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Abstract 
Abusive supervision is closely related to the negative psychological reaction of 
employees. This paper mainly discusses the influence mechanism of the ab-
usive supervision on the job insecurity. A moderated mediation model is put 
forward. Study used questionnaire to investigate the enterprise staff. The re-
sults showed: 1) Abusive supervision has a direct impact on job insecurity, 
and also has indirect impact on job insecurity through the LMX; 2) The power 
distance has a moderated effect on the mediated role of LMX. To be specific, 
the impact of the Abusive supervision on job insecurity through the LMX de-
creased with the increase of the power distance. Therefore, the influence me-
chanism of abusive supervision on job insecurity is a moderated mediation 
model. 
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1. Introduction 

Since the 1980s, a series of studies on positive leadership behavior have emerged, 
including Charismatic Leadership (House, 1976), Transformative Leadership 
(Bass, 1990), and Visionary Leadership (Nanus, 1992). In real life, leadership 
behavior is not always positive, and leaders may be selfish and grumpy. Abusive 
supervision is a typical representative of negative leadership behaviors. Abusive 
supervision is defined as the level of perceived verbal or non-verbal hostile beha-
viors perpetually demonstrated by employees, excluding physical contact (Tep-
per, 2000, 2007). Studies have shown that abusive supervision is closely related 
to many negative psychological reactions of employees, including depression, 
anxiety, emotional exhaustion, physical illness and job dissatisfaction (Lin, 
Wang, & Chen, 2013). Based on previous studies, our study chose negative psy-
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chological reactions—Job insecurity as a dependent variable, to explore the me-
chanism between abusive supervision and job insecurity. At present, the defini-
tion of job insecurity has not been agreed in the theoretical world. The most 
recognized and cited by scholars is the definition of job insecurity in Greenhalg 
and Rosenblatt’s pioneering research, that is, “employees are in a threatening 
work environment, a sense of powerlessness to maintain the continuity of work” 
(Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984). In our study, job insecurity is regarded as a 
subjective psychological phenomenon, which refers to an employee’s negative 
expectation of job loss in a bad work situation. In other words, it’s a negative 
cognitive interpretation of environmental variables. Recently, researchers have 
focused more on the mechanism between abusive supervision and employees’ 
negative psychological reactions. Under this trend, this study first introduced the 
relationship between abusive supervision and employees’ job insecurity. Lead-
er-member exchange (LMX) is investigated, and its intermediary effect is ex-
amined. LMX refers to the quality of the relationship between leaders and em-
ployees, which assumes that leaders tend to form different connections with dif-
ferent subordinates (Graen & Uhl Bien, 1995). Abusive supervision would dam-
age the quality of the relationship between leaders and subordinates, that is, 
low-level LMX, so that employees feel strong job insecurity. 

Although we have assumed that abusive supervision can have an impact on 
job insecurity through LMX, it is undeniable that there will be individual differ-
ences in this mechanism of influence. Therefore, we introduce a second variable, 
the power distance, to examine its regulatory effect in the indirect path. For the 
first time, Hofstede (1980) extended the concept of power distance to the 
cross-cultural field, defining it as “the degree of individual acceptance of unfair 
power distribution in organizations”. High-power distance-oriented employees 
are more likely to accept, obey and trust their leaders (Kirkman & Lowe, 2009). 
In other words, they always maintain a belief that employees should not oppose 
their leaders, but should obey and accept their leaders’ decisions. There are two 
reasons for choosing power distance as a moderating variable. First, many stu-
dies have shown that power distance is a very important cultural value orienta-
tion. Studies have shown that employees’ cultural value orientation plays an im-
portant role in all aspects of their work performance (Gelfand, Erez, & Aycan, 
2007; Kirkman, Lowe, & Gibson, 2006); Second, the essence of power distance is 
a subjective experience of employees themselves, which can affect employees’ 
perception of undesirable objective situations (such as low-level LMX) and fur-
ther affect employees’ psychological reactions. By introducing two variables—LMX 
and power distance, the mechanism between abusive supervision affects job in-
security is revealed in more detail. 

2. Research Model 
2.1. The Intermediary Role of Leadership-Member Exchange 

LMX theory indicates that leader and different employees will establish different 
relationship qualities. Leaders and employees decide and develop their exchange 
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relationship through a role-making process, that is, they tend to base their ex-
pectations on a specific role to evaluate each other (Graen & Cashman, 1975), 
employees expect leaders to understand and support their ideas, and both parties 
can communicate effectively. However, abusive supervision will make employees 
feel that their leaders cannot meet their expectations for leadership roles. Based 
on the social exchange theory, employees who feel the exploitation from the 
leader will take negative actions in return. In simple terms, abusive supervision 
damages the LMX. 

When employees and their leaders are in a low-level LMX, it is difficult for 
them to get the attention of the leaders, and more importantly, they cannot ob-
tain valuable resources from the leaders, which is likely to be a hindrance to have 
a good performance. In a highly competitive organization, performance is a quan-
tified indicator of employees’ abilities. Employees without better performance 
would lose assurance of continuity of work and create a sense of job insecurity. 

Above all, a new intermediary model between abusive supervision and job in-
security has been generated; abusive supervision damages the quality of the rela-
tionship between leaders and employees, which in turn causes employees to feel 
job insecurity. 

H1: Leader-member exchange has an intermediary effect on the relationship 
between abusive supervision and job insecurity, that is, abusive supervision af-
fects job insecurity through leader-member exchange. 

2.2. The Moderation of Right Distance 

Although through theoretical analysis we infer that the low-level LMX between 
will cause employees to feel insecure at work, we cannot deny that there may be 
individual differences in this mechanism. Our study takes power distance as a 
moderating variable, which is a typical representative of cultural value orienta-
tion, to examine the moderating effect of power distance in the relationship be-
tween LMX and employees’ job insecurity. 

The analysis of the moderation effect of power distance can be based on the 
cognitive-evaluation theory put forward by Lazarus & Folkman (1984). Cogni-
tive-evaluation refers to “individuals assess whether a particular stimulus in the 
environment is related to their own interests, and if so, in what way to contact” 
(Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schellter, DeLongis, & Gruen, 1986; Lian, Ferris, & 
Brown, 2012). The core point of the cognitive-evaluation theory is that the eval-
uation made by individuals affects the pressure they feel when responding to en-
vironmental stimuli. The degree of tension an individual produces due to stres-
sors depends on how they interpret the stressors. Once the individual evaluates 
the stimulus as negative and will have a greater degree of negative impact on 
himself, the individual will have a certain psychological and behavioral response. 
In addition, cognitive evaluation theory believes that some individual characte-
ristics are important factors that affect evaluation, such as individual power dis-
tance. Power distance shows the individual’s perception of the rights and status 
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in the organization. The level of employee power distance can influence indi-
vidual evaluation of an event, shaping the understanding of the event, and laying 
the foundation for the assessment of consequences (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
When employees maintain a high-level LMX, regardless of whether the em-
ployee’s power distance is high or low, employees tend to produce less negative 
emotions and behavioral responses; while when employees and their leaders es-
tablish a low-level LMX, the employee’s power distance will greatly affect the 
employee’s evaluation of this relationship. Individuals with high power distances 
have a higher degree of recognition of the hierarchical system in the organiza-
tion. They consider themselves to be lower than their leaders in the organization, 
and regard the low-level LMX as it should be. On the contrary, individuals with 
low power distance seek equal status in the organization, and the low-level LMX 
exacerbates the inequality in the relationship between the two parties. That is, 
employees of low power distance have great conflict with their own beliefs. 
Therefore, they will evaluate this low-level LMX as a high threat during their 
cognitive evaluation process, which will seriously damage their work stability 
and continuity. 

H2: The power distance has a moderating effect on the intermediary role of 
the leader-member exchange. The power distance regulates the second half of 
the intermediary process. Specifically, the influence of the abusive supervision 
on job insecurity through LMX decreases as the power distance increases. 

3. Method 
3.1. Subject 

A total of 550 questionnaires were distributed in our study, and 464 valid ques-
tionnaires were recovered. Among them, 23 were male and 441 were female; 344 
were married and 120 were unmarried. There are 125 people with high school 
education or below, 271 with junior college degree, and 65 with undergraduate 
education; 62 people under 25, 283 with 26 - 30 years old, and 118 with 31 - 40 
years old. There are 54 people with a working period of less than 3 years, 204 
with 4 - 6 years, and 202 with more than 7 years. 

3.2. Tools 
3.2.1. Abusive Supervision Scale 
We chose the Abusive Supervision Scale prepared by Tepper (2000) and revised 
by Zhu Ying (2012), it contains 10 items. The scale covers two dimensions, 
named mocking depreciation and neglecting concealment. The mocking depre-
ciation dimension contains 6 items, such as “My boss is rude to me”, the internal 
consistency coefficient is 0.991; the neglecting hidden dimension contains 4 
items, Such as “Despite my hard work, my boss will not praise”, the internal 
consistency coefficient is 0.914. The scale uses a five-point scoring scale, ranging 
from “never” to “Always”, scoring 1 to 5 points. The internal consistency coeffi-
cient of the total scale is 0.925. 
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3.2.2. Leadership-Member Exchange Scale 
Based on Scandura and Graen (1984), the LMX-7 scale revised by Hui et al. 
(1999). Which contains 7 items, such as “I and my boss have a good working re-
lationship.” The scale adopts five-point scoring, and its internal consistency 
coefficient is 0.86. 

3.2.3. Power Distance Scale 
Using the individual rights distance scale compiled by Dorfman and Howell 
(1988), it contains 6 items, such as “Leaders need to be consulted when making 
decisions”. The scale uses 5 points for scoring, ranging from “completely disag-
ree” to “completely agree”, The internal consistency coefficient is 0.70; 

3.2.4. Job Insecurity Scale 
The Job Insecurity Scale (JIM) compiled by O’Neill and Sevastos (2013), which 
contains a total of 18 items. The scale contains four dimensions. Among them, 
the job loss insecurity (JLI) contains 6 items (T1-T6), such as “No matter how 
hard I work, I cannot guarantee the continuity of work”, the internal consistency 
factor is 0.901; OSI contains 3 items (T7-T9), such as “Senior managers really 
work hard to run the company and make it successful”, using reverse scoring, 
the internal consistency coefficient is 0.868; Job change insecurity (JCI) includes 
6 items (T10-T15), such as “my work compensation may be reduced”, the inter-
nal consistency coefficient is 0.904; marginal insecurity (MI) contains 3 items 
(T16-T18), such as “I am often excluded from discussions or meetings that can 
affect me”, the internal consistency factor is 0.882. The scale adopts five-point 
scoring, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. 

4. Result 
4.1. Common Method Deviation  

In this study, the Harman single factor test method is used to test the systematic 
error caused by the common method deviation. The results showed that using 
exploratory factor analysis, a total of 7 factors were isolated. The overall variance 
explanation rate was 77.823%, and the first common factor explained rate was 
32.044%. According to the research of Long Lirong and Zhou Hao (2004), there 
is no serious common method deviation in this study. 

4.2. Correlation Analysis 

Table 1 lists the mean, standard deviation and correlation matrix of the va-
riables. Abusive supervision has a significant positive correlation with job inse-
curity (r = 0.229, p < 0.01), and a significant negative correlation with the lead-
er-member exchange (r = −0.435, p < 0.01). There is a significant negative correla-
tion between leadership-member exchange and job insecurity (r = −0.364, p < 0.01). 

4.3. Intermediary Effect 

In the first step, regression analysis of job insecurity to abusive supervision found 
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that β = 0.229, p < 0.001, there is a main effect. Abusive supervision significantly 
predicts job insecurity. The second step is to do a regression analysis of leader-
ship-member exchange for abusive supervision and find that β = −0.435, p < 
0.001, abusive supervision significantly predicts leadership-member exchange. In 
the third step, taking job insecurity as the dependent variable, the leader-
ship-member exchange and abusive supervision are included in the equation at 
the same time. It is found that abusive supervision has no significant effect on 
job insecurity, β = 0.089, ns., and leadership-Member exchange has a significant 
effect on job insecurity, β = −0.324, p < 0.001. As shown in the review, Hypothe-
sis 1 is supported, and the leader-member exchange plays an intermediary role 
in the impact of abusive supervision on job distress in Table 2. 

4.4. A Moderated Mediation Model 

First, standardize the independent and regulated variables. Model 14 was se-
lected, 2000 tests were performed, and the confidence interval was 95%. It was 
found that the leader-member exchange had a significant effect on job insecuri-
ty, β = −0.324, p < 0.001. Abusive supervision and power distance have no sig-
nificant effect on job insecurity, p > 0.05. The interaction terms of power dis-
tance and leadership-member exchange significantly predict job insecurity, β = 
0.125, p < 0.01. 

Further simple slope analysis found that for participants with high power dis-
tance orientation, the LMX cannot significantly predict job insecurity, β = 
−0.169, p > 0.05. For participants with low power distance orientation, LMX sig-
nificantly predicted job insecurity, β = −0.325, p < 0.01. Hypothesis 2 is sup-
ported in Figure 1. Power distance has a moderating effect on the intermediary  
 
Table 1. Mean, standard deviation and correlation matrix (N = 464). 

 M SD 
Abusive  

supervision 
job insecurity LMX 

Power 
Distance 

Abusive supervision 1.442 0.581     

Job insecurity 3.321 0.979 0.229**    

LMX 3.9 0.673 −0.435** −0.364**   

Power Distance 2.159 0.749 0.208** 0.135** −0.246**  

**p < 0.001, *p < 0.05. 

 
Table 2. Intermediary effect. 

 
M1 M2 M3 

β t β t β t 

Abusive supervision 0.229 5.028*** −0.435 −10.284*** 0.089 1.826 

LMX     −0.324 −6.663*** 

R2 0.51 0.187 0.134 

F 25.282*** 105.759*** 36.018*** 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 
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Figure 1. Simple slope analysis. 

 
role of leader-member exchange. Power distance regulates the second half of the 
intermediary process. 

5. Conclusion 

This study proposes that there is an intermediary role of leadership-member 
exchange between abusive supervision and employees’ job insecurity, and fur-
ther reveals the mechanism of abusive supervision on employees’ job insecurity. 
That is, abusive supervision affects the psychological reaction of employees by 
impairing the quality of the relationship between leaders and employees, result-
ing in a sense of job insecurity. And this influence mechanism is regulated by the 
power distance, and employees with different power distances will have different 
perceptions when faced with the low-quality relationship with the leader, which 
will lead to different degrees of job insecurity. 
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