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ABSTRACT

Approximately 15% of workers are exposed to bullying in their workplace. However, few studies appear to have been conducted

in nonprofit and voluntary organizations. This scoping review explored prevalence and structural and contextual factors that
influence bullying in nonprofit and voluntary organizations. From a capture of 671 papers, 54 were assessed for eligibility and
18 full-text articles were reviewed. Bullying is prevalent in nonprofit and voluntary organizations at the same or higher levels

as other sectors, with sexual harassment appearing to be a serious problem in the context of fundraising. A synthesis of papers

found a suite of factors presented in four themes; complex and unique power relations, the exploitation of virtuosity, the exercise

of hegemonic power, and asymmetrical power and extreme dependency, which together act to stabilize the presence of bullying

in nonprofit and voluntary organizations. Such dynamics need to be disrupted for intervention to occur. Further research is

needed on how volunteers “sense-make” in the face of dissonance between organizational mission and behavior, intervention

evaluation, and regulating philanthropic donation to reduce donor dependence.

1 | Introduction

Although many terms have been employed to describe the var-
ious manifestations of negative interpersonal behavior in the
workplace, bullying is the most frequently studied (D'Cruz and
Noronha 2021). Bullying is understood here as an especially
detrimental form of negative behavior incorporating a range of
aggressive interpersonal actions (Nielsen and Einarsen 2018).
Based on a meta-analysis of 86 samples from the international
literature, it is indicated that between 10% and 20% of workers
are exposed to bullying in their place of work (Einarsen, Hoel,
and Notelaers 2009), signifying a serious problem in contem-
porary workplaces. The impact of bullying on employee health
is incontrovertible. Further to a meta-analysis of 66 studies,
Nielsen and Einarsen conclude that bullying is most strongly as-
sociated with psychological health in the form of post-traumatic
stress symptoms, depression, and anxiety. It is also associated

with organizationally linked outcomes such as quitting the job,
intent to leave, low commitment, job dissatisfaction, and absen-
teeism (Nielsen and Einarsen 2018). Despite these high costs to
individuals and organizations, organizational response is typi-
cally poor (Hodgins, MacCurtain, and Mannix McNamara 2020;
Thirlwall 2015), and we lack evidence-based pathways for orga-
nizations to adopt in tackling the issue.

Given that intervention studies are elusive, scholars have
studied bullying in different workplace contexts, often asking
whether clues as to its extent (or lack thereof) might be found
in sectors. These authors were surprised to realize that the
nonprofit and voluntary sector, a term we use here for orga-
nizations that include work that is unpaid, non-compulsory
and that benefits others, has not received systematic attention.
We thought that firstly, the nature of the work undertaken by
nonprofit and voluntary organizations gives them exposure
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to situations of injustice and ill-treatment and thus they will
have an awareness of the impact and outcomes from abuse
with concomitant skills to deal with bullying situations. This
would point to an absence or low risk of bullying in volun-
tary organizations. Secondly, we wondered if a gap between
the “myth of pure virtue” and the reality of a toxic workplace
might be found. This myth is described as a “saintly self-
perception and persona” (Salamon 1994, 118) arising from re-
ligious and moral endeavor that originally underpinned the
mission basis of the work of many nonprofit and voluntary
organizations, and the attendant presumption of a genial and
empathic work environment (Ward and Greene 2018). While
belief in this ‘myth’ may seem naive or artless to the academic
community, the fact remains that those who seek work there
may believe it (Kreutzer and Jager 2010), and they are the pop-
ulations at risk if the myth is unfounded. Furthermore, the
possibility of such a gap triggers a uniqueness about nonprofit
and voluntary organizations that we wished to explore. These
factors served to spark a curiosity that there may be dynamics
at play in the nonprofit and voluntary sector that other sectors
may potentially learn from. Unfortunately, it soon became
apparent that very few studies on workplace bullying appear
to have been conducted on nonprofit and voluntary organiza-
tions (Ward and Greene 2018; Dawood 2013).

In the context of limited empirical study and likely research gaps
regarding the influential factors in the context of nonprofit and
voluntary organizations, a scoping review is indicated (Arksey
and O'Malley 2005). This paper reports on a scoping review un-
dertaken on staff (including paid, unpaid, and volunteer) bul-
lying in nonprofit and voluntary organizations to address this
deficit in the academic literature. We wanted to explore the ex-
tent of bullying in nonprofit and voluntary organizations, based
on the nature of work and “virtuous” context. Our second re-
search question sought to explore if the organizational, struc-
tural, and cultural context of being “nonprofit and voluntary”
had an impact on the dynamics of workplace bullying.

We found that nonprofit and voluntary organizations are far
from immune to workplace bullying. Instead, we discovered
particularities to working in these organizations that may in-
crease the risk for staff of being harmed from being bullied or
harassed. We found dynamics that cued silence around the issue
of bullying, reinforced by funding arrangements. Worker's com-
mitment to the organization's mission leaves them particularly
vulnerable to silence, prolonged exposure and thence further
damage. Nonprofit and voluntary organizations cannot risk be-
traying their less-than-optimal morality when they engage in
immoral treatment of their staff, which stifles complaints and
may deter complaints being taken seriously and acted upon.
Their need to see themselves and be seen by funders and users
as moral impedes their ability to accept that they engage in bul-
lying and expose their staff to harassment, leaving intervention
very problematic.

2 | Workplace Bullying
Workplace bullying is the primary concept addressed in this arti-

cle. Workplace bullying is described as an especially detrimental
form of negative behavior incorporating a range of aggressive

interpersonal actions (Nielsen and Einarsen 2018), for example,
verbal abuse or incivility harassment based on ethnicity, gender
or sexual orientation (Hoel, Lewis, and Einarsdottir 2014; Nielsen
and Einarsen 2018) and micropolitical game-playing for personal
gain (Hodgins and Mannix McNamara 2017). It also includes
more subtle enactment of punitive, neglectful and unfair man-
agement practices (Fevre et al. 2011; Hodgins et al. 2018), such
as exclusion from key processes or assigning unreasonable duties
(Einarsen 1999). Bullying is a notoriously difficult and contested
construct. There are many definitions offered (Crenshaw 2009;
Keashly, Tye-Williams, and Jagatic 2020), reflecting the range of
behaviors it encompasses, which often focus on a particular as-
pect, calling to mind the blind men and elephant fable. Bullying
is presented here as the superordinate concept with harassment
based on ethnicity, gender or sexual orientation, and verbal
abuse or incivility as subordinate concepts.

Bullying surfaces or presents as negative behaviors enacted by
one of more perpetrators, towards a target, where the process
and pattern are particularly important. The “behaviors” are
often the focus of identification and enquiry, yet the context, in-
tent and perceived goal of perpetration are crucial to the expe-
rience of being bullied (Keashly 2010), and as they include both
subtle tactics and subjective interpretation, this renders bullying
difficult to identify and prove. Few, if any definitions capture
the “whole elephant,” although the most frequently employed
definitions (Einarsen et al. 2011; Namie and Namie 2000) refer
to a process or pattern of aggressive or harassing behaviors, that
is systematic and targeted, from which targets feel unable to es-
cape and which is damaging to the target in terms of health, well-
being, self-respect and identity. Early approaches to the study
of sexual harassment maintained it to be conceptually distinct
from bullying on the basis that it was seen to be about sex and
gender conflict, whereas bullying or psychological violence was
deemed gender neutral (Zapf et al. 2020). However, evidence of
overlap has been found in both the gendered nature of bullying
(Rosander et al. 2020) and the refocusing of sexual harassment
to include sex-based harassment as an expression of power and
dominance in a variety of contexts in order to reinforce an exist-
ing gender hierarchy (Berdahl 2007; Cortina and Areguin 2021;
Jones 2006). Accepting the overlap between bullying and sexual
harassment facilitates an understanding of violence being lo-
cated in both societal or structural factors, presenting or playing
out through organizational and individual factors.

Challenges with the use of the term “prevalence,” an epidemio-
logical term associated with precision notwithstanding, multiple
estimates of prevalence across occupations, sectors and cultures
have been published (e.g., Giaccone et al. 2015; Einarsen, Hoel,
and Notelaers 2009). Based on a meta-analysis of 86 samples, an
average level of bullying in the workplace of 14.6% is reported,
while cautioning against comparisons without due consider-
ation of the methodological moderators of location, instrument,
and sampling strategy (Nielsen and Einarsen 2018). Some oc-
cupational sectors experience considerably higher levels, for
example, health and social services, public administration and
education, which are chiefly public sector in most countries
(Zapf and Vaartia 2020), while some types of organizations
have particular challenges (e.g., military, police) (Archer 1999;
McKay 2014) demonstrating the importance of institutional
context.
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Workplace bullying is a complex phenomenon in a complex
setting. Bullying has a negative impact on both the individual
and the organization. Bullying increases the risk of a range of
physical and mental health difficulties including sleep prob-
lems, headache, Musculo-skeletal conditions, depression, anx-
iety, and suicide ideation (Nielsen and Einarsen 2018). Known
aspects of work and organization that contribute to bullying in-
clude authoritarian or laisse-faire leadership, role conflict, role
ambiguity, high demands, workload, pressure, perceived power
imbalances, and organizational change (Feijo et al. 2019; Salin
and Hoel 2020). Organizational outcomes include higher lev-
els of sick leave, stress, job dissatisfaction, and economic costs
(Cullinan et al. 2020; Kivimiki, Elovainio, and Vahtera 2000;
Quine 1999), which are significant but to date have not prompted
effective intervention. Simple linear relationships are insuffi-
cient to capture the workplace setting; rather a systems perspec-
tive is required which accommodates convoluted interactions
and recursivity.

Despite evidence that bullying has a substantial negative impact,
both for individual health (Hogh, Mikklesen, and Hansen 2011;
Nielsen and Einarsen 2018) and organizational productivity
and costs (Cullinan et al. 2020; Giga, Hoel, and Lewis 2008;
Hoel, Sparks, and Cooper 2001), organizations fail to prevent
or ameliorate it, as evidenced by studies on turnover intention
and quit rates, self-reported actions taken (or not taken), and
qualitative accounts of targets experiences of organizational re-
sponses (Hodgins, MacCurtain, and Mannix McNamara 2020;
Thirlwall 2015). Workers have a significant need and expectation
for fairness and reasonable protection in their workplaces. When
it fails to materialize, and the perpetrator of psychological abuse
or violence is not reprimanded or sanctioned, there is further
negative impact on worker health and well-being (Ferris 2004).

Many definitions of workplace bullying include an imbalance of
power where the bully is seen as having power over the target;
hierarchical, emotional or with superior resources. Indeed, to un-
derstand the dynamics of workplace bullying and why organiza-
tions are so poor at dealing with it, requires a nuanced view which
embraces the centrality of power abuse. The power relations
within nonprofit and voluntary organizations include volunteers
as well as paid workers, and in some cases volunteer manage-
ment boards, likely to introduce added complexity. Although the
dynamics of bullying and harassment are broadly similar across
organizations, how they are experienced, surface, play out, and
are responded to are very much a function of context.

The dominant theoretical perspective is that bullying is a mul-
tilevel problem, caused by an interaction between individual
factors and work environment factors (e.g., Einarsen 1999;
Johnson 2011; Salin 2003; Samnani and Singh 2016), offering
the best prospect of exploring the complex, systemic nature of
bullying. A systemic approach, we argue, captures the complex-
ity and convoluted nature of bullying and harassment in the
workplace, and guides the synthesis of papers in the review.

3 | The Nonprofit Voluntary Sector

The nonprofit and voluntary sector travels under various
names, for example, the third sector, the social economy, or the

independentsector. Itincorporates nonprofit organizations, social
enterprises, mission-based organizations, cooperatives, and mu-
tual benefit organizations, which together embrace an extremely
wide variety of institutions (Salamon and Sokolowski 2014). The
classification of nonprofit organizations issued by the United
Nations is a widely accepted approach to defining the sector.
The nonprofit sector is defined as institutions that are; orga-
nized (a legal entity and having an organizational identity), pri-
vate (nongovernmental), nonprofit distributing, self-governing,
and noncompulsory (involving meaningful uncoerced individ-
ual participation) (European Commission 1999; Salamon and
Sokolowski 2014).

Nonprofit organizations include registered charities, civic and
social organizations, noncommercial foundations, cultural or-
ganizations, religious organizations, advocacy organizations,
trade and labor unions, professional associations, amateur
sports and recreation associations, community benefit associ-
ations, humanitarian, and community organizations (Salamon
and Sokolowski 2014). A feature that binds these diverse or-
ganizations together is that they exist for “social purpose”
or the “public good” and as such they have a moral mandate
(Gocmen 2013). The noncompulsory criterion is more fre-
quently described as voluntary, and includes work that is un-
paid and non-compulsory, such as benefitting others outside
one's own household, individually and within organizations
(Salamon and Sokolowski 2014). In this article, we specifically
focus on mission-based, charitable nonprofits and voluntary
organizations, where the public good aspect holds a specific
focus on addressing social disadvantage, social justice issues,
rights-based causes or humanitarian work, through support,
advocacy, or service provision. Still diverse, ranging from small
community-based grass roots endeavors wholly staffed by
volunteers to large international charities with paid staff and
structures that mirror the corporate world, this subcategory is
unique in its underpinning commitment to justice or charita-
ble mission. They rely on occasional or regular volunteers for
their activities (Mannarini, Pozzi, and Marta 2024) normally
alongside paid workers (Nichols 2013) and have several unique
features, which render them of potential interest to a study of
workplace bullying.

In the public eye, such nonprofit and voluntary organizations,
being either philanthropic or emancipatory in nature, will be
assumed to live up to the values they espouse (Gocmen 2013)
and that staff will not bully or harass one another, articulated
by Salaman as “the myth of pure virtue” (1994, 118). Such
nonprofit and voluntary organizations are usually created by
individuals or groups (often religious or activist) in response
to a need driven by charitable or social justice motives for civil
society. Management draws on collective commitment to val-
ues on the part of paid staff and volunteers (Lunenburg 2012)
who are likely to expect reciprocal standards (Ward and
Greene 2018). In addition, the nature of altruistic work sug-
gests sharpened sensitivity and sympathy needed and weak
power positions for the organizations' users. Such sensitiv-
ity and operational skills could be used to grasp and under-
stand internal conflict such as workplace bullying far earlier
and more effectively than workers in less moral-based work
(Mellor and Webster 2013). Nonprofit and voluntary organi-
zations are perceived to create social added value through the
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provision of services and a willingness to create cooperative
community networks (Mannarini, Pozzi, and Marta 2024).
Notwithstanding their ethos of altruism and anticipated sen-
sitivity and skills, there are contextual features of nonprofit
and voluntary organizations that signpost risk for bullying
and harassment to which we now turn.

Nonprofit and voluntary organizations have a range of fund-
ing sources and funding can be irregular, unpredictable, and
inadequate to meet their aspirations for service users (Parry
et al. 2005). Funding is often project-linked such that only spe-
cific achievements are funded, and an imperative placed on the
organization to deliver quickly to agreed volumes of help to end
users (Schubert and Boenigk 2019). All staff in nonprofit and
voluntary organizations know the pressures of funding and
that withdrawal of funds is possible. Any poor press coverage
tainting the nonprofit and voluntary organization's reputation
is anticipated to rub off on funders’ own reputation, potentially
prompting withdrawal of funds (Tang et al. 2022). Thus the im-
portance of a clean reputation is grasped by staff at all levels,
with failure risking damage to the organization, colleagues and
service users (ibid). Larger charities work in a competitive fund-
ing environment, which engenders complex contesting account-
abilities to internal stakeholders; trustees and funders, as well
as their own paid and unpaid workers and users of the service
(Schubert and Boenigk 2019; Parry et al. 2005) with inherent
tension between liabilities.

Further complexities arise for status and role with unpaid volun-
teers, part- or fully-paid workers, temporary, outsourced, or per-
manent (Velthuis 2010; Ward and Greene 2018), leading to role
ambiguity, which is a well-established risk factor for bullying
(e.g., Salin and Hoel 2020). Further, the psychological contract
may be interpreted differently for paid and volunteer workers
(Nichols 2013), and the contrasting identities of paid workers and
volunteers has been acknowledged by Kreutzer and Jager (2010)
as a basis for intraorganizational conflicts. Standard work rela-
tions therefore may differ or be absent for some staff, rendering
the possibility of bullying of particular interest, which could not
be captured with a broader NP focus.

Finally, nonprofit and voluntary organizations may be run by
paid or unpaid boards or committees, which makes them sub-
ject to complex decision-making processes (Parry et al. 2005;
Ford and Ihrke 2020) adding to the normal hierarchical
structures.

This ground of complexities in power relations could cushion
employees from workplace bullying and ensure fast resolution
or alternatively engender silence. The researchers could not pre-
dict how the mistreatment dynamics would work.

A scoping review is indicated where an area has not been com-
prehensively reviewed before (Arksey and O'Malley 2005),
where there is a need to better understand complex issues
(Peters et al. 2020) and where it is useful to identify the key
factors that relate to the topic and to map an area of study as a
necessary first step to posing more specific research questions
(Aromatrais and Munn 2017). On this basis, a scoping review
of workplace bullying and harassment was undertaken, using

a systems approach to inform our synthesis and research
recommendations.

4 | Methods

Given the lack of empirical attention to bullying in the nonprofit
and voluntary sector we followed Arksey and O'Malley's (2005)
framework (see Figure 1) to conduct a scoping review in order to
answer the following research questions.

« What is known about the extent and nature of bullying and
harassment of staff (including paid, unpaid, and volunteer)
in donor-based, non-commercial nonprofit and voluntary
organizations?

« What are the organizational, structural, and contextual fac-
tors relevant to understanding bullying and harassment in
nonprofit and voluntary organizations?

Based on the findings from the research questions above, we
will highlight priorities for future research.

4.1 | Identifying Relevant Studies (Inclusion
and Exclusion Criteria)

In identifying studies, it is recommended to balance fea-
sibility, breadth, and comprehensiveness (Aromatrais and
Munn 2017). The search strategy began with a preliminary re-
view of terms employed in other scoping or systematic reviews
of workplace bullying and harassment (e.g., Feijo et al. 2019;
Gaudine, Patrick, and Busby 2019; Gillen et al. 2017; Lever
et al. 2016; Nielsen, Notelaers, and Einarsen 2011) and search
terms were then piloted in relevant databases. The second
stage of the search strategy involved a full search of data-
bases using specific search strings (see Table 1). Terms were
grouped to distinguish behaviors and also organizations. As
“mobbing” is a term employed in avian studies, “birds/aves”
were excluded. Exclusions were also set for child and school.
We excluded children and minors as the sexual abuse of chil-
dren extends a range of legal, criminal, and policy factors
(e.g., child protection legislation and regulation) that we felt
both altered and diluted the focus of the study to the ethical
and legal responsibilities of organizations in respect of child
protection. The focus of the study was on the mission-based
nonprofit as a workplace. No limits were set on study types, as
recommended for scoping reviews (Munn et al. 2018).

4.2 | Information Sources

Using Gussenbaurer and Haddaway's (2020) list of 28 search
systems, platforms, and databases, we identified four meta-
databases appropriate to the aims of this review; Web of Science,
EBSCO, SCOPUS, and ProQuest. Search terms and results for
each meta-database can be seen in Table 1. Limiters included
dates (2000-2021), English language only, and availability of
abstract. Following identification and selection of key papers
for the full-text review, any other papers of interest found in ref-
erence lists were added if not uncovered in database searching.
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FIGURE1 | Framework for scoping review.

TABLE1 | Search terms, results, and information sources.

Terms searched under title, abstract,
and key word fields in each database

Web of

EBSCO science Scopus ProQuest

Behavior terms

ill*treatment OR “bad leader*” OR

53,900 59,030 62,707 88,157

#1 “destructive leader*” OR “toxic leader*”
OR “abusive supervision” OR mobbing
OR “emotional abuse” OR victimi*ation
OR bully* OR harassment OR incivility

Organization terms

charit* OR ngo OR

95,477 38,040 72,474 105,213

#2 non*governmental*organi*ation OR cbo
OR community*based*organi*ation OR

voluntary*organi*ation OR not*for*profit

OR non*profit OR self*help*organi*ation

#3 #1 AND #2

Excluded terms #4

student* OR school* OR

337 89 179 461

adolescen* OR bird OR aves

#3 AND NOT #4

Following database removal

242 66 178 344
240 29 144 248

4.3 | Study Selection and Screening

All identified records following duplication removal (n =661)
were imported to COVIDENCE software. A second dedupli-
cation within the software resulted in identification of 25 fur-
ther duplicates. Ten records were added after identification
in the screening process. Two reviewers (M.H. and Y.1.) inde-
pendently assessed titles and abstracts to identify studies that
appeared to meet the inclusion criteria for the review. A third
reviewer (C.R.) was available to resolve differences of opinion.
Less than 10% of records required third reviewer adjudication.

After deduplication and screening on title and abstract, 60 re-
cords remained for eligibility assessment, 44 of which were re-
trieved (see Figure 2: PRISMA chart). This next stage involved
both further screening on title and abstract and some full text
screening where required.

4.4 | Charting Identified Papers

The screening process resulted in 18 articles identified for full-
text review, including empirical studies and conceptual papers.

817

85U8017 SUOLIIOD BAEa.D 3|l (dde auy Aq peusenob ae S9pile YO ‘SN JO S3INJ o4 A%eig1T3UIUQ AB]1/ UO (SUONIPUCD-PUR-SLUBIAL0D A8 |1 Afe1q 1 [l |UO//STNL) SUORIPUOD PUe SWIS 1 8Y} 89S *[9202/70/6T] U0 Ariq1Tauliuo A8|iM ‘AIsieaun puY A 9v9TZ' [WU/Z00T OT/I0p/Woo" A3 (1M Akeiq 1 pul|uoy//Sdiy wolj pepeojumod ‘v ‘5202 ‘¥S8.2rST



FIGURE2 | PRISMA flow chart.

All papers were read by at least two members of the research
team. The general characteristics of studies were collated and
charted, and the extent of bullying was estimated along with the
nature of bullying as per measured outcomes.

4.5 | Synthesis: Collating, Summarizing,
and Reporting the Results

The team members independently produced a summary of the
key findings and observations. A full discussion on all papers
was held by the team leading to iterative assessment. Informed
by a systemic theoretical stance, it became clear that contextual
factors appeared to drive bullying and harassment in these re-
ports. Summaries were subsequently synthesized using a narra-
tive analysis and the key findings identified are presented below.

5 | Results

The general characteristics of studies are first presented, fol-
lowed by a synthesis of studies focusing on the extent and nature
of bullying and harassment, and organizational, structural and
contextual factors.

5.1 | General Characteristics of Studies

Table 2 contains a chart of the data extracted: authors, year of pub-
lication, geographical location, study type/methods, populations,

Identification of studies via databases Identification of studies via other methods
—
5 Records removed before
§ Records identified from* screening: Reﬁgﬁ;g:?gﬁ:gggg‘;n oluded
(3 Databases (n = 661) > Duplicate records removed ) ) _
S - in full text review (n=10)
= (n=25)
s
—
_ !
Records screened on Title and
Abstract R gegosrgg )excluded
(n=636)
Records sought for retrieval | Records not retrieved Records sought for retrieval R Reqords not
o (n=50) > (n=6) (n=10) »| retrieved
£ (n=0)
: '
; '
Full text articles assessed for Full text articles excluded: Full text articles assessed for Full Text
eligibility ——»|  Notabout bullying or eligibility »| articles
(n=44) harassment (n = 11) (n=10) excluded:
Not a Voluntary nonprofit org Not about
(n=10) bullying or
Not academic paper/report (n harassment
=9) (n=4)
e School bullying (n=2)
8 | | Fultextarticles included in
3 review <
E (n=18)

methods, and theoretical base. Seven studies were undertaken in
the United States, five in the United Kingdom, one in the United
States and Canada, three across international NGOs, one in
Australia, and one in Pakistan. There were nine peer reviewed
papers, four reports, four dissertations, and one book chapter.
The samples from empirical studies were staff in nonprofit and
voluntary organizations, or broader nonprofit samples that could
have included nonprofit and voluntary organizations. Two stud-
ies focused on fundraisers and three on international aid organi-
zations. Four of the studies focused on sexual harassment, one
on destructive leadership, while all others focused on bullying.
A range of methods were employed within the studies; documen-
tary analysis (2), interviews (8), focus groups (1), surveys (8), and
case studies (2) with some studies using more than one method.
Less than half (6) of the papers mentioned a theoretical stance.

5.2 | Synthesis: The Extent and the Nature
of Bullying and Harassment

Nine of the 18 articles attempted to measure the extent of work-
place bullying and/or harassment in some manner. These es-
timates, along with definitions, measurement instruments
employed, and any subgroup analysis and outcomes are pre-
sented in Table 3 below.

As can be seen, each study employed a different methodology
and/or instrument. Two measured bullying and harassment
with a behavioral checklist; the Negative Acts Questionnaire
(Einarsen, Hoel, and Notelaers 2009). Three used self-labelling
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| (Continued)

TABLE 2

Theoretical

Population/

Title of
publication

Type of
publication

Author and
year

base

Study aim/research question(s) Methodology

participants

Study location

Routine

Survey employing
NAQ with additional

To investigate the nature and
prevalence of WB, and to explore

Leicester, UK Staff of voluntary

Prevalence and
forms of workplace

Dissertation

Dawood (2008)

Activity

organizations

n

across 29 voluntary

Theory

items about
social isolation,

the utility of “Routine Activity
Theory” (RAT) in explaining WB

178 workers

bullying in the
voluntary sector:

aggression and
sexual harassment.

organizations)

is there a need

for concern?

Qualitative

interviews,
thematic analysis

None given

To measure prevalence of Quantitative survey

Destructive UK 5300 workers across

Conflict in Work

Published

Hoel and

workplace bullying

70 organizations,
including voluntary

report

Cooper (2000)

123 individuals)

(n

questions, two with and one without a definition, one conducted
a qualitative online survey, and one measured perceived bul-
lying culture and related factors as part of a broader review of
staff well-being. Three measured sexual harassment only, and
one measured destructive leadership with an instrument that
included questions on bullying. Three of these articles did not
offer a working definition of bullying.

Comparison, as noted above is challenging. With regard to stud-
ies that focused on bullying, only the Hoel and Cooper (2000)
study can provide a meaningful comparison having surveyed
16 sectors. The voluntary sector subsample of 108 persons
gave a self-labelling rate (with a definition) of 10.7% in the past
6months and 26.7% in the past 5years, compared with 10.6%
and 24.7%, respectively, for the full sample. Self-identified direct
experience of bullying and witnessing of bullying for the 5Syear
time-span was 26.7% and 55.6%, respectively, in voluntary orga-
nizations, compared with 24.7% and 46.5%, respectively, for the
full sample.

Given the variations in both measurement instrument and in
the way in which nonprofit and voluntary organizations have
been sampled, no further comparisons can be offered. However,
estimates overall hover around 20%-30%, which is consistent
with the wider literature, and indicates that the extent of bully-
ing does not appear to be discernibly less in nonprofit and volun-
tary organizations.

With regard to the three studies measuring sexual harass-
ment, different populations, methods, and measures were em-
ployed. The poll conducted in partnership with the UK-based
Association of Fundraising Professionals of 1040 members
who work full or part-time at a nonprofit, or whom have a
fundraising aspect/function to their job, found that “one in five
fundraising professionals describe sexual harassment as being
rampant within their profession” (2), with 26% saying they
have been told about sexual harassment, 16% having witnessed
it and 21% having personally experienced sexual harassment
within the fundraising profession. Regarding gender, 25% of
female fundraisers versus 7% of male fundraisers reported ex-
periencing sexual harassment, and 96% of perpetrators were
male. Thirty-nine percent cited harassment by a colleague,
while 65% of fundraisers who had been harassed said at least
one incident involved a donor. The most frequent form was in-
appropriate sexual comments or unwanted touching or con-
tact. For those who have been harassed, “it is not typically
a one-time occurrence .. 74% had at least two experiences
and 51% had three or more.” (3) (O'Neil and Sandoval 2018).
Similarly, while Spencer did not measure prevalence, in inter-
views with 29 aid workers across a range of international aid
agencies, 50 incidents of sexual abuse or exploitation (SEA)
were described. She presents SEA as rampant across the sector
(Spencer 2016). Jalal reported 93% of their female respondents
reported sexual harassment of some kind, although no break-
down of coercion, unwanted attention or gender harassment
was given. In the absence of any other estimates of the extent
of sexual harassment, this can be taken as indicative of a sub-
stantial problem in the sector.

Across the studies, outcomes of bullying included anxiety, de-
pression, exhaustion, headaches, insomnia, musculoskeletal
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(Continued)

TABLE 3

Measure of bullying or
harassment employed

Definition employed

Population/

Outcomes

Subgroup differences

Witness

Prevalence

in study

sample

Author (date)

n/a 85% of those No significant

Almost 300

Destructive Leadership

Toxic leadership
defined as managerial

471, across

N=

Hitchcock (2015)

relationship
with turnover

experiencing
toxicity were female.
White respondents

respondents
(63%) indicated

questionnaire (25
items) (Shaw, Erickson,

nonprofits in a

incompetence,
threatening, controlling

US city (variety
of nonprofits i.e.,

they experienced

and Harvey 2011)

experienced toxic
leadership at a lower

toxicity, and

had worked
for an abusive
supervisor, and

and illegal behaviors,

including arts,

and physical and
nonphysical abuse that
are intentionally hostile

health, etc.)

rate relative to their
representation in their

sample of 471 staff (i.e.,

the DLQ items

or detrimental to both
individuals and groups

White respondents had

dealing with
brutal, bullying,

a high representation

overall, but lower
experiences of toxic

inconsiderate
and tyrannical

leadership), while
Hispanic respondents
were over-represented

behavior had the

highest means

Note: Term as used in wider literature.

complaints, and panic attacks (Avula, McKay, and Galland 2019;
Dawood 2008). Of note is the observation of O'Hara and Omer,
based on their therapeutic work with staff of nonprofit and vol-
untary organizations, that the negative experiences of people
who have been mistreated in what they term “virtue-driven or-
ganizations” are extreme (2013).

With regard to organizational protection from bullying and ha-
rassment, it is notable that in the first instance, few studies mea-
sured the availability of policies to address bullying, although
several measured or explored how the problem of bullying was
addressed. Dawood found only 19% of her sample reported the
availability of a policy, while 33% did not know (Dawood 2013).
Just over 60% of Hitchcock's respondents who described them-
selves as working under toxic leadership intended to quit
(Hitchcock 2015). While O'Neil and Sandoval (2018) found a
high level of satisfaction with sexual harassment policy cov-
erage (69%), over one quarter (27%) did not take any action
following incidents of sexual harassment, with one quarter of
those who reported incidents having it downplayed or not ac-
tioned and up to 60% stating it was not properly investigated.
Amnesty's supports for bullying were found to be wholly in-
adequate (Avula, McKay, and Galland 2019); 15% of their re-
spondents felt unable to voice opinions about bullying in the
organization without fear of retribution, while Spencer (2016)
found a high level of organizational blindness to the problem of
sexual harassment in NGOs, and the response to be extremely
poor, characterized by diversionary and delaying tactics, com-
partmentalism and poorly thought-out policies:

Sexual harassment policy existsbut...isundermined,
underfunded and overruled ... aid agencies only
engage in efforts to ‘mask over’ the problem and
take action on sexual exploitation and abuse ... only
when the media shines a spotlight on them. Without
media attention the issue is deprioritised. Surface
level work is undertaken—reports are written
and then shelved, policies developed and never
implemented—as a means to prove that action has
been taken whilst not implementing anything or a

practical nature ...
(ibid:2).

In summary our response to the first research question of ex-
tent, methodological differences notwithstanding, bullying ap-
pears to be a problem in nonprofit and voluntary organizations
with at least 20% of staff having direct experience. There is cer-
tainly no justification for the case that nonprofit and voluntary
organizations are at lower risk for bullying or outcomes are any
less severe. Power differentials are important, with the strongest
evidence in respect of gender and sexual harassment. Sexual ha-
rassment seems particularly prevalent, even endemic, in fund-
raising organizations and INGOs, (O'Neil and Sandoval 2018;
Spencer 2016) and is significantly more likely to be perpetrated
by men, on women, consistent with the wider literature (Cortina
and Areguin 2021).

Our second research question explored the systemic fac-
tors; organizational, structural, and cultural that influence
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bullying and harassment in nonprofit and voluntary organiza-
tions. Organizational factors were identified in several stud-
ies. Chesler (2014) found a negative impact on productivity,
team disruption, and morale. The review of staff well-being
conducted in the aftermath of suicides associated in Amnesty
International reported serious management failures; ineffi-
ciencies and mistakes, poor communication, organizational
practices described as “downright harmful” and workload is-
sues, reflecting a lack of trust in the senior leadership team
and a toxic polarization between workers and management
(Avula, McKay, and Galland 2019). A similar litany of deficient
internal processes and procedures, inadequate investigations,
and poor investment in robust protections for staff was out-
lined in the review of the failings of Oxfam GB (Clarke 2021).
However, further to management failures, we identified a
number of systemic factors present in nonprofit and volun-
tary organizations, all of which related to complex pathologies
of power. We present these as four themes: (1) complex and
unique power relations, (2) the exploitation of virtuosity, (3)
the exercise of hegemonic power, and (4) asymmetrical power
and extreme dependency.

5.2.1 | Complex and Unique Power Relations

In addition to the typical power hierarchy in work organiza-
tions, a unique structural feature of nonprofit and voluntary
organizations that emerged in these studies is the complex mix
of staffing such as paid employees and unpaid volunteers, and
in some cases volunteer management boards (Bekkers 2002).
Articles reviewed showed these features had the potential to
exacerbate bullying. For example, Paull and Omari's (2015)
qualitative study focused exclusively on 136 volunteers, where
complex power relations facilitated opportunities for bullying.
Patterns were identified for unique forms of bullying;

The types of bullying events described included:
volunteer on volunteer; volunteer on manager
of volunteers; management
volunteers; Chief Executive Officer on volunteer/s;

committee  on

committee members on committee members; senior
management on volunteers; clients on volunteers;
paid staff on volunteers; volunteers on paid staff;
groups of volunteers on individual volunteers; paid
staff on groups of volunteers; and paid staff on paid
staff. There were also references to parents of club
members, committee executive, and members of the
public and clients as perpetrators. Totally, 20 different

identifiers were ascribed to the “perpetrators”
(Paull and Omari 2015, 248).

Similarly, O'Neil and Sandoval (2018) found at least 13 catego-
ries of perpetrator in the survey of fundraisers, with donors,
colleagues, and Board Members being the most likely to per-
petrate. The mix of paid and unpaid workers seems to trigger
a two-way contextual bullying dynamic with each respond-
ing to the other, for example, instances of volunteers bullying
paid staff or managers by refusing to adhere to guidelines and
demanding the right to vet new volunteers, paid staff bullied

by volunteer management committees into “volunteering”
beyond their paid work hours, or volunteers being bullied
to sign codes of conduct not seen to be applicable to volun-
teering and subjected to autocratic and belligerent behavior
from members of those volunteer management boards (Paull
and Omari 2015; Dawood 2008). The question whether “vol-
unteers” are even covered by organizational policy (as they
are unpaid and not employees) also arose (Beaton, Lepere-
Schloop, and Smith 2021). The relationships between paid
and volunteer staff and paid and volunteer management were
discussed in relation to status and power. Clearly, there are
tensions created when volunteers perceive themselves as more
valuable due to their sacrifice, which prompts them to exercise
power as “moral” workers, but also when management per-
ceives volunteers to be dispensable and free to leave, giving
the managers license to step outside the normal boundaries of
industrial relations. In these instances, nonprofit and volun-
tary organizations can be seen to hold far greater complexity
than other sectors in their power relations.

5.2.2 | The Exploitation of Virtuosity

There were numerous egregious reports of abuse of power,
discrimination, and other unfair treatment and processes
of staff in the reviewed articles. Exploitation is an abuse of
power, where powerful interests exercise power to ensure
their interests are served above the interests or rights of oth-
ers. The number of accounts the survey team for Amnesty
received of “bullying,” “racism,” and “sexism” is disconcert-
ing in the context of the stated mission of the organization—
to protect and promote human rights (Avula, McKay, and
Galland 2019, 30). Spencer's report on sexual exploitation and
abuse in INGOs and Clarke (2021) analysis of INGOs mir-
rored these concerns.

The mission-basis of the work of nonprofit and voluntary orga-
nizations clearly requires mission-attached workers. There were
references in the qualitative studies to passion for the work, that
itis “not just a job,” and represents “something far more psycho-
logically important” (O'Hara and Omer 2013, 173), indicating a
higher order commitment to a cause. However, this commitment
seems to place staff at higher risk for a culture of martyrdom in
which people were allowed, even encouraged to sacrifice their
own wellbeing in the context of “the critical importance of the
work” (Avula, McKay, and Galland 2019, 15), an offensive ex-
ercise of power. Because of their commitment, workers appear
less likely to set healthy boundaries to their work environment,
and that the organization takes advantage of this, allowing staff
to be treated poorly because they “want” to work in this environ-
ment, and that they “should be grateful” to the organization for
providing them with this opportunity. In this way, virtuosity and
ideology are exploited. The adversarial and toxic aspects of cul-
ture were described as beyond normal failures of management
in high-pressure contexts, and as contrasting in a disturbing way
with the organizational purpose. Similarly fundraisers in Beaton
etal.'s study felt they had little choice in the matter when harassed
and because “it is their responsibility to keep the organization's
lights on, to fund colleagues salaries, and to ultimately serve the
disadvantaged” (Beaton, Lepere-Schloop, and Smith 2021, 625).
While virtuosity provides a necessary frame for nonprofit and
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voluntary organizations rarely found elsewhere, the actual pro-
cesses around it give rise to unique abuses of power.

5.2.3 | The Exercise of Hegemonic Power

Hegemonic power refers to a covert, even sinister form of
power. Building on theories of power that describe those
with power subjugating power overtly and visibly over oth-
ers, hegemonic power is power exercised to set the agenda,
or to define the rules of the game. It is exercise involves the
power to decide how issues are conceptualized and therefore
to prevent certain conflicts or problems being even vocalized
or exposed. This is described as hidden power (Gaventa 1980).
Issues raised in a number of the reviewed articles evidenced
hegemonic power.

Vijfeijken (2019), for example described how the nature of the
projects that are the raison d'etre of nonprofit and voluntary
organizations are often difficult social problems which require
complex policy solutions, and in this context leaders with “take-
charge,” even maverick-style approaches may be selected or come
to the fore. These leaders are unconventional as they are not
traditional person-focused follower-based forms of leadership.
Those who enact this leadership style in taking on the architects
of injustice on behalf of clients can then be cast in a “cowboy” or
savior role. Vijfeijken argues that “sustained and persistent lead-
ership behaviors coming out of the individual leadership traits
(so) described send cultural signals to the rest of the organiza-
tion that certain abuses of power may be condoned, if not sanc-
tioned” (Vijfeijken 2019, 3). This defining of the rules of the game
creates a situation “in which abuse of power, including sexual
abuse, is more likely” (Vijfeijken 2019, 3). Where senior leaders
believe such unorthodox approaches are required to address the
mission of the organization, bullying behavior enacted by these
maverick-style leaders, effectively, goes unchallenged.

Also emerging in our synthesis was reference to a “culture of
niceness” (Vijfeijken 2019, 4; O'Hara and Omer 2013), that is
the belief that as an organization with a commitment to social
good or justice, and the promulgation of that conceptualization
of the organizational ethos by those with power. When a non-
profit voluntary organization is threatened by evidence of bul-
lying harassment and other forms of mistreatment and abuse
this creates a dissonance between the culture of niceness, as
articulated in “we are all nice people and we are doing our
best” (ibid) with the reality of abuses of power, bullying, rac-
ism, or harassment as the lived employment experience. This
dissonance is “resolved” by a collective refusal to accept that
bullying and harassment are taking place, driven by the need
to maintain the image of a positive, justice-oriented mission
(Tang et al. 2022), which is an exercise of hegemonic power.
Attempts to expose behaviors contradictory to the cause-basis
of the organization evoke strong defenses, defining them as
nonissues, which then becomes built into institutional narra-
tives and cultural practices (O'Hara and Omer 2013). This ex-
ercise of power resonated with the culture described by Avula,
McKay, and Galland (2019) in Amnesty. O'Hara and Omer
identify lies, distortions of fact and “spin,” silencing or blam-
ing victims, and gag orders as “false innocence strategies,”
which sustain the narrative of innocence while carefully

obscuring the truth. This exposes how the narrative of those
with the greater power will win over the that of the less pow-
erful target, clearly an exercise of hidden or hegemonic power
through controlling the parameters of a discussion (O'Hara
and Omer 2013). As observed by O'Hara and Omer (2013), it
reflects a power, which operates at deepest level of organiza-
tional culture (Schein 2004). They refer to the embeddedness
of a culture of silence (Vijfeijken 2019) where it is particularly
difficult to speak up about toxic workplace behaviors in non-
profit and voluntary organizations (Bekkers 2002), a cultural
reality that involves tacit sanctioning of internal staff abuses
and enables those with institutional power to continue to
define what is a problem and what is not, and to remain in
place and to perpetuate the cycle (Hodgins, MacCurtain, and
Mannix McNamara 2020; Schubert and Boenigk 2019).

5.2.4 | Asymmetrical Power and Extreme Dependency

The work of Beaton, Lepere-Schloop, and Smith (2021) on sex-
ual harassment in fundraisers exposes the power differential
between nonprofit and voluntary organizations and their donor
organizations as a very particular opportunity for exploitation
from asymmetrical power relationships (McLaughlin, Uggen,
and Blackstone 2012). Interviews with 36 fundraisers (31 of
which identified as women) found all experienced some form of
sexual harassment. Fundraisers are typically female, not highly
paid, often with insecure contracts. Their work involves trying
to secure donations from senior players in large corporations or
philanthropic foundations, who are usually powerful men. The
analysis highlights the sexualized context of fundraising events
(in hotels, entertainment venues, etc.), which facilitate expecta-
tions of intimacy, donors’ opportunities to take sexual advantage,
and assumptions of entitlement. Fundraisers experienced limited
agency, feelings of powerlessness, and being in an impossible sit-
uation, characterized by tensions between personal safety, self-
respect, successful fundraising for the cause and keeping their job;

We find that .. (fundraisers) .. may experience
harassment at the hands of resource providers.
Our empirical data suggest that donors use the
organization's dependence on their donation to
sexually harass fundraisers. Donors may even attempt
to coerce sexual favors for their donation. These
donor behaviors put fundraisers in a position where
they must choose between their personal dignity and

the organization's mission
(Beaton, Lepere-Schloop, and Smith 2021, 629).

This study highlights a power imbalance that makes fundrais-
ers particularly vulnerable where being dependent on dona-
tions (Bekkers 2002), the mission-commitment of fundraisers
facilitates a “whatever it takes” effect. Worryingly, Beaton, and
colleagues found employer organizations may knowingly place
fundraisers in unsafe and impossible situations (2021).

The “blind-eying” of sexual harassment of fundraisers who
are predominantly women mirrors the gender inequality and
blindness to gender-based violence in wider society (Hodgins
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et al. 2018). Relatedly, Spencer's account of sexual abuse and
exploitation (SEA) in INGOs exposed gross disregard for the
abuses perpetrated by principally white western men in senior
positions in these organizations towards their own staff as well
as local beneficiaries of the aid program (2016). She reports se-
rious failures in the policy and investigation systems, generally
but also specifically in cases involving national staff. If action
was taken in cases of SEA it was most likely against national
staff and least likely against western staff, interpreting this as
an indifferent reproduction of racial and gender hierarchies in
society, which has the effect of further empowering “western
perpetrators to commit acts of SEA in the knowledge that they
are less likely to be suspects” (Spencer 2016, 19). In this way,
societal inequities can be reinforced rather than challenged by
justice-based organizations.

In summary, our findings have addressed our two initial re-
search questions. We have found considerable data to show that
nonprofit and voluntary organizations have at least the same in-
cidence levels of bullying. The nature of the bullying seems to
be similar to other sectors. For research question two, we have
indeed found a variety of systemic factors relating to power and
culture in the voluntary sector, which appear to mitigate against
the problem being recognized or dealt with effectively. These dy-
namics will be further discussed so that an agenda for research
can be generated.

6 | Discussion

This scoping review aimed to explore the extent and nature of
bullying and the structural and contextual factors that influ-
ence it in nonprofit and voluntary organizations. The 18 articles
found covered a wide range of organizations and populations
affirming the value of a scoping review approach (Arksey and
O'Malley 2005). One contribution has been the employment
of both bullying and sexual harassment in the review (rarely
studied in the same frame in the academic literature), allowing
a clearer view and closer examination of the upstream factors
driving abusive relationships in organizations.

With regard to extent, consistent with the wider literature, we
find considerable variation in approaches to measurement.
Difficulties with comparison notwithstanding, bullying in
nonprofit and voluntary organizations estimates appear to be
broadly similar to those for organizations generally, and there is
no support for a case that nonprofit and voluntary organizations
are protected or low risk for bullying and harassment, given their
core focus on humanitarian and justice. It is likely that sexual
harassment in particular could be a serious problem in the sec-
tor, especially regarding fundraisers who “span” the space be-
tween nonprofit and voluntary organizations and philanthropic
donors (O'Neil and Sandoval 2018; Beaton, Lepere-Schloop, and
Smith 2021) and the complexity of this warrants further inves-
tigation. However, noting the variation and lack of consensus
in approach regarding measuring “prevalence,” and in the con-
text of poor articulation regarding how the terms “voluntary”
and “nonprofit” are understood and employed in sampling, we
argue that additional so-called prevalence studies will not con-
tribute in a meaningful way to future research. The outcomes at
an individual level do not appear to differ discernibly from the

literature generally, although what is striking is that where mea-
sured or explored, organizational response was found to be ex-
tremely poor. While poor response is a well-established finding
in the wider literature (e.g., Hodgins, MacCurtain, and Mannix
McNamara 2020), from this scoping review there is sufficient
evidence that bullying and harassment are not only present in
nonprofit and voluntary organizations but also are not being ad-
dressed, sufficient to argue for a clear focus on understanding
and intervening. Indeed, not to do so in the context of known
damage to individuals and the perpetuation of inequitable struc-
tures can be argued to be an ethical issue in itself.

Management failures that form the context for workplace bul-
lying in organizations were found to be present in these orga-
nizations. However, we also found institutional contextual
features for bullying and harassment dynamics in voluntary
organizations.

Being a nonprofit voluntary organization renders bullying and
harassment particularly complex. We suggest that organiza-
tional, structural and cultural factors influence both the en-
actment of and the poor organizational response to bullying
and harassment, driving a self-perpetuating process involving
pathological technologies of power characterized by complex
power relations, exploitation of virtuosity, and dissonance and
denial arising from the exercise of hegemonic power. They are
likely to completely undermine volunteer proactive behavior
(Rogozinska-Pawelczyk and Sudolska 2024) and even volun-
teer learning which has been shown to be mediated by positive
managerial support (Ma 2025). Furthermore, these technolo-
gies of power have potentially magnifying effects on those who
experience or witness bullying or harassment. The context of
the nonprofit voluntary organization places workers (paid or
volunteer) in a bind, caught between their commitment to the
mission and the “blind-eying” of behavior that is at odds with
this mission, and therefore with limited recourse to redress (e.g.,
Vijfeijken 2019). The findings of this scoping review point to
the development of a model of perpetual organizational abuse,
which could by tested empirically in future studies.

We argue that power dynamics facilitate the enactment of bully-
ing and prevent bullying being surfaced and addressed. Bullying
or harassment can manifest through the potential for the emer-
gence of maverick leadership styles (Vijfeijken 2019), which ac-
commodate a level of aggression and norm violation effective in
some ways for emergency response projects, but dysfunctional
in normal office settings or staff interactions. Where workers ex-
perience abuse from such leaders, they may find themselves in
a difficult even conflicted or dissonant position regarding label-
ling the abuse and reporting it. Commitment to the mission of
workers may lead them to tolerate or disregard bullying from an
“organizational hero.” Management may similarly protect such
“heroic” leaders from reprimand if their leadership style segues
into bullying or harassment, as they are perceived as critical to
the mission (Vijfeijken 2019). Relatedly, an exploitation of virtu-
osity can occur where the mission-commitment of workers leads
to them being taken for granted and makes it hard for them to
set boundaries on over-work, challenge (dis)respectful behavior,
or lodge a complaint. In this way, power is being exercised to
define what is and is not bullying, in an exploitative manner.
This exploitation of virtuosity may have the effect of workers
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not being taken seriously if they raise issues of bullying, thus
normalizing bullying, as found in the Amnesty investigation
(Avula, McKay, and Galland 2019). These dynamics both facili-
tate bullying and also act as inhibitors for appropriate response
and redress. Together these inhibitors prevent, off-set or limit
complaints effectively silencing targets and witnesses (Avula,
McKay, and Galland 2019).

The public image of a nonprofit and voluntary organization
includes external relational goods (Mannarini, Pozzi, and
Marta 2024) and is critical insofar as it relies on external fund-
ing from the state and/or donor organizations (Tang et al. 2022).
While commercial organizations stand to experience possible
loss of profit with publicly known bullying cases causing repu-
tational damage, for nonprofit and voluntary organizations rep-
utational damage could lead to obliteration, arresting funding
streams or state support. Our synthesis exposes this disturbing
and highly potent aspect of organizational context as a strong
inhibitor for nonprofit and voluntary organizations to acknowl-
edge bullying and harassment or deal with it. This can be seen
most clearly in Beaton, Lepere-Schloop, and Smith's (2021)
study where complex dependencies and power dynamics facil-
itate a situation whereby having to deal with unwanted sexual
attention and even sexual coercion were seen as part of the job,
implying employers' complicity in effectively closing off avenues
for redress.

Poor organizational response stems from a deep need to main-
tain amyth of innocence in the context of public image, described
as an “organizational shadow” (O'Hara and Omer 2013), sug-
gesting shades of awareness. Central to the dynamic interplay
of factors facilitating bullying and preventing action to prevent
or sanction it is a contradiction between “virtuous-organization-
identity” and the abuse or exploitation of staff. This contradic-
tion drives robust dissonance-reducing organizational defenses
such as misrepresentation, distortion, and deceit, including the
silencing and even blaming of victims. As such, the problem
becomes obfuscated and distracts from potential intervention.
Hence, we see the whole context as one of perpetuating harass-
ment and bullying.

In addition to highlighting the need to explore the dynamics of
a self-perpetuation cycle, the review raises the issue of moral
inversion, where despite the commitment to dismantling in-
justice and supporting disenfranchised populations, by not ad-
dressing bullying and harassment in their staff, nonprofit and
voluntary organizations are ensuring that power remains in the
hands of those who are already powerful (typically White, west-
ern men), and as such reinforces or maintains social inequity
(Spencer 2016).

These contextual power dynamics, we argue, have two import-
ant effects. Given that bullying has a negative impact on health
(Nielsen and Einarsen 2018), and denial and inaction on the
part of the organization has been observed to more damaging
that the bullying experience in and of itself (Ferris 2004), the
extreme defensiveness and denial exposed in this review of the
nonprofit and voluntary sector is likely to have a particularly
negative impact on workers who experience or witness it, given
their personal value system and commitment to the organiza-
tion mission. “Sense-making” in this context is likely to be very

difficult, as noted by O'Hara and Omer (2013), and is very likely
to exacerbate worker injury and damage. This clearly warrants
further investigation.

Second, because defensive strategies both reduce dissonance
and are driven by economic dependency, they are powerfully
effective at keeping the dysfunctionality of bullying and ha-
rassment “alive and well,” creating a powerful self-perpetuating
cycle. While these complexities and contextual factors are pa-
thologies of power, which create a culture of tacit sanctioning of
bullying and harassment in wider society as well as within any
one organization, they are important to acknowledge as they
provide clues as to effective intervention. Does a narrative that
insists on a myth of innocence, or on “doing what it takes” to
secure funding for disadvantaged groups or communities in fact
maintain a damaging exploitative dynamic as well as serving
the interest of the powerful in society?

7 | Conclusions and Recommendations

A scoping review offers the potential to signpost gaps in the
literature where the evidence base can be strengthened. The
charting of the 16 articles here revealed a clear bias towards
English speaking populations, indicating a need for more nu-
anced study embracing wider cultural reach and investigation.
The limitations this westernized focus places on insights into
bullying and harassment has been observed (e.g., D'Cruz and
Noronha 2021) and is particularly relevant given the interna-
tional reach of NGO aid organizations. It is evident too, that
greater clarifications should be provided regarding the type of
organization sampled, to facilitate a more refined field of study.
The UN classification, for example, could be utilized to struc-
ture research.

Further to these recommendations, we conclude that bullying
is present in nonprofit and voluntary organizations at least at
the same or higher levels as other sectors. Although the nature
of the work undertaken by nonprofit and voluntary organiza-
tions gives them the skills to see and deal with situations of
injustice and ill-treatment in clients, internal bullying and
harassment appear to remain rarely challenged. Sexual ha-
rassment appears to be a serious problem in the sector, espe-
cially regarding fundraisers and staff in receipt of aid in host
countries and their clients. Given the problem generally with
estimating prevalence of bullying and harassment and compar-
isons across sectors (Leon-Pérez, Escartin, and Giorgi 2021),
including the delimiting of the third sector within it (Salamon
and Sokolowski 2014), further prevalence studies are unlikely
to add value to the literature.

We argue that it is more useful now to explore how the dynamics
of bullying in nonprofit and voluntary organizations could be
utilized to find entry points for intervention, rather than further
so-called prevalence studies. Our research has found a suite of
factors underpinned by pathological power dynamics; denial,
deceit, and dissonance, which together stabilize the presence
of bullying and harassment in voluntary organizations. Such
dynamics need to be disrupted for intervention to occur. With
regard to sexual harassment in INGOS, the extreme polarization
of power between donors and management on one hand and
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local aid workers and volunteers and the risk of perpetuating in-
equity rather than reducing it should be prioritized for analysis.

We recommend that future research should focus on contex-
tual factors and the extent to which these create a toxic self-
perpetuating dynamic. Ethnographic methodologies should be
considered for this purpose. We note the potential for exploring
how a contrasting self-perpetuating dynamic such as that re-
ported by Rogozinska-Pawelczyk and Sudolska (2024) in which
inclusive leadership and a positive psychological contract in
nonprofit organizations are both directly and positively associ-
ated with proactive work behavior.

We recommend exploring in more detail the experiences of
people who have been bullied and harassed. Sector findings
show contradictions inherent in the organization's mission
and it is behavior and how this plays out vis-a-vis the work-
er's own commitment to the ideals of the work exacerbating
stress and dissonance at individual and organization levels
(Avula, McKay, and Galland 2019). O'Hara and Omer (2013)
also argue that the impact on the health and well-being of tar-
gets of bullying will be particularly severe, as they will have
extreme difficulty with “sense-making” accounted for by the
dissonance we have labeled. The people they interviewed used
the word evil, a narrative they argue is justified by the trauma
these experiences cause, evoked when there is no way to make
sense acts or experiences, and invites further discussion (ibid).
Further exploration could usefully include those who stay and
those who leave. This would allow us to see how sense-making
operates (or not) and how and in what way volunteers and staff
are damaged.

Relatedly, given that the inclusion of volunteers and volunteer
management boards increases the complexity of power relations
by adding a layer to the hierarchy, complicating relations, with
the possibility of inversions, exploring differences between vol-
unteers and paid workers in the context of mistreatment would
facilitate a greater understanding of further nuances of power
relations in the context of bullying and harassment.

Noting the paucity of theoretical approaches to research con-
ducted we recommend heighted engagement with the theoreti-
cal literature. Beaton et al.'s deployment of resource dependency
theory, for example, could be extended to the developing of a
model self-perpetuation reinforced by external dependencies
and power relations including both internal dynamics and ex-
ternal boundary spanners relations.

The review is consistent with the systemic theoretical perspec-
tive (Johnson 2011). Bullying in voluntary organizations is em-
bedded in a larger societal system. Critical to the problem is the
ripple effect of donor dependence, which induces silence and
inaction (e.g., Clarke 2021). Nonprofit and voluntary organi-
zations can find themselves in impossible situations; account-
able to a particular moral code internally and to service users,
but also reliant on donor organizations who may not share the
same value base (e.g., Beaton, Lepere-Schloop, and Smith 2021).
Further research could explore how fundraising and philan-
thropic donations could be influenced or regulated extend-
ing Bekkers's (2002) accreditation perhaps into the removal of

hospitality and sexualized environments by channeling funds
through centralized clearing houses.

Finally, we note an absence in the literature regarding the pro-
tection (or not) of volunteers in terms of employment contracts
nor other legal safeguards afforded paid employees. The over-
representation of female staff and the increased risk of sexual
harassment points to a need to consider feminist methodologies
(as used by Beaton, Lepere-Schloop, and Smith 2021) and not
to assume a gender-neutral perspective in researching nonprofit
and voluntary organizations.

While our starting point, seeking to use nonprofit and volun-
tary organizations' capability to prevent and tackle bullying
and harassment has been shown to be optimistic, the poten-
tial nevertheless remains. Research to understand the complex
dynamics could lead to better release of nonprofit and vol-
untary organizations' focus and energy, but this time to help
themselves.
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