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Given the persistent national shortage of school psychologists, as well as their job retention concerns, likely 

related to burnout, it is necessary to examine any factors that negatively impact school psychologists’ job 

satisfaction. In this sample of 94 Pennsylvania school psychologists, the experience of being bullied at work 

was associated with diminished job satisfaction. Specifically, the independent variables of being bullying 

at work predicted 18.2% of the variance in job satisfaction in this sample, with verbal and indirect bullying 

the only types of bullying that contributed a significant amount of the variance. This study indicates that 

this issue should be closely monitored by management and addressed promptly.  

 

Keywords: bullying, job satisfaction, professional issues, morale 
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BULLYING OF SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGISTS AND ITS IMPACT ON JOB SATISFACTION 

 

Numerous studies and professional organizations have documented the significant shortage of school 

psychologists in the U.S. (Morrison et al., 2020). Walcott et al. (2018) estimate a nationwide ratio of 1,381 

school psychologists per student, which far exceeds the National Association of School Psychologists’ 

(NASP) 2010 recommended maximum ratio of 1,000 school psychologists per student. This personnel 

deficiency has historically resulted in ongoing shortages in underserved areas, with some positions going 

unfulfilled for long periods of time (NASP, 2017).  

In a related concern, the attrition rate for school psychologists has continued to increase. While Lund 

et al. (1998) estimated a 5% annual attrition rate in 1997, Boccio and colleagues (2016) found that in a 

nationwide sample, 8% of respondents intended to leave the field altogether and 16% indicated a desire to 

leave their current position within the next five years. Subsequently, Schilling et al. (2018) reported that 

19% of respondents indicated having thoughts about leaving the field and almost 22% reported leaving 

their current position. This trend is expected to increase with the aging of those in the profession and 

individuals confronting challenges to their job satisfaction through issues such as burnout (Schilling & 

Randolph, 2020).  

 

Job Satisfaction in School Psychologists  

Job satisfaction is a construct that represents the degree to which people like their jobs (Spector, 1997). 

The working conditions for school psychologists are likely to contribute to their sense of satisfaction with 

their employment. Over the years, U.S. News and World Report has consistently ranked employment as a 

school psychologist as one of the top 100 best jobs. In fact, at the time of this writing, it is ranked 19th in 

the area of best social service jobs and 27th in the area of best STEM jobs (U.S. News and World Report, 

2021). In 2006, Van Voorhis and Levinson conducted a meta-analysis of eight studies to measure job 

satisfaction in 2,116 school psychologists. School psychologists tended to be satisfied or very satisfied with 

their jobs (85%), with the greatest satisfaction reported for relationships with coworkers, the opportunity to 

stay busy while working, the ability to complete independent work, and the fulfillment of providing service 

to others. Those areas in which school psychologists were least satisfied were with compensation, school 

policies and practices, and opportunities for advancement.  

 

Threats to Job Satisfaction 

Schilling et al. (2018) recently conducted a study of school psychologist burnout, which is a condition 

in which individuals experience feelings of physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion at work. Those 

experiencing burnout are at a higher risk for increased feelings of stress and emotional strain and negative 

perceptions of work-life balance, which may contribute to leaving an employment setting. The Schilling et 

al. study found that 90% participating school psychologists reported experiencing burnout at some point in 

their school psychology careers, which is significantly higher than the 10-15% described in previous studies 

(please see Anderson et al., 1984 and Worrell et al., 2006).  

Another potential threat to school psychologists’ job satisfaction yet explored is the experience of being 

bullied at work. Although often studied in children, it also occurs among adults and in places of 

employment. Workplace bullying is the “systematic mistreatment” of colleagues, subordinates, or superiors 

that may result in social, psychological, or psychosomatic harm if the behaviors are severe or prolonged 

(Einarsen et al., 2011). Information from the 2017 Workplace Bullying Institute’s U.S. Workplace Bullying 

Survey suggests that 37% of the workforce (60.3 million Americans) are either observers or victims of 

bullying. Bullying among adults includes the same features seen in children’s peer aggression: a power 

imbalance, intent to cause harm, and acts that tend to be repeated over time (Olweus, 1993). Workplace 

bullying exists on a continuum from indirect to direct behavior (e.g., cyberbullying, indirect bullying, verbal 

bullying, and physical bullying).  
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Forms of Bullying 

Indirect bullying, including both relational and social aggression, result in damage to victims’ 

emotional or psychological health through either threats or harm to interpersonal relationships, social status, 

or reputation (Crothers et al., 2019). An example of indirect bullying is being cold toward a colleague or 

gossiping about them with the intention to inflict harm. In the use of verbal bullying, the perpetrator intends 

to harm another through words (e.g., name calling, spreading rumors, not returning phone calls; Radliff, 

2014). Verbal bullying in the workplace may be expressed through assigning someone an unwanted and 

unflattering nickname or using abusive language toward them. Physical bullying among adults is rarer than 

in childhood, and is more likely to occur at workplaces in which there are physical demands associated with 

the job. Such victimization occurs when actions (or inactions) are used against another person with the 

intent to harm (e.g., glaring at the individual, leaving a room when he or she enters, destroying the 

individual’s property, making obscene gestures, and not protecting the victim’s welfare; Baron & Neuman, 

1996; Radliff, 2013). Of note, recent research has suggested that cyberbullying is a separate behavior from 

social and relational aggression, despite previous assertions to the contrary (BLINDED, under review). In 

the workplace, cyberbullying may include leaving an individual off of a group email so that they miss a 

meeting or posting negative things about someone to a social network service. 

 

Impact of Workplace Bullying 

The results of being bullied in the workplace are significant and far-reaching (Lutgin-Sandvik & 

Scheller Arst, 2014), and can be grouped into job-related and health- and wellbeing-related outcomes 

(Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). The job-related concerns include increased absenteeism and stress (Hoel et al., 

2003), reduced work completion (Namie & Namie, 2000), difficulty in concentrating on work tasks (Hall, 

2019), reduced work quality and damage to job performance (Hoel et al., 2003; Vega & Comer, 2005), low 

levels of work commitment (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012) or a reduction in job satisfaction (Nielsen & 

Einarsen, 2012). Regarding their health and wellbeing, victims of workplace bullying may suffer from 

physical and mental health problems (Hall, 2019) and post-traumatic stress disorder (Nielsen & Einarsen, 

2012).  

 

Rationale for the Current Study 

We hypothesized that one unstudied contribution to burnout among school psychologists is the 

possibility of workplace bullying. A companion study was also completed studying the same question in 

school psychology trainers, the results for which will be published in another manuscript (BLINDED). For 

this investigation, we posed the following research question: Does the experience of being bullied at work 

account for a significant amount of the variance of the job satisfaction of school psychologists?  

 

METHODS 

 

Participants and Procedures 

The website of every Pennsylvania public school district listed in the most recent U.S. Census was 

consulted to obtain the email addresses of their respective school psychologists. Such procedures yielded 

an overall sample of 710, of which 95 participated, representing a 13.4% participation rate. As this was not 

a random sample, but a total sample of school psychologists working in the public-school systems in 

Pennsylvania, the response rate should be considered in that light. Participants were informed the study was 

voluntary, and that they could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. After agreeing to 

participate in the study, which was conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, participants clicked on a 

link that transported them to the online survey tool platform.  

Participants that completed the study could elect to provide their email address for entry into a $250 

Amazon gift card raffle. Eighty of the participants identified as cisgender females (84.2%), while 15 

identified as cisgender males (15.8%). Eight-seven (91.6%) identified as Caucasian, three (3.2%) identified 

as African American, two identified as Hispanic (2.1%), 0 (0%) identified as Asian, and 0 (0%) identified 

as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, with three participants (3.2%) choosing “Other” or preferring 
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not to disclose their race or ethnicity. In terms of the participants’ sexual orientation, 90 (94.7%) described 

themselves as heterosexual, one (1.1%) as gay, and four (4.2%) as preferring not to answer. Only one 

respondent’s data was excluded from the analysis due to missing values. 

 

Measure and Data Analysis Plan 

The survey included questions about participant demographics and 61 items related to workplace 

conditions, including workplace bullying and job satisfaction. Four questions were related to cyberbullying, 

indirect bullying, verbal bullying, and physical bullying within the workplace, including: 1) How often 

have you been bullied through technology (e.g., text messaging, Facebook, Twitter, Email, Instagram, etc.) 

in your position?, 2) How often have you been a target of gossip, rumors, or excluded from activities in 

your position?, 3) How often have you been verbally bullied in your position?, and 4) How often have you 

been physically bullied in your position? Participants answered through a 5-point Likert scale to respond 

(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently and, 5 = Always).  

Participants were also asked to complete 15 items about the amount of pay they receive, their rank, the 

degree to which they are fairly paid for what they contribute to the organization, their prospects for 

promotion, the opportunities they have to advance their career, the feeling of worthwhile accomplishment 

they get from their work, the extent to which they can use their skills, the contribution they make to children 

and their families, the amount of challenge in their job, the extent to which their job is varied and interesting, 

what they have accomplished when they go home at the end of the day, the standard of care given to children 

and their families, the amount of personal growth and development they get from their work, the quality of 

their work with children and their families, and the amount of independent thought and action they can 

exercise in their work. A 5-point Likert scale (1 = Very Dissatisfied, 2 = Dissatisfied, 3 = Neither Satisfied 

nor Dissatisfied, 4 = Satisfied, to 5 = Very Satisfied) was used to capture participant responses.  

We proposed one research question to examine whether the independent variables of the four different 

kinds of bullying predicted job satisfaction in school psychology practitioners. The predictor variables were 

indirect bullying, verbal bullying, physical bullying, and cyberbullying. The criterion variable was job 

satisfaction as measured by total score (possible range of 15 to 75) that added the values of individual items 

related to pay, rank, occupational opportunities available, accomplishments, contributions made, and varied 

and interesting employment. Multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationships of 

the independent variables of the four types of bullying to the dependent variable, total job satisfaction. 

 

RESULTS 

 

Overall, school psychologists reported moderate job satisfaction (N = 94, mean total score = 51.69, SD 

= 9.27; mean item score = 3.45). Participant responses resulted in a mean higher than 4.0 (Satisfied) in only 

one of the 15 (6.66%) individual job satisfaction items: “The quality of my work with children and their 

families.” Furthermore, there were two items with means in the range of dissatisfaction: “The degree to 

which I am fairly paid for what I contribute to this organization” and “The opportunities I have to advance 

my career” (M = 2.89, SD = 1.16) and (M = 2.84, SD = .87), respectively. 

In our study, school psychologists reported, sometimes or frequently, being the victim of indirect 

bullying (46.3%), the victim of verbal bullying (37.9%), the victim of physical bullying (0.0%), and the 

victim of cyberbullying (12.6%). In order to examine the relations among job satisfaction, indirect bullying, 

verbal bullying, physical bullying, and cyberbullying, Pearson’s correlations were computed. Results 

indicated that indirect bullying (r = -.37, p <.01) and verbal bullying (r = -.34, p <.01) were significantly 

and negatively correlated with job satisfaction, while physical bullying (r = -.02, p = .44), and cyberbullying 

(r = -.15, p = .08) were negatively, but not significantly, correlated with job satisfaction. In order to examine 

whether different forms of bullying predict job satisfaction, a multiple linear regression was conducted. 

Using the enter method, it was found that the independent variables explained 18.2% of the variance and 

were significant predictors of job satisfaction, F(4, 93) = 4.95, p <.001. However, of the four independent 

variables, only indirect bullying (β = -3.10, p < .001) and verbal bullying (β = -2.81, p < .001) significantly 

contributed to the model, contributing 6.00% and 4.04% of the variance in job satisfaction, respectively. 
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The analysis showed that physical bullying (β = 3.33, p = .376) and cyberbullying (β = .23, p = .860) did 

not significantly predict total job satisfaction.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Workplace bullying has been identified as a significant contributor to deteriorating health and wellbeing 

among employees (Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015). The presence of workplace bullying has been linked to lower 

job satisfaction (Hauge et al., 2010; Rodríguez-Muñoz et al., 2009) and life satisfaction (Nauman et al., 

2019). Among teachers, bullying is associated with transferring schools and leaving the profession (Moon 

et al., 2020). Yet, the presence of workplace bullying has not yet been documented as a concern among 

school psychologists. 

Results from this study indicate that overall, the school psychologists sampled were comparatively 

satisfied with their jobs in many domains of employment. These data are important as they mirror previous 

findings indicating school psychologists’ satisfaction with their employment (Van Voorhis & Levinson, 

2006) and are consistent with the jobs ratings in U.S. News and World Report (2021). However, results 

also show that workplace bullying is a concern for school psychologists. The school psychologists 

participating in this study indicated that verbal and indirect bullying predicted a relatively large portion 

(18.2%) of their job satisfaction. 

The job satisfaction of participants decreased 3.10 units for every one-unit measure of indirect bullying 

and 2.81 units for every one-unit measure of verbal bullying. These findings reflect the findings of the 

limited literature regarding school psychologists’ job satisfaction. Van Voorhis and Levinson (2006) found 

that leading predictors of school psychologists’ job satisfaction include providing service to others and 

relationships with co-workers. It is likely that school psychologists perceive bullying victimization as 

interfering with their desire to serve others and have rewarding relationships with co-workers, thus 

negatively impacting their job satisfaction. 

Further investigation is necessary to develop a more differentiated understanding of the nature of 

workplace bullying experienced by school psychologists. Who do school psychologists perceive as the 

perpetrators of their bullying victimization? In one study, among school personnel who identified as a 

victim of workplace bullying, 27.8% identified their perpetrator as a “same level colleague”, and 57.4% 

selected other, which included parents, students, administrators, etc. (Kleinheskel & Geisel, 2019). When 

and where are school psychologists likely to experience bullying? When students are struggling, it is 

common for adults associated with a student in need to exhibit defensiveness and criticism in response to 

fear of being blamed for the student’s difficulties (Mueller, 2017). School psychologists also experience 

resistance from school personnel when seeking to promote systemic change (Rogers et al., 2020). Finally, 

it is not uncommon for teachers to resist, overtly or covertly, consultation provided by school psychologists 

(e.g., Sterling-Turner et al., 2001). Further research is warranted to determine whether these common forms 

of resistance and defensiveness escalate to bullying. 

 

Limitations and Future Studies 

Regarding study limitations, the present findings reflect the experience of workplace bullying and job 

satisfaction of school psychologists in Pennsylvania. The extent to which the findings reflect the 

experiences of school psychologists in other states is unknown; however, we have no reason to believe that 

the working conditions of school psychologists in other states is appreciably different. As previously 

referenced, future research needs to be conducted to understand who is perpetrating the bullying against 

school psychologists. Finally, and importantly, this was an exploratory study and the first of its type 

involving school psychologists. With the current findings that workplace bullying is an issue for school 

psychologists, future studies may be designed to answer nuanced questions of the school psychologists that 

pertain to their variety of roles, daily activities, and persons with whom they work. 
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Implications 

The results of this study demonstrate that this sample of Pennsylvania school psychologists experience 

some degree of bullying at work, although the perpetrators of that bullying are presently unknown. We are 

left to assume that the perpetrators likely include fellow educators, whether they be teachers, administrators, 

fellow school psychologists, or other staff persons. This raises an interesting point when in reflecting upon 

anti-bullying policies in schools. Anti-bullying policies in school are generally written in reference to the 

behavior of students, not the educators. To the extent that professional behavior is referenced in a 

faculty/staff handbook, this research suggests that workplace bullying policies should be specifically 

included. Procedures for the reporting, investigation, and consequences of workplace bullying are important 

steps to address this problem for school psychologists. 

The findings of this study may also be considered within the context of NASP’s (2021) efforts to 

address the shortage of school psychologists through active retention strategies. Among other strategies, 

school psychologists are encouraged to: 1) develop mentorship programs, particularly for novice school 

psychologists, and 2) consider the existence of positive working environments as a predictor of job 

satisfaction. We now know that the presence of workplace bullying is a predictor of school psychologists’ 

job satisfaction; therefore, any organizational survey of workplace environments should include the 

experience of bullying on the job. In turn, formal mentoring or less formal peer supervisory relationships 

may be ideal for support, coping, and skill building for school psychologists confronting workplace 

bullying. 
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