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Abstract: Mobbing at the workplace assumes strong, intensive, and significant interactions be-
tween an offender and a target, or a group of targets, causing serious damage to work efficiency, 
atmosphere, motivation, and employee fluctuation. It also highly affects the victims’ mental health, 
which often results in excluding them from work for a long time. 

The objective of this paper is to examine the issue of mobbing from the perspective of symbolic in-
teractionism (SI) that is useful in explaining social phenomena on a micro and mezzo level. Through 
inductive reasoning with the use of grounded theory (GT), I focus on the narratives of mobbing targets 
and their stories concerning maltreatment at the workplace. The study based on a qualitative approach 
included 72 narrative interviews carried out among harassment victims, as well as 12 in-depth inter-
views with professionals dealing with the matter of mobbing. Moreover, to directly follow work-relat-
ed processes linked to organizational behavior, I utilized participant observation. 
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Several decades ago symbolic interaction-
ism (SI) gave birth to a fresh new look at 
human relations and offered methods en-
abling to describe them on a micro-level. 

The Chicago School representatives, later theoreti-
cians and scholars, developed SI to depict symbol-
ic interaction(s) based on the significant gestures, 
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definitions of situations, and meanings that social 
actors produce during their daily activities. Herbert 
Blumer (1969:1) defines SI “as a label for a relatively 
distinctive approach for the study of human group 
and human conduct.” At the center of analysis, there 
is symbolic communication, producing meanings 
through interactions, interpreting, and defining the 
situations by social actors. SI allows us to follow 
group processes and their dynamics that are based 
on social actors’ interplay.

I find SI to be both a fruitful and useful perspective 
to examine human professional interchange at the 
workplace, where people communicate with each 
other on an ongoing basis using verbal and nonver-
bal gestures. The issue of mobbing gives a perfect 
opportunity to employ interactionist conceptual-
izations of power and control relations (Prus 1999) 
between two parties: a mobber and a target. As my 
analytical and theoretical frame, SI inclined me to 
raise some questions about the interactional context 
of mobbing. My findings deliver answers to the fol-
lowing questions: How a target becomes a victim? 
What role do joint action and collectivism play in 
the escalation of mobbing? What are the dynamics 
of mobbing as a social process?

This article is a continuation of my research on mob-
bing that took place between 2005-2008. Since that 
time I have carried out 6 interviews with targets and 
2 interviews with mobbers. The last ones have been 
more focused on the interactional aspects of physical 
harassment at the workplace, contributing to the use 
of a symbolic frame to contextualize my analyses.

Symbolic Interactionism as the 
Theoretical Perspective 

George Herbert Mead laid the foundations for fu-
ture SI (Blumer 1966; 1969). He opted for an inter-

pretative perspective as opposed to normative and 
positivistic paradigms (Wilson 1970; Konecki 2017; 
Woroniecka 2017). It was based on the Chicago 
School heritage (Konecki and Chomczyński 2012) 
and the conception of not-determined human be-
ings who give meanings due to the interpretation 
of gestures (Mead 1934:80). Mead was not alone in 
advocating for an indeterministic conception of 
human beings as reflexive entities equipped with 
consciousness, mind, and selves. Charles Horton 
Cooley (1922), William James (1950), and many 
others also shared the vision of human beings as 
the ones of “free will.” In opposition to tradition-
al assumptions, Mead stated that “human beings 
possess minds and consciousness as original ‘giv-
ens,’ that they live in worlds of pre-existing and 
self-constituted objects, that their behavior consists 
of responses to such objects, and that group life 
consists of the association of such reacting human 
organisms” (Blumer 1966:535; see also: Gusfield 
2003:121). It should be stressed that behind social ac-
tors’ actions towards things there are meanings that 
they give and produce through social interactions 
(Blumer 1969:77-78). As human beings do not pos-
sess a predefined set of meanings, they construct 
them instead in the course of dynamic interpreta-
tion processes whereby they produce specific defi-
nitions of what they encounter. Bryant, Buttigieg, 
and Hanley (no date) advocate that SI perspective 
is useful in workplace violence research as it locates 
the definition of the situation at the center of atten-
tion, “Individuals derive their own meanings from 
situations like workplace bullying, which are likely 
to differ substantially from meanings developed by 
others.” SI is a coherent theoretical (Hałas 1994; Cze-
kaj 2007; Chomczyński 2017) and methodological 
(Hałas 1990; Woroniecka 2017) approach enabling 
the understanding of everyday life and the real-
ities that people create therein. For that reason, SI 
seems to be an adequate perspective when studying 
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unethical symbolic communication aimed at dis-
crediting people in the workplace environment in 
an unobtrusive way. Mobbing is the process of dy-
namic interaction between offender(s) and victim(s) 
that “involves acts of interpersonal aggression—any 
form of behavior directed towards the goal of harm-
ing or injuring another living being who is motivat-
ed to avoid such treatment” (Neuman and Baron 
2003:185). Physical harassment is based on hostile 
actions, very often taking the form of nuances that 
a target defines as unwanted and hostile (Bryant and 
Cox 2003). Looking at mobbing through the SI prism 
gives a researcher a strong analytical tool needed 
for deepening one’s micro perspective insight (Pi-
otrowski 1985:29; Klunklin and Greenwood 2006:33-
34). SI is useful to understand the biographical ex-
periences of people involved in in-group processes 
(Blumer 1969:6; Denzin 1978), giving them meanings 
(Mead 1934:80; Prus and Grills 2003:19), and produc-
ing definitions of situations they are immersed in 
(Konecki 2005a; 2005b). 

Gaps in the Literature

Soon after a Swedish psychologist, Heinz Leymann, 
published his first findings in the area at hand, mob-
bing has been defined in the 1970s in the field of 
management in terms of “pathology.” Social scien-
tists adapted his operational definition of mobbing 
and made use of it, as the practitioners did, to diag-
nose the first “victims”:

Psychological terror or mobbing in working life in-

volves hostile and unethical communication, which 

is directed in a systematic way by one or a few indi-

viduals mainly towards one individual who, due to 

mobbing, is pushed into a helpless and defenseless 

position, being held there by means of continuing 

mobbing activities. [Leymann 1996:168]

According to the Sixth European Working Con-
ditions Survey (2015) published by the European 
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 
Working Conditions, 17% of women and 15% of men 
report having been exposed to bullying or harass-
ment in the last 12 months.1 Previously, European 
social partners signed a Framework Agreement on 
harassment and violence at work. In addition, men-
tal health at the workplace is promoted in the Euro-
pean Strategy on Health and Safety (2007-2013).2

Since the first research in the late 1970s and 1980s, the 
issue of mobbing gained popularity and social sci-
entists started doing cross-country surveys to com-
pare and diagnose the working conditions (Jacobson, 
Hood, and Van Buren 2014; Salin et al. 2018). The lit-
erature on mobbing emphasizes mental health con-
siderations (Leymann 1996; Anderson 2002; Hallberg 
and Strandmark 2006), as well as management (Zapf, 
Knorz, and Kulla 1996; Hoel, Faragher, and Cooper 
2004; Godlewska-Werner 2006) and business (Niedl 
1996; Hoel 2004) perspectives. It is based on the so-
called “objective indicators” that illustrate the conse-
quences of mobbing at the micro, mezzo, and macro 
levels. The majority of such research uses question-
naires and psychological tests. It also provides com-
parable statistics showing the scale and range of vio-
lence in the workplace. However, very few researchers 
adapted a qualitative approach to reflect the targets’ 
definitions of the situation. Edvin Lemert (1962) em-
ployed SI to show how communication issues at the 
workplace are socially constructed. Sarah J. Tracy, 
Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik, and Jess Alberts (2006:148) 
used a victim’s “metaphor analysis to articulate and 
explore the emotional pain of workplace bullying.” 

1 See: https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/european-work-
ing-conditions-surveys/sixth-european-working-conditions-sur-
vey-2015. Retrieved September 17, 2020.
2 See: https://www.eurofound.europa.eu. Retrieved March 21, 2019.
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Also, very few researchers opted for the qualita-
tive perspective of mobbing. Robert Thornberg and 
Hanna Delby (2019) used the SI frame for in-depth 
research on the students’ perception of school bully-
ing. Auguste, Briggs, and Vreeland (2014) also used 
SI for micro-level studies of bullying in educational 
settings. In his studies on status, conflict, and asym-
metric relations, Lonnie Athens (2017) applied radi-
cal interactionism that places the utmost importance 
on dominance and power. Still, from my standpoint, 
there is a scarcity of qualitative, interviewee-oriented 
research on work-related violence. For that reason, 
to explore the participants’ personal experiences of 
work-related harassment, I shifted my interest from 
what happened to what meaning employees attach to 
their experiences (Czarniawska 2007). The process of 
becoming a target, variations of the definitions of the 
situation, target-offender mutual interplay, and sym-
bolic interactions are rarely at the center of scientific 
investigations. Thus, in this paper, I employ ground-
ed theory (GT) (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss 1987; 
Strauss and Corbin 1990) and SI (Blumer 1969) to shed 
light on the nuances of workplace harassment.

Methodology and Research Settings

SI provides both theoretical frames and method-
ological premises placing the empirical world, peo-
ple under study, and their experiences at the cen-
ter of a  researcher’s concern. “Nothing is known 
of human beings except in the form of something 
that they indicate or refer to. To indicate anything, 
human beings must see it from their perspective; 
they must depict it as it appears to them” (Blumer 
1969:22). SI emphasizes the primacy of reality un-
der study over the methodology applied. Blumer 
argued that theory should follow the research and 
not the other way around (Hałas 1994:49; Woroniec-
ka 2017:56-57), and the methodological stance of SI 

is that of immediate examination of the empirical 
social world (Klunklin and Greenwood 2006:34).

GT as the theoretical and methodological perspec-
tive, especially its version by Juliet Corbin and An-
selm Strauss (2008) displays significant similarities 
to SI, having strong roots in pragmatism. Chamber-
lain-Salaun, Mills, and Usher (2013:2) directly point 
out its SI underpinning in terms of assumptions:

Corbin and Strauss’ (2008) “lost chapter” and the 16 

assumptions introduce the reader to essential ground-

ed theory methods, and provide a background to the 

development of pragmatism and symbolic interac-

tionism as the epistemological and ontological foun-

dations of evolved grounded theory…as the interpre-

tation of works by John Dewey, George Herbert Mead, 

Herbert Blumer, and Anselm Strauss himself. 

For that reason it was a good fit to employ GT for data 
gathering, analyzing, and generating categories (Gla-
ser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990; Konec-
ki 2000:32-47; 2015:25-28). The reasoning based on 
the inductive approach gave me a chance to progres-
sively depict the complex picture of interactions un-
derlying mobbing practices at the workplace. Kathy 
Charmaz (2014:65) advocates the benefits of GT-based 
research framed by SI background as providing the-
oretical sensitivity for data analyses. “The codes that 
arose from symbolic interactionist sensibilities give 
a theoretical foundation or conceptual infrastructure 
that integrates the narrative” (Charmaz 2014:154).

Mobbing belongs to the sphere of pathologies in 
organizational management (Chomczyński 2008), 
and as a researched phenomenon requires a meth-
odological approach that would locate the perspec-
tives of people involved at the center of scientific in-
quiry. Their narrations and definitions of situations 
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allow us to understand what meanings they give 
to workplace harassment, actions of the offender(s), 
and the contexts’ dynamism. Insight into the social 
actors’ biographies was crucial enough to employ 
narrative interviews as the key research technique. 
This technique allowed interviewees to construct 
their stories openly (Jovchelovitch and Bauer 2000). 
It facilitated a spontaneous discussion of their trau-
ma experiences and the conditions under which it 
occurred (Loch 2008). People under study were in-
formed that they can withdraw from the research at 
any time; they were familiar with the methodology, 
goals, and research objectives of the study. 

The study draws on 72 narrative interviews carried 
out with the targets of workplace mobbing. Both 
men and women were recruited via snowball sam-
pling—a method typical for ethnographic and ex-
ploratory research (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981; Çelik 
and Lüküslü 2012; Gobo and Molle 2017; Wojciech-
owska 2018), and with the help of the anti-mobbing 
foundation in Poland (“Dignity”). Interviews with 
specialists (12) were more structured and aimed at 
seeking concrete information from their professional 
point of view. Additionally, in 2006, I got hired for 
1,5 months in a company accused of mobbing, where 
I carried out participant observations (Chomczyńs-
ki 2006). This experience enabled me to gain first-
hand knowledge from the standpoint of a low-level 
physical worker. Both the qualitative interviews and 
the participant observations meet the requirements 
of methods and data triangulation (Denzin 1978; 
2012:82) and provided complex empirical material to 
understand mobbing group processes. 

Findings 

The findings presented in the paper are based on 
qualitative data analyzed with the use of ATLAS.ti 

8.4.2 software. The key categories were generated in-
ductively due to open and selective coding of 72 tar-
gets’ narratives and 12 in-depth interviews with the 
specialists (Konopásek 2008; see also Strauss and 
Corbin 1990). 

Mobbing as a Social Process

Mobbing never happens suddenly (Niedl 1996; Eu-
ropean Working Conditions Survey 2015). It usually 
involves the offender(s) and target(s) over time long 
enough to change or alter their definitions of the 
situation (Leymann 1996). Typically, the situation 
is worsening gradually, day-by-day, and because of 
that a target may not perceive specific attacks as an 
interconnected whole.

It took me some time to realize that I have been 

mobbed. [teacher, female] 

I was not aware of the fact that the problem was esca-

lating. [financial expert, male]

The victims used to be “consistent” in terms of con-
stantly defining the situation as an incidental con-
flict, periodically worse organizational climate, or 
long-lasting bad mood of the mobber. They tend 
to be “immobilized” when it comes to defining the 
worsening relationship between them and their of-
fenders. Still, they try to keep in mind the picture of 
the situation, and thus—sometime later—discover 
their “new” positioning—that of the victim. I  term 
the instances in which targets redefine their situation 
“turning points” (Strauss 1969). Redefining their sit-
uation and negotiating its definitions—that do not fit 
anymore to a more optimistic scenario they thought 
was likely to happen—is a crucial moment for them. 
Such “turning points” incline the targets to see them-
selves in victims’ terms, with the “assistance” of of-
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fenders and more active bystanders. For mobbing at 
the workplace involves not only the perpetrator and 
their target, but also the audience who makes the 
process collectivistic and, at times, public.

The Collectivism of Mobbing

Mobbing often requires a denouncer, a target, and the 
audience, who are at times passive bystanders, happy 
that they are not in the target’s shoes. In other cases, 
the target(s)’ colleagues may take a more active part in 
their degradation process. These processes are based 
on collectively produced definitions of the situation 
and are a way of acting, that is, what Blumer (1969:71) 
called “joint action.” The offenders, and sometimes 
bystanders, use degradation rituals (Garfinkel 1956) 
to ridicule, stigmatize, isolate, or otherwise humili-
ate the target (Klapp 1949). In the most extreme cases, 
their actions are focused on mortifying their targets 
in institutional settings (Goffman 1961:24-51; Scott 
2010:219) and preventing them from an active de-
fense. One of the mobbed police officers confirms the 
existence of a public ritual of degradation, where his 
supervisor played the role of the offender:

He did all of that intentionally to humiliate me in 

front of my colleagues. He was always satisfied after-

ward. [police officer, male]

A mobber is a person who both initiates the degra-
dation ceremony and invites others to take an active 
part in it, or at least take the role of passive eyewit-
nesses. The witnesses’ presence may serve to vali-
date the offenders’ attacks via a lack of support for 
the target, whom the offender may frame as a scape-
goat. A factory worker confirms the role of a collec-
tively constructed definition of the situation where 
fear of possible consequences prevented bystanders 
from offering a victim any support.

They just observed what was happening to me with no 

intention to react. They were afraid of their position, 

some of them were even laughing. [factory worker, male]

Public mobbing also involves emotional issues. 
A victim humiliated in front of their colleagues is 
“frozen,” feeling ashamed enough not to react and 
fight back. Such a public scenario of mobbing prac-
tices is performed by an offender to scare away po-
tential defenders. The message a mobber sends out 
is clear: “anybody can replace a victim, so take part 
and do not react.” Thanks to that an offender sym-
bolically multiplies their allies, and the dominance 
over a victim grows, which locates them in a posi-
tion defined as irretrievable and defenseless (Ley-
mann 1996:168). One of the teachers claimed being 
constantly at the center of such a degradation cere-
mony, headed by a school headmaster:

The other day, during the pedagogical council, she 

[the school headmaster] laughed at me and my work, 

publicly quoting my official notes from the school 

documents. It was awful. She publicly suggested that 

I should visit some psychologist or psychiatrist to ver-

ify my professional competences. [teacher, female]

The Turning Point

The turning point is a significant moment of identi-
ty transformation, when—under new circumstanc-
es—a person redefines the situation that they expe-
rience and change the conception of oneself (Strauss 
1969:91). The victims interpret the turning point in 
terms of “awakening” from a long-lasting dream 
about work-related circumstances that are long out-
dated. Since that moment an employee defines one-
self as a victim and usually initiates some form of 
action (e.g., seeking help, preparing a defense, col-
lecting evidence). The turning point begins with the 
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victim’s mental preparation for taking an active part 
in changing the experienced situation, intending to 
seize the initiative. 

At some point, I noticed that the manager started 

treating me worse than the others. I think the school 

I attended caused it. I asked the manager for some 

days off and once again she refused to give me them. 

[shopping mall employee, female]

Everything began when I was offered some better 

assignments—similar work, but better conditions. 

I took it with the hope that it will be my life accom-

plishment. Unfortunately, it turned out to be a horror. 

[private company accountant, female]

In some cases, the turning point also means the turn-
ing of a passive victim into an active opponent ready 
to change not only their position within the work set-
tings but also the relationship with an offender. This 
process also assumes undertaking a  long-lasting 
work on identity (Strauss 1969). Very often the tar-
get’s significant others (family members, colleagues, 
friends) take on the role of those who initiate changes 
along the lines of interpreting the situation of a mal-
treated employee. Because of strong emotional bonds 
associated with significant others, they are often in 
a position of influencers and can help a victim to pass 
through the “turning point” and undertake the ac-
companying identity work. 

It was my husband, with whom I talked a lot, who 

changed my point of view on my professional situa-

tion. [teacher, female]

Nevertheless, not all of the mobbing victims change 
their strategy after experiencing the “wake-up call.” 
Some of them follow the trajectory of becoming 
a victim. 

The Trajectory of Becoming a Victim

Mobbing targets who experienced the turning point 
and did not take any action-oriented steps focused 
on improving their situation very often experience 
the trajectory of becoming a victim. I adapted the 
concept of trajectory from Fagerhaugh and Strauss 
(1977) to depict the inert path of victims towards 
a passive position of a person who is not able to react 
(Leymann 1996; Zapf, Knorz, and Kulla 1996; Hoel, 
Faragher, and Cooper 2004). The trajectory of be-
coming a victim is linked with the process of social 
self-transformation, based on the interpretations that 
also include the others’ definitions of the situation 
(James 1950:293; see: Cooley 1922:179; Mead; 1934:192). 
One of the victims underlined the crucial role of the 
looking-glass self (Cooley 1922:184) in self-definition 
mechanisms.

I felt like a victim and I was also the victim in the eyes 

of all of my colleagues. [office worker, female]

Victims used to be “frozen” in their self-definitions 
as passive members of a predefined situation where 
they were out of power to influence their relations 
in the professional settings (Prus 1999).

For a long time, I was the person who was not react-

ing. I couldn’t even imagine that I could fight against 

it. [sales representative, male]

The trajectory of becoming a victim is a highly in-
teractive phenomenon, greatly influenced by the 
looking-glass self (Cooley 1922:184). In their self-in-
terpretation processes, the mobbing victims take into 
account the perspectives of others involved in the 
degradation ceremony (Garfinkel 1956), who are forc-
ing them to accept the new status given by the group 
(Strauss 1969:77; Fagerhaugh and Strauss 1977:120). 
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The trajectory path requires joint action where social 
actors adjust to each other (Blumer 1969:71) to create 
a coherent scenario (degradation ceremony) of the so-
cial exclusion of the target and to prepare them for 
living on the margins of the social world of the set-
ting at hand. A victim, similarly to a deviant, does 
not have full rights and lives peripherally, negatively 
labeled by some audiences (Goffman 1963; Prus and 
Grills 2003). 

A person under attacks may interpret their situation 
as both difficult and complicated enough to not seek 
help or change. 

I didn’t know what to do. It was like an ongoing 

nightmare with no place to hide and no way to es-

cape. [sales representative, male]

Mobbing victims experiencing such a trajectory con-
struct a specific mental representation of the profes-
sional environment, where all of the options are closed. 
They adopt a passive role in the organization and 
locate the control over the situation outside of them-
selves, and adopt a socio-psychological mechanism of 
closure to “resolve the tension initiated by the situa-
tion” (Lemert 1953:304). The victims use a long-lasting 
modus operandi based on resignation from any reaction 
against the offender to “close” the tension and redefine 
the situation. They also choose “not to act” through 
a social act of omission that leads to canceling, losing, 
and withdrawing from active participation in their 
professional environment (Scott 2019).

Conclusions 

Mobbing is a joint action, rich in symbolic phenome-
na, that linguistically enables the involvement of peo-
ple from one’s professional environment. Of course, 
not everybody takes the role of the offender, but, in 

most cases, even bystanders involved in joint action 
have a great influence on the victim’s interpretation 
of the situation. Usually, employees who suffer from 
mobbing at the workplace change their definition 
of themselves (identity) and their work-related sur-
roundings. Those harassed at work are at the center 
of degradation ceremonies that very often involve 
both offender(s) and eyewitnesses to take part in 
such a scenario that imposes a new status (that of the 
victim) on the person under attacks. Offenders (and 
occasionally bystanders) engage in designating devi-
ance via labeling that has the power to marginalize 
others due to assigning them the roles such as scape-
goats (Goffman 1963). That language is rich in restrict-
ed codes that “reduce the need to verbalize intent so 
that it becomes explicit” (Bernstein 1971:100) and may 
become part of common knowledge shared by those 
within the target’s professional environment.

The crucial moment in the victims’ biographies is the 
turning point that divides mistreated employees into 
two groups: those who take the active role in break-
ing the mobbing cycle and those who apply a pas-
sive strategy and are not willing to fight. The victims 
ready to change their situation usually benefit from 
the support of significant others who are “waking 
them up.” Thanks to family members, friends, and 
colleagues, the harassed employees may come to re-
define the situation and adapt strategies to resist the 
domination approach of the mobber. Those who ap-
ply a passive strategy usually experience a trajectory 
of interactional sequences, which results in a rather 
encompassing victim identity.
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