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A B S T R A C T  
Workplace bullying refers to a specific type of negative behavior among adults in the workplace. Workplace bullying is not a new 

concept in developed countries like Swedish and North America. However in Malaysia the bullying issue covered under Malaysian 

Employment Act 1955 on sexual harassment and some restriction from humiliating employees in front of others in the 

organization level. There are many factors contribute to workplace bullying which scholars have categorized it as personal and 

organizational factors. This paper explored the concept of workplace bullying and it has been used to developed framework for 

subcontractor bullying in the construction industry. This paper proposed the framework of subcontractor bullying in the 

construction industry which will be further developed to understand the associated concept in workplace bullying. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Rayner and Cooper [1] define the concept of workplace bullying as any kind of aggressive behaviour 
against a certain target under many possible forms of ill tactics, such as verbal, nonverbal, psychological and 
physical abuses, among other forms of humiliation. This definition is quite similar to that provided by 
researchers given its general focus on the negative behaviours involved, the persistence and frequency of the 
behaviour, as well as the harm inflicted on the victim.  
 As a concept, workplace bullying has been explored in different industries, with particular focus on 
organisations. Workplace bullying happens in various forms and situations. The aggressive act may be carried 
out by an individual person or a group of people. The negative behaviours are indeed broad in scope because it 
ranges from subtle acts, such as gossiping, personal jokes, withholding critical information and ostracism, to the 
more overt aggressive acts, such as violence, physical threat and insults [2, 3]. 
 In the construction industry context, the term “bullying” might be relatively different from the definitions 
provided by researchers who previously focused on other fields, such as education, healthcare, banking or 
public service. This difference exists because a project-based construction is temporary in nature [4, 5]. This 
project organisation will involve many parties, which normally consist of the main contractor, the sub-
contractor, suppliers, consultants and the owner of the project [6].  
 The main contractor’s subcontracting arrangement with the selected sub-contractors has been popularly 
practiced in both developed or undeveloped countries [7, 8] and such a rare case exists if one construction 
project is executed without the sub-contractor [9]. According to Thomas [8], 75% or 85% of the construction 
projects in the US were accomplished by the sub-contractors, who were not limited to the role of being mere 
‘sub-contractors’, bt also acted as ‘brokers of construction services’ [8]. Furthermore, sub-contractor work is 
involved in almost 80%–90% of the construction projects in the UK. The advantage of using sub-contractors is 
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that they can help transfer the main contractor’s risk, maximise quality and ensure close relationships among the 
parties involved [10] as well as reduce a contractor’s overhead costs, money dependence, and workforce [11].   
 Sub-contractors also are expected to complete their tasks in accordance with the due date stipulated in the 
contract. This timeliness can be achieved by developing a work plan and strictly adhering to its implementation. 
Work must be carried out according to the project specifications and agreement stated in the contract 
documents. Furthermore, a sub-contractor is also liable for repairing defects (if any) within the defect liability 
period stated in the contract. However, many adversarial issues, such as bullying, have been raised in relation to 
the involvement of sub-contractors in a project. For example, Fah [12] reported the unstable relationship 
between the main contractor and the sub-contractor, stating that they normally clash owing to their different 
views on certain things.  
 In Malaysia, no standard form of contract has been provided for the ‘domestic’ sub-contractor except for 
the ‘nominated’ sub-contractor [13]. As a result, many subcontracts are conscripted based on various in-house 
contracts drafted by the main contractors. Later in 2007, the CIDB has specifically published a Model Terms of 
Construction Contract for Subcontract Work with the intention of specifically reducing the contractual problems 
encountered by sub-contractors [13]. The model has also laid out the roles and obligations of the sub-contractor 
and the main contractor. In the present case, a sub-contractor must directly proceed to do the job even before 
signing the actual contract, with a simple issuance of a ‘letter of intent’ by the main contractor [18]. The current 
study aims to understand workplace bullying and the factors that lead to it, as well as situate these concepts in 
the context of sub-contractor bullying in the construction industry. 
 
2.0  Factors of Workplace Bullying: 
 The presence of dampness is because of the penetration of water through the walls and elements of a 
building with an excessive quantity of moisture contained in building materials and components which causes 
deterioration and damages to the building. Dampness is the most frequent and main building defects and 
contributes more than 50% of all known building failures [4]. If left unattended, unrepaired, dampness in 
building may lead to structural deterioration it will damaged wall decorations, increase the development of mold 
and fungi and can be dangerous to user health. Epidemiological studies stated that building dampness affected 
the respiratory health systems of the user [5]. The study stated that high air humidity, condensation, permanent 
dampness in building construction is one of the factor of the prevalence of asthma and has increased in the last 
decade.  
 
2.1. Factors that contribute to sub-contractor bullying in the construction industry: 
 Generally, the relationship between the main contractor and the sub-contractor is not bound by any clear 
contract. According to Dainty  et al. [30], some of the sub-contractors’ possible misgivings could lead to 
mistrust in both parties. From the literature reviews, there are several factors that can affect sub-contractors’ 
misgivings: (1) troublesome/biased clauses in the contract, (2) total imbalance of power between main 
contractor and sub-contractor, (3) extra working hours, (4) ambiguities in job scope and (5) a hostile 
environment. 
 
2.1.1  Troublesome/biased clauses in the contract: 
 An agreement between the main contractor and sub-contractor is different from that made between the 
client and main contractor. The clause in the agreement is frequently drafted by the main contractor himself and 
such clause might be partially in favour of the main contractor, thus leaving the sub-contractor no choice but to 
follow the contract [31, 32]. In actual practice, sub-contractors will often directly proceed to do the job even 
before signing the actual contract, with a simple issuance of ‘letter of intent by main contractor’ [8]. An 
example of a troublesome clause in a subcontractor’s contract usually involves a flow-through clause, payment 
clause, indemnity, additional insured, no damage for delay, partial lien waiver and termination [8, 33]. If sub-
contractors fail to comply with the clauses in the contract, they bear the risk of late payments, unfair 
compensation, or non-payment of monthly interim payments. To some extent, the sub-contractor may be 
terminated if failures occur [30]. 
 
2.1.2  Total imbalance of power between the main contractor and sub-contractor: 
 A total imbalance of power also exists between the main contractor and the sub-contractor. Main 
contractors are known to abuse their dominant position in the contractual chain by withholding compensation 
meant for the subcontractors through spurious abatements, set-offs and counter-claims, with the sole purpose of 
increasing their own profit margins [34]. This abuse typically happens because of biased clauses in the 
construction contract. For example, the ‘pay when paid’ or ‘pay if paid’ clause in the contract leaves the sub-
contractors no choice but to follow the clauses. If they choose not to follow the clause, they may no longer have 
projects in the future.  
 



257 M. Jaafar and N.I.Hidzir, 2016/ Research Journal Of Fisheries And Hydrobiology 11(3), March, Pages: 255-

260 

 

 

2.1.3 Extra working hours: 
 In the construction industry, most of the employees (including sub-contractors) are forced handle excessive 
workloads and work long hours to meet deadlines [35]. This culture of working extra-long hours is common in 
the construction sector. Gunning and Cooke [36] found that construction employees are exposed to a working 
environment featuring impossible deadlines, unrealistic demands from clients, lack of manpower, multiple 
projects and conflicts within the organisation, thereby resulting in undue stress among the workers. Excessive 
workload causes stress and anxiety due to the intensive workloads required within a limited time period [37].  
 
2.1.4 Ambiguities in job scope: 
 Construction projects are also dynamic and often confronted with ambiguity caused by sudden changes in 
clients’ requirement, designs, laws or regulations. These problems are aggravated by job/task ambiguity, in the 
form of unclear scoping and task objectives. According to Alinaitwe  et al. [38], the majority of construction 
projects are interrupted by the incomplete specification of plans. Unclear drawings provided by the main 
contractor may also contribute to the occurrence of an argument or problem between the sub-contractor and the 
main contractor [39]. 
 
2.1.5 Hostile environments: 
 The construction industry is also associated with a male-dominated culture characterised by arguments, 
conflicts and crisis [40]. Transparency International has classified the construction industry as ‘the most 
fraudulent industry’ worldwide, providing the perfect environment for ethical dilemmas, with its low-price 
mentality, fierce competition and paper-thin margins [41]. Professor Michael Romans, former president of the 
Chartered Institute of Building [42] confirmed this observation and noted that the construction industry overtly 
adopts hostile language and behaviour. According to Alterman  et al [43], the prevalence of workplace bullying 
is high due to its hostile environment. 
 
3.0  The Framework of Sub-Contractor Bullying In Construction Industry: 
 Based on the concept of workplace bullying introduced by Einarsen [44] and Salin [16], the current paper 
proposes factors explaining sub-contractor workplace bullying in the construction industry. Salin [16] identified 
two main factors of workplace bullying, namely, 1) personal factors and 2) organisational factors. However, this 
paper only examines organisational factors given the irrelevance of personal factors with the subject of this 
research, whose focus lies on a sub-contractor’s firm. From the literature review provided for sub-contractor 
bullying, we identified three specific areas in an organisational setting that are associated with workplace 
bullying, namely, (1) leadership, (2) work and job design and (3) organisational culture and social climate. Each 
category has been adopted and modified to suit the theme of sub-contractor bullying, namely, (1) main 
contractor leadership, (2) project organisation and job design and (3) construction culture (Figure 1). 
 

 
 
Fig. 1: The factors of sub-contractor workplace bullying in the construction industry. 
 
 First, leadership and management styles represent organisational-level factors of workplace bullying. 
Workplace bullying has often been linked with an abuse of power in an organisation [45]. In a construction 
project perspective, this sort of abuse of power can be typically seen in the relationship between the main 
contractor and the sub-contractor. According to Ng  et al. [46], the main contractor is often driven by 
profitability; to obtain profit successfully, the main contractor imposes conditions using its bargaining power 
and often encourages market malpractices, such as the financing of contractors in the project based on deferred 
payments to sub-contractors [47].  
 Second, project organisations and job designs represent organisational-level antecedents to workplace 
bullying [16]. Examples of an organisation’s poor work and job design are as follows: the absence of clear goals 
of the work, poor information flow, lack of mutual conversation regarding tasks, organisational constraints, lack 
of control over one’s own job and a hostile or unethical work environment [26, 28, 29, 45]. In accordance with 
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the often dynamic characteristic of construction projects, projects are often confronted with ambiguity caused 
by changes in clients’ requirement, designs, laws or regulations. 
 The poor and unhealthy culture of a construction project also represents a factor facilitating workplace 
bullying [45, 48]. An idealistic and positive workplace must be one that fosters good organisational culture and 
social climate. An ideal organisational culture demonstrates the understanding of goals, freedom of activities 
and changes in organisation; while social climate indicates interpersonal relationships, specifically with regards 
knowing and helping one another. For example, Dainty, Bagilhole and Neale [49] highlighted that most 
construction teams often find themselves in an extremely hostile environment.  
 
Conclusion: 
 This paper has discussed the factors of workplace bullying based on management literature in different 
industries. The concept has been largely explored in different industrial settings, except in the construction 
industry. The construction industry environment has considered the main contractor as largely dependent upon 
sub-contractors in the implementation of a project. However, the relationship between these parties has been 
unfair and full of conflict, and may involve a form of bullying. Based on the compilation of issues on the main 
contractor and sub-contractor relationship, the framework on the factors of sub-contractor workplace bullying in 
the construction industry has been proposed. The framework shall be tested and the results may contribute to the 
unexplored concept of sub-contractor workplace bullying in the construction industry. 
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