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Abstract

In this article, the researcher proposed a theoretical frame work of supervisory impulsive and strategic abuse. So
for majority of the literature had focused on the supervisory impulsive abuse and its effects on employee’s
personal and/or professional life while the supervisory strategic abuse have enormously been ignored in the
literature. The theoretical frame work offered in this paper will help to identify the boundary line between these
two sub-types of abusive supervision. The researcher tried to clarify, with the help of existing literature,
boundaries among the sub-types of the construct of abusive supervision e.g. supervisory impulsive and strategic
abuse and integrate it into a theoretical model that helps to understand the manifestation of supervisory abusive
behaviour in terms of its strategic and impulsive abuse. Further its effects on employee’s morale have also been
discussed in its theoretical model. Future research directions have also been discussed in this paper.

Keywords: abusive supervision, impulsive abuse, strategic abuse, employee’s morale, stress, employee’s job
performance

1. Introduction

Abusive supervision has adverse effects on subordinates’ performance, attitude, self-respect, turnover and
physical health (Hornstein, 1996; Khan, Qureshi, & Ahmad, 2010; Mehdi, Raju, & Mukherji, 2012). Abusive
supervision badly affects subordinates’ perception of organisational justice, which ultimately affect their
performance, job satisfaction, life satisfaction, organisational commitment, organisational citizenship behaviour,
conflict between work and family-life and psychological distress (Kang & Jensen, 2009; Tepper, 2000, 2007;
Tepper, Duffy, Hoobler, & Ensley, 2004; Tepper, Moss, Lockhart, & Carr, 2007; Zellars, Tepper, & Duffy,
2002).

It is well-known that bullying or other forms of abuse in the workplace, especially by supervisors, can affect
employees’ performance and productivity (Hornstein, 1996; Tepper, 2000; Tepper, Henle, Lambert, Giacalone,
& Dufty, 2008) and therefore can affect a firm’s competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Duschek, 2004; Rahimi¢
& Kovacevié, 2009). The firm’s competitive advantage is inter-related with the employee’s performance and
productivity (Cole, 1998). Therefore, it is argued that the employee’s role is crucial in getting and sustaining a
competitive advantage for the firm (Barney, 1991). If employees are suffering from abusive supervision at work,
this will affect their performance and productivity, which will ultimately affect the firm’s performance and
productivity as they are the organisation’s real asset (Cole, 1998; Tepper, 2000; Tepper, Moss, & Dufty, 2011;
Zellars et al., 2002). This ratio of abusive supervision varies from country to country and culture to culture but it
is evident from the literature that this phenomenon of abusive supervision exists in almost all countries and
cultures of the world.

The issue of abusive supervision at work is apparent from existing literature for organisations, employers and
employees. To date, however, the majority of the work has concentrated upon its antecedents, consequences and
the reasons for its occurrence that affect organisations, employers and employees (Tepper, 2007). Such
behaviour motivates subordinates for deviant work behaviour the cost of which is much higher than the benefits
of organisational citizenship behaviours (Dunlop & Lee, 2004).
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1.1 What Are the Effects of Abusive Supervision?

Abusive supervisors get things done by force and they create intimidation and fear. Abusive supervision has
implications for subordinates’ performance, attitude, self-respect and physical health (Hornstein, 1996; Jian,
Kwan, Qiu, Liu, & Yim, 2011; Mariano & Maria, 2008). Tepper (2000) has reported more severe effects of
abusive supervision on subordinates’ work and family life, including subordinates’ perceptions of organisational
justice, job performance, job satisfaction, life satisfaction, organisational commitment, conflict between work
and family-life and psychological distress. Abusive supervision is positively related to employees’ job tension,
emotional exhaustion and turnover intention (Harvey, Stoner, Hochwarter, & Kacmar, 2007; Tepper, 2000; Wu
& Changya Hu, 2009). It costs the organisation in terms of lost productivity, absenteeism, turnover and health
care expenditures (Tepper et al., 2011).

Hornstein (1996), reported more than 90% of adult employees face emotional and psychological abuse at least
once in their job life. Abusive supervision negatively affects employees. While recent research showed that
around 15% of American employees are suffering from abusive supervision on a regular basis (Tepper et al.,
2004), Yildiz (2007) reported that in Turkey more than 20% of the employees are suffering from psychological
abuse.

To highlight the physical effects caused by abusive supervision at work, Hockley (2002) reported a case study of
an employee who felt fear and intimidation when she had to go to the office because of physical effects she had
experienced in the past. These included stomach pain, diarrhoea, vomiting, headache, and insomnia. Grice,
Sheehan, McCarthy, Barker, and Henderson (2003) and Hockley (2002) have reported more severe physical
effects such that the victim couldn’t continue his job and had to go on medical leave. In such a situation, the
victim of abusive supervision could be deprived economically and physically as well as psychologically.

In the WBI (Workplace Bullying Institute) survey of 2010, 35% of US employees (approximately 53.5 million
Americans) reported being bullied at work while another 15% witnessed it. Hence 50% of all Americans have
experienced bullying at work (Namie, 2010). In their 2012 survey, anxiety was reported by 80% of targets, panic
attacks by 52% and agoraphobia by 17%, while in the same report 49% had been diagnosed with clinical
depression, sleep disorder, insomnia, loss of concentration, mood swings and pervasive sadness (Namie, 2012).
According to the ILO (International Labour Organisation) violence at work, ranging from bullying and mobbing
to sexual harassment to homicide, is reaching epidemic levels. In 2002, the ILO reported 800,000 victims of
mobbing (bullying) in Germany and 22% of public officials being mobbed (bullied) in Spain. Efforts to estimate
the cost to employers caused by workplace bullying range from 6 to 13 billion dollars in Australia and 23.8
billion dollars in the USA (Chappell & Di Martino, 2006; Tepper, Duffy, Henle, & Lambert, 2006).

It should be considered that the stimuli for workplace bullying and violence may differ from person to person
due to their personality differences, hierarchical levels, workplace conditions, and industry types. The term
‘horizontal violence’ is mainly used in North American and Australian literature (E. Duffy, 1995; Roberts, 1983).
In the United Kingdom similar behaviour is recognised as bullying (Adams, 1992). The effects of workplace
bullying and violence are even more severe in vertical violence than horizontal violence. Hockley (2002, p. 28)
cited the case study described by Adams (1992) where one manager had strict control of employees for four
years. All the men and women were working in a very depressed and miserable condition. This manager’s
intimidating and degrading behaviour had severely affected the employees’ professional and personal confidence.
The employees’ complaints were not listened to by top management and the manager was even given support to
disgrace employees regarding their eating habits, leading to one employee having to eat her lunch in the toilet.

1.2 Why Does Abusive Supervision Occur?

The occurrence of abusive supervision mainly depends upon the context in which it occurs (Hoff, 1990). Mere
definitions and types of this violence and bullying are not sufficient to understand the bullying and violent
behaviours. Chappell (1995), has argued that individuals who are violent in their homes have the potential to be
violent in other situations. Similarly Hockley (2002) argues that it is logical to admit that the occurrence of
violence somewhere else in society has the potential to bring this violence into the workplace. Social learning
theory argues that behaviours usually comes through learning processes in human beings accordingly this violent
behaviour comes through learning processes when people observe someone especially a role model, behaving
violently (Bandura, 1973, 1986). One factor or reason for the occurrence of abusive supervision, therefore, is the
social learning process through which the supervisors makes the cognition to be abusive like his/her role model
and this cognition becomes a personality trait which motivates him/her to be abusive towards subordinates.

Hockley (2002, p. 18) cited Bull (1993; pp. 6-8) who reported seven reasons behind the occurrence of abusive or
violent behaviour at work: (1) Disappointment or frustration with service, (2) Drug and alcohol habits, (3)
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Trouble-making clients or employees, (4) Using others for success and achievements, (5) Deceitful benefits, (6)
Organisation and top management motivation and support for such behaviour to get things done, can have
influence beyond the original targets and extend to (7) Third party experience of violence and abuse. In this
context, abuse of power is identified as a factor or reason for abusive supervision, especially in teams (Vecchio
& Brazil, 2007).

Contrary to these reasons, Chappell (1995) has argued that violence usually occurs between persons who know
each other. He stresses the element of familiarity in the occurrence of violence. While Hockley sees this
phenomenon more broadly and concluded that violence is a subjective assessment and some may perceive it as
violence and some may not. Hockley (2002, p. 24), explained that ‘The term violence is often used
interchangeably with other terms, such as abuse, bullying, harassment, and psychological terrorism. All of these
terms imply some form of harm to another person (victim)’.

1.3 Other Related Topics

Some closely related topics have also been discussed to differentiate abusive supervision from these areas, e.g.,
mobbing, bullying, workplace aggression, leader member exchange theory, occupational violence, deviant work
behaviour, social support, perceived organisational support, and perceived supervisory support etc.

Mobbing and abusive supervision. Leymann (1998), introduced the concept of mobbing in the workplace in
early 1980s when he observed similar behaviour in the workplace as that which occurred in animals and schools.
The term ‘mobbing’ derives from the situation when a group of smaller animals attacks a single large animal.

Mobbing is ganging upon someone using rumours, innundo, discrediting, humiliation, isolation and intimidation
in a concentrated and direct manner. Mobbing is a non-sexual, non-racial form of workplace harassment that is
subtle and subversive (Leymann, 1990; Zapf, Knorz, & Kulla, 1996). The first investigation of mobbing
occurred in mid 1980s (Einarsen, 1999; Leymann & Gustavsson, 1984; Niedl, 1996). It was reported in Western
Europe and the USA only after 1992 (Groeblinghoff & Becker, 1996).

In mobbing, the person who is being attacked is portrayed as the person at fault (Hogh & Dofradottir, 2001;
Invernizzi, 2000). Tehrani (2012), reported factors that are associated with mobbing to be office politics and
corporate culture, unclear expectations, dishonesty, withheld information, discouraging responses, tolerance of
poor performance, being taken for granted. Behavioural changes often precede workplace violence. These
changes may include increased agitation, pacing, sudden unusual calmness, shouting, hostility, tearfulness,
clenched fists, invasion of body space, or expression of paranoid thoughts (Brennan, 1996). Sweden-based
German medical scientist Leymann (1990) founded an international bullying movement that he named ‘mobbing’
and defined it as sustained violence by a group of employees on a single co-worker.

It is argued that the term ‘mobbing’ is more focused on horizontal violence, e.g., violence between colleagues
rather than the vertical violence where supervisor abuses his/her subordinates. The former is more prominent in
the USA and Australia (Duffy, 1995; Roberts, 1983) while in the United Kingdom such behaviour is termed
‘bullying’ (Adams, 1992). Keeping in view the above arguments about the term mobbing, it is argued that
mobbing is beyond the scope of the present study because of its horizontal approach, but is related to supervisory
abuse in terms of the vertical relationship between supervisors and subordinates.

Bullying and abusive supervision. Workplace bullying is recurring, undesirable, psychological, physical or
sexual abuse or harassment from one employee towards other employees at work (Maclntosh, 2006). The
concept of bullying has got attention, particularly, when it transferred from a schoolyard setting into the
workplace in the early 1990s (Adams, 1992; Hockley, 2002).

According to Ireland’s government definition, bullying is recurring rude and ridiculing behaviour, intended or
unintended, verbal or non-verbal directed by one person or group of persons towards another person or group of
persons, and can happened in the workplace or outside the workplace. The intention of such behaviour is to
disgrace, humiliate or abuse the individual and impinge upon his/her right to dignity at work (Health & Safety
Authority, 2013). A similar definition of bullying appears in South Australia’s Occupational Safety and Health
Code as a behaviour that is intended to harm, humiliate and abuse psychologically or physically an employee or
group of employees on a regular and systematic basis (Government of South Australia, 2013). The Canadian
province of Quebec’s labour standard (Sec 81.18) that became effective in Jun, 2004, refers to bullying as
‘psychological harassment at work’ with a further explanation that it is an annoying and irritating behaviour that
reveals itself in activities, gestures and verbal comments that tease and ridicule a person on regular basis which
affect the person’s dignity and self-esteem in a work environment ("Labour Laws," 2002).
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French and Morgan (2002), in the Canadian Survey of Labour Unions report in 2000, stated that more than 70%
of employees reported workplace harassment and bullying. Bullying is a hurtful and repeated mistreatment of
people by their bosses, co-workers and/or subordinates. The bullying definition also includes abuse of power
which has adverse effects on a person’s life (Turnbull, 1995). Further, Adams (1992) and Hockley (2002) have
identified and highlighted some features of bullies’ behaviour which include frightening and underestimating
people, attacking others’ personalities, changing their duty rosters without notification and discrediting them in
their jobs and activities. Lines (2008), listed synonyms for bullies to include aggressors, mobbers, offenders,
backstabbers, saboteurs, harassers, nit-pickers, control freaks, obsessive critics, terrorists, tyrants, perpetrators
and abusers. He further added that everyone considers bullying a wrong and unacceptable attitude and behaviour,
and that the one who commits bullying can be identified by everyone.

In keeping with the above-mentioned ideas, it is argued that bullying is a general term which includes all
horizontal and vertical abuses, e.g., abuse from supervisors, peers, and/or subordinates. It is worthwhile
mentioning that other types of bullying (e.g., bullying by subordinates and colleagues) are beyond the scope of
present study while vertical bullying (e.g., a supervisor’s bullying behaviour towards his/her subordinates) falls
under the scope of the present study.

Workplace aggression and abusive supervision. Workplace aggression includes any form of behaviour by a
current or former employee that is intended to harm co-workers or the organisation (Folger & Baron, 1996).
Workplace aggressions are physical or verbal attacks (Baron & Neuman, 1998; Cashdan & Downes, 2012; Crick
& Dodge, 1994; Folger & Baron, 1996). The domain of workplace aggression includes both horizontal and
vertical aggression and even aggression from the organisation’s former employees. It also includes physical and
non-physical attacks (Baron & Neuman, 1998).

It is therefore argued that upward aggression, from employees to supervisors and horizontal aggression, between
subordinates and peers, or from former organisational employees are beyond the scope of present study. As
abusive supervision is one form of non-physical workplace aggression (Hoobler & Brass, 2006; Mitchell &
Ambrose, 2007) it is linked with the present study in terms of its supervisory non-physical abuse. Therefore,
supervisory abuse falls into the sub-domain of workplace aggression.

LMX theory and abusive supervision. Initially the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory developed by
Dansereau, Cashman, and Graen (1973) was originally Vertical Dyad Linkage (VDL) theory, and was based on
an assumption that a leader’s behaviour may vary from member to members. It will be more homogenous and
consistent towards specific members rather than general members. Graen, Novak, and Sommerkamp (1982),
renamed it, calling it Leader-Member-Exchange theory. Liden and Graen (1980), divided it into two categories:
the in-group (characterised by high trust, interaction, support, and formal/informal rewards) and the out-group
(characterised by low trust, interaction, support, and rewards). Almost all leaders at work differentiate their
subordinates in this way.

Leaders choose subordinates for their in-group on the basis of their expertise, talent, skills, level of confidence
and trust (especially when assigning a task to subordinates), and their level of commitment and responsibility
while performing tasks assigned by their supervisor. When subordinates show discretionary behaviour (going
beyond their formal job duties), demonstrating a level of commitment and responsibility during the task
completion, they receive favour, support, and recognition from their supervisors (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga,
1975; Liden & Graen, 1980).

In contrast to in-group members, out-group members have less access to and support from the leader, less
recognition and reward, decreased trust and confidence from leaders, which negatively affects the subordinate’s
perception of the LMX relationship (Dienesch & Liden, 1986). Being members of an ignored group, they
perceive this LMX relationship to be very poor and low. Their perceptions of low-quality LMX relations are
closely linked with their supervisor’s abusive behaviour. When they perceive their supervisor as abusive, they
also perceive poor LMX relations with their supervisors (Martinko, Sikora, & Harvey, 2012). On the basis of
conceptual similarities between abusive supervision and poor LMX relations, Martinko et al. (2012) proposed in
their recent study a positive relationship between a subordinate’s perception of abusive supervision and the
degree to which they perceive poor LMX relationships.

Leaders form an in-group within an organisation to accomplish their tasks and to obtain excellent performance
from the in-group members because, as head of the unit, the leader is responsible for good performance of the
unit. According to this theory, a leader focuses on one aspect of the project and considers only those
subordinates for his/her in-group who have the potential to succeed in the project. During this whole process, the
leader ignores the rest of the employees under his/her command. And out-group members being ignored and
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neglected perceive a low LMX relationship with their supervisors. Does this add to their perception of abusive
supervision? These out-group members are likely to label the leader as an ‘abusive supervisor’. This could be a
factor of abusive supervision from an employee’s perspective.

Deviant work behaviour and abusive supervision. Deviant behaviour is also termed as ‘abnormal individual
behaviour’, and includes wrong, threatening, sick, or abnormal behaviour. Societal reactions term it a ‘situational
offense’ or ‘impropriety’. But this behaviour is distinguished from criminal behaviour which is a violation of
rules, regulations, and/or legal codes. Such behaviour is punishable within society (Robinson & Bennett, 1995).
According to this theory, deviant behaviour is classified as ‘mental illness’ and caused by a mental disorder. This
theory distinguishes the individual’s deviant behaviour from his/her personality (Siporin, 1965). The construct of
deviant work behaviour has been defined by Robinson and Bennett (1995, p. 556) as behaviour ‘deemed deviant
when an organisation’s customs, policies, or internal regulations are violated by an individual or a group that
may jeopardize the well-being of the organisation or its citizens’.

Taylor (2005), in her detailed study hypothesised that there exists positive relationship between abusive
supervision and workplace deviance, the higher the abusive supervision, the higher the workplace deviance. One
cause of an employee’s deviant behaviour within an organisation is abusive supervision (Mitchell & Ambrose,
2007). This deviant work behaviour directed towards supervisors (supervisor’s directed deviance), organisation
(organisational deviance) or employees other than supervisor (interpersonal deviance). Hence Mitchell and
Ambrose (2007) found that abusive supervision is positively related to all types of employee deviance.

This deviant workplace behaviour can cost the organisation in terms of lost productivity, performance,
employee’s absenteeism, sexual harassment (Everton, Jolton, & Mastrangelo, 2007). Abusive supervision is a
source of and factor in employees’ deviant work behaviour at work. This deviant behaviour is linked with the
focus of the present study in the context of employees’ responses to supervisors’ abusive behaviour. This could
lead employees to deviant work behaviour. Hence it is argued that abusive supervision is closely linked with
deviant work behaviour, especially employees’ deviant work behaviour, and is a motivating factor for this
behaviour.

Social Support and abusive supervision. According to Hobman, Restubog, Bordia, and Tang (2009, p. 237)
social support is ‘behaviours that are intended to assist others’. It includes support from a variety of people, e.g.,
spouse, sibling, friends, peers, supervisors, and neighbours, etc. (Hobman et al., 2009; LaRocco & Jones, 1978).
However Arnault (2002) defined social support a bit differently, and linked it with cultural understandings that
shape it according to the need, situations/circumstances and the people who need it.

Interpersonal relationships have a strong effects on an individual’s psychological well-being (Hobman et al.,
2009) and plays an especially significant role in poor relationships between supervisors and subordinates. They
argued that where there is high supervisory support, there exists a positive relationship between abusive
supervision and anxiety, while negative support for abusive supervision and self-esteem and psychological
well-being.

Contrary to this argument, the cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) argues that when subordinates are
confronted with conflicting behaviours — support and abuse from the same source, e.g., a supervisor, this creates
more anxiety and incongruence. While this argument is further supported by G. Blau (1981) he adds that the
source of support and stress needs to be different otherwise it won’t be effective in a supervisor — subordinate
relationship. At the same time, the subordinate may think ‘my supervisor abuses me’ and ‘my supervisor offers
support to me’. Such conflicting perceptions create tension and strain (Festinger, 1957; Harmon-Jones, 1999).
The concept of social support is quite distinct from abusive supervision, as it supports development of positive
relationships while abusive supervision causes negative behaviours (Hobman et al., 2009; Tepper, 2000). To
validate this argument, it is worthwhile to mention the study of supervisory undermining conducted by E. Duffy,
Michelle, Ganster, and Pagon (2002) in which they found that social support is distinct from supervisory
undermining, while the concept of supervisory undermining is closely linked with abusive supervision (Tepper,
2007). Hence, it is argued that abusive supervision is a totally a different construct from social support.

Therefore, it is argued that social support and abusive supervision are related and linked with each other on at
least one point — when an abusive supervisor tries to socially isolate the subordinate to give them mental and
psychological torcher. In such severe situations, the subordinate might be in need of some social support, e.g.,
organisational support, peer support, supervisory support, spouse support etc (Hobman et al., 2009; LaRocco,
House, & French Jr, 1980; LaRocco & Jones, 1978) to cope with abusive supervision at work. Hence Festinger
(1957) cognitive dissonance theory supports and identifies the factor and reason for supervisory behaviour to be
abusive towards subordinates.
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Perceived supervisory support and abusive supervision. Perceived supervisory support (PSS) is defined by
Dysvik and Kuvaas (2012, p. 652) thus: ‘PSS is an employee’s shared views concerning the degree to which
their immediate line manager values their contribution and cares about their well-being’.

According to social exchange theory P. M. Blau (1964) and, Dysvik and Kuvaas (2012) argued that in response
to a high level of supervisory support, employees reciprocate by helping and supporting their supervisors to
succeed in their business—unit goals. Because first-line managers and supervisors are the representatives of the
organisation, employees trust them rather than their peers or the organisation (Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2012).
Furthermore, employees are aware that the line manager’s evaluation would convey a good or bad message to
top management about their performance and contribution and that the line mangers can provide opportunity to
them for training and development (Renwick & MacNeil, 2002). Such favour and support from line managers
significantly influences employees’ performance-related attitudes and behaviours at work (Bowen & Ostroff,
2004; Truss, 2001).

But as earlier mentioned, support and abuse from the same source creates even more anxiety and incongruence
in subordinates (Festinger, 1957). Hence these lines of reasoning produce a link between abusive supervision and
supervisory support. Subordinates could consider supervisory support as a factor of and reason for the
occurrence of abusive supervision at work.

Perceived organisational support and abusive supervision. Perceived organisational support is based upon an
assertion that ‘employees might develop a general belief concerning the extent to which the organisation values
their contributions and cares about their well-being’ (Hutchison, Sowa, Eisenberger, & Huntington, 1986, p.
501). Perceived organisational support is now referred to and famous as POS (Eisenberger & Stinglhamber,
2011). This phenomenon of organisational support varies within an organisation and from one organisation to
another. Those organisations that consider their employees as valued human capital and a source of competitive
advantage (Barney, 1991) produce high perceived organisation support while the others produce low perceived
organisation support. Eisenberger and Stinglhamber (2011, p. 30), cited in their book a story about a retired head
of a university graduate programme who highlighted the positive aspects of POS.

‘Thirty years ago, I was walking to my mail box at school and I noticed a letter from the university
president’s office. I opened it up and it was a personal letter to me from the president saying he knew of
my contributions and thanking me for them. And the letter contained a check for a thousand dollars. Can
you imagine? He took the time to find out about my work and he showed how much he appreciated it’.

This type of appreciation from organisation’s representatives gives a clear indication to employees that the
organisation takes care of them and such appreciation produces high POS for the organisation, whereas the
abusive behaviour from the organisation’s representatives, regardless of whether it is their own personal
behaviour or the organisation is supporting them in such behaviours, would produce low POS for the
organisation (Shoss, Eisenberger, Restubog, & Zagenczyk, 2013) which ultimately affects the employee’s
discretionary behaviour and OCB (Organisational Citizenship Behaviour). Tepper et al. (2004), heightens
counterproductive work behaviour directed against the organisation and lowers in-roll and extra-roll
performance (Shoss et al., 2013). This bad or abusive behaviour from organisational representatives earns a bad
reputation for the organisation in employees’ views and perceptions.

1.4 Summary of Literature Review

From the above literature review it is argued that abusive supervision is a subjective assessment and varies from
person to person but has negative effects on an employee’s performance, job satisfaction, and psychological
health. It costs the organisation in term of lost productivity, absenteeism and turnover (Tepper et al., 2011). The
present literature identified factors and reasons of its occurrence at work such as abusive supervision coming
through social learning processes (Bandura, 1973, 1986), personality factors (James P. Burton & Hoobler, 2011),
cultural factors (Kang & Jensen, 2009; Lian, Ferris, & Brown, 2012), organisational factors, e.g., abuse of power
(Vecchio & Brazil, 2007), stressful working environments (Hauge, Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2010), employees’
perceived lower performance (Olweus, 1978; Tepper et al., 2011), leader-member-exchange theory (Liden &
Graen, 1980; Martinko et al., 2012), and an authoritarian leadership style (Aryee, Li-Yun, Zhen Xiong, &
Debrah, 2007).

The majority of the studies have also concentrated upon its consequences: work—family conflict (Hoobler &
Brass, 2006; Tepper, 2007), lower job performance (Harris, Kacmar, & Zivnuska, 2007), lower job and life
satisfaction (Tepper, 2000; Tepper et al., 2004), decreased self-esteem (James P Burton & Hoobler, 2006),
psychological distress (Tepper, 2000, 2007) and increased deviant behaviour (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007; Thau,
Bennett, Mitchell, & Marrs, 2009), negative employee’s outcomes such as job tension, emotional exhaustion and
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turnover intention (Harvey et al., 2007; Khan et al., 2010), supervisors’ perceptions of organisational justice
(Hoobler & Brass, 2006; Taylor, 2005; Tepper et al., 2006; Zellars et al., 2002), mental exhaustion and job
burnout (Tepper, 2000), and abusive supervision’s effects on organisational citizenship behaviours (Rafferty &
Restubog, 2011; Tepper et al., 2004; Zellars et al., 2002), negatively affects organisations in terms of
absenteeism, lost productivity and turnover (Tepper, 2007; Tepper et al., 2011).

The terms such as abuse, mobbing, bullying, workplace aggression, and occupational violence/workplace
violence are all used inter-changeably (Hockley, 2002; Lines, 2008). But all these terms are broad and general in
nature in that abuse/bullying/mobbing/aggression can occur in an organisation horizontally and/or vertically.
This kind of behaviour can be exhibited by peers, employers, supervisors, subordinates, customers and former
employees. But the focus of the present study is on the vertical relationship, especially the relationship between
supervisor and his/her subordinates, i.e., abusive supervisory behaviour towards employees. Other related
theories, such as leader member exchange theory, have identified the reason for its occurrence in an organisation
when it resulted in deviant work behaviour. Although social, organisational, and supervisory support can help to
decrease the adverse effects of abusive supervision, it is evident from the above literature that where employees
perceive organisational support to be low, they do not support each other against a supervisor’s abusive
behaviour, so this could be one reason for abusive supervision within an organisation.

From the above literature review, it is evident that this field is dominated by studies that have focused on the
factors/antecedents and consequences of abusive supervision while there is a need to identify the aspects and
features of abusive supervision from the employee’s perspective especially those employees who have faced this
phenomenon. In this regard, the researcher in the present study with the help of literature review identified, two
types of supervisory abuses e.g., supervisory impulsive and strategic abuse which will further help the
employees, employers and organizations to differentiate between these two types of abuses.

2. Effects of Abusive Supervision on Employees’ Job Performance

Abusive Employee’s Job
Work Stress Performance

Supervision Morale

Figure 1. Effects of abusive supervision on employees’ job performance

Effects of abusive supervision on employee’s morale. Morale is the enthusiasm and spirit that motivates
employees toward their work situation and challenges (Agarwal, 1983). Pestonjee and Singh (1977, p. 86)
defined it as 'a general attitude of workers based upon their faith in fairness of employer's policies and
behaviour, adequacy of immediate leadership, a sense of participation in the organisation and an overall belief
that the organisation is worth working for'. In this regard, Kathirvel (2010) argued that employees’ morale is not
static but fluctuates up and down. The employees in the organisation are distinguished from each other on a
high- or low-morale basis. The predictors of high morale are, loyalty, resistance to frustration, enthusiasm, spirit,
etc., and predictors of low morale are, laziness, lack of interest in one’s job, pessimism, and disobedience of the
leaders.

A study conducted by Hill (1954) identified three factors of employees’ morale. These are, a sense of security, a
feeling of personal status, and job satisfaction. A more detailed and comprehensive study conducted by Baehr
and Renck (1958) identified five factors that affect employees’ morale. These factors are, organisation and
management, immediate supervision, material rewards, fellow employees and job satisfaction. The present study
focuses on the effects of abusive supervision on employees’ morale in the context of its factor related to
‘immediate supervision’, which is the second highest factor affecting employees’ morale after ‘material rewards’
in the five factor model of employees’ morale (Baehr & Renck, 1958). In a work environment, supervisors
mostly interact with employees on top management’s behalf, and vice versa (Pestonjee & Singh, 1977). Due to
their high level of interaction with employees, usually to the worker his supervisor is his company (Harrell,
1958).

The most important factor influencing employees’ morale is their immediate supervisor’s behaviour (Baird &
Bradley, 1978) and supervision style (Pestonjee & Singh, 1977). Non-authoritarian or laissez-faire leaders have
positive effects on employees’ morale as compared to authoritarian leaders (Baird & Bradley, 1978; Shaw, 1954).
A participative management style has strong positive effects on employees’ job satisfaction, provided that this
participation is reflected in real decision making (Falcione, 1974). As earlier mentioned, immediate supervisors
interact with subordinates on behalf of top management and the organisation, and vice versa. Therefore,
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supervisors’ communication styles (Baird & Bradley, 1978) and the way they clarify an employee’s job
objectives and roles can result in high employees’ morale (Ivancevich & Donnelly Jr, 1974; Maher & Piersol,
1970; Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970; Tosi, 1971).

Contrary to positive supervision, abusive supervision is negatively correlated with employees’ morale (Chang &
Lyons, 2012). Employees’ morale is linked with supervisory aggression through their LMX relationship; low
quality of this relationship results in decreased employees’ morale (Chang & Lyons, 2012). Chang and Lyons
further argued that aggression perpetrated by co-workers has direct negative effects on employee’s turnover
intention, while supervisory aggression results in an employee’s turnover intention through a pathway of
decreased employee morale. Employee job satisfaction is a factor in and source of employee morale, as the
majority of the studies conducted in the domain of abusive supervision have found job satisfaction is an
employee’s attitude towards his job (Brief, 1998), and is negatively correlated with abusive supervision (Breaux,
Perrewé, Hall, Frink, & Hochwarter, 2008). Emotions created by abusive supervision at work, have severe
effects on job satisfaction (Richman, Flaherty, Rospenda, & Christensen, 1992) and feelings and frustrations
significantly affect job satisfaction particularly when one has low job mobility (Tepper, 2000). Hence, the
researcher, based on the existing literature review developed the proposition that...

Proposition 1. Abusive supervision is negatively correlated with employee’s Morale such that higher the
abusive supervision and lower the employee’s Morale.

Effects of employees’ morale on work stress. Stress can be caused due to external environmental effects over
individuals, and by their responses to these affects. These environmental effects are referred to as ‘psychosocial
stressors’ and affect individuals through a psychological stress process (Ganster & Perrewé, 2011). In this
process, environmental events are referred to as ‘stressors’ and the individual responses are referred to as ‘strain’
(Griffin & Clarke, 2011). This concept is initially derived from the engineering concept of stresses and strain
(Lazarus, 1993, p. 2), and works as a stimulus. Lazarus defined stress as ‘an external load of demand on a
biological, social or psychological system’. Further, Sanders (1983) argued that stress is the state of imbalance of
energetical supply which is hard to restore. Stress as a response strategy is rooted in the biological work of Selye
(1976). He argued that stress is the psychological response to stressors involving all body organs which in the
long term weakens the body’s defence system and is reflected in the subject’s emotional responses, e.g., anxiety,
anger, irritation, depression and inability to concentrate (Hart & Cotton, 2003; Hart & Wearing, 1995; Hart,
Wearing, & Headey, 1995; Selye, 1976). Selye differentiated between distress (negative stress) which is
associated with negative feelings and eustress (positive stress) associated with positive feelings that motivate
individuals towards their higher achievements (Coon & Mitterer, 2008; Selye, 1976). Further Selye defined it as
‘the non-specific response of the body to any demand’ (Selye, 1976, p. 63). Similarly Ganster and Rosen (2013,
p. 1088) defined stress as ‘the process by which workplace psychological experiences and demands (stressors)
produce both short-term (strains) and long-term changes in mental and physical health’.

Therefore, it is argued that stress is an internal situation or feeling caused by response to an external situation. If
the situation is good and positive, it causes eustress or positive stress. If not, it causes distress or negative stress.
According to dynamic equilibrium theory by Hart and colleagues (Hart & Cotton, 2003; Hart & Wearing, 1995)
morale and psychological distress are qualitatively different but are part of a bipolar continuum. This argument is
also supported by Bradburn (1969) in his theory of emotions, who finds that morale and stress are independent
constructs but add equally to the quality of life. This can be observed as changes in individual’s morale;
low-morale is associated with individual distress, while high-morale individuals can effectively cope with the
stress situation at work (Ford, 2004). Hence, the researcher, based on the existing literature review developed the
appended below proposition.

Proposition 2. Employee’s Morale is negatively correlated with employee’s job stress such that higher the
employee’s morale and lower the employee’s job stress.

Effects of work stress on employees’ job performance. Job performance is based on the organisation’s
expectations for accomplishing the assigned task over a standard period of time (Motowidlo, 2003). It is the
individual’s ability to perform the given task within the due timeframe (Jamal, 1984).

In a meta-analysis study conducted by Muse, Harris, and Feild (2003), in which 52 studies were reviewed, 24
(46%) supported the negative linear theory, 7 (13%) supported the positive linear theory, 2 (4%) supported the
inverted-U theory, 13 (25%) had mixed results, and 6 (12%) found no relation between stress and performance.
According to this meta-analysis, the majority of the studies reported that there exists a negative relationship
between work stress and an employee’s job performance. The majority of the work to date has empirically
supported this argument that there exists a negative relationship between stress and employee’s job performance;
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the higher the stress level, the lower the employee’s job performance (Arshadi & Damiri, 2013; Jackson &
Schuler, 1985).

Contrary to this argument, Jamal (2011) argued that employees with low job stress are less motivated to improve
their job performance. Based upon his model, it is argued that a moderate amount of stress can play a crucial role
in energising and motivating employees towards better job performance. Hence, a moderate or high level of
stress is the source of employees’ high performance. Jamal supported his model with Meglino (1977). He viewed
stress as a challenge in the context of job performance, and used the following terms inter-changeably: problems,
anxieties, difficulties and challenges. Support for this model is based upon research in a laboratory setting
(Cohen, 1980) while real work situational support is missing. Similar types of stress, e.g., hindrance or negative
stress and challenge or positive stress have been studied by LePine, Podsakoff, and LePine (2005) who found
that the former have negative effects on performance while the latter have positive effects on performance.

This line of reasoning (Arshadi & Damiri, 2013; Friend, 1982; Gupta & Beehr, 1979; Jamal, 1984, 2011;
Westman & Eden, 1991) finds that what is referred to as stress is a negative external environmental having an
effects on individuals, which as a result badly affects employees’ job performance and is negatively correlated
with employees’ job performance. Hence, the researcher, based on the existing literature review developed the
appended below proposition.

Proposition 3. Employee’s job stress is negatively correlated with employee’s job performance, Higher the job
stress; lower the employee’s job performance.

3. Types of Abusive Supervision

In the above-mentioned literature review, the researcher discussed abusive supervision, its antecedents and
consequences and especially the factors and reasons for its occurrence through some related topics, e.g.,
mobbing, bullying, workplace aggression, leader-member exchange, leader-member-exchange theory,
occupational violence, deviant work behaviour, social support, perceived supervisory support, and perceived
organisational support. In a recent study, Tepper, Duffy, K., and Breaux-Siognet (2012), have narrowed down
the phenomenon of abusive supervision and determined the reasons for its occurrence to be two types of abusive
supervision; impulsive and strategic. They argued that impulsive abuse is exhibited by supervisors in a natural
way towards subordinates without any calculation and preplanning. However, strategic abuse is coldly calculated
abuse, exhibited by supervisors in the best interests of the organisation and subordinates, through enhancing
subordinates’ performance. This study is the extension of the study by Tepper et al. (2012) ‘Abusive supervision
as political activity: distinguishing impulsive and strategic expressions of downward hostility’ in which Tepper
and colleagues have focused on the supervisor’s abusive behaviour and especially the awareness and
understanding of the phenomenon of ‘abusive supervision’ in terms of its ‘impulsive and strategic expressions of
downward hostility’ (Tepper et al., 2012, p. 194). This type of study has been conducted by Ferris, Zinko, Brouer,
Buckley, and Harvey (2007) in which they referred to impulsive and strategic abuse as assertive tactical and
assertive strategic abuse.

Abusive
Supervision

Supervisory Supervisory
Impulsive Abuse Strategic Abuse

Figure 2. Types of abusive supervision

Supervisory impulsive abuse. Impulsive abuse is defined by Tepper et al. (2012, p. 194) as ‘automatic and
uncontrolled actions that may occur outside the supervisor’s awareness’. Somewhat contrary to this definition,
Ferris, Zinko, et al. (2007) referred to it as ‘assertive tactical abuse’ and argued that these behaviours are
exhibited by a person in order to establish identity, not as a reaction to situational factors but with clear
short-term goals towards employees. Intimidation has been characterised as an influence tactic in the domain of
assertive tactical abuse (Sadler, Hunger, & Miller, 2010). Intimidation is one of the five impression-management
tactics identified by Jones and Pittman (1982, p. 236) that create fear and threat. Jones and Pittman (1982, p.
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236), defined it as a tactic ‘whereby individuals seek to be viewed as intimidating by threatening or bullying
others’. Such behaviours include aggressiveness, intimidation, bullying, and threatening (Bolino & Tumley,
1999). Bullying/abuse and intimidation both have the same dictionary definition as someone who threats or
tyranny over others (Ferris et al., 2007).

The majority of the studies conducted in the domain of abusive supervision have characterised abusive
supervision as a hot or impulsive negative behaviour (Adams, 1992) because of a lack of understanding
regarding its strategic or cold aspect. Therefore, it is argued that all these terms, e.g., abuse, bullying, aggression
and intimidation are synonymous with each other. Hence, supervisory abusive or bullying behaviour has adverse
effects on subordinates’ performance, attitude, self-respect, turnover and physical health (Hornstein, 1996;
Mehdi et al., 2012) and it is negatively correlated with employees’ morale (Chang & Lyons, 2012). Hence, the
researcher, based on the existing literature review developed the appended below proposition.

Proposition 4 (a). Supervisory impulsive abuse is negatively correlated with employee’s morale such that higher
the supervisory impulsive abuse, lower the employee’s morale.

Supervisory strategic abuse. Strategic abuse is defined as ‘thoughtful and deliberate expressions of hostility that
are performed with specific objectives in mind’ (Tepper et al., 2012, p. 194). Strategic abuse is a strategy used by
supervisors to achieve their personal and/or organisational goals (Ferris, Zinko, et al., 2007) which could be used
as an effective management tool in an organisation. They further defined it thus: ‘leader bullying represents
strategically selected topics of influence by leaders designed to convey a particular image and place targets in a
submissive, powerless position whereby they are more easily influenced and controlled in order to achieve,
personal and/or organisational objectives’ (Ferris et al., 2007, p. 197).

Organisational politics is a competitive strategy that uses bullying to control a workplace environment (Salin,
2003). Use of emotions as a strategic behaviour in an organisation to accomplish desired goals is a type of
political behaviour (Liu et al., 2006). This argument is further supported by Ferris, Zinko, et al. (2007) and
leaders’ political skills influence their abusive/bullying behaviour at work. The leaders’ political skills are
defined as ‘the ability of individuals to understand the work situation and others’ behaviours, and to use this
understanding to influence others to achieve personal goals and/or organisational goals’ (Ahearn, Ferris,
Hochwarter, Douglas, & Ammeter, 2004). Further, Ferris, Zinko, et al. (2007) argued that politically skilled
leaders know what to do in different situations and exhibit sincere, authentic, and genuine actions. They try to
minimise negative consequences and achieve positive outcomes. They possess the skills and abilities to
understand others, and act accordingly to achieve personal and/or organisational goals (Ferris et al., 2005). They
further supported their argument that a politically skilled supervisor’s strategic abuse is beneficial, especially for
those employees who lack maturity and are in a tight deadline situation. On the other hand, a politically unskilled
leader will not read the situation and their subordinates appropriately, and the possibility is that they would be
engaged in classical bullying/abusive behaviour, with consequent negative effects upon employees.

In support of supervisory strategic abuse/bulling, Ferris, Treadway, et al. (2007) argued that this type of bullying
not only controls the target but also the audience who observe the bullying, and hence in certain situations
increases the employees’ performance and productivity. This type of behaviour is usually used in a situation that
is appropriate for the subordinates as well, which boosts subordinates’ confidence and morale and as a result
enhances their performance. Hence, the researcher, based on the existing literature review developed the
appended below proposition.

Proposition 4 (b). Supervisory strategic abuse is positively correlated with employee’s morale such that higher
the supervisory strategic abuse, higher the employee’s morale.

Supervisory
Strategic Abuse

Abusive Employee’s Job
WOrKISEEES Performance

Supervision Morale

Supervisory
Impulsive abuse

Figure 3. Conceptual Framework of abusive supervision
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4. Conclusion

The focus of present study is on abusive supervision. Narrowed down to abusive supervision at work, and
discussed the literature around supervision and abusive supervision at work. The definition of supervision and
abusive supervision, its effects and reasons for its occurrence have discussed. Abusive supervision was
contrasted with related terms such as mobbing, bullying, workplace aggression, leader-member-exchange theory,
deviant work behaviour, perceived social support, and perceived organisational and supervisory support. It is
argued that these related terms such as mobbing, bullying, occupational violence and workplace aggression are
closely related to abusive supervision and these terms are used inter-changeably with the term, abusive
supervision especially in vertical relationships such as in the relationship of supervisor and subordinates.
Leader-member-exchange theory identifies the reasons for its occurrence, and deviant work behaviour is the
result of abusive supervision in an organisation. Social support, supervisory support, and organisational support
can help to reduce the adverse effects of abusive supervision in an organisation. Further, the researcher with the
help of literature review tried to bifurcate, the term abusive supervision, into two types of supervisory abuse e.g.
supervisory impulsive and strategic abuse which will help the employees and organizations to differentiate
between positive and negative aspects of supervisory abuse.

5. Directions for Future Research

The proposed model suggests multiple future research avenues. The proposed model suggests bifurcation of the
construct of abusive supervision into its two sub-categories e.g. supervisory strategic abuse and supervisory
impulsive abuse. So far majority of the studies rather almost all studies have focused on its negative aspect of
supervisory abuse while there is a need to identify and highlight the positive aspect of abusive supervision which
is largely based on organizational politics theory. Thus an important future research direction is to authenticate
and confirm the distinction between these two manifestations e.g. supervisory impulsive and strategic abuse by
studying their identical characteristics that will help to reduce the adverse effects of abusive supervision.

The second future research direction is to bifurcate the supervisory strategic abuse in terms of; (a). The
supervisor use abuse as a tool in the best interest of organization to get the job done. (b). The supervisor use
abuse as a tool in the best interest of his own self, may be his, the supervisor interest is to get promotion and get
good reputation in an organization that’s why he use abuse as a strategy to get the job done by his subordinate.
And the third and an important future research direction is (c). When, the supervisor uses this tool of abuse to get
the job done by his subordinates in their own (the subordinate’s) best interest. This third characteristic of
supervisor strategic abuse is referred by Tepper et al. (2012) as a ‘Tough Love’ which has close boundary
similarities with the Ethical/Authentic leadership constructs.

Third future research direction is to apply this theoretical model in different cultural context e.g. eastern and
western cultural context. By doing this will reveal rich data which will help to identify the characteristics of
supervisor’s strategic abuse in different cultural contexts.
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