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ABSTRACT

Workplace violence is a significant form of organizational misconduct that
disrupts not only employee safety but also the overall functioning of the
organization. One specific manifestation of workplace violence is verbal abuse.
Research indicates that the adverse consequences of verbal violence in
organizations often go unnoticed due to its non-physical nature and lack of overt
physical manifestation. The aim of the present qualitative study is to explore the
experiences of female employees regarding the phenomenon of verbal abuse in
the workplace. The participants in this study consisted of 25 female employees
working in higher education institutions, selected through purposive sampling.
Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, and data
analysis was performed using a phenomenological approach based on the
Colaizzi method. According to the findings, the primary theme regarding the
nature of verbal abuse from the perspective of female employees pertains to
gender-based verbal violence, which includes both "sexual" and "non-sexual"
verbal abuse. Female employees' understanding of both types of violence is
influenced by the aggressor's intent (whether deliberate or opportunistic) and the
manner of expression (whether hostile or affectionate), categorizing them as
"disturbing" and "offensive."While women predominantly employ "defensive"
and "aggressive" strategies when confronted with verbally abusive behavior, they
tend to prefer a "passive" strategy in the face of sexual verbal abuse—considered
the most distressing form of violence—due to fears of misjudgment and stigma
in the workplace. The experiences of female employees reveal that verbal abuse
in the workplace is not only affected by cultural factors such as "social norms"
and "gender stercotypes," but also by organizational factors, including a "toxic
organizational culture" and inflexible organizational policies regarding the
criminalization of verbal abuse, as well as the "incompetence of organizational
leaders" in implementing preventive measures and supporting abused women.
These factors exacerbate the "boldness" and "habit" of male employees in using
verbal abuse while simultaneously leading to cautious responses from women
when faced with sexual verbal harassment. The research findings suggest that
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despite the lack of overt physical harm in verbal violence, it has irreparable
consequences on both individual and organizational levels, which, if ignored,
could severely impair organizational functioning.The article concludes by
emphasizing the role of higher education institutions in implementing preventive
policies and laws against verbal abuse, raising awareness and training programs
for employees, providing support for abused women, and enforcing punitive
measures against perpetrators through the criminalization of sexual verbal abuse
to promote a safe, respectful, non-discriminatory, and equitable work culture.
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Verbal violence, Workplace violence, higher education institutions,
organizational misconduct, female employees, phenomenology, sociolinguistics.
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Introduction

Workplace violence, characterized as a relatively common behavior in professional environments,
poses a serious and multifaceted issue that impacts both the professional and personal lives of
employees, resulting in physical harm, sexual injury, as well as psychological stress and pressure.
One prevalent form of workplace violence is verbal abuse. The use of aggressive and demeaning
tones, coupled with verbal insults, obscene, indecent and taboo language, slur and gossip,
constitutes behaviors that fall under the category of disrespectful, rude, violent, and discriminatory
conduct. Due to their profound and lasting effects on affected employees, these behaviors are
recognized as forms of organizational misconduct and have become significant subjects of study
in the field of organizational behavior.

While all employees in a workplace may be equally susceptible to verbal abuse, studies
indicate that minorities, marginalized individuals, and women are disproportionately affected.
This disparity arises from the biological and sociological differences associated with women,
which shape the nature of interactions with them. As Wardhaugh (2006) articulates, this
phenomenon manifests as a cultural and context-dependent issue within language. Although there
has been relatively comprehensive research on workplace violence, verbal abuse remains a form
of violence that, despite its extensive consequences, is often unrecognized by organizational
leaders due to the absence of visual evidence, and is consequently overlooked in organizational
behavior studies compared to physical violence.

The present article aims to explore the experiences of Iranian female employees regarding
verbal abuse in the workplace, seeking to address the following three questions:

1. How do female employees experience verbal abuse in the workplace?
2. How do female employees respond to verbal abuse in the workplace?
3. What are the individual and organizational consequences of verbal abuse?

It is anticipated that the findings of this article will not only draw the attention of employees
and organizational managers to the significance of this form of non-physical violence but also
contribute to its reduction in the workplace.

Methodology

In this study, a phenomenological approach based on inductive and exploratory methods was
employed as a qualitative research technique to examine and uncover the experiences of female
employees regarding verbal abuse. Participants were selected using purposive sampling,
consisting solely of women with an average age ranging from 22 to 50 years. Data collection
was conducted through semi-structured interviews. The findings were analyzed based on the
transcriptions of the interviews, utilizing the Colaizzi phenomenological method. After reading
the transcripts to gain an overall understanding of the participants' experiences, the researcher
identified the main meanings within the statements and transformed them into significant
phenomenological terms. These terms were then synthesized and categorized to reflect the
perspectives of each participant. Ultimately, the experiences of female employees regarding
verbal abuse in the workplace were analyzed in response to the three main research questions.

Findings

1. Understanding of Violence by Female Employees

The understanding of violence among female employees is shaped by the nature and content of
the violence, its forms and dimensions, and the context in which it occurs.
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Table 1: Female Employees' Experiences of Verbal Abuse

Context of Violence Dimensions of Violence f]?(r;lr;gi Nature and Content of Violence
Cultural (sexist/sexual Sexual verbal Gender-
hostility) abuse based
Occupational (superiority Non- sexual verbal
and occupgtlonal The diversity of actors in Open verbal abuse violence
competition) . verbal
L. . violence, tools and
Individual (specific . . abuse
ersonality traits) expressions of violence,
p L0 and the temporal and . Verbal violence
Organizational S . Hidden Non-sexual
. spatial dimensions of of a non-
(dysfunctional . verbal verbal
o violence sexual/non-
organizational culture, abuse endered nature abuse
inflexibility of rules, g
ineptitude of organizational
managers)

This table summarizes the various aspects of verbal abuse as experienced by female
employees, highlighting the complexity and multifaceted nature of the issue.

2. How Female Employees Respond to Verbal Abuse
Female employees employ three types of responses when faced with verbal abuse: defensive

actions, aggressive actions, and passive actions. Passive responses are particularly common
during instances of sexual verbal abuse.

Table 2: Female Employees' Responses to Verbal Abuse

Component Examples

Informal complaints, formal complaints (reporting to superiors, notifying security),
Defensive internal organizational transfers, consulting with peers, discussing with friends,
resorting to deception (e.g., claiming to have a boyfriend), seeking therapy
Aggressive | Retaliation, verbal confrontations and insults, gossiping

Passive Quitting the job, secrecy, indifference, inaction

This table outlines the various strategies that female employees utilize in response to verbal
abuse, highlighting the range of coping mechanisms employed in challenging situations.

3. Consequences of Verbal Abuse

The consequences of verbal abuse in the workplace encompass both individual and
organizational outcomes. Interpersonal consequences disrupt both personal relationships and
organizational interactions.

Table 3: Consequences of Verbal Abuse

Component Examples
Physical (health issues), Psychological (stress, anxiety, fear, loss of self-
Individual confidence), Occupational (job resignation), Economic (financial problems),

Family (impact on family relationships)

Disruption in interactions with colleagues, students, and clients; instability in
social relationships

Organizational Culture (disruption of values and norms, decreased trust and
teamwork, reinforcement of inequality and discrimination, unfairness, etc.),
Organizational | Organizational Productivity (disruption in organizational functioning and
performance), Organizational Image (disturbance in the organization's
reputation).

Interpersonal
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This table illustrates the multifaceted impacts of verbal abuse, emphasizing how it affects
individuals, interpersonal dynamics, and the overall organization.

Discussion and Conclusion

Women's understanding of verbal abuse in the workplace is shaped by the nature, context,
forms, and dimensions of violence, as well as the intent and targeting of the abuser.
Consequently, the concept of violence transcends physical manifestations and defined acts such
as aggression, shouting, mocking tones, and the use of euphemisms and taboo words. It also
extends to affectionate words and phrases. Based on the experiences of female employees,
verbal abuse in the workplace is influenced not only by cultural factors (such as "social norms"
and "gender stereotypes) but also by organizational elements (including a "toxic organizational
culture" and inflexible organizational policies regarding the criminalization of verbal abuse, as
well as the "incompetence of organizational leaders" in implementing preventive measures and
supporting abused women). These factors exacerbate the "audacity" and "habit" of male
employees in using verbal abuse, while simultaneously leading to cautious responses from
women when faced with sexual verbal harassment. The findings of the research highlight that
despite the absence of visible physical harm, verbal abuse can have irreparable consequences on
both individual and organizational levels. If ignored, it can lead to mental and physical problems
for employees, as well as challenge the organization’s reputation and functionality. Therefore,
based on the results of this article and referencing global labor laws emphasizing the
criminalization of any form of violence in the workplace, it is expected that organizations,
particularly higher education institutions, will change their understanding of verbal abuse as a
form of organizational misconduct. This shift is crucial for reforming and improving the current
organizational culture. The article concludes by emphasizing the role of higher education
institutions in implementing preventive policies and laws against verbal abuse, raising
awareness and training programs for employees, providing support for abused women, and
enforcing punitive measures against perpetrators through the criminalization of sexual verbal
abuse to promote a safe, respectful, non-discriminatory, and equitable work culture.

Keywords
Verbal violence, Workplace violence, higher education institutions, organizational misconduct,
female employees, phenomenology, sociolinguistics.
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1. sexist/sexual hostility
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2. sexual favours
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1. Convention No. 190 and Recommendation No. 206
2. Article 3
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