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ABSTRACT

This conceptual paper proposes pathways through which abusive supervisor
behaviour influences employee outcomes. Specifically, we propose that abusive
supervision will directly influence employee citizenship behaviours and turnover
intentions. Further, abusive behaviours will indirectly influence employee outcomes
through employees’ perceptions of organisational support and psychological contract
breach. Based on the literature review, the paper proposes a conceptual framework
that is useful in explaining the interplay between abusive supervision, psychological
contract breach, perceived organisational support, citizenship behaviours and turnover
intentions. Finally, the paper outlines steps to advance organisational theory with
regard to the effects of abusive supervision on employee outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION
Over the past two decades, the role of supervisory leadership has been greatly
scrutinised as researchers attempt to unpack how supervisors influence their
subordinates’ effectiveness in the workplace. While most of the research has focused
on the effects of positive leadership behaviour on employee outcomes, such as
citizenship behaviours and turnover (Nishii & Mayer, 2009; Yukl, 2010), an emerging
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stream of research has focused on the effects of abusive supervision and how it
impacts subordinates’ attitudes and behaviours (Lian, Ferris & Brown, 2012;
Restubog, Scott & Zagenczyk, 2011; Tepper, 2000, 2007; Tepper, Duffy, Henle &
Lambert, 2006; Tepper, Henle, Lambert, Giacalone & Duffy, 2008; Tepper, Carr,
Breaux, Geider, Hu & Hua, 2009). Notably, the extant research suggests that abused
subordinates have greater turnover intentions, more job dissatisfaction, and increased
psychological distress when compared to non-abused subordinates (Keashly, 1998).
Clearly, abusive supervision has serious implications for organisations and employees
(Aryee, Chen, Sun & Debrah, 2007; Restubog et al., 2011; Tepper, 2000, 2007,
Tepper et al., 2008; Thau & Mitchell, 2010). The distinct aim of our paper is to
propose a conceptual model that integrates literature on abusive supervision,
employees’ turnover intentions, organisational citizenship behaviours (OCBs) and the
mediating and moderating roles of psychological contract breach and perceived
organisational support (POS), respectively.

Related to the research on abusive supervision, there is growing interest among
organisational researchers in the link between abusive supervision and employees’
psychological contract breach (Restubog et al.,, 2011) and perceptions of
organisational support (Kraimer, Seibert, Wayne, Liden & Bravo, 2011; Wayne,
Shore & Liden, 1997). In a bid to understand the pathways through which abusive
supervision impacts employee outcomes, researchers have examined the primary and
interactive effects of supervisors’ abusive behaviours. Additionally, to help advance
the research on abusive supervision, it is vital to examine how abusive behaviours
indirectly influence employees’ citizenship behaviours and turnover intentions
through employees’ perceptions of organisational support and psychological contract
breach.

Therefore, our conceptual paper has three main objectives. First, in a bid to
explain some of the psychological mechanisms through which abusive supervision
affects subordinates outcomes, we integrate the extant literature on abusive
supervision, psychological contract breach, perceived organisational support,
citizenship behaviours and turnover intentions. Second, based on the literature review,
we build a conceptual framework that is useful in explaining the linkages between
abusive supervision, psychological contract breach, perceived organisational support,
citizenship behaviours and turnover intentions. Finally, the paper outlines steps to
advance organisational theory in the field of abusive supervision, psychological
contract breach, perceived organisational support and employee outcomes. In the next
section, we propose a conceptual model through which we attempt to integrate the
extant literature on abusive supervision, psychological contract breach, perceived
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organisational support, citizenship behaviours and turnover intentions. Subsequently,
based on the model and literature review, we put forward some propositions
explaining the possible linkages between abusive supervision, psychological contract
breach, perceived organisational support, citizenship behaviours and turnover
intentions. Finally, the paper will outline steps to advance organisational theory in the
field of abusive supervision, psychological contract breach, perceived organisational
support and employee outcomes.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Understanding abusive supervision

Tepper (2000: 178) defines abusive supervision as “subordinates’ perceptions of
the extent to which their supervisors engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal
and nonverbal behaviours, excluding physical contact.” Although abusive supervision
is a subjective assessment made by subordinates regarding their supervisors’
behaviour toward them (Hoobler & Brass, 2006: 1126), it has been described as a
counterproductive behaviour. Further, abusive supervision may manifest in the form
of a supervisor publicly ridiculing a subordinate, blaming subordinates for mistakes
they did not make, and giving subordinates the silent treatment. The extant research
has found that abusive supervision was negatively associated with subordinate
frustration, stress, self-esteem, work performance, leader endorsement (Ashforth,
1997), psychological distress, and normative and affective commitment (Tepper,
2000).

Abusive supervision is a counterproductive behaviour (Aryee et al., 2007
Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007; Restubog et al., 2011; Tepper et al., 2009; Thau, Bennett,
Mitchell & Marrs, 2009). Based on a review by Tepper (2007), abusive supervision
was negatively related to a variety of employee attitudes (such as life and job
satisfaction, organisational commitment) and behaviours (such as organisational
citizenship behaviour, job performance). Aryee and colleagues found that an
‘authoritarian leadership style moderated the relationship between supervisors’
perceptions of interactional justice and abusive supervision such that the relationship
was stronger for supervisors high rather than low in authoritarian leadership style’
(Aryee et al., 2007: 191). Furthermore, Aryee and colleagues found that subordinates’
perceptions of interactional justice fully mediated the relationship between abusive
supervision and work outcomes. Additionally, Restubog and colleagues found that
abusive supervision mediated the relationship between aggressive norms and
psychological distress and had a direct positive relationship with supervisor-directed
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deviant behaviours. Additionally, those employees who were engaged in relationship-
oriented occupations reported greater levels of abusive supervision and psychological
distress (Restubog et al., 2011). Therefore, it is vital to examine those psychological
mechanisms through which abusive supervision influences employees’ outcomes such
as citizenship behaviours and turnover intentions.Figure 1 shows the conceptual
framework of abusive supervision, employees’ OCBs, intention to leave the
organisation and mediating and moderating roles of psychological contract breach and
perceived organisational support, respectively.
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Figure 1 Conceptual Model of Supervisor’s Abusive Supervision, OCBs,
Turnover Intentions, Psychological Contract and Perceived Organisational Support

Relating abusive supervision to employees’ OCBs and turnover intentions
Organisational citizenship behaviour has been defined as “individual behaviour
that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognised by the formal reward system,
and in aggregate promotes the efficient and effective functioning of the organisation.”
(Organ, 1988: 4) OCB can be referred to as a set of discretionary workplace
behaviours that exceed one’s basic job requirements. OCB can also be termed as extra
role behaviours that promote organisational effectiveness (Organ, 1988; Robinson &
Morrison, 1995). The importance of OCB in effective organisational functioning is
well documented (Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff & Blume, 2009; Podsakoff,
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MacKenzie, Paine & Bachrach, 2000; Organ & Konovsky, 1989; Organ & Paine,
2001). These behaviours encourage cooperation and association among employees in
the workplace and enhance the overall productivity, social environment, stability and
managerial productivity of the organisation (Podsakoff et al., 2000; Podsakoff et al.,
2009; Organ, 1990a). It has been argued that organisations cannot survive unless
individuals engage in these types of behaviours (Organ, 1988). Individuals are
believed to engage in OCBs to pay back or reward their organisations for equitable
treatment (Robinson & Morrison, 1995; Organ, 1990b; Organ, 1997). Consequently,
OCBs are withheld when employers do not provide adequate outcomes (Robinson &
Morrison, 1995) as a consequence of abusive supervision (Zellers, Tepper & Dufty,
2002).

Podsakoff and colleagues (2000) summarise the findings from several
researchers on possible reasons why OCBs increase organisational performance
(Podsakoff et al., 2000). These include: (a) enhancing coworker and managerial
productivity (Podsakoff, Ahearne & MacKenzie, 1997); (b) freeing up resources so
they can be used for more productive purposes (Borman & Motowildo, 1993; Organ,
1988; Podsakoff et al., 1997); (c¢) reducing the need to devote scarce resources to
purely maintenance functions (Organ, 1988; Podsakoff et al., 1997); (d) helping
coordinate activities both within and across work groups (Podsakoff et al., 1997); (e)
strengthening the organisation’s ability to attract and retain the best people by making
it a more attractive place to work (George & Bettenhausen, 1990; Organ, 1988;
Podsakoff et al., 1997); (f) increasing the stability of the organisation’s performance;
and (g) enabling the organisation to more effectively adapt to environmental changes
(Podsakoff et al., 2000: 543-546).

There is ample evidence of the effects of leadership style on organisational
citizenship behaviours, with most research attesting to the fact that transformational
leadership does, in fact, influence such behaviour, although research findings among a
sample of petrochemical employees suggested that this relationship might be
moderated by the degree of trust subordinates place in their leader (Moorman, 1991;
Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman & Feller, 1990). Empirical research suggests that
citizenship behaviours may be withdrawn by an employee in response to negative
treatment (Zellers et al., 2002). There is no doubt that employees perceive abusive
supervision as a negative and unwanted situation. Abusive supervision represents an
imbalance in the social exchange relationship, similar to distributive injustice (Zellers
et al., 2002). In order to “get even” with the organisation after an abusive supervisory
experience, employees tend to reduce their commitment to the organisation and
contribute less in the form of citizenship behaviours (Zellers et al., 2002).
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Research on employee turnover has found that intention to leave the organisation
is a reliable predictor of future turnover (Roehling, 1997). Employees’ turnover
intentions have been of major interest in the management literature. After enduring a
negative experience in the workplace (abusive supervision), employees may evaluate
the situation and question whether to remain in the employment relationship (Turnley
& Feldman, 1999). It is likely that if they perceive injustice in the relationship after an
abusive supervisory experience and contemplate future mistreatment of the same kind,
they will look for employment elsewhere. This can also be explained from the social
exchange perspective (Blau, 1964). According to the social exchange theory, two
parties (i.e. employees and supervisors) are satisfied as long as both sides maintain a
mutually beneficial relationship. In the event of an abusive supervisory relationship,
an employee’s trust in the fulfilment of future exchanges is severely damaged, and the
negative treatment denies valued benefits. As a result, they may believe that it is
important to look for alternative employment opportunities in order to obtain valued
benefits in the future. The actual turnover of employees following abusive supervision
may affect organisational performance. Employee turnover is costly to the
organisation (Roehling, 1997). From the organisation’s perspective, it takes
substantial time, money and effort to recruit new employees, and such loss often
disrupts regular business operations and fosters low workforce morale (Kacmar,
Andrews, Van Rooy, Steilberg & Cerrone, 2006; Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski & Bravo,
2007). Actual turnover of employees can be viewed as a tangible impact of abusive
supervision on the organisation. It is thus predicted that:

Proposition 1: A supervisor’s abusive supervision will be negatively related to an
employee’ s citizenship behaviours.

Proposition 2: A supervisor’s abusive supervision will be positively related to an
employee’ s intention to leave the organisation.

Mediating effects of psychological contract breach

Several aspects of the employment relationship are unwritten or are not formally
established between the employee and the employer (Middlemiss, 2011; Rousseau,
1989). The unwritten or informal aspects of the employment relationship can be based
on employees’ perceptions and interpretations of the communications regarding
promises made by the employer (Rousseau, 1989, 1995). This portion of the
employment contract is in the minds of the employees and is defined as the
psychological contract (Rousseau, 1989). The basic nature of the contract is a
“reciprocal obligation,” as the employees expect to receive benefits in exchange for
their contribution to the organisation.
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Psychological contract breach has been defined as the cognitive perception that
an employee has not received everything that was formally or informally promised by
the organisation (Morrison & Robinson, 1997). Psychological contract breach is
related to a range of undesirable employee attitudes and behaviours. For example,
psychological contract breach is negatively associated with an employee’s trust in
management (Deery, Iverson & Walsh, 2006), job satisfaction (Raja, Johns &
Ntalianis, 2004), intentions to remain with the organisation (Lo & Aryee, 2003; Raja
et al., 2004; Robinson, 1996; Suazo, Turnley & Mai-Dalton, 2005; Turnley &
Feldman, 1998, 1999, 2000), employee performance (Restubog, Bordia & Tang,
2007), citizenship behaviours (Kickul, Neuman, Parker & Finkl, 2001; Restubog et
al., 2007; Suazo & Stone-Romero, 2011), civic virtue behaviours (Chambel &
Alcover, 2011), and employee commitment (Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly, 2003; Raja et
al., 2004; Suazo et al., 2005); while it is positively associated with workplace deviant
behaviours (Bordia, Restubog & Tang, 2008), employee neglect of job duties (Turnley
& Feldman, 1998, 1999, 2000), job burnout (Chambel & Oliveira-Cruz, 2010),
employee cynicism about their employer (Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly, 2003), higher
absenteeism (Deery et al., 2006; Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly, 2003) and revenge
cognitions (Ahmed, Bordia & Restubog, 2007; Bordia et al., 2008).

After a psychological contract breach, employees evaluate the situation and
question whether to remain in the employment relationship (Turnley & Feldman,
1999). If employees perceive high imbalance in the relationship after psychological
contract breach and contemplate future mistreatment of the same kind, it is likely that
they will look for employment elsewhere and reduce their citizenship behaviour. This
can also be explained from the social exchange perspective. In other words,
employees who are subjected to abusive supervision may believe that it is important to
look for alternative employment opportunities in order to obtain valued benefits in the
future and to reduce citizenship behaviour to ‘get even’ with the organisation.
Robinson and colleagues found that perception of psychological contract breach is
negatively associated with the intention to remain with the organisation (Robinson,
Kraatz & Rousseau, 1994: Robinson, 1996). Prior studies have also suggested that
psychological contract breach 1is negatively related to employees’ affective
commitment and OCBs (Lester, Turnley, Bloodgood & Bolino, 2002; Raja et al.,
2004) and positively related to employees’ intentions to quit their jobs (Lo & Aryee,
2003; Raja et al., 2004; Robinson et al., 1994; Suazo et al., 2005). A meta-analysis
indicated that perceived psychological contract breach was positively related to
employees’ turnover intentions (Zhao et al., 2007). If employees evaluate the
situation, perceive high imbalance in the relationship after psychological contract
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breach and contemplate future mistreatment of the same kind, we predict that
employees will look for employment elsewhere and reduce OCBs. Thus,
psychological contract breach is likely to mediate the relationship between a
supervisor’s abusive supervision and an employee’s intention to leave the organisation
and OCBs.
Proposition 3: An employee’s psychological contract breach will mediate the
relationship between a supervisor’s abusive supervision and an employee’ s intent
to leave the organisation.
Proposition 4: An employee's psychological contract breach will mediate the
relationship between a supervisor’'s abusive supervision and an employee's
OCBs.

Moderating effects of perceived organisational support

Perceived organisational support (POS) can be defined as employees’
perceptions that their employing organisation cares about their well-being, values their
contributions towards the organisation’s success, and in future is likely to assist them
if needed to continue their employment and to effectively manage their stress-related
issues (Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson & Sowa,1986; Rhoades & Eisenberger,
2002: 698). According to the organisational support theory, the development of POS
stems from employees’ perceptions of procedural fairness, interactional justice and
remuneration (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). An example of a POS is the designation
of organisations as supportive when the organisations provide their employees with
required skills training or any other assistance. Employees’ POS can also be defined
by an organisation’s commitment towards its employees (Makanjee, Hartzer & Uys,
2006). Organisational researchers have also suggested two other perceived supports
within the organisational context. These are perceived supervisor support (PSS),
where employees believe that their supervisors or managers are supportive, value their
contributions and care for employees’ well-being; and perceived co-worker support
(PCS), which can be defined as employees’ perceptions of receiving support from
caring coworkers (Kottke & Sharafinski, 1988). The theoretical basis of POS is the
social exchange theory, which suggests that employees will be loyal and contribute
towards the organisation’s success if they receive positive, fair and caring treatment
from the organisation (Blau, 1964; Levinson, 1965). Thus, POS represents employees’
perspectives of the exchange relationship between the employee and the employer
(Settoon, Bennett & Liden, 1996). Based on the reciprocity norm inherent in the social
exchange theory, POS creates perceived obligations among employees to care about
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the organisation’s well-being and contribute and support the organisation in achieving
its objectives (Eisenberger, Armeli, Rexwinkel, Lynch & Rhoades, 2001).

Over the last two decades, POS has received attention from organisational
researchers, and it has become an important predictor for a number of employee
attitudes and behaviours, in addition to employee well-being. A meta-analysis
conducted by Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) on more than 70 empirical studies
examined the associations between POS and its outcomes. Results of the meta-
analyses revealed POS to be positively associated with organisational commitment,
job satisfaction, positive mood at work, job involvement, in-role performance, extra-
role performance towards the organisation, and desire to remain with the organisation.
Based on a large Canadian sample (n = 24000 employees), Robertson Blackmore and
colleagues have suggested that lack of support from supervisors and co-workers is a
significant predictor of stress and depression among employees (Wayne, Shore,
Bommer & Tetrick, 2002; Blackmore, Stansfeld, Weller, Munce, Zagorski & Stewart,
2007). Similarly, perception of lack of organisational support was found to be
positively associated with job stress among Hispanic employees (Rodriguez-Calcagno
& Brewer, 2005), workplace deviant behaviour towards the organisation (Liao, Joshi
& Chuang, 2004), and employee job burnout (Jawahar, Stone & Kisamore, 2007).
Employees’ POS was also found to be positively related to job satisfaction (Shore &
Tetrick, 1991; Eisenberger, Cummings, Armeli & Lynch, 1997), affective
organisational commitment (Eisenberger, Fasolo & Davis-LaMastro, 1990; Guzzo,
Noonan & Elron, 1994; Settoon et al., 1996; Shore & Tetrick, 1991), customer
commitment (Vandenberghe, Bentein, Michon, Chebat, Tremblay & Flis, 2007),
employees’ in-role and extra-role behaviours (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Wayne
et al., 1997; Eisenberger et al., 1990, 1986), reduced absenteeism (Eisenberger et al.,
1990, 1986), and increased intention to remain with the organisation (Wayne et al.,
1997). Based on the above discussion, it can be argued that employees’ POS
influences employees’ attitudinal and behavioural outcomes. In the proposed model of
abusive supervision and employees’ behavioural and attitudinal outcomes, POS is
suggested to act as a moderator, influencing the relationship between abusive
supervision and employees’ OCBs and turnover intentions. As POS creates self-
obligations among employees to work harder towards achieving organisational goals,
it is predicted that after an abusive supervision experience, employees may engage in
extra role behaviour and remain with the organisation due to POS. Hence, it is
suggested that:

Proposition 5. Perceived organisational support (POS) will moderate the

relationship between a supervisor’'s abusive supervision and an employee's
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OCBs, such that the relationship between abusive supervision and OCBs will be
stronger when POSis high than when it islow.

Proposition 6: Perceived organisational support (POS) will moderate the
relationship between a supervisor’'s abusive supervision and an employee's
intention to leave the organisation, such that the relationship between abusive
supervision and intention to leave will be stronger when POS s low than when it
is high.

CONCLUSION

Following a brief literature review, this paper proposed a conceptual framework
that is useful for explaining the linkages between psychological contract, perceived
organisational support, supervisor behaviours, citizenship behaviours and turnover
intentions. Specifically, the paper examined the interplay between psychological
contract, perceived organisational support, supervisor behaviours, citizenship
behaviours and turnover intentions. The proposed conceptual model has the potential
to help management developers design appropriate leadership development programs
that will help supervisors adjust their leadership styles to fit specific contextual factors
and to minimise turnover intentions among employees. Furthermore, the conceptual
framework may act as a trigger for credible research questions that will in turn spur
more researchers to study how those supervisor behaviours and organisational support
systems discussed herein potentially influence psychological contract, citizenship
behaviours and turnover intentions.

To advance organisational theory regarding psychological contract, perceived
organisational support, supervisor behaviours, citizenship behaviours and turnover
intentions, this paper proposes several steps. First, future research should consciously
integrate supervisor behaviours in comprehensive organisational studies that examine
how leadership is manifested in organisations. Second, researchers should design
broader studies which build on existing studies that have examined supervisor
behaviours and organisational support systems, so that we better understand how they
influence organisational effectiveness. Finally, although it is not included in the
current conceptual model, this paper acknowledges the need for future research
models to incorporate dispositional characteristics, including personality traits, and
cognitive abilities within a larger conceptual framework of supervisor behaviours and
organisational support systems, so that we may better understand how they influence
organisational effectiveness. In conclusion, this paper has proposed a conceptual
framework for examining the interplay between psychological contract, perceived
organisational support, supervisor behaviours, citizenship behaviours and turnover
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intentions. We encourage organisational researchers to test out our research model and
the accompanying propositions to determine if there are significant relationships
among the proposed linkages between psychological contract, perceived
organisational support, supervisor behaviours, citizenship behaviours and turnover
intention.
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