Open Journal of Business and Management, 2019, 7, 1880-1890
https://www.scirp.org/journal/ojbm
ISSN Online: 2329-3292
ISSN Print: 2329-3284

Research on the Producing Mechanism of
Abusive Supervision Based on Employees and
Its Future Prospect
Ying Pan
School of Management, Jinan University, Guangzhou, China

How to cite this paper: Pan, Y. (2019)
Research on the Producing Mechanism of
Abusive Supervision Based on Employees
and Its Future Prospect. Open Journal of
Business and Management, 7, 1880-1890.
https://doi.org/10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129
Received: September 2, 2019
Accepted: September 27, 2019
Published: September 30, 2019
Copyright © 2019 by author(s) and
Scientific Research Publishing Inc.
This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution International
License (CC BY 4.0).
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
Open Access

Abstract
Since the twentieth century, the study of the theory of leadership qualities has
been approaching one hundred years. Recently, abuse supervision has caused
the focus of researchers in organizational behavior. As a typical representative
of disruptive leadership, abusive supervision has become an important topic
in the study of leadership behavior. Abusive supervision refers to the sustained verbal or non-verbal hostility committed by the supervisor to the subordinates but does not include the violation of the physical contact class. Although some studies have explored the mechanism of abusive supervision in
detail, abusive supervision still exists in the organization. By analyzing the
personality traits of abusive leaders and their family environment, the researchers explained why abusive leaders tended to abuse their subordinates
from the perspective of social exchange and social studies. This interpretation
stays at the general level, and it is difficult to give a reasonable explanation of
the reasons why leaders are abusive to specific individual employees. This article summarizes the foreign literature, integrates the research on the mechanism of abusive supervision based on individual level, and then puts forward the future prospect combined with the domestic research.
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1. Introduction
Abusive management is a destructive leadership behavior that exists in various
organizations. It refers to the subordinate’s perception of the host’s continued
linguistic or non-linguistic hostile behavior but does not include physical conDOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129 Sep. 30, 2019
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tact.

1.1. Research Reasons
The reasons for this study of abusive management are as follows. First of all, by
combing the literature, we can reasonably explain the mechanism and reasons
for the management. Secondly, we can comprehensively comb the theoretical
framework of abusive management, and accurately grasp the future research direction and research focus.

1.2. Research Objectives
According to the relevant research results of abusive management, it is necessary
to explore how to take correct measures to prevent the occurrence of abusive
management or the negative effects of link abuse management. This study also
helps managers adopt appropriate strategies to deal with abusive management.

1.3. Definition of Abusive Management
By looking up the foreign papers, it can be found that different researchers propose different concepts about abusive management according to the research
focus, such as toxic leadership, supervisory violations [1], and destructive leadership [2]. When it comes to the definition of abusive management, most
scholars have adopted Tepper’s point of view to define abusive management as a
destructive leader. The verbal or non-verbal continuous hostile behavior of the
subordinate’s perceived leadership does not include physical contact behavior
[3]. In the workplace, Tepper stated that the specific performance is to publicly
criticize, ridicule, despise, rude, and rude to subordinates, not to keep promises,
commit privacy, suppress power, defame etc. [4].

1.4. Measurement of Abuse Management
Tepper described non-physical contact with workplace abusive behavior based
on early literature. He excerpted 20 articles related to the description of abuse in
marriage and love relationships. He asked the students to sort the fits of these
items. Based on the result, he constructed a five-point Likert Abusive Management Scale with 15 entries to measure subordinates’ perceptions of leadership
linguistic and nonverbal abusive management. This scale is widely used in follow-up studies. Generally, Mitchell [5] conducted exploratory factor analysis and
confirmatory factor analysis based on the above scale and divided the scale into
two dimensions: aggressive attacks and negative attacks. He formed a reduced
version of the abusive management scale from five entries with higher load factors in each of the two dimensions. In addition, researchers reduced the Tepper
scale to build a six-entry scale [6]. Thus Shoss [7] established an eight-entry
scale. Some researchers [8] have combined the Tepper scale with an attribution
type scale to measure individual attribution to abuse management. Some researchers [9] have combined that with comprehensive stress to develop a shame
management response strategy scale.
DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129
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2. Different Theoretical Developments in Abusive
Management
Since Tepper [10] proposed abusive management in 2000, many scholars have
focused on abusive management. The antecedent variables, consequence variables, and impact mechanisms are discussed. On the one hand, supervisory
features, subordinate characteristics, subordinate relationship characteristics and
environmental characteristics are important antecedents affecting abusive management. On the other hand, abusive management can also lead to self-directed,
organizationally oriented and interpersonal guidance, negative results and spillover effects. Scholars have also proposed different interpretations about the
production mechanism of abusive management. Here are the following four aspects.

2.1. Social Level
2.1.1. Social Exchange Theory
Social exchange theory states that in social relations, people’s interaction is mutual dependency and a reaction to the actions of others, not behaviors that are
made by one person alone. Researchers [11] found that the abuse management
of superiors brings negative emotional experience and interpersonal relationships to lower-level employees. That is, social exchange is a reciprocal behavior.
On the one hand, employees at the individual level will have a subjective judgment about the ratio of costs and rewards in exchange. On the other hand, when
one party provides assistance or resources to the other party, the latter is obliged
to return the person who helped him [12]. Therefore, the negative reciprocal relationship between the supervisor and organization can make the employee feels
unfair between pay and return, therefore reducing the amount of effort. When
employees think that the abuse of superiors is a threat, they will retaliate against
the organization. For example, indifference, bad words, etc. This behavior will
also affect colleagues, affecting working smoothly [13].
2.1.2. Social Learning Theory
Some researchers [14] focus on observing learning and self-regulation in triggering human behavior, emphasizing on the interaction of human behavior and
the environment. Bandura thinks that the interaction is to explore the individual’s cognitive, behavioral and environmental factors for human behavior. Based
on the theory of social learning, Lian and other scholars [15] first discussed the
demonstration effect of abusive leader. From the perspective of social learning,
some researchers [16] think that family life is not harmonious and unhappy,
thus leading superiors to conduct abusive behavior. Some researchers [17] later
confirmed Kiewitz’s point of view and carried out a series of adjustments from
the leader’s angry attitude to expand research.
2.1.3. Attribution Theory
Attribution tendency includes three aspects: internal and external causes, stabilDOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129
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ity and controllability [18]. Self-service bias is a comparison of individuals
formed in the long-term process. Determined by stable attribution tendency,
people with self-service bias tend to maintain self-esteem, denying that they are
responsible for failure. They attribute failure to the outside factors. As a
self-service deviation, subordinates prefer stable attribution [19]. Subordinates
with hostile attribution are more likely to feel the impact of abusive management.
2.1.4. Social Information Processing Theory
Social information processing theory states that individuals will seek their own
behavior from their surroundings. Therefore, the external environment plays an
important role in shaping the behavior of managers. Distrust and hostile attacks
on members of the organization are supported and encouraged in the hostile
working place. When the superior who leads the abuser feels this atmosphere, he
will implement the attack behavior of subordinates to cater to the organizational
expectation [20].

2.2. Moral Level
Research based on ethical perspectives treats abusive management as an immoral behavior. According to the moral exclusion theory, the reason why leaders exclude their subordinates from fair perspective and implement abusive management is that there are deep differences in perception, conflicts, and low utility of
the target object. When characteristics above exist, the leader may be able to
treat the subordinates from their own fairness. Moral exclusion theory also emphasizes the consideration of utility when a leader does the implementation of
abusive behavior to employees [21]. In addition, some researchers believe that
interpersonal relationships influence the morality of leadership. Positive interpersonal feelings will lead to a sense of moral obligation [22], urging leaders to
consider whether his or her behavior is in line with organizational fairness when
dealing with subordinates.

2.3. Resource Level
According to foreign literature research, it can be found that the mechanism of
abusive management can also be discussed from the resource level. The research
on this aspect is mainly from the theory of resource conservation. The theory of
resource conservation believes that individuals will strive to maintain and protect, so that they have access to resources helping them achieve goals [23]. When
these resources are subject to actual losses or potential risk losses, an individual
feels pressure and invests more resources to control the environment to avoid
further resource losses.
According to the theory of resource conservation, individuals with fewer resources are likely to not suffer more loss to enter the loss cycle. In the workplace,
some researchers [24] found that abusive subordinates perceive the potential loss
of resources associated with social support and cause emotional exhaustion. To
DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129
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prevent further loss of resources, they may choose to avoid feedback [25]. However, this kind of behavior will make subordinates lack the necessary feedback
from the leadership, thus exacerbating the ambiguity of the role and content of
the work, and further improving the emotional exhaustion of the subordinates,
forming a vicious circle.
However, under some conditions, the negative impact of abusive management
on employee psychology can be effectively relieved. From an individual perspective, individuals with strong social adaptability are more likely to use their own
resources to cope with the pressures brought about by abusive management.

2.4. Individual Level
As the main body of the implementation of abuse, the individual characteristics
of supervisors have an important influence on the abuse management. For example, the gender, age, educational background, marital status, and leadership
style of the superior will have an impact. When managers have hostile attribution biases, the destruction of their psychological contracts can lead to aggravation of abusive behavior [26]. Scholars use the metaphor of the kick-dog effect to
explain the reasons for that. If a person is subjected to abusive behavior by the
manager at the company, when he returns home, he will kick the dog to transfer
his anger. Scholars [27] refer to this phenomenon as a turn attack. Similarly,
when managers are subjected to abuse, they also turn to attacking subordinates
to achieve a psychological balance.

2.5. Summary
It can be concluded that once a stupid atmosphere is formed, the leader’s abusive
behavior is given a certain legitimacy, and the leader is more likely to conduct
abusive management [28]. With regard to abusive management, supervisory
characteristics and subordinate characteristics, subordinate relationship characteristics and environmental characteristics are important antecedents that affect
abusive management. Among them, the individual level—the personality characteristics of employees, the organization of work performance, and the behavior of the words have also been studied by scholars. In abusive management,
the study of the behavior of employees who are generally abusers is an important
factor in better improving interpersonal relationships between organizations.
Therefore, in conjunction with the relevant literature, the following is an inquiry
based on the causes of abusive management at the individual level.

3. Generation Mechanism of Abusive Management Based on
the Individual Level
The theory of Chapter 2 explores the causes of abusive management from the
individual level of supervisors. This chapter focuses on the personality characteristics of the employee level to explore the causes of abusive management. As a
victim of abusive management, some of the employee’s personality traits and
DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129
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behaviors provoke abusive management of their subordinates.

3.1. Personality Traits and Abusive Management
According to the domestic and foreign literature, based on the personality characteristics of employees, it can be combined with the Big Five personality.
The Big five personality theory specifically includes:
1) Affinity: It refers to whether an individual is easy-going, enthusiastic and
good at communicating with others;
2) Neuroticism: It refers to the degree of stability of an individual’s emotions.
That is, whether an individual often exhibits anxiety, negative emotions such as
hostility, depression, self-awareness, impulsivity and vulnerability;
3) Responsibility: It refers to whether the individual has a high achievement
orientation and responsible attitude towards the work;
4) Extraversion: It refers to whether the individual is active, outgoing and
good at social interaction;
5) Openness: It refers to a wide range of personal interests, creativity and imagination, as well as curiosity about new things and new facts.
Relevant research points out the conscientious characteristics, affinity characteristics and emotions in the Big Five personality. The stability characteristics
affect the individual’s emotions at work, which in turn affects the individual’s
perception of abusive management [29].
Personality traits can influence an individual’s coping strategies. The study
found that individuals with more conscientious characteristics would regard
stigma as a challenge. On the other hand, individuals with more open characteristics are more likely to accept and actively respond to changes in the environment.
According to further research by Wu & Hu [30], it can be found that the neuroticism and low responsibility of the subordinates make the subordinates show
more anxiety, irritability, impulsivity and unreliability, thus stimulating the supervisory management of the supervisor. On the other hand, these traits make it
impossible for subordinates to achieve their own job performance well, thus
stimulating the abuse management of superiors.
It can be seen that certain personality traits of individual employees may stimulate their superiors to carry out certain attacks, thus making themselves victims of abusive management. However, certain personal traits of individual employees may also induce themselves to take some kind of aggression against their
superiors, thus perceiving more abusive management from this process.

3.2. Cognitive Theory and Abusive Management
According to cognitive theory, an individual’s perception of abusive management affects his perception and evaluation of abusive management, which in
turn affects his behavioral response. Individuals, even if they are not directly affected by negative events, can have negative cognitive and emotional responses
DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129
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to the actors of negative events. In the work team, even if the subordinate itself is
not abused, if the employee perceives that the leader will conduct abusive management of the specific team members, the subordinates themselves will feel the
unfairness of interpersonal interaction.
In addition, cognition based on comparison with others can also affect an individual’s cognitive evaluation of abusive management. If subordinates perceive
that team leaders are more abusive to themselves and less to other members of
the team, the subordinates tend to reduce their suggestions.
From the above research, it can be known that if an employee perceives the
abuse management of his or her subordinates, he will also have an unfair feeling;
if the individual compares with the abuse suffered by the colleague, the subordinate will reduce his insult.

3.3. Motivation Theory and Abusive Management
When discussing the causes of abusive management based on individual levels, it
can also be explained by motivation theory. The intrinsic motivation of the subordinate or the attribution to the motivation of the leader’s abusive behavior determines his behavioral response to abusive management.
3.3.1. Attribution Theory and Abusive Management
According to 2.1.3, the hostile attribution style of the subordinates makes it
more susceptible to abusive management, especially when subordinates prefer
stable attribution. If the employee thinks that his ability and performance are really unsatisfactory, and the leader abuses him because he hates iron, he tends to
internal attribution, and the sense of interaction and fairness will increase. He
will counterattack the leader less. And help leaders engage in some off-the-job
work [31]. On the contrary, if employees believe that the cause of abuse is that
the personality of the leader is flawed, and the superior is so popular to most
people, it tends to conduct external attribution. At this time, the perception of
abuse will be more intense [32], and he is more likely to take revenge against
leaders. However, if an employee attributes the cause of abusive behavior to his
relationship with his superior, he tends to think that he and his superiors
should be responsible for the abusive management, which creates a sense of
injustice.
3.3.2. Self-Control Theory and Abusive Management
According to the theory of self-control, the ability of employees to control
themselves and their opportunities affect their response to higher-level abuse.
Subordinates with strong self-control ability can better adjust their hostility towards superiors in the case of abuse. Even if employees feel hostile, they will be
less revenge for fear of being punished.

3.4. Findings with Discussion
Scholars have made quite detailed research on abusive management. The first
DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129
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point is to define in detail the conceptual boundaries of abusive management.
From the review we can know that most scholars directly quote Tepper’s definition of abusive management. However, some scholars are inconsistent with the
definition of the abusive management concept boundary. Therefore, it is necessary to discuss the concept boundary in detail in the future, which will enable
subsequent researchers to better according to the corresponding studies. Second,
abusive management is an important organizational issue. Although this review
explores the causes of abusive management based on individual levels, the research perspective should not be limited to this. It should be explored at multiple
levels, combined with antecedent variables, cultural variables, resource variables,
etc. are analyzed to form a multi-level research orientation.

4. Future Prospects
It can be concluded that most of the literature on abusive management comes
from Western scholars. China’s research on abusive management has made
great progress in recent years, and there is no long time for Western scholars to
study. In the study of Chinese and foreign scholars, we can find that abusive
management is closely related to organizational culture, especially the cultural
background of a country. Therefore, follow-up research can consider the study
of abusive management in combination with the traditional Chinese cultural
background. According to Hofstede’s cultural theory framework, Chinese culture has a higher power distance than Western culture. Chinese people are more
inclined to diligently save, tolerate and pursue long-term stable life. Whether
abusive management plays a restraining or strengthening role still requires further research and discussion by researchers to broaden the research on the causes of abusive management.

5. Conclusion
By looking up foreign literature, it can be found that most research scholars have
discussed in detail the influencing factors and effects of abusive management.
But in fact, abusive management is still common in companies. The employee
who is abused cannot handle the relationship with the superior correctly.
Therefore, it is still of value to continue to explore the causes of abusive management based on individual levels. It can be known from the above literature
review that the research on related abusive management is mainly explained
from the social level, the attribution level, the moral level and the resource level.
From the individual employee’s point of view, the personality characteristics will
make different employees feel different levels of abusive management. If we continue to conduct empirical research on any of them in the future, this will play a
great role in reducing the negative emotions of employees in the organization.
Now, some scholars have made different empirical studies based on different
theories. I believe that through continuous efforts. It will definitely promote the
progress of employees and the development of enterprises.
DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2019.74129
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