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Abstract

The importance of this paper lies on the identification of the 
components of mobbing behavior at the maquila industry. Al-
though the mobbing factor has been widely studied, studies 
made in the outsourcing industry in Mexico are scarce. The 
aim of this research was to diagnose the degree of mobbing 
that the surveyed employees showed as well as individual dif-
ferences among the employees that suffered this problem.  This 
paper applied the Cisneros inventory. The authors tested the 
original 43 item version with data collected from a sample of 
150 direct employees working at a maquila production center 
for Radars and GPS Instruments in Ensenada, Baja California.  
Even though results show low levels of mobbing since only 
8% of the surveyed employees experienced high degree of the 
harassment, 138 of the surveyed employees have suffered at 
least one of the mobbing behaviors from coworkers in the last 
six months. Correlations showed high significance between the 
variables of the model.
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La cara oculta del mobbing. Aplicación de la escala Cisneros en una planta 
maquiladora en México 

Resumen

La importancia de esta investigación radica en la identificación de los principales com-
portamientos relacionados con el acoso laboral en la industria maquiladora. Aunque el 
acoso laboral ha sido estudiado por numerosos investigadores, los estudios en la industria 
maquiladora sobre este fenómeno son escasos, a pesar de que es un fenómeno que se pre-
senta muy frecuentemente en esta industria. El propósito fue diagnosticar el nivel de acoso 
laboral que presenta una muestra de empleados de una empresa maquiladora, así como sus 
diferencias individuales. Se trata de una investigación transversal descriptiva. Se aplicaron 
150 cuestionarios en una empresa maquiladora de Ensamble de Radares y GPS en Ensena-
da, Baja California. Se usó el cuestionario Cisneros con un total de 43 reactivos con escala 
de Likert.  Se encontró que aunque el nivel de mobbing presente en la muestra es bajo, pues 
sólo el 8% de los encuestados manifestó altos niveles de mobbing, 138 de los empleados 
encuestados han sufrido al menos un incidente en los últimos seis meses. El acoso se mani-
fiesta principalmente en forma horizontal, es decir, de sus propios compañeros. El estudio 
demostró correlación alta y significativa entre las variables analizadas.  

Palabras clave: acoso laboral, mobbing, presión psicosocial, acoso psicológico en el tra-
bajo.

Background

Mobbing behavior has been documented in different settings  under labels such as 
bullying and workplace bullying. While various authors (Agervold, 2007; Yildiz, 
2007) discuss differing terms and nuances, there is a general agreement upon the 
outcome of mobbing, no matter the term used to define it. Persons who suffer from 
mobbing behavior may experience emotional distress or post-traumatic stress di-
sorders.  Mobbing is a term that is used to describe certain toxic behaviors within 
organizations that illustrate extreme elements of violence prone environments. 

Introduction 

The maquila industry in Mexico has grown to become major production centers 
for large corporations where the employees are taken as a resource that fuels the 
industry’s growth.  The international corporations that manage their outsourced 
processes from a distance have relatively little knowledge and virtually no direct 
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control over the abuse that employees suffer from their coworkers and supervisors 
on a daily basis (García y Cox, 2005).  The main forms of mobbing behavior found 
in this research were isolation, blaming, heavier workloads, and diminished self 
esteem.   

Although extensive research has been conducted to study mobbing behavior in 
organizations, empirical research in Mexico has not led to firm conclusions re-
garding its antecedents and consequences, at either the personal or organizational 
levels (Topa y Morales, 2007).  The authors’ extensive literature search yielded 86 
empirical studies with 93 samples. Results supported hypotheses regarding orga-
nizational environmental factors as main mobbing predictors. 

According to Melia (2006), mobbing is defined as a pattern of continuous ag-
gressive behavior, actions and/or omissions, performed by some members of the 
social setting. Some researchers accept the term mobbing only if the victim has 
been suffering mobbing behaviors, e.g., rumors, isolation, changes in job demands, 
weekly for at least six months.

According to Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf and Cooper (2003) mobbing behavior is a very 
painful form of aggression at work.  For the term to be considered appropriate in a 
specific situation, some well-known mobbing behaviors have to occur repeatedly 
and regularly, at least once a week, and over a period of time lasting more than six 
months.

No matter its location, the assembly industry has always been characterized by 
great dynamism in its operations, and this is certainly true for the large corpo-
rations that have opened production centers in Mexico. These corporations have 
benefited from the advantages offered to them by the Mexican labor and industrial 
environment. These advantages include, but are not limited to, low wage costs 
coupled with high productivity, plus manpower that is enabled and available. The 
corporations’ managers basically limit the locations and the organizations to pro-
duction centers where decisions are highly centralized, where technology allows 
repetitive operations of high intensity, and where employees are under great pres-
sure to fulfill the production quotas imposed to them; all strategies are used to 
make employees more productive upon threat of termination.  Labor laws and 
rules are such that employees who do not meet these criteria are forced to leave the 
organization without the organizations’ having to pay termination costs.
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Mobbing behavior has been a problem for most organizations all over the world.  
Due to the great importance that it  has in this industry, and that it has been ignored 
in Mexico until now, this investigation´s aims are to analyze the problem,  charac-
terize it, and verify its possible consequences  on  employees who face it day after 
day without finding support or answers in their organizations, companions, and 
supervisors.  In addition, this investigation considers (1) sources of labor pressure 
(or harassment), (2) manifestations of psycho-social stress at personal and organi-
zational level that the mobbing behavior generates.

The association of mobbing behavior and leadership has been demonstrated by 
authors like Adams (1992a), Crawford (1999), Bassman (1992), Ashforth (1994), 
Barón et al. (1999), among others, although hostile, humiliating and intimidating 
behaviors have not been explored in investigations on direction and leadership 
(Rayner and Cooper, 2006).  Therefore, it is observed that behaviors such as public 
humiliation, insults or isolation from the group are bound directly to a negative 
leadership. Other authors like Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2001) mention in 
their Critical Theory of the Direction that power is a central element to explain the 
mobbing behavior, and its use is an evidence  in the organization. The practices of 
supervision such as time control, allocation of the tasks, regulation of absenteeism, 
labor instability, or the threat of being replaced by machines, are interpreted by the 
workers as hostile and intimidating behaviors.  Thus, individual employees and 
employee groups develop confronting strategies to defy certain systems of behav-
ior by the organization.  From a psychoanalytic approach, Thylefors (1987) men-
tions that mobbing behaviors are evidence of frustration on the part of the pursuer, 
and this frustration impels action against the victim. 

Leymann (1997) makes a clear distinction between bullying and mobbing by  
stating that the bullying concept is very often characterized by physically aggres-
sive acts. On the other hand, mobbing is characterized by more sophisticated be-
haviors, such as harmful treatment  or harmful pressure on employees. 
 
Understanding mobbing behavior in the workplace has been hard, since it is fre-
quently related to bullying. What are the specific examples of harassing acts to 
differentiate aggressive-violent behavior vs. psychological, stressful harassment 
within the workplace?  According to Von Bergen et al. (2006) related grievances 
of harassment understood as Mobbing relate to intimidating behavior. 
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Analyzing the mobbing behavior victims, Brodsky (1976) mentions three types 
of observed symptoms associated with mobbing behavior:  a) physical sickness, 
b) depression, insomnia and low self-esteem, c) hostility, hypersensitivity, social 
isolation and nervousness, among others. Similar findings obtained by Fox and 
Spector (2005), Moon, Yela and Antón (2003), among others. 

Mobbing also affects those who, without being direct participants, are observers 
of the mobbing behaviors. The observers show consequences like lower job sa-
tisfaction, lower productivity and decreased motivation (Elinarsen et al., 1994). 
Also, they present or display major stress levels, a negative perception of the labor 
climate, more role ambiguity and less autonomy (Vartia, 2001, 2003). Observing 
the mobbing behavior, increases their fear to become the next mobbing victim 
(Rayner, 1999).

As discussed above, a great number of models and research have been developed 
to explain this problem; nevertheless, in Mexico, this problem has been related to a 
variety of factors that include: globalization, liberalization of markets, high pressu-
re focused on efficiency, popular organizational philosophies such as Total Quality 
and re-engineering, and finally, remuneration methods that encourage payment by 
piece. These challenges have led to an increase in the mobbing behaviors (Shee-
han, 1996; McCarthy, 1996; Wright and Smye, 1997; Hereads, 2000; O’Moore et 
al., 2003, among others).

Methods 

We developed a cross-sectional, descriptive and correlational research design to 
analyze mobbing behaviors at the surveyed organization, a high tech plant in Ense-
nada, Mexico that assembles radar and GPS systems. The products are integrated 
in final assemblies for different brands like B&G, Eagle, Lowrance, MX radar, 
Navman, Northstar and SIMRAD. 

Data Sample

This plant employs more than 1250 employees in the high season.  There were 
550 employees working at the organization during the low season, when the ques-
tionnaire was applied. The sample was by simple random sampling and provided 
an 80 percent confidence level.  Data were collected from 150 people (N=150), 
129 women and 21 men, with ages ranging from 18 to 53 years. The population 
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was predominantly female in this research. Women are known in Mexico for their 
detailed work and responsibility that leads to higher productivity rates. Most of the 
employees that participated in the survey were young fellows between the ages of 
26 and 35 (54%).  Also, 141 of the surveyed employees work in the production 
area, 2 are in managerial positions, 4 are office staff and 3 are janitorial workers. 
The questionnaire was given personally to all the surveyed employees, and the em-
ployees were selected at random. The greatest number of the employees had senio-
rity at the company of 2 to 5 years (65%).  Instructions for the correct interpretation 
and completion of the questionnaire were given to them. The survey application 
was authorized by the organization managers, and it was conducted during wor-
king hours in groups of 50 people who were called randomly to the department of 
human resources and given 15 minutes to complete the survey questionnaire. The 
survey was done during October of 2010 and the company received the results 
upon final completion. The sample represents 27% of the total population of the 
company.  

Questionnaire

The questionnaire was created by Piñuel y Zavala (2004), and it is known as the 
Cisneros scale. The Cisneros scale is a questionnaire made up of 43 items on a 
seven-point Likert scale that assess psychological harassment or mobbing at work. 
The range of the scale goes from never (0) to daily (6). Items deal with 43 different 
behaviors related to bullying, harassment and emotional abuse in the workplace 
(Individual Questionnaire on Psicoterror, Negation, Stigmatization and Rejection 
in Social Organizations). The content and development of violence and harassment 
in the workplace is explored in a periodic way by the questionnaire. This scale 
has the purpose to find different acts of harassment as well as the intensity of the 
damage caused to a victim, and its main objective is to determine the frequency of 
these behaviors. 

We applied an Alpha Cronbach reliability test to the total items, finding a value of 
0.989.  The reliability test by subscale is shown in table 1.



The hidden face of mobbing behavior
Survey application of the Cisneros inventory in a maquila facility in Mexico

181Contaduría y Administración 59 (1), enero-marzo 2014: 175-193

Table 1
Subscales reliability test

               Source: García, Mendoza and Cox, 2011.

As noticed in table 1, all the subscales have an alpha Cronbach reliability higher 
than 0.80.  Also, we made a validity test using a factor analysis that grouped the 
items in 5 main variables as shown in table 2.

Table 2
Factor analysis ítems 

           Source: García, Mendoza and Cox, 2011.

As noticed in table 2, the first factor, personal downgrading, explains the higher 
percentage of the variance. Also, in table 3, the factor analysis is shown:

Mobbing 
subscales

Alpha 
Cronbach Subscale Variance E1 E2 E3 E4 E5

E1 Personal 
downgrading 0.98 E1 81.58 1

E2 Professional 
downgrading 0.82 E2 76.98 .966** 1

E3 Humiliation 0.97 E3 92.30 .972** .941** 1
E4 Risk exposition 0.97 E4 91.20 .955** .958** .934** 1

E5 Ignoring 0.94 E5 89.78 .849** .840** .851** .840** 1

Dimension 1
Personal 

downgrading

Dimension 2
Professional 
downgrading

Dimension 3
Personal 

humiliation

Dimension 4
exposure to risks

Dimension 5
ignoring

35,20,27,22,23,24,1,
9,29,40,32,18,17,41,

21,42,15,5
37,36,38,39,09,08,33 26,31,25,30 11,12,10,34 02,03,01
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Table 3 
Factor analysis

  Extraction method: rotated components	 						    
  Source: García, Mendoza and Cox, 2011.

Factorial solutions of most scales of mobbing indicate the existence of a factor 
that groups a lifted percentage of the variance. In our case, personal downgrading 
is the denominated factor that groups 17 items and explains 40% of the variance. 
The factorial analysis of the LIPT made by Niedl (1995) indicates that the first 
factor, i.e. personal downgrading, groups a total of 13 items, explaining 36,5% of 
the variance.

Results

To assess the incidence of mobbing, we used the Cisneros Inventory.  According 
to Piñuel y Zavala (2004), who, from an operative viewpoint, adopted an affirma-
tive answer as criterion to divide the sample between those who have suffered one 
or more mobbing behaviors (n=138) and those who have not (n=12). 138 people 

E1  personal 
downgrading factor

E2  
Professional 
downgrading

factor E3  
Humiliation factor

E4  
Risk 

exposure
factor E5  

Ignoring factor

P35 .914 P37 .946 P26 .961 P11 .960 P2 .968
P20 .912 P36 .929 P31 .962 P12 .969 P3 .953
P27 .937 P38 .443 P25 .952 P10 .958 P1 .921
P22 .919 P39 .932 P30 .969 P34 .932
P23 .898 P9 .915
P24 .928 P8 .914
P1 .736 P33 .944
P9 .913
P29 .896
P40 .921
P32 .917
P18 .933
P17 .929
P41 .905
P21 .888
P42 .902
P15 .910
P5 .883
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responded they had been the recipient of one or more of the 43 behaviors of the 
Cisneros inventory over the period of six months at the surveyed company. 

As a result of the survey, we noticed that most of the mobbing behaviors appear with 
a frequency of at least 30% and the median is once a week. In regard  to frequency 
percentages, the main mobbing behaviors that are noteworthy are: “They prohibit  
my companions or colleagues to speak with me” (37.3%), “They underestimate me 
and  ruin my work,  no matter what I do” (36.7%), “I receive illegal pressure to work 
faster” (36.0%), “They assign me unreal implementation times or out- of- proportion 
workloads” (36.7%), “They invent and  spread rumors and calumnies about me in a 
hostile way” (35.3%), “They accuse  me unwarrantedly of diffuse breaches, errors 
and failures” (35.3%).  In general, the most frequent hostile behaviors were related 
to work performance.  

Also, of the total surveyed, 145 answered that the main source of mobbing was ho-
rizontal, coming from their fellow workers, and only 3 mentioned that the source 
was vertical, coming from their head supervisors.

Regarding the relation of the subscales of mobbing, results in table 4 show a posi-
tive and statistically significant association, where Spearman correlations are : E1 
vs. E2 S = 0.886, E2 vs. E3 = 0.863, E3 vs. E4 = 0.97, E4 vs. E5 = 0.94.
 

Table 4
Descriptive Statistics and Spearman correlations

Significant correlation (2 tails)
The coefficients of Alpha Cronbach are observed
Source: García, Mendoza and Cox, 2011.

Mobbing 
subscales

Media SD Min Max E1
P.D.

E2
PR.D.

E3
H.

E4
R.E.

E5
I.

E1  Personal 
downgrading

58.6 20.52 0 80 0.99

E2  Professional 
downgrading

26.2 10.04 0 84 0.886 0.822

E3  Humiliation 14.71 5.23 0 20 0.969 0.863 0.97

E4  Risk 
exposure

18.55 6.32 0 25 0.948 0.850 0.923 0.97

E5  Ignoring 10.52 3.9 0 21 0.849 0.751 0.851 0.862 0.94
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As shown in table 4, Alpha Cronbach coefficients are higher than 0.70. A Pareto 
behavior was observed in the descriptive statistic of each subscale; where the 20% 
of each subscale displays the greater score, and 80% do not display it. According 
to this, we found results that showed that 22.7% (34) of the surveyed employees 
suffered a high level of personal humiliation, whereas 77.3% (116) did not, as 
shown in table 5.

Table 5 
Pareto Behaviors for Personal Humiliation

w

              Source: García, Mendoza and Cox, 2011.

In regard to the rest of the subscales of the model, the results of the surveyed em-
ployees showed that 24.7% (37) of the surveyed employees had a high level of 
professional downgrading; whereas 75.3% (113) did not.  

About Exposure to Risks related to the task, table 6 shows results where 23.3% 
(35)  of the employees presented a high level of  exposure, whereas 76.7% (115) 
did not.

Table 6 
Pareto Behavior for Exposure to Risks

                Source: García, Mendoza and Cox, 2011.

E3a Personal humiliation

Category Frequency Percentage Valid percentage Accumulated 
percentage

Without 116 77.3 77.3 77.3

High 34 22.7 22.7 100.0

Total 150 100.0 100.0

E4a Exposure to risks

Category Frequency Percentage Valid 
percentage

Accumulated 
percentage

Without 115 76.7 76.7 76.7

High 35 23.3 23.3 100.0

Total 150 100.0 100.0
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Also, table 7 shows results where 28.7 % (43) of the surveyed employees suffered 
a high level of the ignoring subscale; while 71.3% (107) did not.

Table 7 
Pareto Behavior for Ignoring

E5a Ignoring

Category Frecuency Percentage Valid 
percentage

Accumulated 
percentage

Without 107 71.3 71.3 71.3

High 43 28.7 28.7 100.0

Total 150 100.0 100.0

                Source: García, Mendoza and Cox, 2011

Finally, for Mobbing detected in the sample, as shown in table 8, 5.3% (8) of the 
surveyed employees showed a high level of mobbing while 94.7% (142) did not.

Table 8
Mobbing Detected in the sample

                Source: Garcia, Mendoza and Cox, 2011

Even though a high number (138) of employees reported to have suffered at least 
one of the 43 behaviors of the Cisneros inventory, only 5.3% are experiencing the 
mobbing behavior in a high level at the surveyed organization.  

Category Frequency Percentage Valid 
percentage

Accumulative 
percentage

Low mobbing 
(presented one or 
more situations)

138 92 92 92

High level of 
mobbing 8 5.3 5.3 97.3

Did not answer 4 2.7 2.7 100

Total 150 100 100
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Discussion 

As shown in this research, even though only 8 of the surveyed employees (5.3%) 
suffered a high level of mobbing, 138 of the surveyed employees reported having 
suffered one or more of the bullying behaviors during a continuous six month 
period. Also, at least 30% of the surveyed employees reported they had been the 
recipient of one or more of the behaviors at least once a week. In Mexico’s maqui-
la industry, personal work conditions can perhaps be harsh. Collectively, emplo-
yees are mostly young and with low scholarship levels. Further, the predominant 
company culture tends to be highly hierarchical and with a prevailing male value 
system. According to Hofstede, (2010) Mexico scores 69 on the masculinity di-
mension and is thus a masculine society. In masculine countries, the emphasis is 
on competition and performance and conflicts are resolved by “fighting them out”. 
These conditions do not augur well for the reduction of the mobbing behavior 
in the maquila industry in Mexico. Most employees are in a vulnerable position 
where abusive and hostile behaviors are easily performed without penalty. Thus, 
managerial reaction, or lack thereof, leads itself to an atmosphere and culture that 
are conducive to an escalation of mobbing and mobbing-related behaviors.  

One of the most insidious common characteristics of mobbing is that it usually 
does not leave visible signs.  The psychological deterioration observed in the vic-
tims can quite easily be attributed to personal problems or relations with their fe-
llow workers.  Generally this type of mobbing behavior is shown where the group 
head harasses the subordinate (vertical descendent mobbing behavior), but in the 
surveyed organization we observed that the majority of cases were when the haras-
ser and the victim have similar positions (horizontal mobbing).

Scarce research has been done in Mexico on the subject of mobbing in terms of 
determining its proportions and its real scope. Mobbing is a serious organizational 
pathology, but in order to take timely action inside an organization before it causes 
irreparable damage, it must be well-researched and well-known.   

The different forms of mobbing  used by  predators to intimidate their victims  such 
as assigning meaningless tasks or being ignored, are also mentioned in different 
research done (Einarsen and Rakness, 1997; Vartia, 2001; Zapf et al., 1996) as 
main behaviors of bullying.
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Summing up, our present findings show that the mobbing problem can and should 
be considered within the framework of prevention of workplace risks.  Whether 
or not the workers have self-labeled themselves as mobbing victims, its incidence 
in the workplace, mobbing must be recognized as a phenomenon that affects wor-
kers’ health; thus, the quality and longevity of their service. By applying preventi-
ve policies to this phenomenon, especially to work-related bullying behaviors and 
personal attacks, the emergence of the predators will be reduced.

This research findings are similar to García and Cox (2007) who  estimated that 
65% of problems related to unsuccessfulness at work are not the result of lower 
work capabilities or motivation, but of strained interpersonal relationships. Also 
Leymann and Gustafsson (1996) found in their research similar results, where ho-
rizontal mobbing was the consequence of a closed circle in which a  competent 
employee, because of its capabilities, provokes envy among fellow workers, and in 
case of a negative reaction to harassment reinforces the mobber in his/her actions.

Regarding the limitations of this study, other sources of information, in order 
to compare and contrast this organization data, were not available.  It would 
be enlightening, for example, to compare incidents of bullying or fighting in 
the workplace, rates of absenteeism due to bullying, conflict and organizational 
climate, and other mobbing-related behaviors in maquila centers versus other 
domestic industry.  

Another limitation is the lack of measuring instruments specifically developed and 
validated to the Mexican language and population.  As those who have done ques-
tionnaire-based research across languages will attest, there are terms, words, phra-
ses, and sayings that do not translate well from one language to another. Thus, an 
instrument that is validated in its “native” language may not be as valid in another 
language.  In this research, using a Spanish instrument, even when adapted, some 
words and expressions are difficult to understand and some expressions have no 
meaning in the Mexican context.  

Research should be done using a larger sample and developing or adapting re-
search instruments to take into consideration the particular aspects of the Mexican 
language and of Mexican culture. In addition, great opportunities exist to inves-
tigate how burnout and mobbing relate to each other; i.e., questions of whether 
mobbing conditions lead to burnout and whether burnout conditions lead to mob-
bing should be analyzed within the context of the Mexican culture. Within a larger 
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global context, many of the above questions should be investigated between and 
among other languages. 

Conclusions

In this paper, we analyzed research showing that mobbing at the workplace is a 
common practice in today’s organizations and that horizontal workplace mobbing 
is the most prevalent form at the maquila facilities of northern Mexico. Hence, 
workplace mobbing is worrying, also because it is a non-rational organizational 
behavior and represents an abuse to employees that suffer as victims of these be-
haviors for years. We also showed that causes of and facilitating circumstances 
for workplace mobbing, mentioned by previous research, match current organi-
zational conditions (Zadarska, 2009; Mc Kenna, 1995; Paoli, 2000; Bruce et al., 
2005; Isaksen et al. 2007). This paper highlighted that it is not the organizational 
conditions themselves that are to “blame”, but an inadequate transformation of 
leadership and power in reaction to those conditions. Using the Cisneros’scale we 
were able to identify the most common behaviors that lead to workplace mobbing 
beyond the organization. It seems that in the surveyed company, supervisors have 
no clue of their true work as servant leaders to guide and help the employees in the 
production lines to optimize their resources and avoid and prevent bullying/mob-
bing at the work place. In this organization, workplace mobbing is a pathology of 
the current conditions, resulting from not acting out the full ethical potential of the 
discourse of excellence, adventure, creativity and responsibility that the company 
preaches.

Management audits as well as policies towards workplace mobbing should bear 
attention for this. Future research obviously has a task here. The rules of right 
which go along the new power/knowledge bond should be finely tuned as to their 
organizational implications. This will entail a search for best practices of institu-
tionalizing empowerment and autonomy in organizations.
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