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Abstract 
In reality, abusive supervision will bring many problems to organization go-
vernance. With the deepening of research on this management style, the re-
lated researches of abusive supervision are constantly developing. From the 
perspectives of specific research content and methods, this paper summarizes 
the relevant literatures on the impact and coping methods of abusive supervi-
sion on employees. The results of these studies show that abusive supervision 
has a negative impact on employee innovation and performance, satisfaction 
and emotions, and knowledge sharing, while it is positively related to em-
ployee deviance or anti-productive behavior and turnover intentions. In ad-
dition, employee psychological changes can bring positive effects to abusive 
supervision, and the active expression of subordinates and the good commu-
nication with superiors are both effective ways to deal with the problems of 
abusive supervision. However, the existing research system in these areas is 
still incomplete. Future research can systematically research the impact and 
coping methods of abusive supervision in organizations from the level of in-
dividuals, teams, and organizations. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the issue of abusive supervision in organizations has gradually 
attracted more attention; it has become a hot issue in the field of organizational 
behavior, and continually some new features and new results emerge. 
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In the term of theoretical research on abusive supervision, researchers gener-
ally agree with the expression of the concept of abusive supervision by Tepper 
[1], that is, abusive supervision is a kind of destructive leadership behaviors ex-
isting in various organizations, which refers to a subordinate’s perception of 
linguistic or non-verbal hostile behavior that is consistently displayed by a su-
pervisor, but does not include physical contact. Later, research on various as-
pects of abusive supervision has gradually developed and enriched, from the de-
finition of abusive supervision to the measurement, causes, consequences, and 
mechanisms of abusive supervision, and then to its response mechanism and 
certain degree of positive effect. The whole research process of abusive supervi-
sion is continuously deepening and expanding. 

Based on the related research on the theory of abusive supervision, this paper 
reviews the relevant literature, summarizes the research results and characteris-
tics of abusive supervision, and finds its future research space, in order to im-
prove the research systems of abusive supervision and address abusive supervi-
sion issues in organizations in practice. On the whole, this paper summarizes the 
main research content, research methods, research deficiencies, and research 
prospects of abusive supervision. At present, many researches focus on the rela-
tionship between abusive supervision and the relevant characteristics of em-
ployees. Therefore, the focus of this paper is to analyze the two aspects of the 
impact of abusive supervision on employees and coping methods of abusive su-
pervision, so as to roughly grasp the key points and characteristics of each study, 
and to summarize and evaluate. In content, this paper summarizes the relevant 
literatures on the impact and coping methods of abusive supervision on em-
ployees and puts forward the specific research direction in the future. The rest of 
this article is organized as follows: the second section mainly reviews and sum-
marizes the researches on the impact of abusive supervision on employees; the 
third section mainly reviews and summarizes the researches on the coping me-
thods of abusive supervision; the fourth section mainly reviews and summarizes 
the main research methods of related literature; the fifth section mainly summa-
rizes the conclusions, main contributions of this paper and the prospects of fu-
ture research. 

2. Research on the Impact of Abusive Supervision  
on Employees 

In the term of research on the impact of abusive supervision, in general, many 
studies have explored the interrelationship of abusive supervision and em-
ployee-related factors at the employee level. In summary, these studies basically 
analyze the interrelationships between abusive supervision and employee inno-
vation and performance, employee satisfaction and emotion, employee know-
ledge sharing, employee deviance or anti-productive behavior, employee turno-
ver intentions. On this basis, researchers not only studied the negative impact of 
abusive supervision on employees, but also began to pay more attention to the 
positive impact of abusive supervision. 
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2.1. Abusive Supervision and Employee Innovation  
and Performance 

In the term of the impact of abusive supervision on employee’s innovation and 
job performance, most results of researches basically show that abusive supervi-
sion has a negative impact on employee creativity and performance, but the 
mediation and moderating factors in these relationships are different. For exam-
ple, Lee et al. [2] explored the possibility of a curvilinear relationship between 
abusive supervision and employee creativity using activation theory, and used a 
hierarchical regression curve to analyze the relationship between abusive beha-
viors of supervisors and creative performance of employees: when abusive su-
pervision is at a medium level rather than at a very low or very high level, em-
ployees show more creativity. Khusbu et al. [3] explored the impact of abusive 
supervision on employee creativity. Based on social cognitive theory, the study 
shows that abusive supervision is negatively related to employee creativity, and 
the creative self-efficacy plays a full mediating role in this relationship. In addi-
tion, the employee’s power distance orientation plays a moderating role. When 
the power distance tends to be high, the direct impact of abusive supervision on 
creative self-efficacy and the mediating effect of creative self-efficacy are weak, 
so employee creativity can be enhanced by enhancing employees’ confidence in 
their ability to succeed. Lyu et al. [4] found that abusive supervision negatively 
affects employees through organizational identity based on social identity 
theory. In addition, employee collectivism strengthens the impact of abusive su-
pervision on organizational identification. When employees show a high degree 
of collectivism, this relationship is stronger, which indicates that the level of em-
ployee collectivism may exacerbate abusive supervision. 

However, some China’s researches in this area have researched and analyzed 
the mechanism of abusive supervision on job performance and introduce in 
China’s specific cultural background and corporate environment, and introduce 
different mediating variables to explain the relationship based on different theo-
retical perspectives. For example, Gao He et al. [5] studied the impact and role of 
abusive supervision on job performance in China’s high right distance and high 
collectivist cultural environment based on a two-factor theoretical basis. The re-
search results show that abusive supervision has a significant negative impact on 
job performance; employee job satisfaction plays a part in the mediating role in 
this process; the core self-evaluation negatively regulates the impact of abusive 
supervision on employee job satisfaction. Yan Aimin and Pei Cong [6] explored 
the impact mechanism of abusive supervision on job performance in the Chinese 
context from the perspective of resource conservation theory and social ex-
change theory. The research shows that abusive supervision has a significant 
negative impact on task performance and peripheral performance, and 
self-efficacy plays a part mediating role in the impact of abusive supervision on 
task performance and a fully mediating role in the impact of abusing manage-
ment on peripheral performance. Yu Weina et al. [7] revealed Chinese cultural 
traditions play a role in the impact of abusive supervision on job performance, 
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and introduced subordinate forgiveness as core variable which used to explain 
how the subordinate’s mental state changes from negative to positive in the im-
pact mechanism of abusive supervision, thereby alleviating the negative effects of 
abusive supervision. 

2.2. Abusive Supervision and Employee Satisfaction and Emotions 

In the term of the impact of abusive supervision on employee satisfaction and 
emotions, researches show that abusive supervision reduces employee satisfac-
tion and is related to employees’ negative emotions. For example, Lin et al. [8] 
showed that abusive supervision is considered to be an important social issue 
that affects followers’ mental health and job satisfaction. Abusive supervision 
can lead to poor employee benefits such as poor mental health and low job satis-
faction. The research is based on the cognitive evaluation theory, which explains 
the follower’s response to abusive supervision through the adjustment of the 
follower’s power distance orientation, and it shows that the power distance 
orientation of employees significantly reduces the relationship between their 
mental health and job satisfaction, while the negative relationship between em-
ployees with high power orientation is weak, which shows the adaptive function 
of the cultural value of employees in organizational behavior. Jiang et al. [9] 
mainly tested the relationship between abusive supervision and professional sa-
tisfaction, and explored whether social self-efficacy mediated the relationship 
between abusive supervision and professional satisfaction from the perspective 
of social cognition, and studied the moderating role of organizational tenure and 
positive personality on this intermediary relationship. The research indicates 
that professional self-efficacy plays a mediating role between abusive supervision 
and professional satisfaction, while organizational tenure and positive personal-
ity weaken the main role of abusive supervision and the indirect effects of pro-
fessional self-efficacy. This study deepens our understanding of the negative ef-
fects of abusive supervision. Henle and Gross [10] found that emotional stability 
and responsibility negatively predict employee abusive supervision according to 
the victim precipitation theory, and this relationship is mediated by negative 
emotions. Therefore, employees with lower emotional stability or sense of re-
sponsibility are more likely to experience negative emotions, which in turn is 
associated with higher levels of abuse. Ogunfowora [11] studied the conse-
quences of decentralized unit level abusive supervision or abusive supervision 
variation. Abusive supervision variation has negative effects on employees’ atti-
tudes and behaviors through intermediary effects of interpersonal justice and 
atmosphere power. The research results show that abusive supervision is nega-
tively related to the cognition of leadership ethics, organizational ethics, leader-
ship satisfaction, and emotional commitment. 

2.3. Abusive Supervision and Employee Knowledge Sharing 

In the term of the impact of abusive supervision on employee knowledge shar-
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ing, the basic research conclusion is that there is a negative relationship between 
abusive supervision and employee knowledge sharing, and abusive supervision 
affects the degree of knowledge sharing among employees through different in-
termediary factors. Wu and Lee [12] used the theory of resource conservation to 
explore the impact of abusive supervision on psychological capital and the fac-
tors that affect knowledge sharing. In addition, the authors used contextual va-
riables, namely group trust, to explore its cross-effects on the above-mentioned 
causality. The study conducted a multi-level analysis of knowledge sharing, in 
which abusive supervision and psychological capital are the determinants of in-
dividual knowledge sharing, and group trust is considered to be a group-level 
variable with cross-level effects. The empirical results show a negative correla-
tion between abusive supervision and knowledge sharing. The results also show 
that psychological capital plays an intermediary role between abusive supervi-
sion and knowledge sharing, but at the group level, group trust has a direct cross 
impact on knowledge sharing of employees, which can alleviate the relationship 
between abusive supervision and psychological capital. Kim et al. [13] believed 
that knowledge sharing is essential to achieve the organization’s sustainable 
competitive advantage, but abusive supervision may become an obstacle to per-
sonal knowledge sharing. This article used the perspective of social exchange 
theory to explore the impact of abusive supervision on knowledge sharing. The 
results of this research show that abused employees tend to hoard their knowledge, 
which is not conducive to knowledge sharing among employees, but organization-
al support can reduce this harmful effect. Kim et al. [14] used the theory of re-
source protection to explore the impact of destructive behavior of leaders, such as 
abusive supervision on employee knowledge sharing, and the role of learning 
goal orientation and self-improvement motivation in regulating the above rela-
tionship. The results suggest that resource-depleted and abused employees may 
reduce their level of knowledge sharing. In addition, the negative effects of ab-
usive supervision may vary based on personal factors. Therefore, in order to 
achieve organizational effectiveness through knowledge sharing, the key role of 
leader behavior and employee characteristics or motivations cannot be ignored. 

2.4. Abusive Supervision and Employee Deviant  
or Anti-Production Behavior 

In the term of the impact of abusive supervision on employee deviance or an-
ti-productive behavior, related researches found that abusive supervision has a 
positive relationship with employee’s deviance, and abusive supervision can pre-
dict employees’ anti-productive behavior to a certain extent. Wei and Si [15] 
mainly researched the interpersonal interactions perceived by employees, specif-
ically, tested the relationship between the organization’s abusive supervision and 
the anti-production work behavior of subordinates. This study found that ab-
usive supervision can lead to increased levels of destruction, withdrawal, pro-
duction bias, and theft. The study also examined the regulatory role of control 
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points and the perceived fluidity of the relationship between abusive supervision 
and subordinate anti-production work behaviors in the organization. The results 
show that the positive correlation between abusive supervision and subordinates’ 
anti-productive work behavior is determined by psychological control and per-
ceived mobility. Vogel et al. [16] believed that abusive supervision is positively 
related to employee deviance, and public service motivation (PSM) is negatively 
related to deviance, so PSM may help prevent the negative impact of deviance, 
but this only applies to public and non-profit department employees, PSM may 
be positively correlated with deviance in for-profit organizations. Michel et al. 
[17] explored the connection mechanism and conditional process of abusive su-
pervision and deviance in the workplace based on emotional events theory. The 
research results show that work-related negative emotions will mediate the ab-
usive supervision and deviance in the workplace, and this indirect impact is 
conditional on employee-oriented and organization-based. Ma Yinqiu et al. [18] 
studied the psychological cognitive mechanism and boundary conditions of the 
anti-production behavior of subordinate employees based on social cognitive 
theory. The study found that abusive supervision has a significant positive pre-
dictive effect on employees’ anti-productive behaviors, while psychological con-
tract breaks play an intermediary role in this relationship, and employee 
self-construction regulates the relationship among abusive supervision, psycho-
logical contract breaks and anti-productive behaviors. 

2.5. Abusive Supervision and Employee Turnover Intention 

In the term of the impact of abusive supervision on employee turnover inten-
tions, the studies found that abusive supervision can directly affect employee 
turnover intentions, and indirectly predicts employee turnover intentions 
through some intermediate factors, besides, there is a positive relationship be-
tween abusive supervision and employee turnover intentions. Mathieu and Ba-
biak [19] believed that abusive supervision has a negative impact on employee 
and organizational performance, so they explored the underlying factors of dark 
leadership, and tested the relationships among corporate psychosis traits, ab-
usive supervision, employee job satisfaction and turnover intentions. The results 
show that the pathological personality traits have a direct impact on abusive su-
pervision, and the supervisor’s psychological abnormal characteristic value di-
rectly affects employee turnover intention, psychopaths express their aggression 
in the workplace through abusive supervision behaviors. The results of these 
studies indicate that the dark personality of mental illness can easily lead to ab-
usive supervision. In addition, the mental characteristics of supervisors are a 
good predictor of negative employee attitudes, especially turnover intentions. 
Palanski et al. [20] examined the role of moral leadership and abusive supervi-
sion in the process of resignation by using the information disclosure expansion 
model and the dual process theory of information processing. The main conclu-
sion of this study is that ethical leadership affects job satisfaction, and then af-
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fects turnover intentions, and then affects job search behaviors. The abusive su-
pervision, which is contrary to the concept of ethical leadership, has negative im-
pact on job satisfaction, and also has impact on turnover intention and job search 
behavior. In addition, this research also shows that even low-level abusive supervi-
sion can neutralize high-level moral leadership. Xi Yanping [21] examined the ef-
fect of supervisor’s abusive supervision on employee turnover intentions, and ex-
amined the multiple mediating effects of emotional exhaustion and employee trust 
based on the theory of social exchange and resource conservation. The result of the 
study is that the abusive supervision of supervisors not only directly affects em-
ployee turnover intentions, but also indirectly predicts employee turnover inten-
tions through emotional exhaustion and employee trust. 

2.6. Positive Influence of Abusive Supervision on Employees 

With the deepening of researches on the impact of abusive supervision, re-
searchers have gradually discovered that although abusive supervision has many 
negative effects on employees’ work, emotions and behaviors, some studies also 
found that abusive supervision under specific conditions has some positive im-
pact. Specifically, some researches explored the positive effects of abusive super-
vision from the perspective of the individual’s response to abusive supervision. 
Khan et al. [22] believed that the subordinates’ perception of the dangerous 
world and the abusive supervision are a positive correlation mediated by ob-
edient authority figures, and this relationship is to increase the number of un-
derperforming employees. This research emphasized the possibility of individual 
differences, that is, the world view, attitudes and ability levels, may cause em-
ployees to become victims of abusive supervision. Specifically, this research be-
lieved that the impact of abusive supervision is strongly related to the individual 
differences in employees ‘perception of environmental threats. If employees’ 
perception of environmental threats declines, they will improve their behavioral 
performance, thereby transforming the impact of abusive supervision into a pos-
itive effect. Thus, organizations need to focus on designing and implementing 
policies that allow employees to feel that their organization is not a threat to 
work, develop measures to improve individual employee performance, and pro-
vide clear policies and training on performance management. Decoster et al. [23] 
believed that although abusive supervision has a significant negative impact on 
employees’ health, attitudes and behaviors, abuse from leaders is not always 
negative. This study found that organizational identity and abusive supervision 
interact with the cohesiveness of employees’ work teams and their tendency to 
gossip about leaders. In the face of a highly abusive supervisor, employees have a 
stronger sense of identification with their organization and have less gossip. This 
result showed that employees do not necessarily react negatively to abusive lead-
ers. In fact, organizational identity is a protective mechanism for the negative 
impact of abusive supervision. In short, in the presence of abusive supervisors, 
employees with high organizational identity show weaker negative reactions 
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than those with low organizational identity. 

3. Research on Coping Methods of Abusive Supervision 

In the term of research on coping methods of abusive supervision, although the 
research in this area is still incomplete, in recent years, researchers have gradu-
ally started to focus their research on coping methods of abusive supervision. 
These researches mainly analyzed from two perspectives of leaders or subordi-
nates, and studied the positive measures of the two parties when dealing with the 
issue of abusive supervision. For example, Harvey et al. [24] found that em-
ployees’ use of ingratiation, when coupled with high levels of PA (positive af-
fect), would neutralize the adverse effects of abusive supervision on each out-
come. Harvey et al. [25] presented two studies that examine the effects of psy-
chological entitlement on employees’ ratings of abusive supervision and their 
behavioral reactions to these perceptions and found that psychologically entitled 
employees are prone to feel that they are victims of abuse and to react in unde-
sirable ways. Frieder et al. [26] studied the factors that weaken the negative emo-
tional and behavioral responses generated by abusive supervision, and suggested 
that individuals show proactive behaviors in speaking, so that they can manage 
their resources better than those who do not when faced with abuse from their 
superiors, and they will experience less dissatisfaction, emotional exhaustion, 
and turnover intention. This study explored that personal factors can reduce the 
harmful effects of abusive supervision through the extended support from de-
mand-control model. This article argued that highly resource management abil-
ity (RMA) individuals and active advice can alleviate the abuse of superiors be-
cause they have personal control options (i.e. advice) and control beliefs (i.e. 
perceived resource management ability). Sager et al. [27] proposed and tested a 
downward abusive communication model. According to the model, abusive 
communication between superiors and subordinates is caused by a lack of 
downward communication adaptability. Senior executives from various organi-
zations completed an online survey that measured their downward communica-
tive adaptability and downward abusive communication. The results of this 
study suggest that the ability to adapt to communication can promote the con-
structive mode of interaction, which is a step to prevent abusive supervision in 
the workplace. As far as organizational leaders are concerned, they need to real-
ize that if they want to make long-term changes in the interaction model be-
tween superiors and subordinates, they must have good communication and 
adaptability. Eissa and Lester [28] believed that neuroticism is expected to mod-
erate the relationship between role overload and frustration while conscien-
tiousness and agreeableness are expected to moderate the relationship between 
frustration and abusive supervision. 

4. Main Research Methods 

In the researches of the impact of abusive supervision on employees and the 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojbm.2020.82043


W. Z. Zou 
 

 
DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2020.82043 721 Open Journal of Business and Management 
 

coping methods of abusive supervision, the process of research and analysis is 
the key to understanding the various characteristics of abusive supervision. In 
general, these studies analyzed and tested from different theoretical perspectives. 
For example, Gao He et al. [5] studied the impact and role of abusive supervision 
on job performance in China’s high right distance and high collectivist cultural 
environment based on a two-factor theoretical basis. Henle and Gross [10] 
found that emotional stability and responsibility negatively predict employee 
abusive supervision according to the victim precipitation theory, and this rela-
tionship is mediated by negative emotions. Wu and Lee [12] used the theory of 
resource conservation to explore the impact of abusive supervision on psycho-
logical capital and the factors that affect knowledge sharing. Palanski et al. [20] 
examined the role of moral leadership and abusive supervision in the process of 
resignation by using the information disclosure expansion model and the dual 
process theory of information processing. The main research methods used in 
these literatures include empirical research and model analysis, include sam-
pling, hypothesis test, questionnaire survey and regression analysis and other 
specific methods, in addition to the case data research. For example, Khan et al. 
[22] conducted regression analysis and hypothesis test with data of 173 subordi-
nates and 45 supervisors from different private sector organizations in Pakistan. 
Yan Aimin and Pei Cong [6] used the analytic hierarchy process to analyze 241 
questionnaire data from enterprise employees in central and southern China. Xi 
Yanping [21] took 283 full-time employees in three provinces as the empirical 
research object, and used a structural equation model to test the research hypo-
thesis. Gao He et al. [5] used the structural equation model and hierarchical re-
gression method to explore the impact mechanism of abusive supervision on job 
performance, and empirical researched with 265 financial institution employees 
and college MBA students. Palanski et al. [20] examined the role of moral lea-
dership and abusive supervision in the process of resignation by using the in-
formation disclosure expansion model and the dual process theory of informa-
tion processing. Vogel et al. [16] conducted a cross-sectional study design that 
analyzed the survey data of 150 employees from the public, private, and 
non-profit sectors in Germany and the United States. 

5. Conclusions and Prospects 

With the continuous emergence of abusive supervision in reality and the devel-
opment of related research in theory, in recent years, research on the impact and 
coping methods of abusive supervision has continued to deepen. In terms of 
main research scope, the research on the impact of abusive supervision on em-
ployees is basically around the relationships of abusive supervision and some fac-
tors such as employee innovation and performance, employee satisfaction and 
emotion, employee knowledge sharing, employee deviance or anti-production 
behavior, and employee turnover intentions. In addition, some studies have ex-
plored the positive impact of abusive supervision in a certain sense. The research 
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on coping methods of abusive supervision basically analyzed from the perspec-
tive of leaders or subordinates. In terms of main research contents and results, 
these research results mainly show that the abusive supervision has a negative 
impact on employee innovation and performance, employee satisfaction and 
emotion, and employee knowledge sharing, while it is positively related to de-
viant or anti-production behaviors and turnover intention of employees. In ad-
dition, from the perspective of individual differences and employee psychology, 
by changing the state of employees’ perception of danger and organizational 
identity, the abusive supervision in the organization can have positive effects 
such as improving employee performance. Finally, people can effectively deal 
with the negative problems brought by abusive supervision through the active 
expression and suggestion behavior of subordinates and good downward com-
munication of superiors. In terms of research methods, these studies basically 
combined different theories and analyzed or tested the actual survey data on the 
basis of theoretical analysis. 

The main contributions of this paper are: summarizing the frontier research 
results and research characteristics of abusive management issues, putting for-
ward its future research space, and making efforts to improve the abusive man-
agement research system and solving the abusive management problems in or-
ganizations in practice. 

Although the existing researches on the impact and the coping methods of 
abusive supervision have gradually been enriched, there are still some short-
comings in this research area. Firstly, in terms of the impact of abusive supervi-
sion on employees, the existing research has not studied the cross influence of 
multiple factors in complex situations. In addition, the research on the impact of 
abusive supervision mainly focused on the individual level; there are relatively 
few studies focusing on the impact of abusive supervision on the team or organ-
ization level. Besides, there are a few researches in the term of the coping me-
thods for abusive supervision at present; also, no systematic framework has been 
formed, and no specific research has been done on the specific coping mechan-
isms. Therefore, there is still a lot of research space in this field worthy of further 
exploration. 

In the future research, researchers can study the impact and coping methods 
of abusive supervision in organizations from the level of individuals, teams, and 
organizations, and use models to establish specific mechanisms and corres-
ponding processing mechanisms, so that it can guide and deal with relevant 
problems in practice more effectively. In addition, as China’s research in this 
field is not yet complete, further researches of abusive supervision can be based 
on China’s specific environmental conditions and development stages. 
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