of workplace bullying in Lao organisations so that the Lao 

government can pay more attention in developing policies to recognise and prevent the 

phenomenon of workplace bullying in Lao organisations including organisations aimed at 

empowering women.  

1.2 Theorising workplace bullying 

Workplace bullying is widely recognised in many Western countries particularly the United 

Kingdom, Australia, Norway, and New Zealand (Carter et al., 2013; Johnstone, 2017; Nielsen, 

Nielsen,Notelaers, & Einarsen, 2015; Plimmer, Proctor-Thomson, Donnelly, & Sim, 2017). 

Research has discovered that the consequences of workplace bullying not only directly impact 

on individuals, but also on organisations. A recent meta-analysis has shown that employees 
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exposed to bullying behaviours usually suffer health-related problems such as anxiety, 

depression, or post-traumatic stress symptoms (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). As for the 

organisation, the consequences of workplace bullying can disrupt employees‟ desire to 

perform their job to the best of their ability, and this can lead to a decrease in the productivity 

of the organisation (Hutadjulu, Saerang, & Tielung, 2017).  

Recognising the serious consequences of workplace bullying, I, as an international student 

who is studying in New Zealand, have noticed that a number of helpful workplace bullying 

studies in both private and public sectors have been conducted in New Zealand (Bentley et al., 

2012; Catley et al., 2013; Plimmer et al., 2017). These studies share the fact that they have 

used  a well-known survey format called the Revised Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ-R), 

which consists of 22 items to explore and to measure bullying in the workplace. These studies 

by scholars in New Zealand have helped to raise awareness of serious workplace bullying so 

that the appropriate laws and policies can be established. Recently there are also studies 

focusing on developing effective management and prevention of workplace bullying 

(Blackwood, 2015; Crimp, 2017), and WorkSafe New Zealand is a good example of 

regulation in response to workplace bullying. New Zealand is therefore an effective model for 

how bullying could be addressed in Laos where bullying definitely exists, but is not well 

recognised and understood. There are also no state-led policies to prevent the phenomenon of 

bullying in the country‟s organisations. 

1.3 Background to the study 

While workplace bullying has gained more attention in Western countries, we still do not 

understand much about how gender is related to the occurrence of workplace bullying and 

experiences of it. When gender does feature in workplace bullying research, it is often only 

used to signify the sex differences between women and men while ignoring the socially 

constructed nature of the concept of gender (Keashly, 2012). For example, studies on 

workplace bullying have focused only on statistical differences in bullying patterns such as 

whether women or men are the victims or the perpetrators of workplace bullying (e.g. Zapf, 

Escartin, Einarsen, Hoel, & Vartia, 2011). There are some studies that discuss the gendered 

process of workplace bullying, which are the focus of this study (e.g. Lee, 2002; Salin & Hoel, 

2013; Simpson & Cohen, 2004). In Asian countries, there is research on workplace bullying in 
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general such as in China, Japan, Vietnam, and the Republic of Korea (see for example, Cheo, 

2017; Naito, 2013; Nguyen, Teo, Grover, & Nguyen, 2017; Park, 2013), but not at all in terms 

of the relationship of workplace bullying with gender as a social construct. (See Chapter 2 for 

wider review). In addition, these studies have tended to pay more attention to documenting the 

pervasiveness of workplace bullying, and have paid little attention to the subjective 

experiences of bullying (Parzefall & Salin, 2010). Subjective experiences help us to 

understand the complex nature of individuals‟ perspectives and what has shaped them. 

Therefore, this study aims to recognise and interpret workplace bullying as experienced by 

myself and participants.  

1.4 Lao PDR or Laos as the research context 

In order to understand and interpret the complex nature of gender and workplace bullying in 

the Lao context, it is important to have an understanding of factors in the local context which, 

from my opinion, are likely to be relevant to workplace bullying and in turn may lead to 

explaining why or how workplace bullying is different in this context.   

1.4.1 Geographic and demographic factors 

The Lao People‟s Democratic Republic (LAO PDR), normally known as Laos, is a small and 

landlocked country located in South East Asia, bordered by Cambodia, the People‟s Republic 

of China, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam (Lao Statistics Bureau, 2017). About 59 percent of 

the approximately 6.5 million citizens live in rural areas, and about 50 percent of the 

population are females (Lao Statistics Bureau, 2017). Gender inequality remains poor as Laos 

is ranked 109 out of 189 countries on the gender inequality index (UNDP, 2018).  

1.4.2 Political context  

The Lao PDR was established, after the declaration of the country‟s independence in 

December 1975, by the Lao People‟s Revolutionary Party (LPRP), formed in 1930 and 

formally established in 1955. Since then, the country has been in the power of and ruled by 

the LPRP (Soukkaseum, 2017). In article 1 and 2 of the Lao constitution, it states that Laos, as 

a country, is “a People‟s Democratic State, all powers are of the people, by the people and for 
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the interests of the multi-ethnic people of all strata in society with the workers, farmers and 

intellectuals as key components” (Soukkaseum, 2017, p. 51). It is quite interesting to observe 

that although the country strongly emphasises that democracy means the government of the 

people, by the people, and for the people, people are not free to express their opinions in 

regards to any critical problems which have affected their well-being as a consequence of 

government development projects. In general, the Lao government administration is 

centralised through a top-down structure from national to provincial, district, and village 

levels respectively (Saengouthay, 2015). This means that Laos is a bureaucratic and 

hierarchical as well as a high power distance country (Soukkaseum, 2017). I will argue in this 

study that this kind of governance can potentially be a risk factor for workplace bullying.  

1.4.3 Aid dependency 

Laos has relied heavily on foreign aid for more than half a century (Saengouthay, 2015). This 

heavy dependence started after the former Soviet Union collapsed (Laos‟ former international 

ally), and the government of Laos started to welcome the support of Western capitalist 

countries and international agencies (Takala & Piattoeva, 2012). After this, international 

NGOs‟ aid to Laos has continually increased (ADB, 2011). 

According to Saengouthay (2015): 

There are about 170 NGOs operating in Laos, of which 78 have a representative office 

in the country and their interventions range from humanitarian assistance to human 

resource development. Their tasks have been officially recognised by the Laos 

government and development partners, particularly for their capacity and effective 

approach in reaching poor and vulnerable people in the remote areas. (p. 53) 

Recently, NGOs have slightly shifted their role from humanitarian and development 

interventions to policy advocacy as they have started to influence government policy, 

particularly through the different Sector Working Groups and Round Table Meeting Process 

(Saengouthay, 2015).  

I presented the above views on aid dependency because some of my participants used to work 

and are working with NGOs during the time I conducted my research study. This view 
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allowed me to understand the perceptions of these women of bullying in this context. This is 

discussed in my findings chapter.  

 

1.4.4 Workplace bullying in Laos 

In Laos, according to my knowledge, there are no studies about workplace bullying or its 

relationship with gender, either as a socially constructed idea or as the biological difference 

between women and men. The only relevant research is related to sexual harassment in the 

workplace, and was conducted by ADWLE-Association for Development of Women and 

Legal Education, (2017). It found that women were the majority of victims experiencing 

sexual harassment in the workplace, and that most of the cases were in the form of physical 

harassment. As sexual harassment can be seen as a specific form of bullying (Einarsen, 2000) 

this research, therefore, builds on the work of ADWLE (2017). Other forms of workplace 

bullying are likely to exist in the Lao context and gender is likely to play a key role in the 

nature and experiences of workplace bullying in Laos. According to ADWLE (2017), the 

women victims felt unsafe and were afraid whenever they went to their workplace. These 

consequences should be raised widely in Lao society. Therefore, it is important to look at 

workplace bullying from a gendered perspective.  

1.5 Purpose of the research 

As mentioned above, neither the word bullying nor its related concepts are well known in the 

Lao organisational context. By recognising the important consequences of workplace bullying, 

I have a strong personal interest in conducting this study because I have experienced a number 

of negative workplace behaviours and also witnessed bullying, and this affected me a lot in 

terms of my mental health. As a result of being bullied and witnessing bullying, I was very 

worried about my job security and also suffered insomnia and anxiety. Therefore, it is 

appropriate that I too share my experiences with my participants in my research to further the 

understanding that workplace bullying needs to be identified and prevented.  
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The main purpose of this study is to explore workplace bullying based on ten Laotian women 

(including myself) in their current and previous workplaces by drawing on the women‟s own 

perceptions of bullying. I adapted some concepts from the survey questions in the NAQ-R 

(Einarsen, Hoel and Notelaers (2009) as it gave me ideas about how to ask questions while I 

was conducting the interviews. Concepts from the NAQ-R were appropriate in exploring 

women‟s perceptions of workplace bullying in this study as it categorises bullying as job-

related bullying, personal bullying, and physically intimidating bullying and as consisting of 

22 specific negative behaviours in the workplace. The findings of this study may differ from 

those in Western studies because cultural differences and context are highly likely to influence 

how individuals perceive or interpret and respond to workplace bullying (Samnani, 2013).My 

findings are not only guided by the knowledge gained from the literature, but are also derived 

from new ideas that emerged in my data.  

1.6 Research questions 

In order to explore workplace bullying from a gendered perspective, a clear understanding of 

the pattern of workplace bullying is essential. Thus, this research addresses the main question: 

 

How do Laotian women employees experience bullying in their workplace?  

 

The emotional effects of workplace bullying on individuals and their perceptions of workplace 

bullying affected by both the Laotian context and their position in the workplace as well as the 

coping techniques have not yet been documented in previous research. Therefore, four sub-

questions need to be addressed in order to understand the opinions of the women I interview.  

 

Sub-questions 

a). How do they perceive bullying? 

b). How do they cope with it?  

c). How is their perception of bullying affected by the Laotian context?  

d). How is their perception of bullying affected by their position in their 

     workplace?  
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1.7 Research methodology  

This research is related to the concepts of workplace bullying drawn from Western research, 

and thus some of these concepts were used to guide the exploration of workplace bullying in 

Laos. Also, since the study deals with women‟s perceptions and their personal experiences, 

this research employed qualitative epistemology by adopting social constructionism and 

interpretivism as the main approaches to identify, understand and interpret workplace bullying 

experienced and perceived by them. Access to participants and data collection were 

accomplished, respectively, through the snowball sampling technique semi-structured 

interviews. The process of data analysis was done with reference to the analytical framework - 

the five stages of data analysis suggested by O‟Leary (2017). In these five stages, the process 

of developing themes was done based on the category development procedures suggested by 

Constas (1992). In regards to gender and workplace bullying incorporating a cultural 

perspective, the analysis was based on gendered organisation theory (Acker, 1990, 2006) and 

social dominance theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). The details are discussed in Chapter 3, 

Methodology.   

1.8 Chapter outline 

In Chapter 2, I introduce the concepts of workplace bullying, gender and culture with a focus 

on the key concepts and definitions from the literature which are used in this research. I also 

describe how these concepts are related to workplace bullying, and discuss the techniques used 

by individuals to cope with workplace bullying. In Chapter 3, I discuss the methodology used 

in this study. I focus on research epistemology, and include my personal epistemology and 

interpretive approach. I then present the process of data collection and data analysis. In 

Chapter 4, I present the findings of this study. In Chapter 5, I discuss the findings with 

reference to the research questions and literature. Finally, Chapter 6 is the conclusion in which 

I discuss contributions and suggestions for the future research.  
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1.9 Conclusion 

As presented above, this is a small exploratory study which aims to provide the first research 

on gender and workplace bullying in the Laotian context. As such, it provides a useful 

comparison to Western studies. The research is limited in scope and thus may well not capture 

all kinds of workplace bullying in Laos, but it is expected to generate rich understandings by 

drawing on ten women‟s own perceptions of workplace bullying in their context. It is hoped 

that it will raise awareness that workplace bullying in the Lao context does exist, but can be 

addressed. 
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Chapter 2. Bullying, Gender and Culture  

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I provide an overview of concepts related to bullying, and introduce how 

bullying behaviours are associated with gender and culture. Even though culture is not the 

main focus of this study, it seems important in regards to bullying behaviours that are 

particularly strong and perceived as acceptable in various Asian countries.  

There are five sections in this chapter. Firstly, I review research on concepts of workplace 

bullying and present the definition that I use in this research. Secondly, I discuss the concepts 

of gender, gender in the workplace, gender roles/gender norms, as well as a brief introduction 

on cultural context in Laos and how these are perceived in Laotian context. These concepts 

will help me to better understand and interpret bullying behaviours that may be identified and 

discussed by the Laotian women in this study. Thirdly, I review studies on workplace bullying 

in the Western context as well as in the Asian context to find out the impact of workplace 

bullying on both individuals and organisations. These studies will act as a guide to better 

understand how negative bullying behaviours affect Laotian women and Laotian 

organisations. In addition, I also present how culture is associated with bullying behaviours. 

Fourthly, I review the concepts of coping strategies in regards to workplace bullying. This will 

help me to be able to interpret how Laotian women cope with bullying behaviours. Fifthly, I 

discuss the connection of gender and workplace bullying which will be divided into two sub-

sections, including gender and workplace bullying and workplace bullying from a gendered 

perspective. These reviews will help me understand how workplace bullying can be 

interpreted by using a gender-lens. Finally, this chapter is concluded.  
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2.2 Concepts of workplace bullying 

Workplace bullying has been widely recognised and researched in several Western countries 

such as New Zealand, Australia, the United Kingdom, and Norway. To date, there is no single 

agreement on defining the concept of workplace bullying (Crimp, 2017). Therefore, it must be 

defined through integrating a number of different concepts from different researchers in many 

Western countries (Chirila & Constantin, 2013). 

In English-speaking countries such as Australia, the United Kingdom, and New Zealand, the 

term “workplace bullying” is always used whereas, the terms “mobbing” is commonly used in 

German-speaking countries as well as in France (Saunders, Huynh, & Goodman-Delahunty, 

2007). In the United States, the term “aggression” and “emotional abuse” are used, while 

“harassment” is the term preferred by researchers in Finland (Saunders et al, 2007). These 

concepts make me aware that researchers in Western countries have used a wide range of 

terms to describe forms of negative workplace behaviours. In particular though, the term 

“workplace bullying” is the most preferable because it is the core focus in this study as 

discussed below.  

The different concepts presented above imply that the definitions of workplace bullying vary 

depending on researchers and that among them, there exists no agreement in regards to what 

should be essential criteria for workplace bullying  (Saunders et al., 2007). According to 

Rayner and Keashly (2005), there are five elements that are most frequently used to define 

workplace bullying:  

(1) Individuals experience of negative behaviour; (2) negative behaviours experienced 

persistently; (3) individuals experience some effects, either psychological or physical; 

(4) targets label themselves as bullied; (5) targets perceive themselves with less power 

and have difficulty defending themselves. (p. 273).  

These elements of workplace bullying are the main focus of this research. However, while the 

idea of negative behaviours experienced persistently is regarded as important (Rayner et al., 

2005), it not essential in this study because I believe that any single negative behaviour 
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experienced by individuals can potentially cause negative emotional effects on individuals, 

and thus can be considered as bullying.  

The five components of workplace bullying suggested by Rayner et al., (2005) have been 

widely used by some researchers in exploring workplace bullying. However they have been 

considered along with forms of direct and indirect negative workplace behaviour, and the 

consequences of these behaviours experienced by individuals (Saunders et al., 2007). In 

regards to the idea of power imbalance (the inequalities of power between the bully and 

bullied), and labelling oneself as bullied, Rayner et al., (2005) perceive these as important, but 

not essential in defining forms of workplace bullying. In this study, even though these two 

aspects are considered less essential by Rayner et al., (2005), I do not agree because it is 

important to note that the idea of power imbalance can be a risk factor for workplace bullying. 

This can occur in organisations where a culture of a high power distance (Hofstede, 1980), 

(the inequality of power in hierarchical structure between boss and subordinate), is being 

practiced. Therefore, in this study, the idea of power distance is regarded as essential in 

recognising, understanding and interpreting workplace bullying experienced by Laotian 

women in their context.  I discuss this more detail in Chapter 4 and 5.  

Einarsen, Hoel and Notelaers (2009) developed a survey to measure bullying in the workplace 

called the Revised Negative Acts Questionnaires (NAQ-R). It focuses on bullying behaviours 

and consists of 22 items. The forms of bullying have been classified under three categories: 

job-related bullying, personal bullying, and physically intimidating bullying. However, 

according to Salin (as cited in Bentley et al., 2012), there are gaps in this survey. The NAQ-R 

does not explore all bullying behaviours and individuals don‟t have opportunity to express 

their opinion toward the behaviours (Bentley et al., 2012). They explain the latter as follows: 

 For example, some behaviours such as being given an unmanageable workload, or 

being ordered to do work below level of competency can be experienced regularly 

without being perceived as bullying while others which are experienced only 

occasionally can produce long-lasting effects. (p. 358)  
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In this respect, I do agree with the criticism by Salin (as cited in Bentley et al., 2012). 

However, in this research, I am drawing some concepts from the NAQ-R because it has been 

the most widely used to examine the prevalence of workplace bullying in studies and countries 

by many researchers (Einarsen, Notelaers & Nielsen, 2011). Therefore, it can be a useful 

guideline to interpret and to categorise bullying behaviours into different forms, particularly, 

in the Laotian context where bullying will be studied for the first time. Table 1 below shows 

examples of negative behaviours related to what bullying consists of for each classification. 
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Table 2. 1: Classification of the forms of bullying 
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2.2.1 Concepts and definition used in this thesis   

In this study, I define workplace bullying based on some of the concepts that I have mentioned 

above. In addition to the NAQ-R, the idea of power imbalance is also used to identify, 

understand and interpret workplace bullying in the Lao context. 

2.2.1.1 Definition of workplace bullying  

As mentioned previously, in my view, workplace bullying does not have to occur frequently 

and over a certain period of time. It can occur even in a single instance of negative behaviour. 

In this study, the main definitional elements of workplace bullying are based on four out of 

five components that are suggested by Rayner et al., (2005) including: negative behaviour 

experienced by individuals, negative emotional effects on individuals, targets perceiving 

themselves as being bullied and, targets perceiving themselves with less power and having 

difficulty defending themselves. Based on these four components, workplace bullying can be 

defined in my own understanding as a negative and unwanted behaviour, regardless of 

frequency and duration, experienced by individuals and, based on outcomes reported by 

participants, with associated negative emotional symptoms such as stress and anxiety, sadness 

and low self-confidence. This definition will be one of the main guidelines to identify and to 

interpret behaviours that are perceived as bullying by Laotian women in Laotian organisations.  

2.2.1.2 Power distance 

 

To understand a factor that can cause workplace bullying, I also apply the concept of power 

distance, which refers to “the degree to which a society accepts the fact that the inequality of 

individuals‟ abilities and inequality of power in institutions and organisations are inevitable” 

(Hofstede, 1980, p. 96). In this case, I substitute society for organisations and employees. 

According to Hofstede (1980), organisations in Western countries such as Sweden, Finland, 

and Norway are characterised by a low power distance, and pay more attention to the well-

being of the individual worker and place a high negative value towards any sign of power 

abuse. Therefore, it can be assumed that the idea of power distance in Western countries might 

not be a main cause of bullying.  
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In contrast, in Asian countries, where the culture consists of a high power distance, such as in 

Vietnam, workplace bullying can occur due to this culture (Nguyen et al., 2017). According to 

Nguyen et al, (2017), in the Vietnamese public sector with a high power distance, employees 

who accept authority and power from individuals in a higher position are more likely to 

experience bullying and it can lead to negative outcomes affecting employees and 

organisations. Laos, according to my knowledge, is a country where its culture is similar to 

Vietnam, therefore, I argue that power distance is part of its national culture and is a risk 

factor that causes workplace bullying. This is the context where certain kinds of power 

distance are displayed. I discuss this more detail in my findings chapter.  

2.3 Concept of gender  

As this study is focusing on workplace bullying from a gender perspective, it is important to 

understand how gender is understood because, as mentioned in Chapter 1, there are 

researchers who refer to gender as the biological differences between women and men 

without recognising the socially constructed nature of it (Keashly, 2012). In this study, gender 

refers to the social constructions surrounding males and females, meaning in my context that 

the roles and norms that are attached to Laotian men and women are created by Lao society or 

Lao culture. According to the World Health Organization (WHO) (2018), gender refers to the 

socially constructed roles, behaviours, activities, and attributes that a given society determines 

what is considered, expected, allowed and valued in a woman and man, and boy and girl in a 

specific context and it can be changed (WHO, 2018). The recognition of gender as a social 

construct is therefore the main focus of this study to identify, understand and interpret 

workplace bullying in Laotian context.  

2.3.1 Gender in the workplace  

There are a number of studies on gender in the workplace, for example, studies of gender 

discrimination in the workplace by Bobbitt-Zeher (2011), gender differences in aggression 

and counterproductive work behavior by Spector (2012), and workplace bullying and gender 

by Keashly (2012). As my study focuses on gender and workplace bullying in Lao 

organisations, I intend to introduce a broader discussion on specific aspects of gender in the 
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workplace that are relevant to women in Laos, and I will use the concept of gendered 

organisations by Acker (1990), as outlined in section 2.6.2, to identify the issues of gender in 

the Lao workplace.  

2.4 Cultural and gender in the Laotian context 

In order to understand the nature of workplace bullying in the Lao context, it is crucial to 

understand how gender is constructed and related to the cultural beliefs of many Lao people. 

Also, it is important to note that there is little published research on women in the workplace 

in Laos. Therefore, I have drawn on a general government and NGO report as the evidence to 

back up information that I have mentioned, as outlined below.   

2.4.1 Gender context 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, in the discussion on the gender inequality index, the Lao PDR is 

ranked 109 out of 189 countries (UNDP, 2018). This shows how poor gender inequality is in 

Laos. However, currently, the Lao PDR is highly committed to the promotion of equality 

between men and women and mentioned it in the National Growth and Poverty Eradication 

Strategy (Gender Resource Information and Development Center-GRID, 2005). Even though 

equality between men and women is being promoted, it is not guaranteed that men and 

women will have the same opportunity in their workplaces, and also it is not guaranteed that 

gender differences will be acknowledged clearly in their organisations.  

2.4.2 Gender roles and gender norm 

Before discussing what gender roles and gender norms look like in Lao society, it is important 

to understand the general meaning of these two terms. The term gender role refers to the 

norms of behaviour and attitudes that a culture or society gives to people based on their sex 

(Griffin, 2017). For example, people may believe that women are better suited for domestic 

roles such as cleaning, cooking and taking care of children, while men‟s work is as a bread 

winner. Over time, these gender roles can become gender norms, which refers to the 

behaviour that women and men are expected to conform to in a particular group, community 
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or culture (Sjoholm, 2017). This can lead to gender stereotypes. These refer to the 

oversimplified ideas, attitudes and behaviours that are attached to women and men in a 

particular group or culture (Dolan, 2014). Stereotypes become more difficult to change. For 

instance, the assumption that women are better suited for domestic roles is an example of a 

prevalent and long-standing gender stereotype that applies in various countries including Laos 

and is held by both males and females (Criterion venture, 2012).   

In Lao society, many people still stick to traditional ideas that women and men should behave 

in ways that fall into specific categories determined by their gender. In supporting this, a 

report on gender power analysis conducted by CARE Int‟l in 2018 revealed that non-paid 

household tasks such as cooking and caring are roles that tend to be assigned to women 

whereas men tend to be  responsible for heavy work such as hunting or taking care of big 

animals.  If they cannot do well in those tasks, they will be criticised by society as well as 

feeling shamed and valueless (CARE Int‟l, 2018). Some Laotians may believe that because 

traditional gender roles have been practiced for so long, they should not be changed. These 

thoughts can be harmful because they motivate people to criticise those who do not fit the 

traditional gender roles. As a result, many Lao people may feel bad if they are not able to 

behave in accordance with traditional gender roles. These gender roles are types of social-

cultural practices and therefore they become the gender norms that individuals are expected to 

follow. These points will help guide me on how to interpret workplace bullying from my own 

perspective as well as the participants‟ perspective.  

2.4.3 Cultural context 

The Lao PDR is considered to be one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world, 

with an official 49 ethnicities that fall under four broad language families, the Lao-Tai/Lao-

Loom, the Mon Khmer, the Hmong-Mien and the Chine-Tibet (GRID, 2005, p. 18). Among 

these four, Lao-Tai/Lao-Loom is considered to be the dominant ethnic group and has 

traditionally lived in lowland areas, whereas the Mon-Khmer, the Hmong-Mien have lived in 

midland areas, and the Chine-Tibet have lived in highland areas (GRID, 2005, p. 19). It is 

believed that ethnic and cultural differences will impact gender roles because different ethnic 

groups have different cultures, traditions, and norms. Therefore, men and women will be 
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ascribed different behaviours or activities based on their ethnic group. These points will not be 

the main focus of this study. However, this research will consider these points when 

interpreting how workplace bullying is perceived by Laotian women in their context.    

In addition to the diversity of ethnic groups, marriage is considered as a main value of Lao 

society. Lao women are expected to marry and remain married regardless of the circumstances 

(GRID, 2005, p. 20). This implies that Lao women are expected to be a wife and a mother, and 

this relates to gender roles. Therefore, it can be argued that this tradition can cause negative 

emotional effects on Laotian women because they will be criticised by people in society if 

they do not marry or do not remain married. This view is important as it can be a guide to 

understanding and interpreting how workplace bullying is experienced by Laotian women in 

this study.    

2.5 Workplace bullying in Western and Asian context 

In this section, I review studies on workplace bullying in both Western and Asian contexts to 

find out how workplace bullying affects individuals and organisations. This is important as it 

helps me understand how the impact of workplace bullying affects the Laotian women in this 

study.   

2.5.1 Workplace bullying in Western context 

As mentioned in Section 2.2, workplace bullying research has been conducted in a number of 

Western countries, and since the introduction of the concept in 1990s, a number of scholars 

have paid attention to workplace bullying and its serious negative effects on both employees‟ 

health and well-being, as well as that of organisations (Giorgi, Leon-Perez, & Arenas, 2015). 

Recently, several authors have provided evidence indicating that workplace bullying tends to 

cause harm to employees‟ health. For example a recent meta-analysis has shown that 

employees exposed to bullying behaviours usually suffer health-related problems such as 

anxiety, depression, or post-traumatic stress symptoms (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). These 

symptoms can in turn lead to other health-related issues. For example, depression and anxiety 

may contribute to diabetes risk (Nouwen et al., 2010) because individuals have different 
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stress-related coping strategies, such as comfort eating behaviour with an increased preference 

for high density foods (Bazhan & Zelena, 2013), which may result in weight gain (Kouvonen 

et al., 2011), a critical risk factor for diabetes (Tuomilehto et al., 2001). A recent study and 

meta-analysis has found a higher risk of type 2 diabetes among employees who have 

experienced bullying in the workplace (Xu et al., 2018). There is also evidence indicating that 

individuals who have been exposed to bullying have a higher risk of cardiovascular disease 

and depression compared to non-bullied people (Kivimaki et al., 2003). Additionally, the 

consequences of workplace bullying can have a negative impact on individuals‟ personal 

relationships at home (Lewis & Orford, 2005).  

Apart from the harm to the employees, recent evidence shows that bullying can damage an 

organisation‟s culture and reputation, and can result in high absenteeism, increased work 

errors, lower performance, less commitment and job satisfaction, decreased performance, and 

high turnover  (Bartlett & Bartlett, 2011; Catley et al., 2013) 

Recognising the seriousness of the impact of workplace bullying, New Zealand has developed 

a tool to address and prevent workplace bullying named WorkSafe New Zealand’s Preventing 

and Responding to Workplace Bullying Guidelines (2014). In Australia, there are national anti-

bullying laws and state or territory health and safety bodies that can help people with bullying 

and harassment in the workplace. There is also the Safe Work Australia’s Guide for 

Preventing and Responding to Workplace Bullying (2016). These two guidelines provide a 

similar content such as a definition of workplace bullying, tools to identify bullying, outlines 

the responsibilities of organisations, and preventions and management of bullying (WorkSafe 

NZ, 2014; Safe Work Australia, 2016). This helps distribute information to raise awareness of 

how serious workplace bullying is.  

Western research into consequences of workplace bullying provides useful insights and 

guidelines for this study to find out how bullying behaviours at work affect Laotian women. 

Also, by identifying these consequences, it helps minimise the biases in regards to my 

findings, since, the interpretations are always entwined with a researcher‟s biases, prejudices, 

and worldviews - both recognised and unrecognised, conscious and subconscious. , A good 

way for me to reduce these biases is to list as many of my assumptions and preconceived 
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notions or information as possible (O‟Leary, 2017). Further, it helps me to understand the 

opinions of Laotian women related to how to solve issues of workplace bullying.      

2.5.2 Workplace bullying in Asian context 

Although there is growing attention being paid to the issue of bullying affecting employees in 

many Western countries, there are only a few studies that explore the significance of 

workplace bullying in Asian countries. In South Korea, workplace bullying can be serious and 

life threatening for both the victims and the perpetrators. There was an incident that occurred 

in 2012, where a man who was bullied killed colleagues and the superiors who bullied him 

(Park, 2013). In Japan, workplace bullying occurs in many industries, but the highest cases 

were in the medical and welfare industry, manufacturing industry, and the wholesale and retail 

industry. As a result of bullying, most of the victims faced mental health problems for instance 

stress and anxieties (Naito, 2013). 

 

In China, studies have found that increases in workplace bullying is related to decreases in 

reported levels of employee commitment. For example, McCormack, Casimir, Djurkovic and 

Yang (2006) studied the relationship between workplace bullying and affective commitment 

for a sample of 142 Chinese teachers. Their findings indicate that teachers who experienced 

workplace bullying indicated lower levels of affective commitment toward their organisation 

(McCormack et al., 2006). Similar findings are found in research conducted by Aryee, Chen, 

Sun & Debrah, (2007) which revealed that Chinese employees who experienced workplace 

bullying reported less commitment toward their organisation (Aryee et al.,2007).  

The above studies indicate the similarity of the consequences of workplace bullying in both 

Asian and Western countries, and this research will take these findings as a guide to explore 

how bullying behaviours affect Laotian women.  

 

2.5.2.1 Cultural impact on workplace bullying behaviour 

 

Archer (1999) pointed that in some occupations and organisations certain negative acts are 

expected as part of the culture and therefore not considered bullying. For example, in Laos, 
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there is not only a high power distance culture, but a particular bureaucratic management style, 

where there are a great number of rules and regulations and a high degree of formality in the 

way that work has to be done, and where decisions are made through the hierarchical structure 

of the organisations (Hofstede, 1980). This can represent a high level of managerial 

prerogative, meaning that a boss has rights to control/manage subordinates including the right 

to direct the work of subordinate (Nguyen et al., 2017). In this cultural context, bullying 

behaviours in a workplace are more likely to be acceptable.  

A number of authors have proposed that bullying behaviours can be tolerated or even accepted 

in some cultures. For example, cultures with high performance orientation find bullying 

behaviours to be more acceptable because they value accomplishments, a sense of urgency, 

and direct and explicit communication. Therefore, bullying behaviour such as shouting at 

subordinates may be tolerated if this behaviour is believed to lead to better performance 

(Power et al., 2010). Furthermore, these authors also reveal that Confucian cultures find work-

related bullying and physically intimidating bullying to be more acceptable than the Anglo and 

Latin American cultures (Power et al., 2010). Authors such as Giorgi et al., (2015) argue that 

in Italian organisations bullying is very common, and therefore Italian employees may be less 

likely to be dissatisfied with their jobs as a result of experiencing negative behaviours at work. 

One could potentially conclude that the workplace bullying phenomenon in Italian 

organisations seems to be more culturally tolerated or even accepted (Giorgi et al., 2015).  

In Singapore, a study found that Singaporean employees are less likely to respond strongly to 

bullying behaviours, and are more accepting of these behaviours (Loh, Restubog, & 

Zagenczyk, 2010). This finding can be further explained in that Singapore is considered to be 

a high power distance culture, and, in this culture, differences between superiors and 

subordinates are clearly noticeable (Hofstede, 1997). Furthermore, employees always show 

respect to their superiors by addressing them as “Sir” or “Madam” or “Mister” or “Miss”, and 

more importantly they are less likely to question the demands from their superiors (Hofstede, 

1997). As a result, employees from this culture are more likely to have respect for authority 

and preference for harmony in the workplace, and this makes them less sensitive to 

occurrences of bullying (Loh et al., 2010).  
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In Vietnam, a study by Nguyen et al., (2017) reported that of 274 officers working in six 

branches of a public sector agency in Ho Chi Minh city, approximately 53 per cent of them 

reported having been a target of bullying in their workplace, with the highest bullying 

behaviour being “devaluing of an individual‟s work and efforts” (p. 1426). Specifically, the 

findings of this study highlight the fact that Vietnam is a country with a high power distance 

culture and bureaucratic management practice (Nguyen et al., 2017). In such a culture, 

individuals tend to misinterpret and accept bullying behaviours because these behaviours are 

perceived as standard behaviours (Loh et al., 2010; Teagarden, 2005). They are also likely to 

accept tasks that fall outside their job descriptions, superiors‟ abuse of power and unfair 

treatment (Loh et al., 2010; Stone-Romero, Stone, & Salas, 2003).   

Laos is similarly considered to be a country with a high power distance culture, as well as 

having hierarchical and bureaucratic management practices (Soukkaseum, 2017). Therefore, 

the above studies are useful sources for this study to help understand how cultural context can 

influence workplace bullying in Laotian organisations 

2.5.3 Coping strategies  

There is no single technique or style when it comes to coping strategies for workplace 

bullying. In this study, coping refers to the techniques that the bullied person uses when they 

are faced with bullying situations. A number of coping strategies have been suggested by 

various researchers, for instance, problem-oriented or active coping strategies and emotion-

oriented or passive coping strategies (Dehue, Bolman, Vollink, & Pouwelse, 2012). Problem-

oriented/active strategies are used when individuals believe that the stressful situation can be 

changed and the source of the problem can be overcome. An example is to ask someone to 

help solve the problem.  Emotion-oriented/passive strategies are used when individuals think 

nothing can be done to change the problem to reduce the emotional distress associated with a 

stressful situation. Examples include avoidance or staying away from the problem, quitting the 

job, absenteeism, wishful thinking by casting a positive thought towards the problem (Dehue 

et al., 2012), or communicating about the problem with friends or one‟s spouse (McCarty, 

Zhao & Garland, 2007).   
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Those coping techniques will be used depending on the justification of the bullied person. I 

believe that in a country where a high level of power distance exists like Laos, the bullied 

persons are likely to respect the power and authority distribution and accept unfair treatment 

(Nguyen et al., 2017). It seems reasonable to predict that bullied persons in this study will 

potentially use emotion-focused/passive strategies rather than problem-focused/active 

strategies due to the fact that it is hard to radically deconstruct the hierarchical cultural system 

in the Lao context.  

A study by Dehue et al., (2012) found emotion-oriented/passive strategies such as 

compensation and denial were used more frequently among people who had been bullied. 

They suggest that individuals who experience bullying and who use these strategies to cope 

with problems at work do not seem to benefit from these strategies. In fact, among these 

employees, bullying tended to be associated with more health complaints, more depressive 

symptoms, poorer well-being, and greater absenteeism. This is because the bullying behaviour 

remains unsolved, and this leads to the more serious psychological problems (Dehue et al., 

2012). As mentioned previously, being bullied at work is associated with mental health 

problems such as depression and anxiety as well as with a lack of job satisfaction and low 

performance.  

The coping strategies and their consequences presented above provide me with a focus in my 

analysis of how Laotian women cope with workplace bullying and their stress-related 

problems.  

2.6 The link between gender and workplace bullying 

In this section, I discuss the connection between gender and workplace bullying which will be 

divided into two sub-sections, including gender and workplace bullying, and workplace 

bullying from a gendered perspective. These views help me understand how workplace 

bullying can be interpreted through a gender lens.  
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2.6.1 Gender and workplace bullying 

Although workplace bullying has recently received more attention in many Western countries 

and in some Asian countries due to the many negative consequences associated with it, we still 

do not know much about how gender is related to the experience and occurrence of workplace 

bullying. A number of scholars have criticised studies of workplace bullying with failing to 

provide a better analysis of gender (Hutchinson & Eveline, 2010).  However it is recognised as 

important. Simpson and Cohen (2004), for example, emphasise that in order to understand 

bullying behaviours experienced by individuals, it is necessary to put bullying in a gendered 

context. In my opinion, seeing bullying as gender specific will help readers better understand 

the perceptions of bullying and the coping strategies used in response to bullying behaviours.  

Several studies have shown that women report more bullying and are more at risk for bullying 

(Hutchinson & Eveline, 2010; Notelaers, Vermunt, Baillien, Einarsen, & De Witte, 2011). 

Other studies have focused on statistical differences in bullying rates (e.g. Agervold, 2007; 

Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2007), and bullying patterns (e.g. Salin, 2001; Simpson & Cohen, 

2004). Importantly, many researchers have used the term gender simply to signify biological 

differences while ignoring the socially constructed aspect of gender (Keashly et al., 2012). The 

problem here is that by focusing only on the biological sex of the perpetrators and the bullied 

(McGinley, 2008), bullying is perceived as gender-neutral rather than gender-specific 

behaviour (Salin & Hoel, 2013). In addition, an author such as Field (1996) argues that 

bullying is not the gender issue because the perpetrators can be both males and females. 

Consistent with this argument is that presented by Simpson and Cohen (2004), where they 

claim bullies (either men or women) are those who sit in a higher hierarchical position than the 

bullied. This leads them to the conclusion that bullying, that cuts across gender, is concerned 

with “the role played by the possession of institutional power within which bullying takes 

place” (Simpson & Cohen, 2004, p. 181).  

In Asian countries, particularly in Laos, there is no research on workplace bullying generally, 

and not at all in terms of its relationship with gender.  There needs to be more qualitative 

studies into the experiences of gender and bullying to enrich understanding of individuals‟ 

perceptions, and experiences in regards to gendered workplace bullying.  
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2.6.2 Workplace bullying from a gender perspective  

Workplace bullying from a gendered perspective can be understood by examining the theory 

of gendered organisation by Acker (1990). The theory states that all types of organisations 

play a crucial role in reproducing mainstream management theories mostly dominated by men. 

One of the ideas that helps in understanding the occurrence of bullying is gender segregation 

of work within workplaces (Acker, 1990). Gender segregation of work relates to work or an 

occupation itself being dominated by a particular gender. There can be both horizontal and 

vertical segregation. Horizontal segregation represents the belief that women are more 

competent than men in service, nurturing and social interaction, while vertical segregation 

represents the belief that men are more status worthy than women and therefore are more 

appropriate for positions of authority and dominance (Charles, 2003). This idea can explain 

the prevalence of workplace bullying based on gender in male-dominated organisations which 

implies that women are oppressed by the male-created and dominated structure of control 

(Acker, 1990).  

In addition, workplace bullying based on a gendered perspective can be also understood by 

examining the theory of inequality regimes in organisations by Acker (2006). Acker states that 

“all organisations have inequality regimes, and it is defined as loosely interrelated practices, 

processes, actions, and meanings that result in class, gender and racial inequality within 

particular organisations” (Acker, 2006, p. 443). Based on my own experience in Laos, there 

are particularly high levels of inequality and high power distance and these are related to the 

concept of gender and social dominance theory, as outlined below. For example, one of my 

friends who works in the public sector complained that in her workplace most of the women 

employees are not able to get promotion compared to men although they have better skills and 

performance. The concept of gendered organisation helps me to understand how and through 

what processes gender is treated in the Laotian organisations. 

One of the theories, in addition to Acker (1990), that can provide further insight into the 

understanding of bullying based of gender difference is social dominance theory (Salin & 

Hoel, 2013). This theory states that “all societies consist of power hierarchies, where one, or 

possibly more social groups dominate other groups” (Salin & Hoel, 2013, p. 239). This theory 

will help me to better understand the cultural context of bullying in Laos because the national 
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culture of Laos appears to have power hierarchies and may thus be expected to have a high 

frequency of mistreatment at work. In addition, in regards to dominant group, Lao-Tai/Lao-

Loom is considered to be the dominant ethnic group in Laos. Therefore, I argue, from social 

dominance theory, that many forms of bullying can occur in less power and vulnerable groups 

especially women, whose gender is socially constructed, and who are supposed to follow 

gender roles or norms.   

 

2.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed the concept of workplace bullying and given the definition 

that I will use in this study. I have discussed relevant bodies of gender and workplace bullying 

literature, including the concept of gender, gender in the workplace, and gender roles and 

norms. In addition, I have discussed how cultural context can be a risk factor for workplace 

bullying. Furthermore, I have reviewed the ideas of coping strategies and the consequences of 

the use of less positive ones on those being bullied. Most importantly, I have discussed the 

relation between gender and workplace bullying and how bullying can be interpreted by using 

a gender lens, particularly by making reference to gendered organisation theory. The review of 

concepts related to gender, bullying and culture provide an important foundation for 

interpreting the workplace bullying experienced by Laotian women in their context.    
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, there is no existing research on bullying in Laos. Thus, 

this is an exploratory study that attempts to explore workplace bullying based on women‟s 

perceptions and reported experiences. According to Stebbins (2001), exploratory research is  

“research conducted where a group, process, activity, or situation has received little or no 

empirical evidence to date, has been largely examined using hypotheses rather than open-

mindedness, and has existed for a long time, but would benefit from being explored anew” 

(Stebbins, 2001, p.8). By applying this concept in this study, I strongly acknowledge that in 

Laos, little attention has been paid to the phenomenon of workplace bullying, and that there is 

no empirical research concerning it or dealing with the seriousness of the consequences of 

workplace bullying. Therefore, I aim to explore bullying behaviours in Lao organisations by 

adapting the concepts of workplace bullying from Western research in order to understand and 

interpret the nature of, and the causes and effects of the bullying as perceived or experienced 

by Lao women. In addition, I will be looking for new insights that are unique to both the 

participants and the Lao context.  

My research questions presented below are designed to explore workplace bullying from a 

gendered perspective, how it is perceived by Laotian women, and affected by their context. 

Following the research questions, I present my research design which discusses the 

importance of qualitative research, my personal epistemology, the interpretative approach I am 

taking, and my position as an insider researcher. Next, I talk about the ethical considerations 

and then continue with the process of my data collection. I then present how data was 

analysed. Finally, I conclude with the summary of this chapter.  
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Main research question: 

How do Laotian women employees experience bullying in their workplace?  

Sub-questions 

a). How do they perceive bullying? 

b). How do they cope with it?  

c). How is their perception of bullying affected by the Laotian context?  

d). How is their perception of bullying affected by their position in their 

     workplace?  

3.2 Research design 

To explore women‟s perceptions towards and experiences of workplace bullying, qualitative 

research appears to be the best suited methodological approach to acquire that type of data. 

3.2.1 Qualitative research  

The main tradition of qualitative research calls on both inductive logic (reasons based on 

flexibility and open-mindedness) and deductive logic (reasons based on confirming 

hypothesis/prediction), appreciates subjectivities, accepts multiple perspectives and realities, 

and has the goal of gaining an intimate understanding of people, places, cultures through rich 

engagement in the contextual uniqueness of the phenomenon being studied (O'Leary, 2017). 

Applying this to the context of workplace bullying, I aim to gain a deeper understanding of the 

reasons for, opinions about, and perceptions towards to the problem of bullying as perceived 

and experienced by Lao women in the Lao context.  

There is debate about the credibility of the qualitative findings compared to those of 

quantitative research. Some researchers would say that without a large sample, the findings 

cannot be claimed to be statistically significant, and therefore cannot be generalised (O'Leary, 

2017). However, I do not rely on this line of argument as I am not aiming to come up with an 

objective conclusion. Therefore, I confirm my stance to adopt a qualitative approach because I 

am seeking to explore, obtain, understand, and interpret the women‟s perceptions and feelings 
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toward workplace bullying in the contextual uniqueness of Laos. Therefore, qualitative 

research is appropriate as it seeks to answer the question of how experience is created and 

given meaning (Bryman & Bell, 2015). As a result, the experiences and perceptions are 

deemed to be credible and important in this research, because they provide more 

understanding of phenomena. A social constructionist epistemology is therefore, used in this 

study, and will be described below.    

In regards to the transferability of research results, it is important to note that the findings of 

this study are specifically related to the Lao context. As asserted by Guba and Lincoln (as 

cited in Bryman & Bell, 2015),“[W]hether or not findings hold in some other context, or even 

in the same context at some other time, is an empirical issue” (p. 402). Therefore, to make my 

findings as transferable as possible, I have produced “what Geertz (1973) calls a thick 

description” (as cited in Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 402), that is, rich accounts of the details of 

my experiences during data collection. For example, I have closely described how I accessed 

the participants, the place of interviews, and the difficulties that I encountered during my data 

collection. This information allows readers to make the transferability adjustment necessary to 

generalise the findings (Bryman & Bell, 2015). In addition, I also provide detailed 

explanations and illustrate the process of my data analysis so that readers can make their own 

judgments about the credibility of the findings (Constas, 1992).     

3.2.2 Personal epistemology  

Epistemology is the study that seeks to explore the meaning of knowledge and how 

individuals come to know and use their belief and justification to analyse knowledge that they 

hold or have obtained (Godwin & Kember, 2018). There are many approaches under the 

concept of epistemology, including historical, empiricist, rationalist or constructionist, and 

each of these interprets or perceives knowledge in different ways (Hofer, 2001).   

In this research, I describe myself as a social constructionist, who is aware that all knowledge 

is derived from differing perspectives of societies and humanity. That is, the meaning of 

everything is constructed (produced or reproduced) through the interpretation of each 

individuals‟ experiences and perceptions (Burr, 2015). This in turn means that some of the 

meanings of the present study‟s findings are also created and interpreted based on my beliefs 

and justification of the information that I obtained from the participants. Therefore, by 
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positioning myself as a social constructionist, I have been able to confirm the credibility of my 

findings as I have been able to create and interpret new understandings related to the meaning 

and reasoning of workplace bullying behaviours based on the perception of women as well as 

my own perceptions and interpretations of the interviews and the literature. It is also important 

to note that in this study, knowledge and understanding is based on the perceptions of ten 

Laotian women on workplace bullying. Therefore, obtaining real objectivity or generalisability 

should not be expected from this study.  

3.2.3 Researcher position  

3.2.3.1 Insider researcher  

 

Researchers can be positioned as outsiders or insiders, and this affects the participants‟ 

interaction toward the researcher (e.g. being trusted or not by the participants), and as a result 

it can result in different research processes and outcomes. For example, the process of getting 

participation or requesting appointments may be easier and faster, and biases in the research 

outcomes might occur (Kindon, Pain, & Kesby, 2007; Sultana, 2007). In this research, I was 

categorised as an insider researcher because I am a Lao native woman, who has experienced 

bullying, and am undertaking research in my home country. These are my strengths as an 

insider researcher. It helped me to gain more trust and to communicate well by using my own 

language. I was able to explain the research and address concerns my participants might have, 

and I was able to get a response back from them quite fast in regards to the interviews 

(although some participants were unable to participate and some interview appointments took 

longer than expected).  

However, there are some challenges in being an insider researcher. For example, as an insider 

researcher, I was aware that there was the risk of bias based on my personal experiences, 

knowledge, assumptions and this to some degree may have influenced the way I framed my 

discussion with interviewees which in turn influenced the way I analysed and interpreted 

workplace bullying. This may lead to a findings with biases in regards to my interpretation of 

how workplace bullying is experienced and perceived by my participants. Throughout my 

research project, I acknowledged that it was difficult to be completely unbiased. Therefore, 

following the advice of O‟Leary (2017), I listed as many of my assumptions and preconceived 

ideas as possible about things that I expected to find. For example, the types of workplace 
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bullying in NAQ-R, gender specific roles, cultural issues such as high power distance. This 

helped mediate my bias as well as explore potential risk factors for workplace bullying. It was 

important for me to always reflect on this suggestion and be aware of my position all the time 

in order to draw the most accurate and reasonable interpretations and conclusions for my 

research findings (Sultana, 2007). This meant that it was not practically possible to conduct 

this study in an objective way, but this was not the focus of this research.   

3.2.4 Interpretivist approach 

Along with my personal epistemology of social constructionism, interpretivism is an approach 

that I also used for both data collection and data analysis. This approach focuses on how 

people perceive their experiences and its stance is to give voice to people‟s experience in their 

own right (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This is important as I aimed to obtain the perceptions of 

women on what bullying meant to them in their context. In order to obtain these perceptions, I 

used semi-structured interviews as a technique to collect my data. It was important as the 

interviews were done based on questions that were developed to obtain the women‟s personal 

perspectives in regards to the issues associated with the occurrence of bullying.  

3.3 Ethical considerations 

I am aware that conducting research on workplace bullying is sensitive and may cause the risk 

of emotional distress as well as a fear of public or employer exposure (Fahie, 2014). In regards 

to emotional distress, I carefully observed the reactions of my participants especially their 

voice and face, and was sensitive in my approach to questioning them. During the interview, I 

observed that one of my participants appeared to be quite angry as she talked about her 

experiences of being bullied. Her face and her voice became so emotional and I started to ask 

if she was alright to continue sharing her experiences. At that time, I was told that she was 

willing to continue the interview. In order to protect my participants‟ confidentiality and not to 

create a fear of public/employer exposure, I was aware that their identities must not be 

disclosed without their consent. Therefore, I did not mention the name of the participants as 

well as the name of their workplace. As I will discuss in section 3.4.1.2, access strategy, I used 

the snowball sampling strategy, and I did not mention who was interviewed to other 

participants. By doing this, among the interviewees, nobody knew who was interviewed.  
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I informed each of my participants about the research purpose and their rights to withdraw 

from this research project at any time before data collection was completed on 31 January 

2018. All related documents, both Lao and English versions, namely the information sheet and 

consent form were given to the participants on the day of interview as all of them preferred to 

see it at this day. In addition, verbal explanation on a mobile phone was also made before the 

appointment date was confirmed. As this thesis will be published, the participants‟ names have 

been replaced by the English capital letter and their organisation has not been not disclosed.  

As already mentioned, this study uses the snowball sampling technique and assumes that 

victims of bullying are known to others, particularly to those who share their experience. 

Therefore, there is a risk that this methodology may fail to capture most forms of bullying and 

may fail to protect the confidentiality that a victim has placed in their friends. In order to 

protect the privacy of each Laotian woman who was recruited through snowball sampling, I 

gave an information handout to the first participant, and then she gave that to someone that she 

thought might be interested and qualified. This voids potential recruits being named to me 

without their consent and helps ensure that initial information about this research in accurate. 

As a result, there were two interested participants who potentially contacted me. In sum, to 

protect the privacy of individuals, I did not confirm to the first person whether or not 

participants who they contacted were interviewed by me.   

Before undertaking my fieldwork, I received ethical approval from Human Ethics Committee 

(HEC) of Victoria University of Wellington (VUW). I read, understood and considered the 

ethical requirements in VUW Human Ethics Committee Guidelines throughout my application 

process. Ethical questions were raised by the HEC, and I (under the constructive advice from 

my supervisor) responded to those questions.  
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3.4 Data collection 

3.4.1.1 Participants 

 

There was a change in participants. My plan was to interview ten Lao native women who 

consider themselves as people experiencing or having experienced workplace bullying. 

However, while I was conducting the interviews, the experiences that participants shared were 

very moving for me personally, and this made me think of my own experiences of being 

bullied in the workplace. At that time, I was thinking of including myself in this study. 

However, I was not quite sure if it was possible to change participants, until I came back to 

New Zealand, after my data collection. I met my supervisor and I shared some of my 

transcripts with her. She was interested in my data, and we discussed matters of workplace 

bullying. She asked me if I had ever experienced this. As I had experienced workplace 

bullying a lot, she  advised me to consider if I could include my experiences. I decided to 

include myself in this study.  

This thesis then is an appropriate starting platform for me to shed light on the complexity of 

workplace bullying as I personally believe it has been existed and affected the everyday lives 

of many Lao people, in particular, and readers, in general.  

In total, there were still ten participants who participated in this study including myself. The 

other nine of them were living in Vientiane Capital. They are privileged and well educated, 

compared with other women and some other men in Laos. Some used to work and are working 

with NGOs and private organisations. Two participants are working in the public sector. Some 

are doing managerial work and some are working in the area of women‟s empowerment.  

They are at different levels in organisations and receive different pay. Five of them are 

married and have children while five of them are single. This information was important as it 

allowed me to understand the women‟s perceptions of workplace bullying in their context. 

Table 3.1 presents relevant demographic information related to the ten participants.  
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Table 3. 1: Participants‟ demographic information  
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3.4.1.2 Access strategy  

3.4.1.2.1 Snowball sampling technique 

 

Snowball sampling is a technique for finding subjects that involves building a sample through 

referrals. Once an initial participant is identified, I as a researcher can ask my participant to 

introduce others who meet the research criteria, and then each of these participants is asked for 

a further recommendation (O'Leary, 2017). This technique is often used by various researchers 

when working with populations who are not easily identified or are hard-to-reach (Shaghaghi, 

Bhopal, & Sheikh, 2011) Applying this technique allowed me to build a sample through 

referrals, which meant that once the first interviewee was identified, I asked her to introduce 

others who have had the same or similar experiences to me. Identifying self-described 

experiences of bullying through others may well not fully capture every kind of bullying. This 

is a risk of snowball sampling, which is however invaluable and widely used in accessing 

hidden and hard-to-reach populations (Shaghaghi et al., 2011).  

In order to find the first respondent, I used my networks. Some of my friends who work with 

NGOs, private organisations, and government organisations were contacted. I carefully 

consulted with them and asked them to introduce me to those women who had faced bullying 

and were willing to share their experiences. I was introduced to those women through my 

networks, and I was asked to wait until I got informed to see those women.  I was then given 

the phone number of those women. I contacted them through their phone number and 

scheduled the interview date and time. Initially, those women were willing to participate in 

this research. However, later on, three participants refused to be part of this study, and this 

may due to the sensitivity of the topic. At the date of interview, two of them were not present. 

I then contacted them by phone and I was told that they were quite busy. They asked me to 

wait until they got back, and both of them got back to me, but instead of participating, they 

introduced me to other women and gave me their phone numbers. Another participant was 

present at the interview, but she changed her mind about being recorded. She apologised 

because she did not feel comfortable. At this stage, I did not try to convince her. We just had 

conversations and then she said she would introduce me to two of her friends who might be 

interested to participate. After two days, I got a call from her and was informed that her 

friends were willing to be contacted.  
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3.4.1.3 Individual interviews 

 

Semi-structured interviews are widely used by many researchers in qualitative research. They 

follow broad predetermined themes or areas of research discussion outlined in an interview 

guide (Creswell, 2014; O'Leary, 2017). This method was found to be an appropriate one for 

this study as this is an exploratory research on workplace bullying drawing from women‟s 

own perspectives. Thus it was important that participants had the opportunity to share their 

experiences with me, the researcher. By using a semi-structured interview, I was able to 

interact and exchange information with participants in a flexible way. Further, by responding 

to open-ended questions, on one hand, participants could freely express their thoughts, 

opinions and experiences in regards to bullying behaviours. On the other hand, I could also 

adjust my interview questions by asking additional questions to find out further opinions and 

clarify my understanding as well as participants‟ perceptions of certain points in regards to 

issues of workplace bulling behaviour.  

In total, I interviewed nine women. To make sure that the participants were interviewed in a 

convenient and comfortable location, they were asked where they would prefer to be 

interviewed. Most of them preferred to be interviewed on a Sunday in a coffee shop especially 

in the late afternoon about 4 pm, while only two preferred in the morning at 10 am. There was 

one participant who preferred to share her experiences in her office. Each interview ended 

after about one and half hours which exceeded the initial plan of 45 minutes. Most of the 

interviews consumed more time because participants were eager to talk and share their 

experiences which sometimes were not related to the topic. I carefully listened to them and 

tried to bring them back to the original discussion. 

Interview questions were prepared and developed in English. However, I also translated them 

into Lao so that my participants could understand the questions if they asked to read them 

beforehand. Few participants asked to see the interview questions together with the 

information sheet (which was also in Lao and English) prior to the interviews. The interviews 

were recorded when consented by participants. Although participants agreed to participate in 

my research project by allowing me to record the interviews, they were quite careful in 

providing and sharing their opinions and experiences and one of them refused to have her 
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voice recorded. This may have been because she was worried about her job security, or she 

might not have trusted me enough, and this is absolutely understandable. Experiencing this, I 

felt that I was less of an insider than I had thought I was at the beginning of my research.  

Concepts of workplace bullying, gendered organisation theory and social dominance theory 

are the concepts that I used to collect data and to interpret the interviews. The questions that I 

asked based on those concepts to collect the data were, for example, “Have you ever 

experienced any kind of personal bullying?” This question aimed to find about personal 

bullying. In order to find out how gender is treated in organisations, the question was: “What 

is the status of women in the organisation?”  “Do they get paid the same?” Finally, I asked a 

question related to social dominance theory to find out how power and the hierarchy of the 

organisation works, what the dominant groups in the organisation were, and what the structure 

of the organisation was like. A final question I asked was: “In your opinion, is it too 

bureaucratic or too hierarchical?” Table 3.2 is the detail of interview questions that I asked 

participants. 

 

As I included myself in this study, I used interview questions as a guide to inform my 

experiences of workplace bullying. I transcribed my thoughts directly in English. After I 

finished describing my own experiences, I re-read it many times to make sure that the 

experiences that I wanted to share were in there. 
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Table 3. 2: Interview questions 



                                                                                                                

39 

 

3.5 Data analysis 

There is no universal format for qualitative data analysis, and researchers have to keep in mind 

that the aim of qualitative data analysis is to produce new understandings by exploring and 

interpreting complex data from sources such as interviews, group discussions, and 

observations (O'Leary, 2017). Researchers may decide to explore the data inductively (without 

pre-determined themes or theory in mind by allowing them to emerge from the data) or 

deductively (having some ideas or theories in mind and searching data for potential 

confirmation of these) (O'Leary, 2017). Figure 3.1 illustrates my decisions in the form of an 

analytical framework. 

 

 

Figure 3. 1: Analytical framework 
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Guided by concepts of workplace bullying, gendered organisation theory and social 

dominance theory, I used both inductive and deductive reasoning to explore and represent new 

understandings of workplace bullying in Laos. I both allowed the new themes to emerge and 

looked for the themes that I already had in mind. Following the advice of O‟Leary (2017), I 

prepared and analysed the collected data in five steps as shown in Figure 3.2 below.  

 

Figure 3. 2: Data analysis process 

 

After completing the interviews, which was done in the Lao language, I began with organising 

and preparing the data. I transcribed the voice recordings in Lao and then translated them into 

English. While I was transcribing I recalled my thoughts at each interview and applied them 

toward each participants. This helped me to better understand and analyse each participant‟s 

context of understanding and their experiences of bullying behaviours in their workplace. 

Table 3.3 demonstrates how I did this. 
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Table 3. 3: Transcription process 

 

However, it was not easy for me to always come up with relevant ideas in regards to 

workplace bullying experienced by my interviewees because I was confused sometimes when 

they brought up ideas which were not related to the research concerned. For example, one 

participant talked about age discrimination while she was applying for a job. From workplace 

bullying view, this can be a kind of bullying. However, in this case, I did not classify it as 

bullying because she was not yet working in that organisation.   

While I was transcribing in Lao, I looked not only for the categories that were both based on 

my research questions and theory, but also developed emergent categories based on new 

concepts from the data. After each transcription, I carefully compared the transcribed 

documents by re-listening to the voice recording in order to make sure that I captured all the 

important ideas of workplace bullying that were perceived and experienced by the 

interviewees.  
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After this, the most relevant workplace bullying behaviours were marked as direct quotes, 

while the new ideas that emerged during the interview were also coded.  As I was working 

with only ten data sets, it was efficient enough for me to manually code (I highlighted the 

transcription in a word document and inserted my comments) and categorise the data and this 

helped me to not miss out on insights that related to my study (O‟Leary, 2017). Table 3.4 

demonstrates the processes of my data coding. As participants‟ names were not to be 

disclosed, I replaced their name with a capital letter. 

As expressed earlier, in order to prevent myself from getting lost in the detail and losing focus, 

I followed the advice of O‟Leary (2017) and always asked myself the questions below. These 

helped me to maintain the bigger picture of this study in focus. Box 3.1 lists the questions I 

referred to.  

 

Box 3. 1: Questions for keeping the bigger picture in mind 
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           Table 3. 4: Example of coding process 
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After coding, I developed the larger categories. I was guided by my analytical framework and 

the adapted category development process by Constas (1992), who argues that “the provision 

of detailed descriptions of how categories are developed will help clarify issues (such as the 

credibility and transferability) related to the analysis of qualitative data” (p. 225). Constas 

suggests that while developing the categories, researchers should pay attention to the 

originality of the category that is derived, for example, “Where did the category come from 

(before data collection of after data collection)?” After re-thinking and combining, the final 

category emerged. This final category, in this study, is regarded as one of the central themes. 

Table 3.5 demonstrates the category development procedures adapted from Constas (1992). 

 

 

Table 3. 5: Theme development procedure (example: theme: gender issues) 
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Before, I interpreted all the categories into the themes for the findings; I compared and 

contrasted my first category level that I identified in my transcript. Then I chose the categories 

that are most strongly related to the overall objective of my research questions. 

The final stage of my data analysis was the interpretation and I emphasised strongly what was 

shared and experienced by the participants, depending on what they had in common, and/or a 

range of issues that I found to be important. The interpretation was based on the analytical 

framework and epistemology that I used in this study.  

It is possible that the way data is used, analysed and interpreted in this study is justified by my 

belief, views, assumptions and experiences (Constas, 1992). It should be kept in mind that 

rather than being straightforward as suggested in the models above, this analysis process was a 

back and forth process as I had to carefully compare the transcribed documents by re-listening 

to the voice recording in order to make sure that I had captured all the important ideas of 

workplace bullying that were perceived and experienced by the interviewees.  

Guided by Constas (1992) throughout the category or theme development processes, and in 

relation to my research question and sub-questions, I have identified four key themes, each of 

which has sub-themes as shown in Table 3.6. These themes are regarded as my findings and 

will be presented in Chapter 4, the findings. 

 

Table 3. 6: Identified themes for data analysis 
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3.6 Conclusion 

This study is an exploratory research study on gender and workplace bullying in Laos which 

details the women‟s perceptions and experiences of workplace bullying. Therefore, qualitative 

research with an interpretivist approach was found to be the most appropriate one, as this 

approach focuses on interpreted experience of each Laotian woman. For data collection, the 

snowball technique was used to reach the participants, and semi-structured interviews were 

undertaken in different places in Vientiane capital with ten participants including myself. The 

data analysis was done based on the five processes suggested by O‟Leary (2017) as well as 

based on my own analytical framework. My researcher position and ethical concerns were also 

discussed in this chapter.     
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Chapter 4. Findings 

4.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, I attempt not only to provide answers to my research questions based on the 

literature, but also create new categories of workplace bullying based on my participants‟ data. 

The key ideas I have brought through from the literature includes the NAQ-R framework, the 

four out of five components of the concept of workplace bullying by Rayner et al., (2005), and 

the concept of power distance. Importantly, by looking at the context, I gained insights into the 

factors that may contribute to workplace bullying in the Lao context. I have termed these ideas 

risk factors, referring to the factors that make bullying more likely to happen, and these give 

more context to the NAQ-R framework because they are unique to the individuals that have 

experienced bullying in the Lao workplace. The main research question and its sub-questions 

are as follows:  

How do Laotian women employees experience bullying in their workplace?  

a). How do they perceive bullying?  

b). How do they cope with it?  

c). How is their perception of bullying affected by the Laotian context?  

d). How is their perception of bullying affected by their position in their workplace?  

These findings have been obtained using the methods described in the previous chapter. There 

are four main themes which I have identified in the data and based on my research questions. 

These are shown below. 
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The findings show that workplace bullying exists in numerous ways, depending on the context 

of the situation. Importantly, I contextualise the NAQ-R by situating it in the Laotian context. 

In doing this, I have utilised the NAQ-R from an interpretative, rather than from its original 

objective point of view. The risk factors I have identified in this research give more 

explanation and context to how bullying is experienced. These are presented in Table 4.1 

below: 

 

Table 4. 1 Risk factors for workplace bullying in the Lao context 
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The chapter proceeds as follows. In section 4.2, I examine workplace bullying based on the 

participants‟ perceptions through the interpretative lens of the NAQ-R, a scale of bullying 

developed by Western researchers. By applying the NAQ-R, I found that various forms of 

workplace bullying existed including personal and job-related bullying. Additionally, I 

identified the potential risk factors that can stimulate these forms of workplace bullying. 

Furthermore, other forms of workplace bullying beyond those identified in the NAQ-R 

framework were also identified by the participants. In section 4.3, I examine the relationship 

of gender and workplace bullying through the lens of gender and the gendered organisation 

concept. In section 4.4, I analyse how culture can be a risk factor for workplace bullying 

through the lens of social dominance theory. In section 4.5, I bring up the effects of workplace 

bullying as well as present how women have coped with the bullying. In sections 4.4 and 4.5, 

as well as describing what the form of workplace bullying based on culture takes, I also 

examine the reasons behind such perceptions, and how women make their coping technique 

choices. Finally, in section 4.6, this chapter is concluded.  

4.2 Workplace bullying 

As I discussed earlier, the concepts of workplace bullying that I use are not only based on the 

NAQ-R framework, but are also based on the idea of power distance, as well as four out of 

five components suggested by Rayner et al., (2005) (negative behaviour experienced by 

individuals, negative emotional effects on individuals, the target perceiving themselves as 

being bullied and, the target perceiving themselves with less power and having difficulty 

defending themselves). Importantly, I intend not only to identify workplace bullying based on 

the NAQ-R framework, but I also to identify new insights about workplace bullying based on 

my participants‟ experiences.  

According to the NAQ-R, forms of workplace bullying have been classified as job-related 

bullying, personal bullying, and physically intimidating bullying. During the interviews, these 

three main classifications of workplace bullying were experienced by most of Laotian women 

interviewed. Importantly, the risk factors provide more contexts to the NAQ-R framework.    
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4.2.1 Personal bullying  

Personal bullying in this study refers to both direct and an indirect forms of aggression that 

participants have experienced in their workplace. The direct forms of aggression include 

facing a hostile reaction when approached, and indirect forms of aggression include spreading 

rumours/gossiping (Zapf et al., 2011). Based on the NAQ-R framework, twelve items were 

developed to measure personal bullying. In this study, Laotian women had experienced nine 

items. The three items that were not experienced are: being ignored or facing a hostile reaction 

when you approach, it being hinted or signaled that you should quit your job, and having 

allegations made against you. As I utilised the NAQ-R from its original objective view to a 

subjective view, I found that one of my participants was being teased based on her physical 

appearance. The NAQ-R does include teasing, but it does not contextualise it in this way. In 

other words, it is not explicitly based on appearance. Subsequently, I have identified physical 

appearance as a risk factor for personal bullying. Table 4.1 demonstrates the emergent 

findings beyond the NAQ-R framework. 
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Table 4. 2: Personal bullying (the NAQ-R vs. the emergent findings) 

 

The table above illustrates that there was one risk factor, physical appearance that was 

identified by one participant for personal bullying which the NAQ-R does not include. For 

instance, curved legs and a flat nose, are physical features that result in personal bullying, a 

form of teasing and this leads to low self-confidence. According to Participant J:  

I know that my legs are not nice and I have curved legs. It does not look nice when I 

wear the uniform. My colleagues told me not to wear a skirt, wear a sin (a long 

traditional Lao skirt which covers the legs) instead. They might not think anything but 

this made me feel unconfident to wear a skirt. I was also teased that my nose is flat. 

That‟s why when it is hot and my face gets sweaty then my glasses are always loose. 

When they talk about my nose they usually laugh. To me, it is not funny. I don‟t like it. 

(Participant J) 
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It should be noted that even though teasing is an item that appears in the NAQ-R framework, it 

does not specify whether physical appearance is the focus of the teasing. I conclude that not 

having certain aspects of appearance, in other words a particular kind of norm related to 

physical appearance, can be considered as a risk factor for personal bullying. Many readers 

might argue that this does not make sense as not all people will get bullied because of this. 

However, as bullying is unique to each individual, I have a strong opinion that it makes sense 

to assert that physical appearance can be a risk factor for personal bullying as a particular 

individual in a particular context experienced this. In my opinion, physical appearance is a 

personal and highly sensitive issue and the impact of this kind of teasing can be extremely 

harmful.   

It should also be noted that, in the context of Participant J, the bullies were their colleagues. 

This is important as I consider that power distance can seriously cause workplace bullying. 

The experiences of Participant J indicate that despite the low power distance in this context, 

the concept of social dominance theory is relevant. She was dominated by the vast majority of 

people who held views about the perfect women‟s body being a particular way.     

4.2.2 Job-related bullying 

Job-related bullying refers to negative treatment that applies to each individual‟s job and tasks 

within the workplace. It is also defined as the way individuals can get bullied by being 

assigned very difficult jobs which could be too much/too long/too easy, not interesting; or are 

intentionally not given training (Zapf et al., 2011). Based on the NAQ-R framework, seven 

items have been developed to measure job-related bullying. The majority of participants in this 

study had experienced all of the items.  

Beyond those identified in the NAQ-R framework, there are three new items of job-related 

bullying that Laotian women in this study experienced. These include the unfair refusal to 

support training, colleagues choosing not to cooperate, and being assigned a job that is too 

simple or undemanding.  
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Importantly, these forms of job-related bullying are influenced by personal factors 

(bias/personal dislike, individual characteristics), and new graduate/non-working experience, 

which I identified as risk factors for job-related bullying. Table 4.3 shows forms of job-related 

bullying and the risk factors that emerged in the data. 

 

Table 4. 3: Job-related bullying (the NAQ-R vs. the emergent findings) 

 

Personal factors contribute to job-related bullying. The first example can be seen in the case of 

Participant B, a senior administrator and procurement assistant. In her opinion, she perceives 

bias as a personal dislike that causes an unfair treatment related to requests for training. She 

described the following situation:  

I proposed to my boss that I want to be trained, but I was rejected and was told that 

there is a handbook and I can learn from that. There were many staff that came after 

me, but they all were sent to abroad for E-cash training. I think my boss did not like me 

and obviously what happened to me was bias. (Participant B) 

In my opinion, based on her context, bias cannot only be defined as a personal dislike, but also 

can be perceived as a risk factor for job-related bullying. In addition, it is important to note 

that the nature of bullying is related to the job, but it is initiated by personal factors such as 

bias/personal dislike. This is an example of the contextualisation of workplace bullying, which 
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the NAQ-R does not provide. Therefore, I argue that bias/personal dislike can be not only the 

risk factor for job-related bullying, but also for personal bullying, depending on the context of 

the situation. Outside of the workplace, these factors could lead to personal bullying, but in the 

workplace context, job-related factors can be part of bullying behaviour making it job-related.  

Another example can be seen in the case of Participant I, an administrative staff member who  

described how her individual characteristics count as a risk factor for job-related bullying. She 

argued that her colleagues chose not to cooperate with her because of her characteristics. For 

example, the tone of her voice is quite high and this is why they did not being cooperate with 

her. Building on her opinions, my first impression toward her was that her personality is quite 

confident. She looks like a leader and her tone of voice is quite confident. By seeing it in this 

sense, it seems that not only her confident demeanor is a risk factor, but also being a woman 

and a subordinate, that is driving job-related bullying because her colleagues intentionally 

chose not to cooperate with her, and this affected her job performance.  

It is important to note that, in the Laotian context, people should be careful not to display too 

much confidence because it is typically negative and some Laotian people especially those 

who are in a position of power seem to dislike subordinates who are more knowledgeable than 

them.   

Finally, a new graduate or non-working experience is also a main risk factor that drives job-

related bullying. Based on the opinion shared by two participants, that factor can also open up 

the chance of “being ordered” or “being assigned work that is too easy for them”. Participant I, 

an administrator, shared that she was a new graduate and had no experience at all, and this led 

to  her not being assigned any work that related to her position. She said: 

  I was a new graduate and at that time. I was asked to do a job like recording the 

customer‟s names, do a photocopy, buying lunch for my colleagues. (Participant I)  

Another example can be seen in the case of Participant J. When she was a new graduate at her 

first workplace and did not have working experience, she just did a basic job such as translated 

2-3 pages of some official letter from Thai to Lao and vice versa, photocopied, and counted 

cash. This work was not challenging at all.  It was very simple and, according to her, any of 

the staff could do it. Many people may think that this finding is not important, but I would 

argue that it is important because it is all about trust. Therefore, if new graduates or those 
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without work experience are being trusted to perform complex jobs, then bullying can be said 

to occur because they perceive that a lack of trust and delegation of simple jobs is bullying. 

The shared perceptions of these two women can be a key message for both new graduates or 

those with no work to be aware of this kind of treatment and organisations can benefit from 

hearing this as they can prevent this from happening.  

4.2.3 Physically intimidating bullying  

In this study, physically intimidating bullying refers to verbal or non-verbal aggressive, 

intense, and explicit behaviour that individual have experienced in the workplace (Zapf et al., 

2011). Based on the NAQ-R framework, three items have been developed to measure 

physically intimidating bullying, and of all the items, only one item that participants in this 

study had experienced was being a target of bad temper by boss/colleagues.   

Beyond those identified in the NAQ-R framework, there are two new items of physically 

intimidating bullying that Laotian women in this study experienced: a hateful attitude or 

improper attitude, and being spoken/responded to rudely or loudly by colleagues.  

Table 4.4 demonstrates forms of physically intimidating bullying in NAQ-R and that emerged 

in the data.   

 

Table 4. 4: Physically intimidating bullying (the NAQ-R vs. the emergent findings) 

 

The two new items that I identified as physically intimidating bullying are quite significant 

because it affects the feeling of participants and it enhances the power relations, not only the 

hierarchical power distance, but also at the same level of a position.  
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Participant G‟s experienced this:  

During my time with this boss, I was so disappointed with his attitude toward me. 

Every time when he got mad because of his work, he always blamed me and the way 

he acted was very improper. The way he used his eyes was in a very hateful way which 

I hated. (Participant G)  

It can be noted from the above shared experiences that physically intimidating bullying is 

associated with a formal position in which the bully is the boss. However, it is also important 

to note that physically intimidating bullying does not always reflect the hierarchical position in 

the organisation because there is evidence below that shows that it can also happen among 

colleagues and the bully does not need to be in a higher position. An example can be seen in a 

case of Participant J, who shared the following: 

As is the nature of my work, I always have to deal with a secretary to the head of the 

organisation. One day, I was asked by the deputy head of the organisation to get the 

letter signed urgently, and I brought that letter to the secretary. She looked at me with 

her angry face and said, “The boss is not in the office right now.” After hearing this, I 

was about to leave her office, but she called me, “Come here. Look, the format is not 

correct.” Honestly speaking, I don‟t really like the way she used her finger. It‟s very 

rude and she acted like she was my boss. She said to me loudly. I didn‟t like her 

attitude because when I came close to her desk, she pointed her finger on the letter and 

asked me, “Who drafted this letter, this is wrong format?” After that she used her pen 

and crossed the letter firmly in front of me. I had no idea what happened to her. She 

was bad tempered and acted inappropriately to me. I was in a mood too because of her 

attitude. (Participant J) 

In my opinion, based on Participant J‟s context, the secretary may have thought that the nature 

of her work has to direct what is right or wrong in regards to the format of the letter. This may 

have made her feel like she had more knowledge and more power over her colleagues. 

However, she was not supposed to act like that to her colleague, even though she was angry 

based on her own reason. It can seen from these two examples that the context suggests how 

the idea of power works in a different situation, and that this is  beyond the NAQ-R 

framework. 
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4.3 Gender issues and workplace bullying   

As discussed earlier, I will use the concept of gendered organisation by Acker (1990) to 

analyse how gender is perceived in Lao organisations. My findings show that gender takes a 

number of different forms including gender roles, gender discrimination, and gender-specific 

jobs. These forms are considered as the risk factors for workplace bullying. Table 4.4 

demonstrates forms of gender as risk factors for workplace bullying. 

  

 

Table 4. 5: Gender issues and workplace bullying 

 

Two participants were not satisfied with the gender norms related to how males and females 

should behave and this seemed to lead to harmful impacts on individuals who experienced 

this. As participant A, a senior gender advisor, described: 

I was asked to cook, clean the house, wash the toilet and wash the clothes for all the 

male staff in that staff  house. My salary was not increased because I did not do 

whatever I was asked regarding the house work. I think this was not fair. Why do I 

have to serve males? I decided to resign because I thought I was oppressed by the male 

colleagues in that house. (Participant A) 

It can be seen from the above quotation that Participant A clearly expressed her opinion about 

how a set of ideas about the role of females had a negative impact on her performance, and 

this led to her salary not being increased. Based on my knowledge about Lao gender roles and 

the findings from this study, I argue that this kind of gender role assignment is the biggest and 

most common stereotype impacting Laotian women, and typically they are negative. In this 
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context, the participant thought that it was not fair and most importantly she thought that she 

was oppressed by the male colleagues. As an insider researcher, this was not a surprising 

finding to me. The roles that are assigned to Laotian women, in fact, can be considered to be a 

huge factor that causes bullying, and for this participant, bullying that occurred through gender 

roles can be categorised as job-related bullying and personal bullying. As for job-related 

bullying, she was asked to do housework which was not in her job description, and because 

she did not perform her gender role, her salary was not increased. As for the personal bullying, 

the housework that she had to do is not in the workplace, but was in the staff-house. Therefore, 

this can be considered to be personal bullying. We can further see that gender roles in which 

Laotian women are expected to abide by are in fact not normal because it should be absolutely 

acceptable for Laotian men to serve food or do household chores. The same participant 

exclaimed: 

If we are team, then every male staff member should have to do it too. My male 

colleagues always complained that they have nothing to eat because I did not cook for 

them and they were not satisfied with my behavior. (Participant A) 

Therefore, it can be stated that the socially constructed nature of gender roles, in this context, 

can have a negative harmful impact on individuals in regards to performance in the workplace. 

Most importantly, oppression (the situation where female colleagues are less privileged 

because of their gender) is the term that has been used by Participant A to describe her 

experience and this is accurate because of the fact that she thought that she was being 

subjected to unfair gender roles that applied to her just because she was female. This kind of 

gendered bullying does not only contribute to the idea of inequality regimes, but also 

contributes to gender inequality with regard to pay.   

Another example can be seen in Participant H, a project advisor, who shared the following: 

Even though there are few women here at the village‟s office, they cannot make any 

decisions, they have to follow the decision made by head of the village and usually 

they are males. They are there just to serve, to cook and to clean the office and do the 

office‟s work like register letters in and out, and take note when there is a meeting. 

(Participant H) 
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Her statement indicates how gender roles work in that particular context. In my opinion, 

women in Laos are expected to not only do the chores at home, but also at the workplace. 

Additionally, the above statement clearly shows how gender-specific jobs work in this 

organisation. Women were tasked with a job that was less complicated and chore-focused. 

Importantly, it should be noted that gender-specific jobs are related to power distance between 

men and women. The unequal power relation is particularly evident in this workplace where 

men hold supervisory positions more than women. This can be considered to be a form of 

workplace bullying because it drives women to follow gender roles when they do not want to.  

Further example in regards to a belief in gender-specific jobs can be seen in the case of 

Participant D, a project technical advisor. She expressed the following:  

In this organisation, mostly the technical officers are only male, not female. I am the 

only woman who is a project technical officer, but I don‟t have a project of my own 

that I can oversee. I am working under one of the senior project technical officer. I 

would say I am his secretary or assistant. I have to take minute of meetings and I am 

asked to help doing work of so many projects. (Participant D) 

From the above quote it can be seen that even though a female is in the same position as a 

male, it does not mean the female will be tasked according to the job description, and this is a 

form of job-related bullying. Based on my opinion, a plausible interpretation of this form of 

bullying is that her male colleague thinks that females are suitable for less complicated tasks 

like a secretary or an assistant. Therefore, she was not allowed to perform tasks as mentioned 

in the job description. It can also be noted that, in this context, job-related bullying is also 

associated with gender imbalance in which males outnumber females. As a result, she was not 

assigned to do job as per the description. However, it is important to note that job-related 

bullying does not always reflect the gender imbalance in the organisation because there is 

evidence in the literature and in this study which shows that bullying can occur in female-

dominated organisations as well.   

While the expectation of traditional gender roles and gender specific jobs can contribute to 

workplace bullying for females, it is important to recognise that gender discrimination can also 

be a factor that influences workplace bullying. The same participant described this:   
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Women in this organisation have never been for training. There are only males who are 

the bosses going for training abroad and my boss is included. When he came back he 

was supposed to share the knowledge from the training by organising a half-day 

workshop in the office to colleagues, but he never shared. (Participant D) 

Even though the above interviewee does not state exactly how gender discrimination can lead 

to workplace bullying, it can be interpreted that there are two forms of discrimination 

including an unequal treatment in employment opportunity in terms of being selected for 

training based on gender, as well as knowledge sharing. She implies that women did not 

receive the same opportunity of being trained abroad compared to men. In addition, during the 

interview, I observed that when she talked about women in this organisation having never 

been for training, her face did not show happiness and her tone of voice implied that she was 

not satisfied with what has happened. Therefore, it can be interpreted that gender 

discrimination can lead to job-related bullying such as the lack of training.  

4.4 Cultural issues and workplace bullying 

This study is informed by social dominance theory which explains that all societies consist of 

power hierarchies, where one or more social groups dominate other groups (Salin & Hoel, 

2013). By situating this in the context of Laos, I found several cultural-related issues such as 

marital status, power distance (bureaucracy/hierarchy in organisations), Westerner privilege, 

religion, and ethnocentrism, meaning that inside Laos, one‟s ethnic group is centrally 

important and Lao-Tai are the dominant group. These can be considered crucial risk factors 

for bullying in the Laotian workplace. Table 4.4 illustrates cultural issues and workplace 

bullying that emerged in the data.  
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Table 4. 6: Cultural issues and workplace bullying that emerged in the data  

 

Marital status is related to national culture in Laos, and there is the way of thinking about 

women and gender in Laos, as mentioned in section 2.4.3. My findings showed that someone 

was being bullied by her colleagues because she was older and not married. This was shared 

by Participant C, an accountant:  

My colleagues make a joke of my age and say that I am old. I am teased that I am not 

beautiful plus old so no one wants to be my boyfriend and that is why I am still single. 

This is very rude. This makes me feel uncomfortable and I feel like this is my 

inferiority because of that. (Participant C) 

As an insider researcher, I did not expect cultural issues such as marital status to be risk 

factors for personal bullying. However, many Lao women have similar bullying experiences to 

Participant C that are related to age and marital status. In addition, this finding emerges in my 

data and it is crucial to note that this risk factor can be sensitive for some women in Laos.  

Particularly as in Participant C‟s context, this can lead to the stage of emotional abuse because 

she was not happy with that kind of joking. Not all women may be sensitive to this, but to 

others, particularly older and single women, they clearly are sensitive issues. This highlights 

the issues related to cultural beliefs which expect women to get married, and this also links to 



 

62 

 

a socially constructed view of gender roles, in which Lao women are expected to be wives and 

mothers.  

I argued earlier that power distance can be a risk factor for workplace bullying. My findings 

show that hierarchy is a cultural issue in Lao organisations. It prevents those who are 

subordinates from having rights as well as voice to express their thoughts toward their bosses. 

According to Participant F, a deputy director general, when she was a junior subordinate it 

made her worried about her progressing in her job because she had no rights to tell her boss to 

work actively. Compared to New Zealand, employees have rights to express their thoughts 

toward the performance of their bosses as long as it affects the employees‟ job.  

While I was a junior employee, I was too worried about my work because my boss 

always held the work and I could not go any further if my boss did not approve. Even 

now, I don‟t have any rights to tell my boss to work actively and fast because I have to 

respect her position. (Participant F) 

The above statement implies that as a subordinate, Participant F experienced job-related 

bullying because her work was delayed by her boss, and this absolutely could impact her 

performance. As an insider researcher and understanding Lao‟s hierarchical culture, I know 

that for employees to critically question their boss is something to be very careful about. From 

a human rights perspective, this can be a kind of abuse of basic rights that is the freedom of 

speech and thought. Laos has been ratified a member of several UN Human Rights Treaties 

such as the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), and the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) 

(UN Human Rights, 2018), and has accepted the ASEAN Human Rights Declaration in 2012. 

Thus Lao people can legally make a human rights complaint, but in practice there is very 

difficult because as an insider researcher, I know that any kind of human rights movement or 

campaign is politically sensitive. The Lao government treats this action as inappropriate and 

threatening to political stability (Saengouthay, 2015). If Lao people make a movement, this act 

may be against the government rules. Therefore any kind of harm or life safety may occur to 

those people.    

Having no voice is considered to be another category under the idea of being a subordinate. 

The term voice was picked up by me during my interviews. It refers to the place where 
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participants can report the bullying and their voice can be heard. In my findings, I considered 

having no voice  to be a risk factor for workplace bullying and also it can cause bullying to 

continue to happen in the workplace. Three out of ten participants stated that there was no 

place for them to  

 

report bullying issues. Participant C, an accountant, shared that the organisation where she 

used to work did not apply the labour law particularly in regard to annual leave.  

I would like the company to strictly apply labour law especially about the annual leave. 

Employees need time off from work. I would like the Ministry of Labour and Social 

Welfare to have a check on every company whether or not the law is applied. This is 

for the benefit of employees. In Laos we don‟t have, what we call, collective 

bargaining, so this is hard for Lao employees to negotiate with employers. (Participant 

C) 

The above quotation clearly indicates how job-related bullying happened under the notion of 

having no voice, and the form of job-related bullying is a pressure of not being able to claim 

annual leave.  This form of job-based bullying was considered to be a serious exploitation for 

Participant C because she stated, “The owner of the company just wants to get the benefit at 

the expense of the employees.” Therefore, I argue that having no voice is strongly associated 

with bullying in the workplace.  

Another example under the idea of power distance can be seen in the case of Participants E 

and F. Participant E, a lecturer, described the following situation:  

In the meeting, I gave comments on my boss‟s ideas. After the meeting he asked me to 

come to his office and I was blamed that I should not have commented on his opinion 

because as he is a boss I have to respect his ideas. I was very upset. He used his power 

as a boss to control my behaviour and my thoughts. (Participant E) 

The above quotation indicates how Participant E was bullied by a person who was in a 

hierarchical position in the organisation, and this constitutes job-related bullying. In 

Participant E‟s context, as a subordinate, she was not only being forced, but also controlled not 
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to question the boss. As an insider researcher, I know that Lao‟s hierarchical culture cautions 

employees to critically question their boss, and that this is something to be very careful about.  

Another shared experience can be seen from the case of Participant F, a Deputy Director 

General. She stated: 

I worked hard every day and my work was loaded (nowadays, my work is still loaded). 

My boss, she rarely comes to the office and works very little. The work that she‟s 

supposed to do, she gave it to me. Her work is priority. As she is my boss, I cannot say 

anything. What I really hate is that my boss never appreciates me. All the work that I 

did for her she did not say that the work was done by me. She always showed off that 

she was the only one who did the work. (Participant F)  

Even though Participant F did not directly mention what form of job-related bullying this was 

apart from her having a heavy workload, in my opinion, her statement implies that her job was 

stolen as a result of being bullied by her boss, who is in a hierarchical position in her 

organisation. This is not included in the NAQ-R framework.  

From the shared view of these two women, the important message that I take is related to 

power distance as hierarchy in organisations. This can contribute to job-related bullying which 

in turn can lead to potential forms of job-related bullying such as being forced to do jobs or 

things, and having work stolen.  As a result, these two women felt unhappy as they saw it as 

an intentional abuse of power that made them feel upset.  

While power distance is a risk factor for workplace bullying, I found that another cultural 

issue such as ethnocentrism, Westerner privilege and religious orientation can be another risk 

factor for workplace bullying. In terms of ethnocentrism,, if people believe that one‟s ethnic 

group is centrally important, employees can get bullied easily. This was mentioned by 

Participant A, a senior gender advisor:  

One day, I wore a Lao ethnic dress I got from fieldwork and went to the government 

agency office. I was not allowed to enter the building because I was not wearing a sin. 

I was so angry that day and I said to the person who did not allow me to enter the 

building that this dress belongs to a Lao ethnic group and this is Lao. You know how 
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many ethnic group we have. Depending on this we have variety of dresses. So the sin 

is not the only dress that belongs to Lao identity (Participant A).  

From my perspective, it can be argued that the ethnocentric attitude in the Laotian context can 

count as a particular risk factor that can be associated with personal bullying. Additionally, it 

is a tool that is being used to control the body of Laotian women through the way of dressing. 

This may also be identified as emotional abuse because the interviewee was extremely upset 

about this encounter and being controlled through her way of dressing.  

As for the Westerner privilege with regard to salary differences between local and 

international employees, this can appear to be unfair treatment and workplace bullying 

particularly for participants who work with NGOs. One complained that, in the same 

professional position, international employees get paid more and work less, and this is unfair 

for locals. Participant A, a senior gender advisor, reported: 

International staff always gets a higher salary than nationals although we are in the 

same position. I have oversight of many projects, but my international colleague has 

oversight of only one project. (Participant A)  

In such a way, the above statement indicates not only job-related bullying, as per my 

interpretation, but also discrimination against local employees in terms of the unfair salary 

applied.   

In addition to the unfair salary applied, it appears that the ideas of international employees 

seem to be valued more than local ideas. The same participant expressed this below: 

One international staff wants to print the campaign about stopping violence against 

women on plastic bags and distribute it for free. Everybody in the meeting agrees with 

this idea except me because this damages and impacts the environment which conflicts 

with the organisation‟s policy. My ideas were rejected at the same meeting. I was told 

that if everybody agreed then you have to agree. That international staff member works 

only 3 months at that time and 3-4 internationals agree with him. They are having more 

voices but I have only one voice so they won. (Participant A) 

The above quotation illustrates how the issues of Westerner privilege can lead to job-related 

bullying in the form of ideas being ignored. In my opinion, this form of bullying can link to 
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the Aid dependency of Laos, and its status with regard to Western countries. This also implies 

that Westerners have more power than locals. Therefore, this can be seen to be associated with 

job-related bullying.   

As for religion, the unfair treatment with regard to the training opportunities for Christians and 

Buddhists, can relate to workplace bullying. According to Participant H, a project advisor, 

being Buddhist is seen to be treated differently from being Christian. She complained that her 

Christian colleagues got better opportunities to go abroad for training, and this is unfair 

treatment could be seen to be associated with job-related bullying, but also could be seen as 

religious discrimination.  

It should also be noted that in this context the head of the organisation, who at that time she 

was working appeared to have a bias related to religious preference. As a result, she and her 

colleagues, who were Buddhist, did not receive opportunities to be trained abroad. However, it 

is important to note that job-related bullying does not always reflect the religious biases in the 

organisation. It seems from my research that it can be a potential risk factor which in turn can 

lead to workplace bullying. I am suggesting that this risk factor has to be explored more in 

future research. 

In summary, beyond the NAQ-R framework, there are several risk factors that I have 

identified for workplace bullying in the Laotian context. Under each factor, various forms of 

workplace bullying are identified. Based on these risk factors, my new definition of workplace 

bullying is a negative and/or unwanted behaviour, regardless of frequency and duration, 

experienced by individuals, and all negative results are an outcome of the various risk factors 

as mentioned in Table 4.7.  
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Table 4. 7: Risk factors and forms of workplace bullying
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4.5 Effects of workplace bullying and coping techniques    

4.5.1 Effects of workplace bullying  

I found that workplace bullying has been shown to have a negative impact on employee 

mental health and wellbeing. The shared experiences of the feelings show that most 

participants have encountered problems of anxiety, and poor emotional health. They described 

that bullying made them feel worried, more pressured, angry, upset, unhappy, dishonest, hurt, 

and unconfident. They had low self-esteem, were unable to sleep and thought too much. They 

experienced  relationship problems, they felt unsafe about personal security, and were afraid 

of losing their job or being harmed and oppressed. These findings are not surprising to me 

because they confirm my preconceived knowledge in the literature. 

4.5.2 Workplace bullying and coping techniques  

Based on the literature, coping techniques refer to a process or style of coping that individuals 

employ in solving the issues of workplace bullying, depending on the context of the situation 

(Dehue et al., 2012). In this section, I am going to use the coping strategies including problem-

oriented/active and emotional-oriented/passive strategies, and apply these to my data and find 

out what types of strategies are reported by my participants. This section is constructed as 

follows. First, I present the types of techniques that participants used in coping with workplace 

bullying. I then describe how different types of workplace bullying were associated with 

different coping techniques. Finally, I profile how the effect of age and working experience 

are related to a choice of coping techniques.  

4.5.2.1 Techniques used in coping with workplace bullying 

 

I have identified various types of techniques used by participants in coping with workplace 

bullying and grouped them into problem-oriented/active and emotional-oriented/passive 

strategies. Problem-oriented strategies including resisting, fighting and arguing, whereas 

emotional-oriented strategies are sharing the problem with others such as one‟s husband and 

colleagues, trying not to think too much, not caring, ignoring, avoiding and accepting, finding 
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new job and quitting a job. These techniques will be analysed in greater details in the 

following section. 

 

4.5.2.2 Types of bullying and coping techniques 

 

I argued earlier in the context of Laos, it is really hard to actually solve workplace bullying. 

My findings show that some participants did try to solve bullying by using the problem-

oriented/active strategies, and some tried to solve the problem by using the emotion-

oriented/passive strategies. According to these techniques, I have identified that different types 

of bullying were associated with different coping strategies. This is explained as follows. 

4.5.2.2.1 Personal bullying 

 

Under personal bullying, problem-oriented strategies are used by some participants. Arguing 

was the term mentioned by Participant D, a project technical officer. She used this technique 

when she was dealing with personal bullying. In her case she was blamed in front of other 

colleagues in connection with her work. The argument technique that she employed was 

responding back immediately with anger in front of other colleagues. She shared the 

following:   

My boss blamed me out loud in front of my colleagues about why I did not ask him if I 

did not know the technical words in regards to my translation. I said to him that this is 

the first draft of the translation why you can‟t just go through it first and give me 

feedback so that I can make it correct and at the same time I can also learn the 

technical terms. I argued with him in front of colleagues.  I felt really unhappy. I don‟t 

mind if he said this one-on-one. (Participant D)  

As a result, the argument technique did not work well for her situation because after the 

argument, her boss always blamed her when she made mistakes and she was not given 

explanation of any work in before being tasked with it.  

Another example of using the argument technique that did not turn out well can be seen in a 

case of Participant G, head of the finance and budget division. She had an argument with her 
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boss in regards to her job, and because of this her boss shared her mistake with all of 

employees through e-mail.  

He was very mad at me because he was blamed by the CEO regarding his work. He 

angrily said to me that I should double-check all the details of my work before giving it 

to him to sign and approve, I made a big mistake, he said. On that day, I was shocked 

because I didn‟t know what was going on. And then I asked him, “What is it the 

problem?” He said with anger and asked me to look at the number, “You know the 

CEO blamed me for this. This should not happen.” And he told me to triple check my 

work before giving it to him to sign. I was so upset on that day and I said to him very 

angrily that I did my best and it is his job to double-check it before he signs. I and my 

boss had a very serious argument on that day and one day after he sent the email out to 

all of the employees and said very negative things about me. (Participant G) 

The above statement is an example of the type of personal bullying as being humiliated in 

connection to her work by her boss in which her mistake was shared through e-mail. 

Importantly, this kind of personal bullying happened after the bullied person tried to defend 

herself by using a type of argument technique which to was immediately talk back with anger.  

Even though the argument technique might cause bullying to continue happen, it does not 

mean that people should not be able to use this technique. In my opinion, they can use it as 

long as they feel that it sounds right to them.   

4.5.2.2.2 Job-related bullying  

 

Under job-related bullying, the problem-oriented strategy such as resisting/fighting technique 

was employed by participants. This term was stated by Participant A. The type of resisting 

technique that she used was to report bullying to the head of the organisation. She referred to 

this technique when she shared her opinion about how to cope with job-related bullying. She 

explained that she experienced such bullying as being monitored for a particular task, and 

being prohibited from sharing ideas without getting permission. She said that: 

I think that people have to resist, fight. We as employees have to be brave enough to 

say things otherwise you will be oppressed all the time. Some people in this 

organisation resigned because of they could not work with this line manager. I think 
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this is not a good way to solve the problem. I decided to report this to the head of the 

organisation because if I have to resign I think it is not good way to do things. 

(Participant A)  

As indicated in the above statement, it should be noted she did not draw any conclusions 

whether that technique is suitable for all individuals. I would state that the above technique is 

suitable only for those who are confident and believe that reporting the bullying would make a 

situation better. In addition to Participant A, there were two participants (G and J) who used 

the above technique Participant G was happy because her big boss understood, while 

Participant J was not as her case was not solved because her boss did not take any action.   

It can also be noted that from my perspective, the resisting/fighting technique is not only a 

form of problem-oriented strategies, but also the way of dealing with power. This is because 

Participant A sought to solve the bullying by reporting it to the head of the organisation, rather 

than dealing directly with her line manager.  

Another way of dealing with power can be seen in the case of Participant J:  

My boss told me with his high voice that I have to leave at 6:30 pm because he will 

also leave at 6:30 pm. I was very angry at that day and I said to him,  “Why don‟t you 

leave at 5 pm today so that I can leave at 5 pm too?” Then he said, “Five pm is not my 

time to go home.” I talked to myself with a very angry motion saying,  “Ah, I can‟t 

believe that this guy is extremely unreasonable.” I took all my courage and told him 

gently but with internal anger, “I am sorry sir, I really can‟t stay until 6:30 pm. I will 

request your previous secretary to stay, thank you sir.” After that I left the office with 

my heart and my body shaking because of anger. Deep inside, I was so afraid that he 

might fire me. (Participant J) 

The above quotation indicates how Participant J was dealing with power. In her context, she 

did not report the situation to the head of the organisation. She just dealt with the bully, who 

was her boss directly. However the bullying still continued. It should be noted that this 

technique might not be advisable in every context because it might cause bullying to happen 

continuously and it can be worsened if the bullied were to be fired.  
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To summarise, the above two quotations discussed above indicate different ways of dealing 

with power in order to solve the bullying.  

 

4.5.2.2.3 Age, working experience and coping techniques 

 

Age differences have been found to be associated with coping techniques. Younger 

individuals were more likely to use passive coping strategies such as finding a new job and 

quitting a job. Participant I comments:   

As a new graduate and newly recruited staff member, my colleagues always asked me 

to do work apart from my own responsibilities. I was asked to buy lunch, and make a 

photocopy of so many thick documents. At that time, I talked to myself that I must go 

and I need a better job and I quit. I did not hesitate to quit my job at all because I am 

still young and have more opportunities to find a new and better job. (Participant I)  

In addition to age, lack of working experience was also found to be an important reason for 

choosing a coping technique. The new graduate with no work related experience like 

Participant J used the passive coping strategies such as letting it be and gaining more 

experience. According to her, when she was a new graduate with no work-related experience, 

even though she had experienced job-related bullying in the form of being assigned less 

complicated jobs, she had to be patient. She thought that if she had to resign due to this reason, 

then she would never gain any job-related experience. Therefore, she decided not to quit and 

when the time passed by she gained more trust and she was assigned more important jobs. 

This message is important in my opinion, because if individuals who have similar experiences 

to Participant J want to get a better job they must have job-related experience.  
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4.6 Conclusion 

This study reported that workplace bullying occurs in various ways, depending on the context 

of situation of each participant. It found various risk factors for workplace bullying beyond the 

NAQ-R framework, and new forms of them emerged associated with those risk factors.  The 

risk factors that I identified for workplace bullying (see Table 4.1) are typically crucial when 

understanding workplace bullying in the Lao context. Moreover, the effects of workplace 

bullying was shown to have a negative impact on Lao women‟s mental health and wellbeing. 

Also, I found that many types of coping strategies were employed in coping with different 

forms of workplace bullying, but many of these were not helpful and effective. Importantly, 

under the problem-oriented strategies, I perceived this as a way of dealing with power in a 

hierarchical organisation. Finally, I would argue that the risk factors particularly 

ethnocentrism, marital status, power distance, and Westerner privilege are important, when 

understanding workplace bullying especially in the Lao context. These risk factors are 

associated with gender and culture. Therefore, I strongly argue that gender and culture cannot 

be divorced from each other when understanding workplace bullying in the Lao context. These 

are among the issues that will be discussed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

As already expressed, I aimed to explore workplace bullying experienced by Laotian women, 

including myself, in their previous and current workplaces. In Laos, workplace bullying is not 

well recognised and understood by many Lao people and this study was the first bullying 

study to be conducted in Laos. Specifically, I intended to explore how gender as a social 

construct is associated with workplace bullying by paying attention to the perceptions and 

experiences of Laotian women who identified themselves as being bullied. Further, I sought to 

explore perceptions of workplace bulling and how they are affected by either the Lao context 

or their position in the workplace. I also explored the effects of workplace bullying on Laotian 

women as well as the coping techniques that they used. Finally, I had a strong desire to raise 

awareness about workplace bullying in Laos, and have argued that gender and culture are risk 

factors in influencing and responding to workplace bullying. Throughout the discussion, 

where relevant, studies or theories are used in order to provide insights about the topic being 

discussed. Importantly, I also discussed the ideas of risk factors that exist in Laos, which in 

turn can make bullying more likely to happen in the Lao context.  

In this chapter, I provide discussion related to the key answers of my research question: How 

do Laotian women employees experience bullying in their workplace? and its sub-questions: 

a). How do they perceive bullying? b). How do they cope with it? c). How is their perception 

of bullying affected by the Laotian context? and d). How is their perception of bullying 

affected by their position in their workplace? The discussion points include workplace 

bullying in the Lao context and its relation to the risk factors such as gender and culture, as 

well as its effect on Laotian women with regard to their position in their workplace.  

The chapter is organised as follows. In section 5.2, I discuss the ideas of risk factors for 

workplace bullying with a focus on gender and culture. In section 5.3, I discuss the effects of 

workplace bullying that participants experienced. In section 5.4, I discuss the coping 

techniques that employed by Laotian women in dealing with workplace bullying. In section 

5.5, I discuss how workplace bullying affected by the position of Laotian women in their 

workplace. In section 5.6, I conclude this chapter with overall insights gained from this study. 
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Throughout the discussion, where relevant, studies or theories are used in order to provide 

insights about the topic being discussed. 

5.2 Risk factors 

Risk factors are the ideas that I have identified as particular things that exist in Laotian 

context. Subsequently, I argue that these risk factors contribute to the occurrence of workplace 

bullying. These include gender and culture, which include marital status, power distance, and 

Westerner privilege.  This is discussed in greater detail below.  

5.2.1 Gender and workplace bullying in Laotian context 

This study is informed by the theory of the gendered organisation by Acker (1990) which 

states that all types of organisations play a crucial role in reproducing mainstream 

management theories mostly dominated by men. By applying this in the context of Laos, my 

findings show that the Lao organisations in this study were gendered in that they reflected the 

socially constructed views of gender roles such as the gendered relationship between men and 

women in regards to household chores. The example can be seen in the case of Participant A, 

a senior gender advisor, reported in section 4.3 of my findings chapter. She experienced this 

particular aspect of the gendered organisation by being asked to perform housework at her 

workplace. This finding is specific and emerged in my data based on the idea of the gendered 

organisation, and because she did not perform her gender roles well, this impacted on her 

performance at work leading to her salary not increasing.  

As I have argued that the concept of gender in this study refers to the social constructions 

surrounding males and females, roles and norms that are attached to Laotian men and women 

are created by Lao society or Lao culture. This is the main focus that I base my discussion and 

interpretation of workplace bullying on . Therefore, my findings inform my own argument in 

regards to the socially constructed nature of gender roles in the Lao context. Having a radical 

analysis, Lao women are not only expected to do the chores at home, but also at the 

workplace. In my opinion, this is extremely deep-rooted and it is hard to dismantle this 

expectation for the majority of Lao society.  
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Gender specific jobs are seen to be another way that Lao organisations are gendered. I found 

that a female who is in the same position as a male is not tasked according to the job 

description because the male colleague thinks that females are suitable for less complicated 

tasks such as a secretary or an assistant. This finding informs the prevalence of workplace 

bullying based on the ideas about gender segregation of work. This relates to the fact that 

work or an occupation itself is dominated by a particular gender (Charles, 2003). However, it 

should be noted that in this context, gender segregation of work occurred in the organisations 

where there was a male-created and dominated structure of control and males outnumbered 

females. As a result, females in this study were not tasked to do a job as per its description, but 

were instead tasked with simple jobs that were well below their competency levels. This is the 

prominent form of job-related bullying that emerged in this study. 

5.2.2 Culture and workplace bullying in Laotian context 

Among the risk factors that fall under the idea of culture, I choose four cultural risk factors to 

be the points of discussion:  marital status, power distance, Westerner privilege, and 

ethnocentrism. These four risk factors are specific to the Lao context. 

5.2.2.1 Marital status and workplace bullying 

 

Marital status is seen to be a risk factor for personal bullying. My findings show that Laotian 

women who are older and not married are facing personal bullying at work in the form of 

teasing. In my opinion, cultural differences are only obvious by comparing them with Western 

examples such as New Zealand. In New Zealand I believe women are less likely to be teased 

about their marital status, but in Laos, the value of women is culturally attached to the social 

construction of gender roles, that is they are expected to marry, be a wife and a mother. 

Therefore, if they cannot meet this expectation then they will be criticised by society (GRID, 

2005).  

Four women who are older and not married were teased by their colleagues and they felt 

uncomfortable with this cultural expectation. Thus, in this study, I would like to convey that 

even though this fact has only come from a few women, it is important to be aware of the fact 

that culture can lead to the tolerance and acceptance of bullying behaviour and can influence 

individuals‟ reactions toward the behaviour (Power et al., 2010). It can also be perceived as a 
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factor that can cause workplace bullying because of the embedded stereotypes with Lao 

society regarding marriage. Thus, this evidence from my data does not only inform my own 

argument that gender and culture can be risk factors for workplace bullying, but also cannot be 

separated from each other when identifying and understanding workplace bullying.   

5.2.2.2 Power distance and workplace bullying 

 

According to Hofstede (1980), in countries where power distance is part of their organisational 

culture, employees tend to respect the attribution of authority. This can potentially lead to 

workplace bullying. My findings show that, in Laos, power distance is seen to be a risk factor 

for job-related bullying. Most women were more bullied by their bosses than by their 

colleagues. The evidence can be seen in the case of Participants A, E, H and F presented in 

Chapter 4. These cases show that there was the misuse of power of certain individuals in the 

Lao organisational hierarchy, implying that they have legitimate power to conduct any kind of 

negative behaviour in a workplace. Therefore, based on my findings, I contend that in the Lao 

context, workplace bullying and hierarchical structure of power in organisations are 

inseparable, and to some extent, perpetrators can misuse their power to intimidate their 

subordinates (Hearn & Parkin, 2001), and this abuse of power can escalate to bullying (Field, 

1996).  

I argue that in Laos because of its managerial prerogative culture (the boss having rights to 

control subordinates), employees are less likely to have enough courage to use their rights in 

order to express their thoughts about the behaviour of their boss.  My findings show that one 

woman, Participant F, who was working with public organisation, had experienced job-related 

bullying because she does not feel brave enough or as though she has the rights to complain 

about her boss‟ behaviour. She was always worried about the progress of her job as she does 

not have enough courage to tell her boss to work effectively. Her boss not committing to 

signing work off caused delays in Participant F‟s work. As an insider researcher, this finding 

is not surprising to me because I know that public sector organisations in Laos show a high 

level of bureaucracy and high power distance which can represent a high level of managerial 

prerogative. As a result, this is likely to lead to the occurrence of job-related bullying.  
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Therefore, based on my findings, it is reasonable to claim that in the Lao public sector, due to 

its managerial prerogative practices, workplace bullying and its undesirable consequences in 

terms of psychological wellbeing and safety may occur because employees respect the power 

and authority distribution and accept of unfair treatment (Nguyen et al., 2017). This argument 

is now open to be discussed and explored more in future research.  

5.2.2.3 Westerner privilege and workplace bullying  

 

Based on the ideas of social dominance theory which maintain that all societies consist of 

power hierarchies, where one or more social groups dominate other groups (Salin & Hoel, 

2013), I have identified Westerner privilege to be a risk factor for workplace bullying in the 

Lao context. Job-related bullying occurred in association with Westerner privilege. Some 

participants, particularly those who used to work or are working with NGOs, mentioned the 

powerful position of foreigners (mostly from Western countries), in their organisations. They 

commented on the unfair treatment that was applied differently to local and international 

employees. Evidence can be seen in the case of Participant A, whose experience was that she 

was not only being paid less, but also her work was loaded, and her ideas were ignored. These 

are the forms of job-related bullying that occurred in her context. Based on this finding, I 

argue that in the Lao context, because of its status as a developing country relying on foreign 

aid (Saengouthay, 2015), there is a likelihood that the foreigner privilege in many NGOs can 

cause women in this study to be disadvantaged and ignored by Western people. It should be 

noted that workplace bullying is unique to each person‟s context, therefore it is not always the 

case that workplace bullying will occur in the context of Westerner privilege.    

5.2.2.4 Ethnocentrism and workplace bullying  

 

Based on the ideas of social dominance theory, ethnocentrism is a risk factor for personal 

bullying in the Lao context that I have identified. This idea is really specific in Laos because, 

as an insider researcher, I know that all Lao women are forced to wear the sin, the traditional 

skirt of the dominant group (Lao-Tai/Lao-Loom). If women do not wear sin, they are not 

allowed to enter government buildings. In my opinion, this is unreasonable to force women to 

do this. The national identity of Lao does not have to be attached to the identity of Laotian 

women by forcing them to wear the sin. Laos has 49 ethnicities (GRIDE, 2005), and this 

means Lao women have different styles for their ethnic costumes. Therefore, the Lao 
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government should remove the idea of the national identity being attached to Laotian women 

wearing the sin, but also allow for other ethnic costumes to be valued as the part of Lao 

national identity as well. From my perspective, this is extremely harmful because it can cause 

emotional abuse to some Laotian women who do not want to be controlled through their way 

of dressing.  The example can be seen in the case of Participant A, who was really upset about 

this ethnocentric attitude and being controlled through her way of dressing.    

5.3 Effects of workplace bullying 

In this study, I found that the stress and worry created by workplace bullying have a strong 

psychological impact on individuals. This finding adds up to various existing studies that show 

workplace bullying impact psychologically on individuals such as anxiety and depression 

(Nielsen et al., 2012). Most of women report that they are stressed, sad, worried, and unable to 

sleep. Therefore, it should be kept in mind that even though this study involves only ten 

samples, these symptoms that were found are significant as they can potentially developed into 

serious health related problems in the long run if individuals are exposed to the bullying for a 

long period of time (Nielsen et al., 2012). For example, with regard to stress, individuals have 

different stress management techniques, such as preferring to have high density foods which 

may result in weight gain which is a typical risk factor for diabetes (Tuomilehto et al., 2001). 

In contrast, there is a possibility that individuals who can manage to cope fairly well with the 

bullying situation may not result in health problems (Nielsen et al., 2012). Unfortunately, this 

study is unable to find out the long term health effect as a result of workplace bullying. Thus, 

it is reasonable for me to argue that, in Laos, there must be many employees who expose to 

workplace bullying for a long period of time and there must be some who can cope fairly well 

with the behaviour, and these employees are not included in this study. Additionally, from my 

perspective, the effects might be worse than in the case of some Western countries because 

there are fewer coping options for the Lao employees.  
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5.4 Coping with workplace bullying   

As mentioned earlier, in Laos, there is lack of support systems available for employees to cope 

with workplace bullying. My findings reveal that the Laotian women often had to cope with 

bullying by themselves, and the only coping strategies that they employed included problem-

oriented/active strategies and emotion-oriented/passive strategies. I discuss these strategies in 

detail, based on my participants‟ context below. 

According to Dehue et al., (2012), problem-oriented strategies such as seeking support from 

someone to help by reporting the bullying behaviour to the boss/supervisor, is used when the 

bullied person believes that the stressful situation can be changed. These can be used only if 

the bully is not the boss. My findings show that some Laotian women employed this 

technique, but it did not solve their problems because the bully was the head of the 

organisation. According to Participant J, she reported the bullying behaviour to her line 

manager, but her case was not solved because her manager was a subordinate of the bully, and 

he was not powerful enough to stop the bullying behaviour conducted by his boss towards her. 

This finding suggests that the problem-oriented strategy which was used by Participant J 

might be effective only if the boss/supervisor is not a subordinate of the bully. However, one 

woman interviewed, Participant A, who was bullied by her boss and reported the bullying 

behaviour to the head of the organisation had the bullying recognised and somehow the 

bullying did not occur as often after this.  

Other problem-oriented strategies, for example resisting and arguing, refer to the bullied 

person immediately resisting the bully at the time. As for the resisting technique, I found that 

Participant J applied this, but she was not successful in stopping the bullying, and had more 

anxieties in regards in her job, as a result. As for the arguing technique, Participant D used 

this, but she was also not successful in stopping the bullying behaviour as she continued to 

experience it. However, I would suggest that this technique is effective in that the bullies at 

least know that they are misusing their power and this can calm the bully down at the time, 

and also raise their awareness.  
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In my opinion, based on my findings, problem-oriented strategies such as seeking support 

from someone and resisting, are seen not only to be the techniques that can be used to 

minimise the bullying situation, but also indicate a different way of dealing with power. In the 

case of Participant A, she coped with the bully, who is her boss, by reporting it to the big boss, 

while Participants J and D, coped with the bully, who was their boss, by arguing with him 

directly. However, these two techniques could not solve the problem as the bullying continued 

to happen.  

As for the emotion-oriented strategies where the bullied shares problems with colleagues, 

friends and families, these are used when the bullied person believes that the stressful situation 

cannot be changed (Dehue et al., 2012). My findings show that some Laotian women used 

these techniques to reduce their emotional distress associated with their bullying situation. 

One woman interviewed mentioned that she always shared her problems with her husband, 

who is supportive and listens to all of her problems. This enabled her to stand and fight again, 

while another woman reported that she always shared problems with her colleague (who is 

also her close friend) and this made her feel better as she had someone to listen to her 

problems. Even though it is suggested that emotion-focused strategies are seen to be the least 

effective in coping with bullying (Dehue et al., 2012), I recommend that the bullied person 

could use this as a temporary technique to reduce emotional distress, depending on the 

situation. This is because participants can share problems with others, and this helps to relieve 

stress even if it does not last for long.  

As for passive coping strategies, which involve avoidance techniques such as quitting the job 

is found to be ineffective to cope with workplace bullying. My findings show that quitting the 

job was a coping technique that most of Laotian women used in coping with workplace 

bullying. This finding supports the view that workplace bullying seems to be a major factor in 

high levels of intention to leave the organisation (Nielsen et al., 2012). All women in this 

study intended to leave their organisations once they got the chance, and seven of them left 

and got new jobs. However, it should be noted that leaving a job and finding one in a new 

organisation might not turn out to be a good strategy to escape from a bully as the seven 

women who got new jobs were also facing a new bullying situation in their new organisation. 

This implies that workplace bullying happens in many organisations. Therefore, it is 

reasonable to suggest that, in order to prevent bullying in Laos, it would be better to raise 
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awareness and initiate anti-bullying policies as well as establish an accessible and supportive 

organisation where people can report the bullying behaviour. Also, age is a factor that affects 

the decision to quit a job. In my findings, younger individuals are more likely to use this 

technique, than older ones because they think that they have more opportunities to get new 

better jobs.  

Regarding the coping strategies, some Laotian women, such as Participant C, expressed their 

thoughts that their voice could not be heard because there was no place for them to report the 

bullying. Participant C shared the information that the organisation where she used to work 

did not apply labour laws particularly in regards to annual leave. As a result, she was not able 

to claim her annual leave, and she considered this as the job-related bullying. Even though this 

finding is based on a few participants, it is an important message which suggests that in order 

to prevent workplace bullying in Laos, an anti-bullying policy should be developed so that 

employees can feel secure and are able to raise their voice about workplace bullying. 

WorkSafe New Zealand is good example of the guidelines for preventing and responding to 

workplace bullying that Laos can initially refer to. This guideline provides the definition of 

workplace bullying, outlines the responsibilities of stakeholders, and mentions the possible 

organisational prevention of workplace bullying and its management initiatives (WorkSafe 

NZ, 2014). Importantly, what I can get from this guideline is that employees have the right to 

be protected and secure and experience wellbeing wherever they work. In Laos, employees do 

not have these rights. Also, in New Zealand, under the Employment Relations Act, in all 

employment agreements, it is an obligation to provide a safe workplace for employees. If an 

employer cannot meet this obligation by failing to manage bullying and creating an unsafe 

workplace, employees may raise a personal grievance (Employment New Zealand, 2018). 

Laos, to the best of my knowledge, does not have an act like this. Therefore New Zealand is 

an effective exemplar for Laos in terms of how bullying could be initially addressed in 

workplaces.  
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5.5 Practical implications 

Therefore, as a practical implication, I first suggest that the bullied person, in the Laotian 

context, where there is no formal organisation to report the unwanted behaviour, should use 

coping strategies that I have discussed, depending on the context. In terms of the problem-

oriented strategy. For example, reporting the bullying behaviour to the manager or the head of 

the organisation. I would recommend to use this only if the bully is not a boss or the boss is 

not the subordinate of the bully. Another technique such as resisting technique, I am 

suggesting to apply this only if individuals are brave enough to do so because this might have 

risks in regards to job security and might lead to having stress and anxiety. As emotion-

oriented strategies cannot stop or even minimise bullying behaviour, I recommend that rather 

than applying it if it helps to reduce stress.  

Importantly, the coping strategies that women in this study used to cope with workplace 

bullying indicate that different strategies are needed in Laos, compared to Western country 

such as New Zealand. In Laos, the bullied persons has to deal with the bullying on their own 

due to the lack of a legal and human resource framework, while in New Zealand, the bullied 

employees can raise a claim of bullying to their manager or directly to a Human Resources 

division or individual. Also the complaint can be notified to the WorkSafe New Zealand 

office. In addition, under the New Zealand legal framework, employers have an obligation to 

provide a safe working environment. If workplace bullying arises, they need to deal with it 

and ensure that it stops occurring (Employment New Zealand, 2018).  

5.6 Human rights perspective 

Finally, this study was guided by the concepts of workplace bullying in Western countries, 

gendered organisation and social dominance theory. While these concepts are important, I 

have become aware through my research experience and as an insider researcher that the abuse 

of human rights exists in developing countries like Laos. In my opinion, the inclusion of a 

human rights perspective in future bullying research could provide an interesting and more 

comprehensive critical discussion on the workplace bullying phenomenon. I believe that from 

the human rights perspective, workplace bullying in Laos is mostly in a form of abuse of 
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rights due to women having no rights and no place to complain about being bullied, compared 

to Western countries such as New Zealand.  

5.7 Summary of discussion points 

The overall insight gained from this study is that workplace bullying, in the Lao context 

occurs in various ways and it is affected by a number of risk factors including gender and 

culture. The Lao organisations were gendered in many ways such as gender roles, gender 

specific jobs and gender discrimination, which led to job-related bullying. Additionally, 

cultural risk factors such as marital status, power imbalance, Westerner privilege and 

ethnocentrism were found specifically in the Lao context. They are important factors that need 

to be taken into consideration when understanding workplace bullying in Laos. Further, the 

effects of workplace bullying such as stress, sadness, worry and inability to sleep are the 

symptoms that impact Laotian women. These symptoms can be worse due to the lack of 

coping options available, and often participants have to cope with the bullying by themselves 

using problem-oriented/active strategies (including asking someone to help), and emotion-

oriented/passive strategies (including sharing problems with spouses and friends/colleagues, 

and leaving the organisation).  

I anticipate that my findings can be used as a reference to inform regulations or guidelines 

related to workplace bullying in Laos. New Zealand is an effective exemplar for Laos in 

addressing and preventing the workplace bullying phenomenon. Most importantly, gender and 

culture are seen to be strongly interrelated and hard to separate from each other when 

understanding workplace bullying in Laos.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I summarise the key findings both inductively and deductively in relation to 

my research questions. I then present the contributions of my study. Next, I talk about its 

relevance to other situations and make suggestions for future research. Finally, I give my 

closing statement.  

6.2 Key findings to the research questions 

The main objective of this study was to explore gender and workplace bullying in the non-

Western context of Laos, where many Lao people are not familiar with the concept of 

bullying, and research on workplace bullying has not been studied at all. I have attempted to 

provide a better understanding of workplace bullying by drawing on ten Laotian women‟s 

perceptions and experiences of bullying, including myself, in their previous and current 

workplace.  

With the help of a social constructionist epistemology, an interpretivist approach, a qualitative 

methodology, and the guidance of the concepts of workplace bullying in the NAQ-R 

framework, gendered organisation theory and social dominance theory, I was able to provide a 

useful understanding of a complex and unique experiences of workplace bullying from 

through the voices of Laotian women. In addition, beyond the NAR-Q framework, I have been 

able to contribute new ideas about bullying with a strong focus on the context of situation. 

Subsequently, I introduce the ideas of risk factors for workplace bullying.  

My findings highlight the fact that workplace bullying exists in a number of different ways, 

depending on the context of the situations. As I situated the NAQ-R in the Lao context, I have 

utilised it from the interpretivist rather than from its original objective point of view. This 

allowed me to identify and have a better understanding about how workplace bullying is 

perceived by Laotian women and this was unique to each of them. Subsequently, I have 

identified several risk factors which exist for workplace bullying particularly in the Lao 

context. These are discussed below. 
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These risk factors are crucial when understanding workplace bullying in Laos particularly in 

regards to the cultural risk factors. Under these risk factors, I found not only culture such as 

marital status as a risk factors for personal bullying, but also other new ideas of culture have 

emerged in my data such as ethnocentrism, Westerner privilege, and religion. These are risk 

factors for personal bullying and job-related bullying respectively. Importantly, Westerner 

privilege and religion are risk factors that fall into the ideas of social dominance, not in a form 

of number, but in a form of power in hierarchical positions. Ethnocentrism is also based on the 

idea of social dominance in which Lao-Tai or Lao-Loom outnumber other ethnicities in Laos. 

These lead all Lao women to have to follow the way of Lao-Loom dressing by wearing the 

sin. If they do not wear the sin, they will not be allowed to enter the workplace, especially Lao 

public organisations.  

My findings also shed light on workplace bullying in regards to the gender and culture. Here I 

found that these two are not only the risk factors for workplace bullying, but are also strongly 

interrelated and cannot be separated from each other when understanding workplace bullying 

in Laos. In addition, my findings show that even though my participants are more urbanised, 

relatively privileged, and well-educated compared to other Lao women and some other Lao 

men, they still experience workplace bullying and its negative effects.  
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6.3 Research contribution 

The study was successful in analysing and interpreting workplace bullying in general, as well 

as from a gendered perspective in particular. General findings about bullying were similar to 

the findings in some Western countries, for example, in terms of the effects and coping of 

workplace bullying. Some other findings were different, such as culture. 

As for gender and workplace bullying, findings from this study contributed to the ideas of 

inequality regime by Acker (2006) in which bullying becomes a kind of gendered oppression. 

This leads to gender inequality in terms of pay and recognition. Some findings were similar to 

Western findings in regards to the perpetrators, who can be both males and females, and 

whose role has a high degree of power in a hierarchical structure where bullying takes place. 

This research has also identified gender as a risk factor for bullying. This has been shown by 

the women in this study, through their experiences of being bullied in ways that appear to be 

influenced by the social construction of gender roles and norms. 

In general, this is a new contribution of gender and workplace bullying in Asian countries, 

especially South East Asia countries. By having a strong focus on context, the findings 

enriched understandings of individual‟s perceptions and experiences in regards to gendered 

workplace bullying in Laos, and also in Asia.   

Further, the inclusion of risk factors provides rich evidence that enhances our understanding of 

workplace bullying perceived by Laotian women. More importantly, gender is not only a risk 

factor for workplace bullying, but also culture. They cannot be separated from each other 

when understanding or interpreting workplace bullying in the Lao context. For example, 

compared to New Zealand, Lao women are more likely to be teased by their co-workers or 

society if they are not married. This is because the socially construction of gender roles expect 

a woman to be a wife and mother. These expectations are related to gender norms and cultural 

expectations. Therefore, this is a significant contribution to the existing studies on workplace 

bullying from a gendered and cultural perspective. 

I also anticipate that these findings can contribute to raising awareness and understanding of 

the working lives and conditions of women in Laos.  As well, the research can be used as a 

reference to inform policies or guidelines related to workplace bullying in Laos.   
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6.4 Relevance to other situations and future research exploration 

In this section, I, firstly, present my views about how my findings are useful in other 

situations. I then suggest areas for further exploration of workplace bullying in the Lao 

context. 

6.4.1 Relevance to other situations 

The findings of this study are useful and important in a number of ways. Firstly, they show 

that gender and culture cannot be separated from each other when understanding and 

interpreting workplace bullying. Importantly, cultural differences are only obvious by 

comparing experiences with other cultures. In this study, I compare Lao culture with New 

Zealand culture in areas such as marital status, laws and regulations. My findings shows that 

Lao women are more likely to be teased in their workplace if they are single and older. This is 

because they are expected to be a wife and a mother. If they cannot meet this expectation, they 

will be criticised by society. In general, this finding is important in that it informs people to be 

aware that they should take care in talking about women in relation to their marital status, 

though we should always keep in mind that workplace bullying is a unique experience for 

each person and so, the marital status might not be perceived as being bullied by other Lao 

women.  

Secondly, the study reminds us that Laos is a developing country and depends on foreign aid. 

Because of this, many foreigners are employed in various NGOs for their expertise. As a 

result, foreigners are perceived as more powerful in terms of knowledge and experiences. This 

leads to a kind of negative behaviour in the workplace. Some participants perceived that 

foreigners‟ ideas are more likely to be heard within their organisations, and they receive better 

insurance policies, compared to their Lao colleagues. As this seen to be perceived as an unfair 

treatment, policy makers in any NGOs have to be aware of this issue ensure fairness to both 

groups of employees.  

Finally, as Laos lacks of legal or human resource management framework, the finding of this 

study informs policy developers and human resource persons to pay more attention to the 

phenomenon of workplace bullying and establish relevant policies to address and prevent 



                                                                                                                     

89 

 

bullying from occurring. An initial anti-bullying legal framework can be drafted based on the 

example of New Zealand, as I already explained.   

All and all, the findings that I have presented are the empirical evidence in the form of the 

unique experiences of ten Laotian women in the Lao context, based. Readers can use their 

own judgment whether or not these findings can be used as a reference in their own work. In 

my opinion, these findings are useful for Lao organisations, and will potentially be useful in 

other countries especially Asian countries, where there is a similar concept of gender, cultural 

beliefs, and governance.  

6.4.2 Future research exploration 

There are numerous areas for further exploration of workplace bullying in the Lao context. 

Firstly, the body of literature in the field of workplace bullying in Laos is limited, and this is 

because workplace bullying is not well known by many Lao people. While this study has 

contributed to the knowledge of Lao people generally, further study should be explored more 

in a different or a specific set of careers.  

Secondly, this qualitative research explored workplace bullying subjectively from the 

perspectives of ten Laotian women including myself. While these perspectives are important, I 

acknowledge that the pervasiveness of workplace bullying is also a collective experience, and 

that future studies should explore it both qualitatively and quantitatively.  

Thirdly, while gender is critically associated with workplace bullying, unfortunately this 

qualitative study was not focused on Laotian men. Future studies could explore the 

perceptions of men about workplace bullying. This will provide comparative insights into 

understanding this phenomenon. This is important because from a gender and culture 

perspective, the value of Lao men is also attached to a number of gender expectations and Lao 

cultural beliefs and practices.  

Finally, as well as the critical evaluation of studies on workplace bullying from a gendered 

perspective, this study found that traditional beliefs can also be a risk factor for workplace 

bullying. The inclusion of cultural perspectives in future research is highly recommended. In 

my opinion, cultural differences are only obvious when compared with other cultures. In the 

context of Laos, there are many ethnic groups, and among these groups there are many 
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cultural beliefs and practices. It is important to know these beliefs and practices as they can be 

risk factors for bullying so that in the future, policy makers in Lao as well as in any Lao 

organisations can develop anti-bullying laws and guidelines that give a good definition of 

workplace bullying in a given context.  

6.5 Closing statement 

The focus of this study is to explore workplace bullying from a gendered perspective. I have 

enjoyed my research journey, and acknowledged the lessons that I have gained. The findings 

of this study inspire me to work more on this area, perhaps in my future workplace. I would 

like to raise awareness of workplace bullying in Laos. I want to be part of preventing and 

reducing this phenomenon in organisations. I, together with my participants, would like to 

raise our voices so that people understand that workplace bullying is unique to each person. As 

well as this, although it was not my intention to explore national cultural differences, I 

discovered that understanding gender and workplace bullying must be done in a given context 

and that they are inseparable.  
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