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ABSTRACT 

 

 This study sought to identify the prevalence of workplace bullying within domestic and 

sexual violence organizations and how this work hazard impacts anti-violence advocates. Three 

questions were investigated: (1) Do domestic and sexual violence victim advocates experience 

workplace bullying within domestic and sexual violence organizations? (2) Does workplace 

bullying contribute to domestic and sexual violence victim advocate burnout? (3) If advocates do 

experience workplace bullying, in what ways do advocates experience the phenomena in their 

organizations? Data was collected from 55 advocates throughout the United States and Canada. 

55.6% of the respondents reported workplace bullying experiences occurring within the last 10 

years of their careers. Most often, supervisors were found to be bullies. Instances of racism and 

homophobia contributed to advocate bullying experiences as did a lack of support from Boards 

of Directors.  Advocates also indicated instances of bullying occurring from organizational 

community partners. The study found that over 70% of respondents indicated that exposure to 

bullying did contribute to their career burnout. Several advocates shared that they had left the 

field of domestic and sexual violence victim advocacy altogether due to their bullying 

experiences. Various forms of workplace bullying tactics found on the modified Duluth Power 

and Control Wheel for workplace bullying were identified by the respondents. This research 

suggests the urgent need for increased awareness of workplace bullying within the domestic and 

sexual violence victim service industry, leadership training, and organizational policy change to 

address protecting advocates. Keywords: domestic violence, sexual violence, workplace bullying, 

advocate, burnout 

 

 



 

iii 

 

 

DEDICATION 

This thesis stands as a testament to the support, inspiration, and encouragement I have received 

from domestic and sexual violence victim advocates who not only inspired the research but also 

left an indelible mark on my life and on those whose lives have been made better because of their 

work. Thank you Dearhearts.  

 

…And to anyone ever told, “College isn’t for everyone.”  

 

  



 

iv 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I am immensely fortunate to be surrounded by a village of family, friends, co-workers, 

teammates, teachers, acquaintances, and even strangers who have played a pivotal role in making 

my life the success that it is. So many times, I have been blessed to have you step in and provide 

help, kind words, love, guidance, and opportunities that have made my life incredible. Words 

cannot express my gratitude for your belief in me. I would not be who I am without you.  

 

To everyone who has been on the Self-Care For Advocates journey since we began in 2014- 

thank you. Our efforts have made and continue to make a difference.  

 

My heartfelt appreciation goes out to my circle of past and present academic mentors. I so 

appreciate my professors, my University of Alabama 2021 cohort, and friends whose guidance 

and insights have shaped the trajectory of this research. Special thanks to Dr. Jacqueline Trask, 

Dr. Stephanie Hansard, Dr. Nicole Ruggiano, and Andrea Patten-Bienemann. In particular, many 

thanks to my committee members- Dr. Curtis Davis and Dr. Hannah Scott- for their invaluable 

contributions that have enriched the depth and quality of this thesis and my academic journey. 

 

To my children, Kelton, Phin, and Mally- You are my princes of Maine, my kings of New 

England. And finally, to my husband and partner, Bunny. Your unwavering support and 

unyielding belief in both me and the significance of my work have made so much of this even 

possible. I love you, and it is my problem.  

 

  



 

v 

 

CONTENTS 

Copyright Trace Fleming-Trice, 2024 ............................................................................................ ii 

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................... ii 

DEDICATION ............................................................................................................................... iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................... iv 

LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................... vi 

LIST OF FIGURES .................................................................................................................. vii 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................... 1 

CHAPTER 1 – REVIEW OF LITERATURE .............................................................................. 13 

Figure 1 .................................................................................................................................... 18 

CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................ 23 

CHAPTER 4: RESULTS .............................................................................................................. 38 

Table 1 ...................................................................................................................................... 38 

Table 2 ...................................................................................................................................... 39 

Figure 2 .................................................................................................................................... 41 

Table 3 ...................................................................................................................................... 53 

CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK ............................................................ 59 

Figure 3 ........................................................................................................................................ 60 

References .................................................................................................................................... 65 

APPENDIX I: IRB APPROVAL .................................................................................................. 81 

APPENDIX II:  CITI CERTIFICATION ...................................................................................... 82 

APPENDIX III: SURVEY QUESTIONS ..................................................................................... 83 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

vi 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table 1: Participant Demographics………………………………………………………………36 

Table 2: Locations of Participants When Taking the Survey …………………………………... 37 

Table 3: Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel Bullying Tactics Experienced by 

Advocates ………………………………………………………………………………………. 49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

vii 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure 1: Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel ……………………………….…….  18 

Figure 2: Types of Advocates Participating in the Study ….…………………………………... 40 

Figure 3: Jobs Demands-Resources Model …………………………………………………….. 58 

 

 

  



 

1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

A Case Study, “Jess” 

 Jess had been looking for steady full-time employment since separating from her 

husband, who was abusive to her. When a position opened at her local domestic and sexual 

violence program, it seemed like a good fit for her. Jess loved people and had always been good 

at problem-solving. She had worked part-time in a nonprofit crisis center for many years 

previously and felt her skills were adequate to handle any crisis that might arise. She had been 

warned by a friend who also worked in the agency that some of the workplace dynamics were 

unpleasant. The friend also told her the pay was low and the benefits were not up to par with 

other agencies in the community. This did not dissuade Jess. She knew every organization had its 

quirks and she’d do a great job advocating for clients. 

When she was hired, Jess immediately set to work with the shelter clients. She often went 

above and beyond with shelter household tasks and data entry and spent longer than some of the 

other advocates visiting with the clients or on crisis calls. Her immediate supervisor warned her 

to maintain healthy boundaries to avoid burnout. This was difficult for Jess as she felt that this 

work was what she was meant to do. She volunteered for additional duties such as community 

outreach events and being on-call at night to meet sexual assault victims at the hospital when 

needed. She felt good when a client did well and even felt pride when she had been a part of the 

client’s success. Jess found that people in her personal life were starting to ask her questions 

about her work, even asking advice on issues related to domestic or sexual violence.  

After about a year, she was working, in some capacity, almost constantly. She was not 

sure exactly when she began to start feeling fatigued, but signs of burnout had begun to show. 

Jess didn’t allow herself to focus too much on her own needs, as it felt like someone else always 
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needed her attention.  In staff meetings, she was becoming recognized as an important asset to 

the organization. The praise boosted her confidence and desire to grow into a larger role, 

perhaps even a supervisory position.  

After three and half years of near-constant exposure to advocacy work, it was very 

evident that Jess had burnout, but she continued to push herself. She was often recognized in the 

community as a “go-to” advocate. She attempted some self-care when she could but didn’t like 

to talk about what she was experiencing for fear that someone would think that she wasn’t up to 

the job she took so much pride in. The burnout was compounded when the agency experienced a 

partial loss of grant funding. This led to layoffs and the restructuring of roles within the 

organization. Jess was given the role of “lead advocate,” which included all her prior work plus 

some supervisory responsibilities, adding to her mental and emotional strain. The slight pay 

increase she received was helpful as the rent of her apartment had gone up.  

At first, Jess felt confident in this new position, but as she began to use some autonomy 

with the team, her methods were questioned by her new supervisor, Sam. Until Jess’ promotion, 

the two had a friendly relationship, working together on several special projects and activities 

for the shelter. Now, Sam became openly annoyed with Jess. Several times, Jess felt that Sam 

was teasing her or outright making fun. When Jess attempted to remind Sam that she was a 

survivor of domestic violence and was uncomfortable with teasing, Sam became defensive and 

told Jess she was being too sensitive and should “learn to take a joke.”  

As the months went by, Sam became increasingly more difficult to work with. When they 

were alone in the office, she was more critical of Jess.  Some days, she gave “the silent 

treatment” to Jess but later acted as if everything was fine. Jess started to feel like she was 

walking on eggshells. Sam’s behavior consistently reminded her of how things were sometimes 
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with her ex-husband. She never knew how Sam would treat her on any given day. When Jess 

overheard Sam laughing with one of Jess’ peers and saying snidely, “I just don’t like Jess. I 

can’t respect a ‘pick-me’ girl,” Jess decided that it was not her business whether Sam liked her 

and tried to shake off the hurt and embarrassment she felt over the comments. Privately, Jess 

acknowledged that her burnout symptoms were becoming more severe the longer she was 

around Sam.  

When an awareness event goes poorly, due to decisions made by Sam, Jess is blamed. 

Sam spoke harshly to Jess in front of three staff members supervised by Jess. Embarrassed, Jess 

decided enough was enough and made an appointment to speak to the executive director as the 

agency had no official human resources department. The meeting did not go well. The executive 

director was distracted during the meeting. She said to Jess, “Bad employees always weed 

themselves out,” and suggested that Jess just needed to figure out a way to handle Sam’s 

“jealousy.” The supervisor offered to allow Jess to move office spaces so that she and Sam were 

not so close together. Thinking this would help, Jess accepted a smaller office space on a 

different floor than Sam’s. Weeks later, things had not improved. When she returned to the 

executive director to discuss the situation, she called Sam into the meeting. When Sam was 

confronted, she denied there was any conflict on her end and that Jess had been unpleasant to 

her. The executive director told both Sam and Jess that they needed to “get along and get to 

work,” and said that if they didn’t, “there’s the door.” After the meeting, Sam was even more 

hostile, and Jess felt even more uncomfortable, unsupported, and unsure of what to do.    
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The Problem 

 

Despite findings of the deep commitment to the mission of the work that advocates in 

domestic and sexual violence organizations, anti-violence advocates face barriers to job retention 

and job satisfaction that are rooted in their occupational experiences with burnout and position-

level factors (Wood et al., 2017). The author of this thesis spent close to two decades working in 

the anti-violence field and saw firsthand the dichotomy advocates face between their 

commitment to serving a meaningful cause and the toll that takes on their emotional well-being. 

During her advocacy tenure, she experienced harmful workplace dynamics that involved burnout 

and workplace bullying and struggled with how these dynamics were not appropriately 

addressed. Personal and academic evidence of burnout (Crivatu et al., 2023; Figley, 2002; 

Maslach, 2003; Maslach & Leiter, 2006) and workplace bullying from other advocates 

throughout North America led her to begin to seek out evidence that could support the creation 

of interventions. Surprisingly, while much information could be found involving advocate 

burnout, little was found that directly connected workplace bullying to the issue. This thesis 

seeks to close some of the gaps in our current understanding of the experience advocates in 

domestic and sexual violence programs have with workplace bullying and to consider if this 

workplace phenomenon may have an impact on advocate burnout.       

 

Purpose of the Study  

 

The purpose of the “Domestic and Sexual Violence Victim Advocate Experiences With 

Workplace Bullying and Burnout” Survey was to test the hypothesis that anti-violence victim 

advocates working in domestic and sexual violence organizations are experiencing workplace 

bullying. Further, if workplace bullying is occurring in these organizations, do advocates 
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consider workplace bullying to contribute to any burnout symptoms that they may be 

experiencing? Lastly, if found, workplace bullying dynamics identified by the modified Duluth 

Power and Control Wheel will be reviewed. These dynamics include using coercion and threats; 

using intimidation; using emotional abuse; using isolation; minimizing, denying, blaming; using 

co-workers; using employer privilege; and using economic abuse (Scott, 2018).  

Research Questions 

Research Question 1:  

Do domestic and sexual violence victim advocates experience workplace bullying within 

domestic and sexual violence organizations? 

Research Question 2:  

Does workplace bullying contribute to domestic and sexual violence victim advocate burnout?  

Research Question 3:  

If advocates do experience workplace bullying, in what ways do advocates experience the 

phenomena in their organizations?  

 

Significance of the Study 

 Workplace bullying has a connection to employee burnout in numerous professions, yet 

little is known about how this connection presents itself in domestic and sexual violence 

programs and victim advocates’ work experiences. Learning more about this area may serve to 

fill in missing gaps in our existing literature on anti-violence advocate burnout and support 

current efforts to improve policies that directly affect the advocate workforce.  
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Definition of Terms 

 

The Domestic and Sexual Violence Advocates 

For this study, “advocate” is defined as trauma-informed professionals directly engaged 

in the fields of domestic and sexual violence victim advocacy.  Domestic and sexual violence 

advocates provide support and service to gender-based violence-related crime survivors and are 

strongly connected to their support of victims and to their organizations' efforts to end violence 

(Bemiller & Williams, 2011; Brown & Yoshioka, 2004; Kolb, 2014; Voth Schrag et al., 2022). 

Working in a variety of settings within the justice, community, and political systems (Babin et 

al., 2012; Benuto et al., 2018), advocates help survivors with informed decision-making while 

providing emotional support, counseling, and crisis intervention and mitigation of critical 

barriers for survivors as they navigate the criminal justice system (Benuto et al., 2018; Moylan et 

al., 2015; National Center for Victims of Crime, 2012). If this definition resonated with the 

participants, they were encouraged to participate in the study.  

Advocates in the domestic and sexual violence fields are typically female, Caucasian, 

college graduates, between the ages of 22 and 55 years of age and those in direct service 

maintaining an annual salary range between $20,000 and $50,000 annually in the United States 

(Wood et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2019). Advocates often experience erratic work hours and may 

have their home life interrupted consistently by the nature of survivor needs and organizational 

expectations. Consistently, advocates are some of the most at-risk employees for burnout and 

compassion fatigue (Baird & Jenkins, 2003; Bride, 2007; Busch-Armendariz et al., 2010; 

Slattery & Goodman, 2009; Wies, 2008; Wood, 2017, Wood et al., 2019).   
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Burnout 

Burnout is a well-documented phenomenon that is often associated with working in the 

helping professions. The burnout experience has universal indicators such as emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and feelings of reduced personal accomplishment and/or 

professional insufficiency (Benuto et al., 2019; Boyas et al., 2012; Harker et al., 2016; Livne & 

Goussinsky, 2018; Maslach et al., 2001; Matilde et al., 2013; Wagaman et al., 2015). Burnout is 

not directly linked to exposure to traumatic material and is more likely to emerge gradually in an 

employee as the pressure of work demands increases (Adams et al., 2008; Cetrano et al., 2017). 

Advocates experience high caseloads and long hours coupled with low resources such as limited 

benefits, low pay, and few organizational resources (Bemiller & Williams, 2011; Cayir et al., 

2021) and this can all play a significant role in an advocate’s risk for burnout. Some known 

mitigating factors for advocate burnout include self-care and clinical supervision (Maslach et al. 

2012; Newell & MacNeil, 2010; Watcher et al., 2020) and social support (Houston-Kolnik et al., 

2021). Advocates working in organizations with non-hierarchical power structures that allow for 

shared power in the forms of diversity, autonomy, and consensual decision-making among 

leadership and employees are also better protected from burnout (Slattery & Goodman, 2009; 

Watcher et al., 2020).  

 

Workplace Bullying 

A 2021 study conducted by the Workplace Bullying Institute found that an estimated 48.6 

million Americans are bullied in their workplace, with 61% of bullies targeting someone of their 

gender (Namie, 2021). Though a single definition of workplace bullying has yet to be 

determined, it predominantly refers to the persistent and systematic exposure of repeated 



 

8 

 

negative and aggressive behaviors over a sustained amount of time in the workplace where the 

target(s) or bystanders (Cassie & Crank, 2018; Trepanier & et al., 2015) are unable to defend 

themselves (Einarsen et al., 2011; Livne & Goussinsky, 2018; Rousseau et al., 2014). 

Inappropriate behaviors such as incivility and social undermining may occur in the workplace, 

but these actions typically are ambiguous in their intent to harm the target and may be of low 

intensity (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018).  Aggressive behaviors attributed to workplace bullying are 

often considered to include emotionally abusive actions (Whitaker, 2012) such as mobbing, 

gaslighting, coercion, yelling at, putting down or insulting, using emotionally intimidating 

nonverbal behaviors, discrimination, ridicule, covert and non-covert criticism, hostility, 

sabotage, the undermining of reputation (McDonald et al., 2015, Yamada, 2008) or threatening 

someone with physical violence (Rousseau et al., 2014) and can in extreme cases, include actual 

physical assault or sexual assault.  

 

Delimitations 

Geographical Boundaries: This study was confined to North America, limiting the scope to 

anti-violence advocates specifically living and working in Canada, the United States of America, 

and Mexico. Factors unique to this area will be examined, and findings will not be generalized 

beyond these boundaries. 

Time Constraints: The investigation covered the period from August 2023 to October 2023. 

Events or developments occurring outside this temporal range were not considered.  

Participant Demographics: The study specifically targeted those who identify as anti-violence 

advocates working (or who have worked) in domestic and sexual violence victim 

advocacy/service organizations and who live and/or work within the boundaries of North 
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America excluding other demographic groups. This may be problematic for advocates who may 

work within these organizations and identify as an “advocate” yet only work within specific 

settings of the agency and identify as a specific type of advocate, such as a “child advocate” or 

“community outreach specialist” or “prevention educator.” Those who participated in the survey 

were asked to further self-identify as to if they had experienced workplace bullying and/or 

burnout. This deliberate selection allowed for a more in-depth analysis within the identified 

subgroup. 

Methodological Limitations: This research should be considered a study in part of a study 

series, as further research is necessary to develop our understanding of this subject matter. In this 

study, questions were used from the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory and a previous study 

developed and conducted by Dr. Hannah Scott for her research involving workplace bullying 

identified by a modified version of the Duluth Power and Control Wheel (Scott, 2018).  The 

survey utilized for this study included quantitative questions throughout with qualitative 

questions also provided to provide nuance of the advocate experience. This study will draw on a 

combination of Likert scale responses and qualitative data to illustrate domestic violence and 

sexual assault advocates’ experiences of workplace bullying. Alternative methodologies will not 

be explored. This study aims to provide a detailed examination within the chosen methodological 

framework.  

Theoretical Limitations: The Jobs Demand-Resources (JD-R) theory was utilized when 

developing this study. JD-R theory focuses attention on employee health, well-being, and 

performance that are impacted by the experience in their workplace, regardless of the sector of 

the industry they are in. The theory abides that there are two categories of job characteristics: job 

demands and job resources. Job demands are associated with psychological or physiological 
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costs that the worker experiences (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017; Demerouti et al., 2001; 

Tummers & Bakker, 2021) while doing their job and this can lead to burnout. Advocates 

experience high demands in their workplaces (i.e. heavy case load expectations and frequent 

exposure to crisis situations) with limited resources (i.e. low pay, benefits, and organizational 

resources) so it is logical to anticipate that they may experience burnout during their careers 

(Bemiller & Williams, 2011). In this study, workplace bullying is explored as a job demand that 

may be contributing to advocate burnout.   

Language Constraints: The analysis was conducted in English, and materials in other 

languages were not included. Though this might have hindered the experiences of some 

advocates in predominantly non-English speaking areas of North America, this limitation 

ensured a focused examination of relevant sources within the linguistic scope of the researcher. 

Technological Constraints: The study utilized the Qualtrics 2024 program provided by The 

University of Alabama for data collection and analysis. Statistics were also developed using the 

IBM SPSS Statistics 29 software. Technological advancements beyond the scope of these tools 

will not be considered.  

Budgetary Constraints:  The research was done with no funding, relying on resources provided 

by The University of Alabama, Self-Care For Advocates, and the researcher herself. This lack of 

funding limited the extent of data collection and analysis.  

Assumptions 

The following assumptions were made regarding this study:  

1. Academic evidence supports the understanding that many advocates will experience 

burnout symptoms at some point during their tenure in the anti-violence workforce (Baird 

& Jenkins, 2003; Bride, 2007; Busch-Armendariz et al., 2010; Slattery & Goodman, 

2009; Wies, 2008; Wood, 2017, Wood et al., 2019). This suggests that advocates may 
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have at least one burnout symptom when they participate in the study. Having burnout 

symptoms was not a participation requirement for the study.  

2. Though there is little current academic evidence to support that workplace bullying is 

occurring within domestic and sexual violence victim organizations, there are academic 

accounts that it does occur within high-stress organizations (Cassie & Crank, 2018; 

Giorgi et al., 2015; Kim et al. 2019).  

3. Advocate experiences are highly nuanced due to the nature of crisis and trauma.  

4. Advocates who participated in the workplace bullying section of the survey will be 

familiar with the Duluth Power and Control Wheel, even with the modifications made to 

reflect workplace bullying.  

5. Responses reported from the survey will be reliable due to questions being provided by 

the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory and from Dr. Scott’s research which both are reliable 

and show validity.  

6. The advocates provided honest feedback on their experiences.  

 

Organization of the Thesis 

 

 In Chapter 2, an assessment of the literature on advocate experiences with burnout and 

workplace bullying will be provided. This will provide insight into workplace bullying, and how 

imbalances of power in the domestic and sexual violence movements have contributed to the risk 

of burnout for advocates. Chapter 2 also provides some background on the theories that provided 

the framework for the study. Chapter 3 discusses the study’s methodology more 

comprehensively by addressing the research process. Information will be provided on the 

research framework and will show how the data collected addresses each of the three research 

questions. To complete the chapter, an analysis of the data will be provided for each research 
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question. Research findings from the analysis will be provided in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 concludes 

the thesis and provides discussion and recommendations for further research.  
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CHAPTER 1 – REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The prevalence of workplace bullying in numerous professions has been well-

documented. The phenomenon of workplace bullying affects nearly half of all workers in the 

United States (Goodboy et al., 2017; Lutgen-Sandvik & Fletcher, 2013). Behaviors associated 

with workplace bullying can be subtle or overt (Samnani & Singh, 2012) and are used with the 

intent to humiliate and intimidate the target of the abuse (Cassie & Crank, 2018; Smith, 1997). 

These behaviors can include (but are not limited to), withholding information that is critical to 

one’s work, ostracizing the target of bullying, gossiping, verbal put-downs, insults, teasing 

criticism of work, excessive monitoring of work, excessive and/or unrealistic workloads, 

belittling, acts of aggression, and ridicule in meetings (Cassie & Crank, 2018; Hutchinson et al., 

2010; Samnani & Singh, 2012; Rouse et al., 2016; Scott, 2018; Van Heugten, 2012). Repetition 

of negative behaviors over a sustained timeframe is a critical feature in bullying (Cassie & 

Crank, 2018; Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Leymann, 1996; McAvoy & Murtagh, 2003; 

Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2002; Smith, 1997; Zapf & Gross, 2001). Isolated, one-time negative 

behaviors in the workplace would not constitute workplace bullying (Cassie & Crank, 2018).  

High-stress occupations such as nursing (Kim et al., 2019) and working within social 

service organizations seem to report this harmful behavior frequently (Cassie & Crank, 2018; 

Enosh & Tzafrir, 2015; Jayaratne & et al., 2004; Koritsas & et al., 2010; Macdonald & Sirotich, 

2005; Ringstad, 2005; Shier & et al., 2016; Whitaker, 2012; Winstanley & Hales, 2008, 2015; 

Zelnick et al., 2013). With an increase in aggressive bullying behaviors in the workplace, the 

delivery of client services suffers from employees’ absenteeism, fewer hours worked, a decrease 

in work performance, a reduction of job satisfaction, lowered morale, higher turnover rates, and 

burnout (Cassie & Crank, 2018; Cayir et al., 2021; McDonald et al., 2015).  Workplace bullying 

carries over into the employee’s personal life; evidence has shown that the connections to 
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burnout and aggressive workplace behaviors correlate to romantic relationship dissatisfaction 

(Gharibi Khoshkar et al., 2020). Employees exposed to constant stress caused by workplace 

bullying experience a higher risk for cardiovascular health issues, specifically hypertension, 

heart disease (Kim et al., 2019; Sauer & Mcoy, 2017), and angina (Hamblin et al., 2016; Kim et 

al., 2019; Laschinger et al., 2010). Persistent mental health issues are also directly connected to 

workplace bullying. Targets of workplace bullying, as well as those who witness it, have been 

known to report depression (Hodgins et al., 2020; Niedhammer et al., 2006), including post-

traumatic stress-like symptoms, suicidal ideation, anxiety, lowered self-esteem, and higher stress 

levels both inside and outside of the workplace (Scott, 2018).  

 

Imbalance of Power  

The most recent generation of domestic and sexual violence organizations can trace their 

lineages to the Second Wave Feminist Movement with their efforts to not only bring attention to 

the horrors of domestic and sexual violence but also to organize programs and develop services 

for survivors (Poskin, 2007). These early organizations often saw decentralized, non-hierarchical 

power structures where decision-making, job roles, and salaries were equitably shared (Slattery 

& Goodman, 2009; Thomas, 1999). Over time, as governmental funding was established to 

support the organizations’ efforts, power-sharing diminished, and more traditional, hierarchical 

structures became the norm. This shift moved the domestic and sexual violence workforce to 

provide more professionalized services but did cause infighting among advocates who were 

comfortable with the shift and those who wanted to maintain the feminist ideals of empowerment 

(Goodman & Epstein, 2008; Schechter, 1982; Slattery & Goodman, 2009; Wies, 2009).   
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Historically, advocacy movements have seen survivors of domestic or sexual violence 

become advocates and provide services to other survivors while fulfilling a variety of roles in 

their organizations (Wies, 2008; Wood, 2017). There is evidence to suggest that more than 50% 

of staff at interpersonal violence organizations are survivors of some type of gender-based 

violence (Bemiller & Williams, 2011; Choi, 2011; Slattery & Goodman, 2009; Wood, 2017). 

While advocates who are also survivors have reported feeling disempowered or experiencing a 

“loss of value” when sharing their survivor status with coworkers (Wilson & Goodman, 2021), 

there is no current evidence to show if an advocate’s victim status makes them more susceptible 

to workplace bullying. Current information is conflicted as to whether an advocate’s victim 

status increases their risk of suffering from secondary traumatic stress or burnout (Choi, 2011). 

Regardless, workplace bullying appears where power imbalances exist (Cassie & Crank, 2018; 

Cowie et al., 2002; Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Smith, 1997). It can be hypothesized that given 

the frequency of power imbalances found within domestic and sexual violence organizations, 

bullying will be found within such workplaces.  

Workplace bullying should not be seen as solely behavioral issues among staff members 

but rather as an organizational systems issue (Salin et al., 2020; Tuckey et al., 2019; Tuckey 

et.al, 2022). Of the articles reviewed about domestic and sexual violence organizations, not one 

focused solely on workplace bullying. However, advocates working in these fields have reported 

that a lack of autonomy, micromanagement by supervisors, feelings of disappointment and 

powerlessness after witnessing abusive power dynamics within their organizations, and a deep 

concern for abusive workplace dynamics are considered detriments to working with their clients 

(Cayir et al., 2021). Additionally, multiple academic researchers have called for domestic and 

sexual violence organizations to share power with their employees to support burnout mitigation 
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(Cayir et al., 2021; Choi, 2011; Crivatu et al., 2023; Dichter et al., 2020; Frey et al., 2017; Jirek, 

2020; Nnawulezi et al., 2019; Slattery & Goodman, 2009; Wilson & Goodman, 2021; Wood et 

al., 2017). 

A 2023 report on advocate compensation from the National Network to End Domestic 

Violence further found that those in positions of power within these types of organizations are 

not only paid higher wages but often are white women who have been able to maintain power in 

their roles due to generational wealth and institutionalized racism within the anti-violence 

movements (NNEDV, 2023). The presence of microaggressions based on an advocate’s race, 

sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, or disability within domestic and sexual violence 

organizations was found to have higher levels of advocate compassion fatigue (Voth Schrag et 

al., 2022), an emotional workplace hazard often directly related to burnout. This supports 

evidence found in a study of Texas-based advocates on occupational stress and turnover; 

advocates with higher turnover intention were identified most often as African Americans with 

higher burnout scores and lower satisfaction with their organization’s supervision (Wood et al., 

2017). Previous evidence states that minorities report negative acts in the workplace at a higher 

rate than other groups (Cassie & Crank, 2018; Shier et al., 2018; Van Heugten, 2010).  Limited 

evidence has been found that addresses what domestic and sexual violence organizations are 

doing to specifically mitigate workplace bullying or to dismantle abusive power dynamics within 

their organizations. The reviewed articles yielded no information on specific training being 

provided by state domestic or sexual violence coalitions on these issues either.  
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Of all social service professionals, domestic and sexual assault advocates arguably have a 

considerable stake in better understanding the power dynamics within their organizations. It is 

important to again note that bullying must include an imbalance of power between the bully (or 

bullies) and the target of the behavior (Cassie & Crank, 2018; Cowie et al., 2002; Einarsen & 

Skogstad, 1996; Smith, 1997). Power imbalances may come from a supervisor with power being 

used against a subordinate or may occur between individuals with equivalent lateral 

organizational power, like colleagues where only some of the areas of power are used but either 

way, the target ends up feeling powerless (Cassie & Crank, 2018).  Bystanders witnessing the 

power imbalance may also begin to feel helpless as the bully’s power grows over time, thus 

lowering the likelihood of them speaking out to defend the target(s) (Ng et al., 2020).  

In academic works, advocates have drawn parallels between workplace bullying 

dynamics and the tactics described in the Duluth Power and Control Wheel, a frequent training 

tool and resource used to explain gender-based violence (Cayir et al., 2021). The Duluth Power 

and Control Wheel identifies power and control as the abuser’s primary goal, which is 

maintained by using various methods of violence and intimidation against their victims. 

Arguably, equality within this type of relationship would be difficult. Advocates have described 

abusive behaviors occurring often when there was an imbalance of power between themselves 

and a supervisor and that their (the advocate’s) dedication to the anti-violence movement and 

their client's welfare was often used as a manipulative tool of the abusive supervisor (Cayir et al., 

2021). This is interesting as it supports tactics used by workplace bullies found in the adaptation 

of the Duluth Power and Control Wheel (see Figure 1) that reflects workplace bullying (Duthie, 

2012; Scott, 2018). Where the Duluth Power and Control Wheel identifies the use of children 

and male privilege, the workplace bullying version identifies the use of employer privilege and 
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the use of colleagues; both use intimidation, emotional abuse, isolation, minimizing, denying, 

blaming, using economic abuse, and using coercion and threats  (Domestic Abuse Intervention 

Programs, 2017; Duthie, 2012; Scott, 2018) as tactics used by abusers to establish control and 

maintain power over their victims. Social workers have reported feelings of “bewilderment” and 

a recognition of abusive workplace behaviors after the fact when they have reviewed the adapted 

workplace bullying Power and Control Wheel (Scott, 2018; Van Heugten, 2012).  

Figure 1 

Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel  

 

(Scott, 2018) 
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The Job Demands-Resources Theory supports the connection of these factors when 

considering workplace bullying and employee burnout as it brings attention to demands and 

resources in the work environment (Livne & Goussinsky, 2018; Lesener et al., 2019).  In this 

context, workplace bullying creates a huge additional emotional demand on the already strained 

employee. As they struggle to cope with organizational demands and tasks, the employee may be 

more likely to experience burnout. Having resources available for the employee that can offer 

increased control in the workplace may enable the employee to mitigate emotional strain or 

better cope with workplace bullying (Livne & Goussinsky, 2018). Increased control can be tied 

to the employee’s ability to push back against workplace bullying or remove themselves from 

emotionally unhealthy situations. Increased control is also connected to autonomy, another 

emotional resource. Autonomy supports the staff member’s ability to make decisions about their 

work and instills confidence and trust in their coworkers, leadership, and the organization. The 

development of trust in organizations has been found to help reduce job stress and develop 

collaborative and supportive work environments (Barczak et al., 2010; Park et al., 2020; Yang & 

Lau, 2019).  

Self-care is a protective factor that may benefit advocates in helping to support the 

mitigation of burnout. Studies have shown that self-care can predict long-term work motivation 

and advocate productivity and organizational functioning (Cayir et al., 2021; Choi, 2011; 

Maltzman, 2011). However, insisting only on individualized self-care puts the responsibility for 

safety and well-being solely on the advocate (Scott et al., 2023) and does not shine a light on the 

organizations’ significant role in also providing protective factors (Cayir et al., 2021). Studies 

have consistently concluded that organizations are responsible for ensuring that better practices 

are implemented to support employees experiencing workplace bullying (Trepanier et al., 2015) 



 

20 

 

and burnout. With advocates’ salaries tending to be low and often dependent on grant funding, 

members of this workforce may not have access to health insurance or other benefits that could 

make it easier for them to invest in their mental and physical wellness (NNEDV, 2023). 

Turnover intention and job satisfaction among the sexual violence advocate workforce improve 

as advocate salaries increase. This suggests that this may be enormously beneficial for 

decreasing overall advocate turnover and increasing efforts for advocate wellbeing and morale 

(Wood et al., 2019).  

 Regarding workplace bullying, various mitigation efforts should be considered when 

addressing advocate burnout. It is suggested that anti-violence advocates be provided agency 

resources, policies, practices, and educational skills training that encourage self-care and 

community care (Benuto et al., 2019; Cayir et al., 2021), comfortable physical working 

environments (Choi, 2011), training, positive professional social supports, and high-quality 

supervision (Frey et al., 2016).  Increased levels of advocate autonomy and control (Awa et al., 

2010; Benuto et al., 2019; Cayir et al., 2021; Wood et al., 2019;) are also suggested as protective 

factors. Unfortunately, in organizations where workplace bullying is present, employees may not 

have access to these types of support or feel unsafe to request them.  

Literature on workplace bullying recommends multi-faceted approaches to respond to 

employee safety that may be helpful for domestic and sexual violence organizations to consider 

when planning workplace abuse mitigation or prevention efforts. Use of the Social-Ecological 

Model for Prevention may be an appropriate way to do this as the model maintains that 

prevention efforts must take place at the individual, peer, organizational/community, and societal 

levels for change to be successful (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022; Dahlberg 

& Krug, 2002, Kim & Lee, 2024). For context, at the individual level of the Social-Ecological 
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Model, the focus for violence prevention strategies focuses on changing an individual’s beliefs 

and behaviors about using violence. The individual’s beliefs and behaviors are reinforced or 

influenced by the second level that centers on interpersonal relationships such as peers or 

coworkers and their attitudes about using violence. The third level centers organizational and 

community support in making changes that reduce violence. In this level, prevention efforts 

would include making safer spaces for advocates to work and train and would put an emphasis 

on addressing reasons for violent behavior is taking place. At the fourth and final level, macro 

approaches are used to address policy efforts that speak to promoting new social norms about the 

use of violence. Organizations should be encouraged to move to this model and away from an 

individualized or victim-blaming approach to support collective community-care practices. Such 

outlooks are more holistic and help shift the organizational culture to one that supports anti-

bullying values. Leadership should invest in policies and procedures that address the 

normalization and tolerance of aggressive behaviors in the workplace (Cassie & Crank, 2018; 

Enosh & Tzafrir, 2015) and encourage peer-to-peer collegiality and mentorship support (Decius 

et al., 2019; Valentine et al., 2020; Van Heugten, 2012). Organizations should foster healthy 

communication practices for confidential reporting of workplace bullying (Valentine et al., 2020) 

by victims and bystanders and make allowances for constructive feedback from supervisees to 

organizational leadership on issues surrounding their workplace experiences to support non-

hierarchical practices (Cayir et al., 2021 

Ultimately, there is a multitude of academic evidence about the phenomenon of 

workplace bullying that directly connects it to negative consequences for workers, including 

burnout. Academic evidence is also widely available on burnout and other emotional work 

hazards that can be attributed to social service work, including that of anti-violence advocates 
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working within domestic and sexual violence programs. Emerging evidence suggests that power 

imbalances within these organizations exist and contribute to unhealthy working conditions for 

anti-violence advocates. Yet, there is little academic material available regarding workplace 

bullying, specifically occurring within domestic and sexual violence agencies. Any connections 

between the abusive power and control tactics found on the Duluth Power and Control Wheel’s 

workplace bullying adaptation and abusive workplace behaviors within these organizations 

should be further explored. In so doing, evidence may be found to contribute to the mitigation of 

advocate burnout and to support safer working experiences for advocates throughout the anti-

violence movements.  
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY 
 

This research study seeks to better understand if workplace bullying is taking place in 

domestic and sexual violence organizations and if so, how it is contributing to advocate burnout. 

Further, if workplace bullying was identified as occurring within domestic and sexual violence 

organizations, the study sought to establish which tactics were being used by the bullying against 

the bullied.  This chapter provides a detailed description of how this study was conducted and is 

broken down into the following sections: Study design, data source, protection of human 

subjects, measures, and statistical analysis.  

Study Design 

Chapter 3 focuses on the methodology used during the “Domestic and Sexual Violence 

Victim Advocate Experiences with Workplace Bullying and Burnout Survey” which was 

conducted in the Fall of 2023.  As both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods were 

used to explore advocates' experiences with workplace bullying and burnout more 

comprehensively, a mixed methods approach was used. The study’s structure was in three parts. 

First, demographic data was collected. Secondly, use of the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory’s 19 

questions on burnout (Kristensen et al., 2005) were used to establish advocate burnout 

experiences. Lastly, questions were used from Dr. Hannah Scott’s research into the validity of 

modifications of the Duluth Power and Control Wheel (Scott, 2018) to reflect tactics used by 

bullies in workplace bullying situations. In this section, advocates were also asked to share any 

additional information on their personal experiences with workplace bullying and burnout. This 

method was chosen to capture the nuances of the advocate's experience with burnout and to 

establish if workplace bullying did occur in domestic and sexual violence programs.  
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This study asked three research questions. The first question was designed to establish if 

domestic and sexual violence victim advocates experience workplace bullying within their 

organizations.  

 Research Question 1:  

Do domestic and sexual violence victim advocates experience workplace bullying within 

domestic and sexual violence organizations? 

The second question was developed to better understand if there was a correlation 

between workplace bullying and advocate burnout if workplace bullying did exist within 

advocate organizations.   

Research Question 2:  

Does workplace bullying contribute to domestic and sexual violence victim advocate burnout?  

The third, and final question, of the study sought to expand our knowledge of tactics 

being used by bullies within advocate organizations if workplace bullying did occur.   

Research Question 3:  

If advocates do experience workplace bullying, in what ways do advocates experience the 

phenomena in their organizations?  

Data  

 Data was collected for this study by a three-part, 94-question survey. The first part of the 

survey asked for demographic information. Questions asking about age, race, gender, and 

residency were provided. Questions on the length of time in the advocacy profession and their 

current role were included. The survey participants were also asked to identify the specific type 

of advocate that they identified to attempt for a more comprehensive understanding of the 

advocates’ job roles within their organizations.  
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Which field(s) best describes your current job role?  

Domestic Violence Victim Advocacy-In a Shelter Program  

Domestic Violence Victim Advocacy- In a Community Services Office  

Domestic Violence Victim Advocacy- Case Management  

Domestic Violence Prevention Educator  

Domestic Violence Program Director  

Gender-Based Violence Counselor/Therapist  

Rape/Sexual Violence Victim Advocacy- Crisis Program Setting  

Rape/Sexual Violence Victim Advocacy- SANE (Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner) 

Rape/Sexual Violence Prevention Educator  

Rape/Sexual Violence Program Director  

Gender-Based Violence Court Advocate  

Child Advocate in a Domestic Violence Shelter Setting  

Domestic and/or Sexual Violence Coalition Staff  

Volunteer in a Domestic or Sexual Violence Advocacy Program  

Other Form of Anti-Violence Victim Advocacy 

 

The second part used the open-sourced, 19-question Copenhagen Burnout Inventory 

(Kristensen et al., 2005) for information regarding advocate burnout experiences. The 

Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (CBI) is designed to measure burnout in three separate areas: 

personal burnout, work burnout, and client burnout to allow for a holistic assessment of the 

practitioner’s experience with burnout while in the workplace.  
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Section A of the CBI reviews personal burnout which can be defined as a state of 

prolonged physical and psychological exhaustion (Kristensen et al., 2005). Questions in the 

section include:  

• How often do you feel tired?  

• How often are you physically exhausted?  

• How often are you emotionally exhausted?  

• How often do you think:” I can’t take it anymore”?  

• How often do you feel worn out?  

• How often do you feel weak and susceptible to illness?  

A Likert scale of “Always”, “Often”, “Sometimes”, “Seldom”, “Never/Almost Never” is used 

with this section.  

 Section B of the CBI seeks information on workplace burnout which is defined as the 

state of prolonged physical and psychological exhaustion that is perceived as related to a 

person’s work (Kristensen et al., 2005) using the following questions:  

• Is your work emotionally exhausting? 

• Do you feel burnt out due to your work?  

• Does your work frustrate you?  

• Do you feel worn out at the end of the working day? 

• Are you exhausted in the morning at the thought of another day at work? 

• Do you feel that every working hour is tiring for you? 

• Do you have enough energy for family and friends during leisure time? 
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A Likert scale of “Always”, “Often”, “Sometimes”, “Seldom”, and “Never/Almost Never” is 

used with this section. A Likert scale of “To a very high degree”, “To a high degree,” 

“Somewhat,” “To a low degree,” “To a very low degree” is also used.  

 In the third part of this section, client burnout is addressed. Client burnout is referred to 

as a state of prolonged physical and psychological exhaustion, which is perceived as related to 

the person’s work with clients (or patients, students, children, inmates, or other kinds of 

recipients) (Kristensen et al., 2005). Questions in this section include:  

• Do you find it hard to work with clients?  

• Do you find it frustrating to work with clients? 

• Does it drain your energy to work with clients? 

• Do you feel that you give more than you get back when you work with clients? 

• Are you tired of working with clients? 

• Do you sometimes wonder how long you will be able to continue working with 

clients? 

A Likert scale of “Always”, “Often”, “Sometimes”, “Seldom”, and “Never/Almost Never” is 

used with this section. A Likert scale of “To a very high degree”, “To a high degree,” 

“Somewhat,” “To a low degree,” “To a very low degree” was also used.  

To learn about advocate experiences with workplace bullying, Dr. Hannah Scott’s survey 

questions from her research on the validity of the Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel, 

a modified version of the Duluth Power and Control Wheel (Scott, 2018) helped to gather 

information regarding potential workplace bullying tactics that advocates might be experiencing.  
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Questions for this section included:  

Have you been a victim of workplace bullying in the last 10 years?   

This question used the Likert scale that included, “Yes,” “Maybe,” “No,” “I do not know,” and 

“Do not choose to answer.” If the participant chose “yes,” “maybe,” or “I do not know” they 

were asked additional questions. If their responses were “No” or “Do not choose to answer” they 

were immediately sent to the final qualitative questions area. 

 

If yes, when thinking about the workplace bully and the experiences you had with this 

person, is this workplace bully at your current workplace? 

This Likert scale for this question included: “Yes,” “No,” “Unsure,” and “Prefer not to answer.” 

 

We understand that bullying can happen over the span of a working career. How many 

workplace bullies have you had since you entered the workforce? 

Participants for this question were allowed to key in the number of bullies they may have had 

during their careers.  

 

How long has this specific workplace bully engaged in bullying behavior in years? 

Participants were also allowed to indicate the number of years to respond to this question.  

 

Are you still being victimized by this workplace bully? 

Participants answering this question were given the following Likert scale: “No,” “Occasionally” 

or “Yes, all the time.” 
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 The following questions focused on workplace bullying tactics and used the same Likert 

scale. Their potential response choices included: “Not applicable,” “Never.”, “Rarely,” 

“Sometimes,” “Often,” or “Always.” 

Has the person you identified as a bully ever...  

• Excessively monitored your workplace tasks?  

• Threatened or intimidated you with disciplinary procedures?  

• Threatened or intimidated you with compliance policy and/or procedures? 

• Used verbal or non-verbal threats? 

• Damaged any of your personal/professional property?   

• Created undue pressure on you to produce work? 

• Set deadlines that were impossible to achieve? 

• Made attempts to humiliate you in front of your colleagues? 

• Made persistent and unjustified criticisms of your work? 

• Undermined your integrity?   

• Used destructive innuendo and sarcasm?  

• Made inappropriate jokes about some aspect of your personality?  

• Called you names or used derogatory language to refer to you?   

• Teased you? 

• Withheld information necessary for you to do your job? 

• Froze you out, excluded, or ignored you in conversation?  

• Only talked to you when others were present.  

• Shifted goals/objectives/mandates without telling you? 

• Denied you a promotion for which you were well-qualified?  
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• Suddenly took areas of responsibility away from you. 

• Threatened to terminate your employment?   

• Threatened to reduce your pay?  

• Withheld pay until a task was carried out to their expectations?  

• Forced/coerced you to participate in volunteer work outside company time for 

the employer? 

• Refused you opportunities for training? 

• Refused to grant you some form of leave (medical, parental, unpaid leave of 

absence, etc.)? 

• Undervalued the work you did?  

• Made persistent attempts to demoralize you? 

• Dismissed any work complaints you thought were very important? 

• Blamed you for poor work performance when it was clearly their fault? 

• Made attempts to belittle and undermine your work? 

• Had co-workers assigned your work tasks, instead of having them come from 

management? 

• Threatened to terminate other co-workers if your work was not done to the 

bully’s liking?   

• Spoke to coworkers about you in a negative way? 

• Have you been bullied by coworkers?   

• Have you been bullied by clients? 

• Have you ever felt that someone in your organization treated you like a servant, 

rather than an employee?  
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• Has an employer assigned work without input from employees, often without 

consideration of their needs. 

• Has an employer taken your ideas/work product and claimed them as their own? 

• Has a member of your organization ever threatened you personally with 

physical violence? 

• Has a member of your organization ever threatened you personally with sexual 

violence? 

• Has a member of your organization ever threatened you with dangerous work 

assignments? 

• Has a member of your organization made inappropriate jokes about how you 

look or your body?  

• Have you been assigned unnecessarily dangerous work? 

• Has a member of your organization asked you to engage in illegal activity in the 

course of your employment? 

• Has a member of your organization ever touched you in a physically 

inappropriate way?  

• Has a member of your organization touched you in a sexually inappropriate 

way? 
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Additional questions in the section did not use a Likert scale but instead provided a 

variety of responses the participants could choose from.  

Thinking about the worst workplace bully you have had; we would like to know a little 

more about that experience. Below are a series of questions that ask about specific 

instances that you may have experienced. When thinking about the actions of the 

workplace bully, which of the options below best describes who this bully was to you?  

The bully was: 

Your direct boss/supervisor  

Your boss’ boss or supervisor  

A co-worker/colleague  

A person who is someone you supervise  

A group of co-workers (not including your supervisor)  

A group of co-workers (including your supervisor)  

Prefer not to say Other (please specify)  

 

If you attempted to stop the bullying or get support, did you… Click all that apply.  

Try to talk to the bully and get them to stop their bullying behavior.  

Try to talk to the bully’s immediate supervisor.  

Report the bullying behavior to Human Resources.  

Report the bullying behavior to your union representative.  

Reported this bullying behavior to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 

Try to organize co-workers/colleagues to stand up to this bully. 
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Who else did you speak to about your bullying experience? Click all that apply.  

Members of your family  

Your family doctor  

A counselor or therapist  

The police  

Friends  

Other coworkers?  

Someone else  

A representative of my organization's board of directors  

A representative of my state's domestic or sexual violence coalition  

I did not speak to anyone about this situation 

 

Also, in Part Three of the study, additional inquiries were made to gather data aimed at 

investigating whether advocates believed if there was a connection between their exposure to 

workplace bullying and any experienced career burnout since becoming an advocate. The study 

participants were specifically asked about whether they had undergone any training related to 

workplace bullying in their capacity as an advocate. This section also used a qualitative approach 

by featuring open-ended questions. These questions encouraged participants to share their 

thoughts and experiences regarding various aspects of their workplace dynamics, burnout, and 

workplace bullying. By considering these aspects, the study attempted to capture the nuances 

that might provide a deeper understanding of the advocate’s perceptions within the context of 

advocacy and workplace interactions. These questions included: 
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Do you believe that exposure (directly or as a witness) to workplace bullying contributed 

to any career burnout you've experienced since becoming an advocate?   

Strongly disagree 

Disagree  

Somewhat disagree  

Neither agree nor disagree  

Somewhat agree  

Agree 

Strongly agree 

I have not experienced burnout since becoming an advocate  

Not applicable  

I choose not to answer 

 

Have you received any training on workplace bullying in any context since becoming an 

advocate?  

None at all 

A little  

A moderate amount 

A lot  

A great deal  

Not applicable  

Choose not to answer 

 

Do you believe that workplace bullying is underreported in domestic and sexual violence 

victim advocacy organizations? 
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Definitely not 

Probably not  

Probably yes  

Definitely yes 

 

Two qualitative questions were used to conclude the survey: 

 

Is there anything else that you would like us to know about your experiences with 

workplace bullying within your organization? 

 

Is there anything that we have missed in this survey in terms of advocate burnout or 

workplace bullying in domestic or sexual assault victim service organizations? Do you 

have any comments on the survey itself that you would like to share?  

 

Participants 

The survey participants were limited to those who identified as domestic or sexual 

violence victim advocates living and/or working in North America. Participants were recruited 

using a snowballing method by first releasing recruitment information electronically to all the 

current domestic violence and sexual assault coalitions in North America. The recruitment flier 

was further shared on social media and through efforts connected to the nonprofit, Self-Care For 

Advocates.    

 From August to October 2023, 79 participants responded to the survey from the United 

States and Canada. Participants were removed from the study if they were outside of North 
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America. Participants were additionally removed from the study if they did not fully respond to 

questions in both parts A and B. This left 55 participants for the final sample. An additional 

reduction of the sample occurred when participants who did not identify as experiencing 

workplace bullying were also removed from the Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel 

questions. This section had a max of 39 participants.   

Protection of Human Subjects 

 No personally identifying information was asked of participants of this study. All data 

collected in the pursuit of this study are kept anonymous and confidential. No names or other 

identifying information were asked for. All information collected for this study has been kept on 

a password-protected private laptop and will be deleted appropriately upon completion of the 

study. Informed consent information was provided to each of the study participants before they 

began the survey (listed as Question 1). Participants were informed that they may opt out of the 

study at any point with no penalty. Absolutely no identifying information has been included in 

the study to protect the participants' anonymity. Information on workplace bullying and burnout 

was also made available upon request if an advocate experienced any negative or triggering 

feelings while participating in the study.  

Measures 

This study used a mixed methods design to address the research questions at hand. To 

answer Research Questions 1-3, descriptive statistics were derived from the collected 

quantitative data, which were later supported using the qualitative data provided by the 

participants. Using a holistic method allowed for a nuanced exploration of the advocates’ 

experiences, capturing both numerical trends and qualitative insights. In doing this, it provided a 
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deeper understanding of the context and contributed to a more comprehensive interpretation of 

the results. 

Data Analysis 

The study was conducted using The University of Alabama’s approved surveying 

software, Qualtrics 2024. After the study, the collected data was reviewed and refined to 

maintain accuracy and consistency. The IBM SPSS Statistics 29 program was used to analyze 

the datasets in addition to Qualtrics 2024. 

Conclusion 

Chapter 3 has presented the methodology for the collection of data for this study that 

seeks to first identify if workplace bullying is indeed occurring in domestic and sexual violence 

programs. The study also seeks to better understand if advocates believe that their burnout is 

affected by their exposure to workplace bullying and to see how workplace bullying tactics are 

exhibited in these organizations. Chapter 4 will discuss the research findings of the study. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

Statistical data analysis was conducted for this study using SPSS Statistics 29 and the 

Qualtrics 2024 programs. All findings should be considered preliminary. This study is part of a 

series of research.  

Table 1 depicts the average age of the advocates participating in the study was 40 years 

old. While no male advocates participated, 52 female identifying advocates and 3 non-

binary/third gender did. Those participating in the survey were overwhelmingly Caucasian. 

Table 2 shows advocates from Alabama and Virginia were most represented in the study. 2 

advocates from Canada (Nova Scotia and New Brunswick) were represented. No advocates from 

Mexico participated.  

Table 1 

Participant Demographics   

   N % Mean Std. 

Dev 

Range 

        

        

Age   52  40 11.76 48 

Gender  Male 

Female 

Nonbinary/Third 

Gender 

0 

52 

3 

0% 

94.5% 

5.55% 

   

Race American 

Indian/Alaska 

Native 

Biracial 

Asian/White 

Biracial 

Hispanic/White 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

3.6% 

 

3.6% 

 

3.6% 

   



 

39 

 

 

Black or African 

American  

 

White 

 

 

3 

 

45 

 

 

5.5% 

 

81.8% 

 

Note: These numbers are significant as they are in line with previous academic reporting on 

advocate demographics that found that advocates are typically female, Caucasian, and between 

the ages of 22 and 55 (Wood et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2019).  

 

 

Table 2 

Participant Location at Time of Survey (N=55) 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid AL 13 23.6 

AZ 1 1.8 

CA 1 1.8 

CO 1 1.8 

CT 1 1.8 

FL 1 1.8 

GA 1 1.8 

IA 1 1.8 

IL 1 1.8 

KS 3 5.5 

MA 1 1.8 

MD 1 1.8 

MI 2 3.6 

MN 2 3.6 

NB 1 1.8 

NC 1 1.8 

NE 1 1.8 

NH 3 5.5 

NS 1 1.8 
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NY 2 3.6 

OH 3 5.5 

OK 1 1.8 

SC 1 1.8 

UT 1 1.8 

VA 7 12.7 

VT 1 1.8 

WA 2 3.6 

Total 55 100.0 
 

Note: Recruitment for the survey was done online using social media and through contacting 

domestic and sexual violence coalitions throughout North America.  

 

Due to the nuanced nature of domestic and sexual violence victim advocacy, participants 

were allowed to choose which field(s) best described their current job role. This allowed for 

multiple choices to be made but created a challenge for coding. Figure 2 depicts the categories 

that emerged from the data collected. They included: “domestic violence only advocate,” “sexual 

violence only advocate,” “possible dual DV/SV or gender-based victim advocate,” and 

“unclear.” Domestic violence-only advocates represented the largest professional classification 

of participants in the survey at 35.8%. Possible dual advocates or gender-based victim advocacy, 

represented the next largest group at 31.1%. Sexual violence-only advocates represented 22.6%. 

9.4% of those participating indicated that they worked in some form of “other anti-violence 

advocacy” and were placed in the “unclear” category.   
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Figure 2 

Types of Advocates Participating in the Study (N=53) 

 

 

 

 

 Research Question 1:  

Do domestic and sexual violence victim advocates experience workplace bullying within 

domestic and sexual violence organizations? 

 Of the 55 advocates who participated in the survey, 55.6% responded that they had 

experienced workplace bullying in the last ten years of their careers. 14.5% of advocates 

provided a “maybe” response and “5.5%” stated that they did not know. 23.6% responded with a 

negative, that they had not experienced workplace bullying in the previous ten years. Advocates 

participating in this section of the study reported an average of 3 bullies throughout their 
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working careers. Further, 28.6% reported they were still working with their bully while 64.1% 

stated that they were no longer working within the same organization as the bully. In terms of 

what role the bully held within the organization, advocates most often indicated that their bullies 

were those in positions of authority such as a supervisor at 43.6%. Co-workers were also 

indicated at 23.6%.  

Leadership as Bullies   

In several instances, advocates shared feelings of mistrust of those in leadership and 

anger or frustration at their organization’s Board of Directors members they felt were not 

supportive or appropriately responsive. 

“I think it’s particularly difficult when the bully is the one in charge, especially when they 

are the only person who has control of everything. At my organization, we were not 

provided with policies or information regarding who to contact if we had a grievance 

with the [Executive Director]. Also, in my case, the bully wasn’t a bully to everyone - it’s 

as if she knew what she could get away with and with whom. She targeted colleagues that 

were more reserved and less likely to push back” Respondent 13, Female, Age: 41, Race: 

White, Domestic Violence In-Shelter Advocate.  

 

“The Executive Director (bully) was terminated a little over a year ago. Her unhealthy 

bonds with some of the staff caused everyone to quit but me. I stayed to keep the 

organization afloat and maintained the 24/7 safe line, mobile advocacy, and community 

wellness program until new staff could be hired and trained. I had issues with the former 

[Executive Director] prior to her termination. She made a highly inappropriate comment 
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towards what I was wearing in front of the entire staff. A week later she apologized to me 

when I was alone in the office with her and only after I made a comment to another staff 

member about it. I discovered a lot more questionable behavior after she was gone, 

including recently learning that we have a bereavement leave in place that she took 

advantage of when her father passed, only to note that 4 months later, my father passed 

and I was not told about the leave I had available” Respondent 49, Female, Age: 54, 

White, Domestic Violence Program Director.  

 

“I left the organization as a result and don't know if I would ever encourage others to 

work there. I also no longer trust members of the Board of Directors as they did 

NOTHING to address the issues except praise the [Executive Director] and give her 

raises when employees weren't receiving fair compensation” Respondent 15, Female, 

Age: 52, White, Dual DV/SV Advocate.  

 

“She [the Executive Director] has had numerous NDA settlements for sexual harassment. 

She refuses to change her behavior and creates a hostile work environment. Numerous 

employees over the years have contacted board members and nothing has ever been done. 

Board meetings are private, and staff are not allowed to attend them” Respondent 18, 

Female, Age: 43, White, Unclear Advocacy Type.  
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Racism, Homophobia, and Leadership 

In some cases, the advocate also spoke about racism, ableism, and a lack of support for those 

with Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer/Questioning, Intersex, Asexual, Two-Spirit, and 

beyond (LGBTQIA2S+) identities creating unsafe working conditions that contributed to their 

negative experiences.  

“Everyone higher up than I was a part of the issue. Multiple advocates reported the issues 

to the board, but nothing was done because the executive director is good at getting 

donations in our community. [There also was] racism, homophobia, ableism” Respondent 

14, Female, Age: 33, Biracial (Hispanic/White), Unclear Advocacy Type.   

 

“…the Executive Director of the agency routinely engages in racist and homophobic 

behaviors and then denies being racist or homophobic” Respondent 18, Female, Age: 43, 

White, Unclear Advocacy Type.  

 

“I’m a Queer survivor who worked for a Catholic organization. I came out to my 

immediate supervisors whom were first supportive. They approved a project where I lead 

focus groups with Queer survivors. After the data was shared with leadership, the 

organization started taking a “political” [stance] which was the main driving force before 

I left. The leadership also took the model I created for the focus group to recreate with 

populations they were okay working with without giving me credit. Now that I’m gone 
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and many other tenured advocates are, my former supervisor, now program manager, 

trash-talks us to current employees. The program manager makes it so advocates feel 

“this is the best job I can get” and “there’s nothing else I can do” to keep them. Along 

with isolating advocates from life nets out of the organization (e.g. advocates who left). 

Because of the program manager’s management… the organization is not a strong staple 

in the community anymore. Word on the street in the nonprofit world is “stay far away 

from there.” So, they haven’t hired anyone in months and are probably at risk of 

closing/shutting down within the next few years. I talked to our state’s coalition, 

[redacted], about this but the few people I did have since left, and now the Executive 

Director has retired, too” Respondent 29, Non-binary/Third Gender, Age: 29, White, 

Rape/Sexual Violence Victim Advocacy- Crisis Program Advocate.  

 

Bullying From Community Partners 

Unexpectedly, advocates also experienced workplace bullying in the form of working 

with community partners. In these cases, law enforcement was identified as targeting advocates.   

“I was bullied by a co-worker and a member of the Sheriff’s department who is a close 

community partner that required communication on a regular basis. Both individuals are 

in a romantic relationship together and I believe my co-worker shared my concerns with 

their partner to make the bullying worse” Respondent 46, Female, Age: 27, White, Dual 

DV/SV Advocate.  
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 One advocate who did not identify as being bullied in her workplace did describe hostile 

experiences with law enforcement officers in her community contributing to her burnout 

experience.   

“…I feel the closest to any possible "bullying" through county office system partners, 

namely law enforcement off the top of my head. In my experience, in a rural area with 

less than 20 officers in the entire county, it very much depends on who you happen to talk 

to. Some officers clearly don't take clients seriously and therefore me for taking the client 

seriously and I feel responsible for making sure they do their job with no way to enforce 

it. I've had officers be outright rude and dismissive or not do their due diligence to 

investigate/write a report to the prosecutor… Burnout while working with clients through 

various emotions is common, there is also burnout from trying to have amicable 

relationships with law enforcement” Respondent 6, Female, Age: 25, Biracial 

(Asian/White), Dual DV/SV Advocate.  

 

Advocate Bullied by Clients 

 Advocates expressed that it was rare to experience workplace bullying where a client was 

the bully, it did sometimes occur. Advocates discussed having been exposed to various forms of 

sexual violence (stalking, sexual harassment, and groping) by clients. In these occurrences, the 

advocate had to advocate for themselves to appeal to their leadership for support in addressing 

the issue. Advocates experienced negative outcomes with leadership addressing the issues and 

efforts for corrective action were challenging. In two incidents, the advocates reported that their 
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organization’s Board of Directors was made aware of their situations by the advocate. One 

advocate left her position after a lack of support from her leadership.  

 

“I was being stalked by a client and my bullies continued to make me work with said 

client even though they were following me outside of work and clearly putting me in 

danger. I had to reach out to HR to even get my supervisor or CEO of the company to 

consider letting me stop contact with the client. Getting them to let me contact the police 

was even harder. I am no longer at this job” Respondent 30, Female, Age: 26, White, 

Dual DV/SV Advocate.  

 

“I was also bullied while working at a DV/SV shelter. One of the residents sexually 

harassed me (and other coworkers) repeatedly. I reported these concerns multiple times to 

my supervisor and the agency's directors. This client would play pornographic videos and 

[audio recordings] while I was working, would make comments on my body, and even 

escalated to groping/touching me. The resident was never removed from the program and 

the directors never took action to protect me; in fact, it wasn't until I was able to get video 

evidence and present it to a board member that something was done. Even then, all I got 

was an apology and they never made changes to their sexual harassment policy. I often 

wonder if the resident hurt any of the other clients/residents and I feel a lot of guilt about 

the situation. It was such a demoralizing experience to have sexual violence perpetrated 

against me while working at an agency that should be preventing and addressing this type 
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of violence” Respondent 33, Female, Age: 27, Hispanic or Latino, Sexual Violence Victim 

Advocate/Sexual Violence Program Director.  

 

 

Confusion About Workplace Bullying 

 Advocates responding to questions about workplace bullying indicated that they were 

unsure or “maybe” had experienced workplace bullying within their organizations. This lack of 

understanding of bullying behavior also was indicated within the qualitative information 

provided by the participants. Advocates shared that they were not sure that what they were 

experiencing was workplace bullying. One advocate was unclear if bullying was occurring to her 

due to the other advocate being a peer and not being in a position of authority over her:  

“I've experienced passive-aggressive behavior and outright disrespect for my expertise in 

trauma-informed care and social justice issues from one particular person, another 

director in the development dept, for the last two years. I don't know if this fits the 

definition of bullying since I always defend myself and call her out. She is at my level 

and not in a position to power over me. I do not let her intimidate me” Respondent 42, 

Female, Age: 42, White, Rape Crisis Program Director.  

 One advocate suggested that perceived bullying may be increased if the advocate has a 

previous trauma history or sensitivity due to vicarious trauma: 

“In my experience, the perception of bullying is more prominent than actual bullying. I 

believe this is due to the nature of our work- vicarious trauma and likely being a survivor 
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ourselves. People may project their past traumas onto others in a myriad of ways that 

don't necessarily equate to bullying but may cause others to feel as though they are 

targeted for one reason or another” Respondent 38, Female, Age: 28, White, Dual DV/SV 

Advocate.  

 Another advocate suggested that confusion over workplace bullying may be indicative of 

stereotypes about women in the workplace:  

“I think there are a lot of misconceptions about workplace bullying amongst females in 

particular. What might be dismissed as “typical female behavior” could actually be 

bullying as it was in my situation. I loved my job and the clients I worked with but the 

work environment forced me to leave to protect my mental health. It didn’t drive me all 

the way to burnout because I left before that could happen. I am doing the same job in a 

different organization (just a different geographical region) but it could not be more 

different as far as office culture. I feel valued and I don’t think bullying could ever be an 

issue at my new organization. I actually have an abundance of vacation days. I don’t use 

enough of them because I enjoy going to work now” Respondent 36, Female, Age: 38, 

Biracial (Asian/White), Rape Crisis Advocate.  

This confusion surrounding the dynamics of workplace bullying may stem from the lack 

of a universal definition of the term “workplace bullying” often leading to confusion with the 

more commonly defined “workplace harassment.” Advocates participating in the study 

highlighted a general lack of training on workplace bullying in any capacity was low in their 

experiences. 43.4% reported that they had received no training on workplace bullying, with 

32.08% saying that had received a little training, and 18.87% saying they had received a 

moderate amount.  
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Research Question 2:  

Does workplace bullying contribute to domestic and sexual violence victim advocate burnout?  

 Concerningly, participants were struggling with burnout from work at the time of their 

involvement with the survey. 32.7% explicitly expressed they were experiencing high levels of 

burnout. Additionally, 30.9% acknowledged feeling somewhat burnt out due to their work, while 

16.4% indicated they felt like they were experiencing burnout from work to a very high degree.  

One advocate stated:  

“I have a very demanding role which often includes very emotional or intense situations 

or issues. I am currently on medical leave from my job, not because of the role or the 

work. I am on medical leave because of harassment and bullying. I think sometimes there 

is a misconception that our work automatically leads to burnout but in my case, my 

burnout is a direct result of the supervisor who harasses me and our organization that 

refuses to act when we report toxic management or environments” Respondent 35, 

Female, Age: 38, Rape Crisis Prevention Educator.  

 

This is reinforced by over 70% of those responding in various forms of agreement that 

they believed that exposure to workplace bullying either directly or indirectly contributed to their 
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burnout in some way. Moreover, one advocate also responded that workplace bullying 

contributed to burnout so significantly it caused them to leave the field altogether:  

“I don’t have burnout reported because I left the field entirely and quit my decade-long 

career because of bullying” Respondent 39, Female, Age: Unknown, White, Unclear 

Advocacy Type.  

 

Research Question 3:  

If advocates do experience workplace bullying, in what ways do advocates experience the 

phenomena in their organizations?  

 Advocates participating in this portion of the survey reported a wide variety of workplace 

bullying tactics taking place within their organizations. Using questions provided by Dr. Hannah 

Scott’s (2018) research into the validity of the Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel, 

advocate experiences indicated that emotional and verbal abuse were most often used by bullies 

within their organizations.  

“My direct supervisor would call other staff members names, insult them, discuss their 

disciplinary actions with other staff members, etc. Our agency hired a consultation group 

to try to remedy the situation, but they were unable [to help]. For 18 months, we had a 

100% turnover rate after she was hired” Respondent 11, Female, Age: 50, White, 

Domestic Violence Victim Advocate-In Shelter Program. 
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“This person was very covert in their behavior. They talked negatively about me to 

others, gossiped, and acted sweet and kind to my face… [then] complained to my 

supervisor about me, and then the supervisor did not even address me or the co-worker. 

The coworker was telling people I violated confidentiality by talking about a client to my 

friends when she had no proof of this. She used verbal methods to covertly undermine my 

reputation and ultimately cut me down. She acts this way to many people on the team and 

nothing is done. She was recently promoted to a supervisor and continues this behavior” 

Respondent 18, Female, Age: 43, White, Unclear Advocacy Type. 

Table 3 lists the Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel Bullying tactics 

experienced by advocates participating in the survey.  These tactics ranged from subtle to overt 

acts of aggression.  
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Table 3 

Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel Bullying Tactics Experienced by Advocates 

          N/A Never Rarely Some-

times 

Often Always 

Excessive monitoring 

 of tasks (N=39) 

2.56% 5.13% 7.69% 28.21% 25.64% 30.77% 

Threatened or intimidated  

you with disciplinary  

procedures (N=39) 

17.95% 5.13% 20.51% 30.77% 17.95% 7.69% 

Threatened or intimidated you with  

compliance policy and/or procedures 

(N=39) 

10.26% 5.13% 15.38% 30.77% 30.77% 7.69% 

Used verbal or nonverbal threats (N=39) 7.69% 12.28% 17.95% 25.64% 23.08% 12.82% 

Damaged personal or professional 

property 

(N=39) 

2.56% 76.92% 10.26% 10.26% 0% 0% 

Created undo pressure to produce work 

(N=39) 

10.26% 10.26% 2.56% 

 

20.51% 30.77% 25.64% 

Set deadlines that were impossible to 

meet (N=39) 
15.38% 7.69% 15.38% 25.69% 23.08% 12.82% 

Made attempts to humiliate you in front  

of your colleagues (N=39) 

0% 10.26% 17.95% 38.46% 15.38% 17.95% 

Made persistent and unjustified  

criticisms of your work (N=39)  
2.56% 5.13% 12.82% 35.90% 30.77% 12.82% 

Undermined your personal integrity? 

(N=39) 
0% 10.26% 7.69% 33.33% 23.08% 25.64% 

Used destructive innuendo and sarcasm? 

(N=39) 

2.56% 10.26% 7.69% 33.33% 23.08% 25.64% 

Made inappropriate jokes about  

some aspect of your personality (N=39) 
7.69% 20.51% 20.51% 30.77% 7.69% 12.82% 
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Table 3 Continued 

Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel Bullying Tactics Experienced by Advocates 

 

 

N/A Never Rarely Some-

times 

Often Always 

Called you names or used 

derogatory language to refer to 

you (N=39) 

17.95% 48.72% 17.95% 5.13% 5.13% 5.13% 

Teased you (N=39) 10.26% 20.51% 23.08% 25.64% 12.85% 7.69% 

Withheld information necessary 

to do your job (N=39) 
0% 10.26% 7.69% 41.03% 23.08% 17.95% 

Froze you out, excluded 

or ignored you in conversation 

(N=39) 

0% 2.56% 12.82% 38.46% 35.90% 10.26% 

Only talked to you when others 

were present (N=39) 
10.26% 20.51% 28.21% 20.51% 15.38% 5.13% 

Shifted goals/objectives/mandates  

without telling you (N=38) 

5.26% 7.89% 0% 

 

47.37% 28.95% 10.53% 

Denied you a promotion even  

though you were well-qualified 

(N=38) 

50% 13.16% 2.63% 7.89% 15.79% 10.53% 

Suddenly took areas of 

responsibility away from you 

(N=39) 

25.64% 28.21% 12.28% 17.95% 10.26% 5.13% 

Threatened to terminate you 

(N=39)  

25.64% 46.15% 10.36% 15.38% 0% 2.56% 

Threatened to reduce your pay 

(N=39) 

35.9% 53.85% 7.69% 2.56% 0% 0% 

Withheld pay until a task was 

carried out to their expectations 

(N=39) 

35.9% 58.99% 0% 5.13% 0% 0% 

Forced/coerced you to participate 

in volunteer work outside of 

company time for the employer 

(N=39) 

30.77% 33.33% 5.13% 12.86% 7.69% 10.26% 

Refused opportunities for training 

(N=39) 
30.77% 25.64% 10.26% 15.38% 10.26% 7.69% 

Refused leave of some kind 

(N=39) 
30.77% 28.21% 7.69% 20.51% 5.13% 7.69% 

Undervalued the work that you 

did (N=39) 

0% 0% 2.56% 30.77% 41.03% 25.64% 

 

 



 

55 

 

 

 

Table 3 Continued 

Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel Bullying Tactics Experienced by Advocates 

 N/A Never Rarely Some-

times 

Often Always 

Made persistent attempts to demoralize 

you (N=39) 

5.13% 7.69% 12.82% 33.33% 20.51% 20.51% 

Dismissed any work complaints you 

thought were very important (N=39) 
7.69% 5.13% 5.13% 35.90% 17.97% 28.21% 

Blamed you for poor work 

performance when it was clearly their 

fault (N=39) 

10.26% 7.69% 17.95% 38.46% 12.82% 12.82% 

Made attempts to belittle and 

undermine your work (N=39) 
2.56% 12.82% 12.82% 35.90% 20.51% 15.38% 

Had coworkers assign your work tasks, 

instead of having them come from 

management (N=39) 

33.33% 28.21% 5.13% 20.51% 7.69% 5.13% 

Threatened to terminate other co-

workers if your work was not done to 

the bully’s liking? (N=39) 

35.90% 48.72% 5.13% 

 

5.13% 0% 5.13% 

Have you ever been bullied by co-

workers? (N=39) 

2.56% 20.51% 25.64% 43.59% 7.69% 0% 

Have you been bullied by clients? 

(N=39) 
0% 43.59% 33.33% 23.08% 0% 0% 

Have you ever felt that someone in 

your organization treated you like a 

servant, rather than an employee? 

(N=39) 

0% 28.21% 10.26% 38.46% 17.95% 5.13% 

Has an employer assigned work 

without input from employees, often 

without consideration of their needs. 

(N=39)  

5.13% 5.13% 7.69% 28.21% 35.90% 17.95% 

Has an employer taken your 

ideas/work product and claimed them 

as their own? (N=39) 

5.13% 23.08% 15.38% 23.08% 25.64% 7.69% 

Has a member of your organization 

ever threatened you personally with 

physical violence? (N=39) 

5.13% 84.62% 10.26% 0% 0% 0% 

Has a member of your organization 

ever threatened you personally with 

sexual violence? (N=39) 

5.13% 92.31% 0% 2.56% 0% 0% 

Has a member of your organization 

ever threatened you with dangerous 

work assignments? (N=39) 

2.56% 61.54% 10.26% 17.95% 5.13% 2.56% 
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Note: Participants in this section identified as being bullied in their workplace during the last ten 

years of their careers.   

 

Advocates Seeking Support   

Advocates did seek support to stop the bullying from continuing. Most often, attempts to 

speak to the bully’s immediate supervisor were made followed by attempts to engage with the 

bully on their own to get them to stop their behavior. Advocates also shared that they had 

organized with other co-workers to stand up to the bully and had reported the bullying behavior 

to their Human Resources Department.  Though rare, advocates also reported the bullying 

behavior to their union representative or the United States Equal Employment Opportunity 

 Table 3 Continued 

Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel Bullying Tactics Experienced by Advocates 

 

 N/A Never Rarely Some-

times 

Often Always 

Have you been assigned 

unnecessarily dangerous work? 

(N=39) 

10.26% 43.59% 20.51% 20.51% 2.56% 2.56% 

Has a member of your 

organization asked you to engage 

in illegal activity in the course of 

your employment? (N=39) 

5.13% 76.92% 12.82% 2.56% 2.56% 0% 

Has a member of your 

organization ever touched you in a 

physically inappropriate way? 

(N=39) 

5.13% 87.18% 2.56% 2.56% 2.56% 0% 

Has a member of your 

organization touched you in a 

sexually inappropriate way? 

(N=39) 

7.69% 89.74% 0% 2.56% 0% 0% 
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Commission.  Advocates in this sample did not speak to a law enforcement official about being 

bullied. One advocate shared that her attempt to speak to her Human Resources Department was 

unsuccessful:  

“It was at a previous agency, but when I reported it to HR, I was victim-blamed and told 

they couldn’t make the person my “friend.” All I was asking was for the harassment to 

stop” Respondent 17, Female, Age: 28, White, Gender-Based Violence Counselor.  

 

Advocate Concerns for the Future 

 Advocates shared concerns about broader areas affecting the anti-violence movements. A 

primary worry for one advocate revolved around extensive job demands, beyond workplace 

bullying that often are directly connected with burnout and employee retention. Another 

advocate shared an organizational investment in an employee wellness program that focused on 

stress and trauma mitigation. Lingering apprehensions were shared also by an advocate who 

worried about recommending their former agency to domestic violence survivors solely on 

concerns that their supervisor’s bullying actions may still influence current advocate behavior 

within the organization.  

“The org structures, low pay, poor leadership skills, impossible problems, and frantic 

leadership is the issue in our work. Not the clients” Respondent 40, Female, Age: 40, 

White, Domestic/Sexual Violence State Coalition Staff.  
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“Investment in Staff/Volunteer wellbeing. Our organization has a wellness program that 

we encourage staff and volunteers to participate in to address stress and secondary 

trauma” Respondent 49, Female, Age: 54, White, Domestic Violence Program Director.  

 

“Advocacy is so important. I’ll always be an advocate at heart. Even though I’m no 

longer with a DV organization, I still come into contact with people who’ve been 

victimized on a weekly basis. Since I’m no longer in DV-specific work, I will say I am 

sometimes hesitant to refer clients to that program because of my experiences with the 

bully in charge. Even though she is no longer with the organization either, I’m concerned 

that some of her toxic “legacy” has been left behind. Ultimately, I’m most concerned for 

the folks that need these critical services” Respondent 13, Female, Age: 41, Race: White, 

Domestic Violence In-Shelter Advocate. 
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

Discussion 

 Little research has addressed the issue of workplace bullying within domestic and sexual 

violence organizations and how this workplace hazard contributed to domestic and sexual 

violence advocate burnout.  This study, though preliminary, has shown that workplace bullying 

does occur within these organizations and that advocates do perceive that it does contribute to the 

burnout they experience during their careers. Through the lens of the Jobs-Demands Resources 

Theory, workplace bullying becomes another demand on advocates as they attempt to navigate 

an already challenging profession. Figure 2 demonstrates how when adequate supervision, 

organizational support in stopping bullying behavior, or even training on workplace bullying 

dynamics are not available, advocates are left with even fewer resources to help offer burnout 

mitigation.   
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Figure 3 

Adapted Jobs Demands-Resources Model 

 

 

Note: JD-R Model adapted from Bakker & Demerouti (2007, 2017) and Bilotta et al. (2021) 
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Advocates in the study on average had three bullies within the previous 10 years of their 

career at the time they took the survey. It is deeply concerning that advocates are experiencing 

workplace bullying at such a rate. Over 70% of those responding indicated that they believed 

exposure to workplace bullying contributed to their career burnout. While some advocates did 

report experiencing bullying from law enforcement and clients, these were rare occurrences. Co-

workers were also named as bullying perpetrators, but most often, advocates reported that they 

experienced bullying from their supervisors. This clearly shows that power imbalances remain a 

deep-seated issue for the domestic and sexual violence movements.  Previous findings of power 

imbalances between advocates and supervisors lead to problematic dynamics occurring in 

domestic and sexual violence organizations (Cayir et al., 2021). This begs the question as to the 

domestic and sexual violence movements' adherence to the calls for better treatment for 

advocates through power-sharing within organizations to support equity and alleviate burnout 

(Cayir et al., 2021; Choi, 2011; Crivatu et al., 2023; Dichter et al., 2020; Frey et al., 2017; Jirek, 

2020; Nnawulezi et al., 2019; Slattery & Goodman, 2009; Wilson & Goodman, 2021; Wood et 

al., 2017). The study’s findings of advocates experiencing bullying that included racism and 

homophobia also provide insight into previous research on advocates’ experiences with 

microaggressions contributing to burnout (Lehrner & Allen, 2009; Wood, 2017; Wood et al., 

2017) and suggest that much still needs to be done in the domestic and sexual violence 

movements to ensure diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts are more than just lip-service.  

Workplace bullying tactics recognized in Scott’s Workplace Bullying Power and Control 

Wheel (2018) were identified by advocates who took the survey. Notably, advocates reported 

fewer instances of physical damage to personal property, and physical and sexual violence tactics 

being used by their workplace bullies. Verbal and emotional tactics were more often used by the 
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bullies, though with some limitations: derogatory name-calling, threats to fire, and threats to cut 

pay were not often used. Instead, workplace bullies within domestic and sexual violence 

organizations were most likely to use humiliation, demoralization, teasing, or withholding of 

information. This suggests that workplace bullies within domestic and sexual violence 

organizations may recognize that their behavior is harmful. It is possible that these bullies also 

have self-imposed limitations related to how much harm they are willing to cause to the target of 

their abuse. Future studies may be able to provide insight into how workplace bullies within 

domestic and sexual violence organizations draw those limitations.  

Findings from the study further Scott’s conclusions that the Workplace Bullying Power 

and Control Wheel is a valid training tool for workplace bullying training (2018) and suggests 

that it could be used to help advocates better understand workplace bullying dynamics in their 

organizations. With the study’s findings that advocates have limited training in general on 

workplace bullying, the Workplace Bullying Power and Control Wheel should certainly be 

considered when developing training curriculums. The study’s findings of a lack of support from 

supervisors and Boards of Directors who govern domestic and sexual violence organizations 

when advocates report bullying and other dangerous work conditions suggest that deeper 

accountability needs to be expected of those in positions of authority and leadership. As 

supervisors are highly influential in organizational culture changes, it is important to support 

health supervision practices can contribute to organizational priorities by providing spaces to 

discuss organizational values, standards of practice, and protocols (Cortis et al., 2021; Davys & 

Beddoe, 2020; Dawson et al., 2013).  
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Limitations  

Issues arose during the analysis phase of this study in terms of advocate roles. Due to the 

survey question’s wording, it is difficult to fully interpret which type of advocate the participants 

are or if workplace bullying occurs more frequently in domestic or sexual violence programs. In 

future studies in this series, more attention will need to be paid to discover a clearer 

understanding of this area.  

 Participation in the study was limited. Female-identifying, Caucasian advocates were 

most prominently featured. A significant number of participants were from Alabama, suggesting 

that online recruitment may have been hindered by social media algorithms keeping information 

within the same state as the location of the author of this study. Efforts should be made to better 

address better recruitment efforts in future studies.  

Recommendations 

Proactive measures to protect advocates from workplace hazards such as burnout and 

workplace bullying through supportive policy changes that insist on leadership accountability 

and equitable practices within organizations must be a priority. Due to findings of workplace 

bullying, power imbalance within organizations, workplace bullying contributing to advocate 

burnout, supervisors being found to be workplace bullies, and little support for advocates when 

reporting, governing bodies of domestic and sexual violence organizations, such as Board of 

Directors, grant funders, and state/providence and national domestic and sexual violence 

coalitions must be vigilant of workplace bullying occurring within the anti-violence movements. 

Leadership training should be provided to all advocates regardless of their role within their 

organization to provide them with tools to address abusive work dynamics occurring with 

domestic and sexual violence programs. Specifically, standardized training should be ongoing on 
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critical issues such as burnout and workplace bullying. The use of tools such as the Workplace 

Bullying Power and Control Wheel and the Socio-Ecological Model for Prevention should be 

considered when developing training materials and policy changes. Attempts should be made by 

domestic and sexual violence organizational leadership to provide more support to survivor-

advocates and advocates who are part of vulnerable populations to encourage power sharing. As 

the future of the anti-violence movement is considered, those with the authority to make policy 

changes must make every effort to ensure that advocates feel safe enough to remain in this 

essential workforce- or in other words- if even one advocate is being harmed, the anti-violence 

movements must move. 
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APPENDIX III: SURVEY QUESTIONS 

 

• What is your age?  

• What is your gender?  

• What is your race/ethnicity?  

• Are you a part of any of the LGBTQIA+ communities?  

• Do you identify as a person with any type of disabilities?  

• What country do you live in?  

• What state/providence or territory do you live in?  

• Which field(s) best describes your current job role?  

o Domestic violence victim advocacy-In shelter program  

o Domestic violence victim advocacy- Community services office  

o Domestic violence victim advocacy- Case management  

o Domestic violence prevention educator  

o Domestic violence program director  

o Gender-based violence counselor/therapist  

o Rape/sexual violence victim advocacy- Crisis program  

o Rape/sexual violence victim advocacy- SANE  

o Rape/sexual violence prevention educator  

o Rape/sexual violence program director  

o Gender-based violence court advocate  

o Child advocate in a domestic violence shelter setting  

o Domestic and/or Sexual Violence Coalition Staff  

o Volunteer in a domestic or sexual violence advocacy program  

o Other form of anti-violence victim advocacy 

• How many years of experience do you have in your field? 

• How many years have you been with your current organization? 

• Do you hold a position of leadership (team leader/supervisor/director/program 

manager) in your organization? 

• If you hold a position of leadership in your organization, do you supervise any 

staff or volunteers? 

• Leadership in my organization encourages me to maintain healthy boundaries, 

practice selfcare, and keep a work-life balance 

• My organization's culture supports and prioritizes self-care. 

• How often do you feel tired? 

• How often are you physically exhausted? 

• How often are you emotionally exhausted? 

• How often do you think: ”I can’t take it anymore”? 
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• How often do you feel worn out?  

• How often do you feel weak and susceptible to illness? 

• Is your work emotionally exhausting? 

• Do you feel burnt out due to your work? 

• Does your work frustrate you? 

• Do you feel worn out at the end of the working day? 

• Are you exhausted in the morning at the thought of another day at work? 

• Do you feel that every working hour is tiring for you? 

• Do you have enough energy for family and friends during leisure time? 

• Do you find it hard to work with clients? 

• Do you find it frustrating to work with clients? 

• Does it drain your energy to work with clients? 

• Do you feel that you give more than you get back when you work with clients? 

• Are you tired of working with clients? 

• Do you sometimes wonder how long you will be able to continue working with 

clients? 

• Have you been a victim of workplace bullying in the last 10 years?  

• If yes, when thinking about the workplace bully and the experiences you had with 

this person, is this workplace bully at your current workplace? 

• We understand that bullying can happen over the span of a working career. How 

many workplace bullies have you had since you entered the workforce? 

• When thinking about the actions of the workplace bully, which of the options 

below best describes who this bully was in relation to you. The bully was:  

o Your direct boss/supervisor  

o Your boss’ boss or supervisor  

o A co-worker/colleague  

o A person who is someone you supervise  

o A group of co-workers (not including your supervisor)  

o A group of co-workers (including your supervisor)  

o Prefer not to say  

o Other (please specify) 

• How long has this specific workplace bully engaged in bullying behavior in 

years?  

• Are you still being victimized by this workplace bully?  

• Now we would like you to think about some specific experiences you may have 

had. Below is a list of behaviors you may have experienced. Please indicate 

whether you experienced the behaviors below by your workplace bully. Has the 

person you identified as a bully ever....  

o Excessively monitored your workplace tasks?  
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o Threatened or intimidated you with disciplinary procedures?  

o Threatened or intimidated you with compliance policy and/or procedures? 

o Used verbal or non-verbal threats?  

o Damaged any of your personal/professional property?  

o Created undo pressure on you to produce work?  

o Set deadlines that were impossible to achieve? 

o Made attempts to humiliate you in front of your colleagues? 

o Made persistent and unjustified criticisms of your work?  

o Undermined your personal integrity? 

o Used destructive innuendo and sarcasm?  

o Made inappropriate jokes about some aspect of your personality?  

o Teased you? 

o Withheld information necessary for you to do your job? 

o Froze you out, excluded, or ignored you in conversation?  

o Only talked to you when others were present?  

o Shifted goals/objectives/mandates without telling you? 

o Denied you a promotion for which you were well-qualified? 

o Suddenly took areas of responsibility away from you? 

o Threatened to terminate your employment?  

o Threatened to reduce your pay?  

o Withheld pay until a task was carried out to their expectations?  

o Forced/coerced you to participate in volunteer work outside company time 

for the employer?  

o Refused you opportunities for training? 

o Refused to grant you some form of leave (medical, parental, unpaid leave 

of absence, etc.)? 

o Undervalued the work you did?  

o Made persistent attempts to demoralize you?  

o Dismissed any work complaints you thought were very important?  

o Blamed you for poor work performance when it was clearly their fault? 

o Made attempts to belittle and undermine your work? 

o Had co-workers assign your work tasks, instead of having them come 

from management? 

o Threatened to terminate other co-workers if your work was not done to the 

bully’s liking? 

o Spoke to coworkers about you in a negative way?  

o Have you been bullied by coworkers?  

o Have you been bullied by clients? 

o Have you ever felt that someone in your organization treated you like a 

servant, rather than an employee? 
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o Has an employer assigned work without input from employees, often 

without consideration of their needs? 

o Has an employer taken your ideas/work product and claimed them as their 

own? 

o Has a member of your organization ever threatened you personally with 

physical violence? 

o Has a member of your organization ever threatened you personally with 

sexual violence?  

o Has a member of your organization ever threatened you with dangerous 

work assignments?  

o Has a member of your organization made inappropriate jokes about how 

you look or your body? 

o Have you been assigned unnecessarily dangerous work?  

o Has a member of your organization asked you to engage in illegal activity 

in the course of your employment?  

o Has a member of your organization ever touched you in a physically 

inappropriate way?  

o Has a member of your organization touched you in a sexually 

inappropriate way? 

• If you attempted to stop the bullying or get support did you… 

o Try to talk to the bully and get them to stop their bullying behavior?  

o Try to talk to the bully’s immediate supervisor?  

o Report the bullying behavior to Human Resources?  

o Report the bullying behavior to your union representation?  

o Reported this bullying behavior to Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission (EEOC)  

o Tried to organize co-workers/colleagues to stand up to this bully? 

• Who else did you speak to about your bullying experience? 

o Members of your family  

o Your family doctor  

o A counselor or therapist  

o The police  

o Friends  

o Other coworkers?  

o Someone else  

o A representative of my organization's board of directors  

o A representative of my state's domestic or sexual violence coalition  

o I did not speak to anyone about this situation 
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• Do you believe that exposure (directly or as a witness) to workplace bullying 

contributed to any career burnout you've experienced since becoming an 

advocate?  

• Have you received any training on workplace bullying in any context since 

becoming an advocate?  

• Do you believe that workplace bullying is underreported in domestic and sexual 

violence victim advocacy organizations? 

• We understand that asking multiple-choice questions may not always bring about 

a full picture of someone's experiences. Is there anything else that you would like 

us to know about your experiences with workplace bullying within your 

organization?  

• Is there anything that we have missed in this survey in terms of advocate burnout 

or workplace bullying in domestic or sexual assault victim service organizations? 

Do you have any comments on the survey itself that you would like to share? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


