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Interest in abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000) has increased due to its serious personal and

organizational costs. As such, there is a need for additional studies that identify the individuals’ factors

that can minimize the adverse effects of abusive supervision.

Specifically, we predict employee self-esteem as a buffer of the relationship between abusive

supervision, organizational trust and in-role behaviors. Additionally, we suggest organizational trust

as a possible mechanism linking abusive supervision to in-role behaviors. Our model was explored

among a sample of 201 supervisor-subordinate dyads from different organizational settings. The results

of the moderated mediation analysis supported our hypotheses. That is, abusive supervision was

significantly related to in-role behaviors via organizational trust when employees’ self-esteem was

low, but not when it was high. These findings suggest that self-esteem buffers the impact of abusive

supervision perceptions on organizational trust, with consequences for performance.

Key words: Abusive supervision, Self-esteem, Organizational trust, In-role behaviors.

Abusive supervision, defined as “subordinates’ perceptions of the extent to which supervisors
engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding physical
contact” (Tepper, 2000, p. 178) has received growing research attention over recent years.
Examples of these hostile acts include public ridicule, giving the silent treatment, invasion of
privacy, taking undue credit, behaving rudely, lying, and breaking promises (Tepper, 2000). A
multitude of subordinate outcomes of abusive supervision has been documented and include work-
related attitudes, resistance behaviors, deviant behaviors, performance (including both in-role
performance contributions and extra-role or citizenship performance), psychological and physical
health, and family well-being (for reviews, see Mackey, Frieder, Brees, & Martinko, 2017;
Martinko, Harvey, Brees, & Mackey, 2013; Tepper, 2007; Zhang & Liao, 2015).

One of the most critical outcomes of employee supervisor mistreatment, for organizations in
particular, is reduced job performance, due to its high relevance for individuals and organizations
alike (Sonnentag, Volmer, & Spychala, 2008). In-role behaviors refer to the expected tasks of a
given role in the work structure. These tasks are formal, that is, they are recognized by the
organization as a constituent part of each job (Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki,
2016). Harris, Kacmar and Zivnuska (2007) studied the impact of abusive supervision on employee
performance and found that employees spend their energy and time to deal with supervisory
abusive behaviors, not allowing them to use those resources to entirely focus on the tasks that are
formally assigned to them, which has a negative impact on performance. In addition, social
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exchange theory (Blau, 1964) presupposes a generalized norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960),
i.e., when subordinates receive abusive and unfair treatment, they are likely to reciprocate this
mistreatment by reducing the quality of their performance (Chen & Wang, 2017; Harris et al.,
2007; Zhou, 2016). Despite the assumed relationship between perceived supervisory abuse and
lower levels of job performance (see Mackey et al., 2017; Martinko et al., 2013; Tepper, 2007,
for a review), few sudies have empirically examined the link between abusive supervision and
subordinate job performance (Hoobler & Hu, 2013; as exceptions, see Chen & Wang, 2017; Harris
et al. 2007; Neves, 2014; Shoss, Eisenberger, Restubog, & Zagenczyk, 2013). In this vien, the
current paper extends these works and attempts to help answer this call by proposing and testing
a model that links abusive supervision and in-role behaviors through organizational trust. We then
expand this mediation model by proposing and testing the moderating effect of subordinates’ self-
esteem in the relationship between abusive supervision and organizational trust, with consequences
for in-role behaviors. Additionally, this work extends previous research (e.g., Frieder, Wayne,
Hochwarter, & DeOrtentiis, 2015; Harris et al., 2007; Harvey, Stoner, Hochwarter, & Kacman,
2007; Mackey, Ellen, Hochwarter, & Ferris, 2013; Tepper, Carr, Breaux, Geider, Hu, & Hua, 2009;
Tepper, Duffy, & Shaw, 2001; Tepper, Henle, Lambert, Giacalone, & Duffy., 2008) by accounting
for dispositional factors when exploring subordinates’s responses to abusive supervision. Thus,
the current paper attempts to help answer this call by proposing a model that links supervisor
abuse and task performance through organizational trust. We test the moderating effect of
subordinate self-esteem to contribute to explain the process underlying the abusive supervision
and task performance relationship, seeking to examine the active role of employee characteristics
in the relationship between abusive supervisory behaviors and subordinate outcomes.

Abusive supervision and organizational trust

Although a variety of definitions for trust exist, one of the most influential definitions of trust
defines it as “a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon
positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer,
1998, p. 395). Scholars have offered alternative definitions suggesting that organizational trust is
the employees’ belief in the competencies of employees and managers, therefore, employees
believe that decisions in the organization are made based on principles of justice, tolerance, ethics
and faith in the process of implementation (e.g., Gillespie & Mann, 2004; Yang, 2012).

Two theoretical perspectives pressupposes that trust affects performance through distinct and,
potentially, complementary routes (Ferrin & Dirks, 2002). One perspective, the relationship-based
perspective, is based on principles of social exchange (Blau, 1964), which presupposes a
generalized norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960): when parties provide benefits to one another,
there is an expectation of repayment for the benefits received. Therefore, when leaders demonstrate
care and consideration, followers are likely to reciprocate by contributing to organizational
performance (Gonzalez-Morales, Kernan, Becker, & Eisenberger, 2018). The second perspective,
the character-based perspective, implies that followers attempt to draw inferences about their
leader’s characteristics (e.g., integrity, dependability, fairness and ability) and that these inferences
have consequences for job performance (Ferrin & Dirks, 2002). Following this perspective, when
followers expect that their leader will not behave in a hostile manner or in a way that deliberately
harms them, this encourages individuals to invest more on required tasks since they believe that
the decisions that have a significant impact on them (e.g., promotions, pay, work assignments,
layoffs) will be fair (Ogunfowora, 2013). The quality of the relationship between the direct
supervisor and the employee plays a key role since the employee generalizes the trust that she/he
feels in the direct supervisor to represent the entire organization (Erdem, 2003). Thus, it can be
suggested that the process of creating a trusting relationship is a leader’s responsibility (Uslu &
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Oklay, 2015). As such, previous research has shown that when direct supervisors are able to
establish an environment of trust it contributes positively to the feeling of responsibility for work
within the organization (e.g., Goodwin, Whittington, Murray, & Nichols, 2011; Otken & Cenkci,
2012). Since high levels of trust in the leader have several positive consequences, it is expected
that supervisory abusive behaviors lead to low levels of trust, with negative consequences for task
performance.

According to Legood, Thomas and Sacramento (2016), a good place to work for is where
employees trust their supervisors and, consequently, their organization. As such, organizations
that provide a climate of trust recognized by all organizational members are therefore building
added value for the organization as it facilitates performance. These ideas contradict the definition
of abusive supervision, since it is characterized by a hostile and unfair climate, harming the well-
being of employees, contrary to what a trust climate provides. It can be argued that abusive
supervision fails to create a working environment based on the principles of trust and respect (such
as sensitivity to the expectations and employee needs) which impair the development of
organizational trust and, consequently, it decreases task performance.

Thus, we propose that:

Hypothesis 1: Organizational trust mediates the relationship between abusive supervision and

in-role behaviors.

Self-esteem as a moderator

Self-esteem refers to an individual’s general sense of his or her value or worth (Locke, McClear,
& Knight, 1996; Rosenberg, 1979) and it has been identified as one of the most important personal
resources in the work context (e.g., Bai, Lin, & Wang, 2016). Individuals high in self-esteem
perceive themselves as important, meaningful and worthwhile members of their employing
organization and rely more on their skills to perform their jobs (Pierce et al., 1993; Rank, Nelson,
Allen, & Xu, 2009). Contrarily, individuals low in esteem are affected by their work environments
to a greater extent than their counterparts (Pierce, Gardner, Dunham, & Cummings, 1993; Rank
et al., 2009). Self-esteem has been significantly related to work-related behaviors and behavioral
intentions (for example, performance, organizational citizenship behaviors and turnover
intentions), attitudes (such as job satisfaction, organizational commitment and job involvement),
mental and physical health (see Bowling, Eschleman, Wang, Kirkendall, & Alarcon, 2010, for a
metanalytic review).

Brockner (1983) has shown that individuals high in self-esteem exhibit greater behavioral
plasticity (i.e., a more rapid ability to adjust behavior to the situation) than individuals low in self-
esteem. This author also proposed that employees low in self-esteem are uncertain about their
actions, they need external orientation and present a great need for approval from others, especially
from their direct superiors, making them more vulnerable to the negative impact of stressful
situations (such as abusive supervision).

Previous research examined the relationship between abusive supervision and self-esteem (e.g.,
Burton & Hoobler, 2006; Rafferty, Restubog, & Jimmieson, 2010; Schaubhut, Adams, & Jex,
2004; Vogel & Mitchell, 2017). For example, Rafferty et al. (2010) focused on the moderating
role of subordinates’ self-esteem in the relationship between abusive supervision and subordinate
psychological distress and insomnia. The authors argued that individuals high self-esteem are less
vulnerable to the deleterious effects of susceptibility to be influenced by negative feedback and
generalize to broader conceptualization of themselves (Rafferty et al., 2010).

Thus, aligned with previous evidence, we suggest the relationship between abusive supervision
and in-role behaviors via organizational trust should be affected by subordinate’s self-esteem.
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When self-esteem is low, a higher level of abusive supervision should be accompanied by reduced
organizational trust and thus lead to descreased in-role behaviors. When employee’s self-esteem
is high, abusive behaviors should not negatively influence employee performance (through
organizational trust), since employees high in self-esteem feel more control over their performance,
being less dependent on external approval. Technically, we are describing moderated mediation,
since the mediating process that is responsible for producing the effect on the outcome (i.e., in-
role behaviors) depends on the value of a moderator variable (i.e., self-esteem) (Morgan-Lopez
& MacKinnon, 2006; Muller, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005).

Hypothesis 2: The indirect effect of abusive supervision on in-role behaviors through

organizational trust is significant when subordinates’ self-esteem is low but not when it is high.

The proposed model is represented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Hypothesized moderated mediation model

Note. *Assessed from supervisors.

Method

Sample and procedure

We contacted 12 organizations from different sectors and invited them to participate in the
present study, asking their representatives for permission to collect data. Then, we conducted brief
meetings with these representatives, where we explained the purpose of the study and its multi-
source research method. The representatives of each organization contacted the subordinates in
order to invite them to participate in the study. If the subordinates agreed to participate, the
researchers then asked the immediate supervisor if he/she was willing to participate. If both were
willing to participate, they administered the subordinate survey and the supervisor evaluation form
in person in order to guarantee confidentiality. The paper-based surveys were provided only if
both employee and supervisor were willing to participate. Each questionnaire was randomly coded
in advance with a researcher-assigned identification number in order to match employees’
responses with their immediate supervisors’ evaluations. The researchers administered the
questionnaires to the subordinates and their supervisors separately. We personally approached the
respondents to brief them about the purposes of the study and to explain the procedures. They
received a questionnaire, a return envelope and a cover letter explaining the aim of the survey,
the voluntary nature of their participation and reassuring them of the confidentiality of their
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responses. To reinforce confidentiality, we asked the respondents to seal the completed
questionnaires in the return envelopes and to give them directly to the researchers onsite.

We contacted 243 employee-supervisor dyads from 12 organizations, operating in areas such
as financial and insurance (33%), higher education (21,5%), health and pharmaceutical (20,4%),
transportation (11%), construction (5,2%), manufacturing (4,7%), and retail (4,2%). Two hundred
and forty dyads (98,8% of the total number of individuals contacted) agreed to participate and
returned the surveys. We excluded 39 dyads because they did not have corresponding
supervisors/subordinates’ surveys completed. Thus, our final sample consisted of 201 dyads from
12 organizations, a usable response rate of 82,7% of those originally contacted. The second set of
questionnaires was delivered to 17 supervisors. The number of surveys completed by a single
supervisor ranged from 1 to 13, with a mean of 2.6. With respect to organizational size, 18% of
the dyads came from organizations with less than 10 employees, 63% from organizations with
between 10 and 100 employees, and 19% from organizations with more than 100 employees.
Overall, 30,8% of the employees did not complete high school, 33,8% of the participants had
completed high school and 35,4% had a university degree. Average organizational tenure was
approximately 6 years, 55,4% of employees were under 38 years old and most of them were
women (61,8%). For supervisors, 15,7% did not complete high school, 40,5% of the participants
had completed high school and 45,4% had a university degree. Average organizational tenure was
13 years, 53,5% of supervisors were under 46 years old and 50,2% were men.

Measures

Respondents rated their agreement with each statement using a 5-point Likert-type scale
(1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree) for abusive supervision, job autonomy and production
deviance. Supervisors used a 7-point Likert type scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree) to
assess in-role behaviors. We present the source of the measures, supervisors or subordinates, in
parentheses.

Control variables. Gender, age, organizational tenure, education and tenure with the supervisor
have been found to be related to organizational trust and in-role behaviors (e.g., Altınöz, Çakıroğlu,
& Çöp, 2013; Gilbert & Tang, 1998; Hansen, Dunford, Boss, Boss, & Angermeier, 2011; Ng &
Feldman, 2008, 2009, 2010; Roth, Purvis, & Bobko, 2012; Tan & Lim, 2009; Waldman & Avolio,
1986), and therefore we analyzed whether we should control for their influence in our model.
Following the recommendations offered by Becker (2005), we controlled for subordinates’ age in
our analysis because this was the only control variable significantly correlated with our outcome
variables.

Abusive supervision (subordinate measure). Subordinates reported the frequency with which
their supervisors presented abusive behaviors using Tepper’s (2000) 15-item scale. Sample items
include ‘My supervisor ridicules me’ and ‘My supervisor does not allow me to interact with my
coworkers’. Cronbach alpha was .87.

Organizational trust (subordinate measure). A 7-item scale by Gabarro and Athos (1978), and
used by Robinson (1996) and Aryee, Budhwar and Chen (2002) was used to measure trust in
organization. Example items are ‘My employer is not always honest and truthful’ (reverse-scored)
and ‘I believe my employer has high integrity’. The scale’s alpha reliability in this study is 70.

Subordinates’ self-esteem (subordinate measure). Respondents measured their current thoughts
about their self-esteem using the State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES; Heatherton & Polivy, 1991)
consists of 20 items assessing three correlated factors: performance, social, and appearance self-
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esteem: Performance (e.g., ‘I feel confident about my abilities’), Social (e.g., ‘I feel concerned
about the impression I am making’; Reverse scoring), and Appearance (e.g., ‘I feel satisfied with
the way my body looks right now’). For this study, only the total SSES score was used. Cronbach
alpha was .87.

In-role behaviors (supervisor measure): Supervisors rated their subordinates’ task performance
with Williams and Anderson’s (1991) five-item scale. A sample item is: ‘This employee adequately
completes assigned duties’. Cronbach’s alpha was .86.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations

Means, standard deviations, variable intercorrelations, and scale reliabilities (α) are shown in
Table 1. All variables presented reliabilities above the standard .70 (Nunnally, 1978).

Table 1

Descriptive statistics and correlations among variablesabc

Meana SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Subordinates’ age 38.00 11.10 -

2. Abusive supervision 02.62 00.80 -.29** (.87)

3. Organizational trust 04.08 00.62 -.20** -.21** (.70)

4. Self-esteem 03.64 00.55 -.12** -.08** -.58** (.82)

5. In-role behaviors 05.69 01.05 -.07** -.08** -.14** -.17* (.86)

Notes. a5-point scales, bCronbach’s alphas are displayed on the diagonal in parentheses; *p<.05, **p<.01, all two-tailed tests.

Measurement model

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) with AMOS 25 to assess the distinctiveness
of the constructs and examine the fit of our hypothesized model. The measurement model included
four factors: abusive supervision, subordinates’ self-esteem, organizational trust and in-role
behaviors. We examined model fit using the chi-square (χ2), comparative fit index (CFI), root-
mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root-mean-square residual
(SRMR). The proposed model fit the data reasonably well: χ2(982)=1996,791**, CFI=.91, TLI=.91,
RMSEA=.04; SRMR=.04. The four-factor model presented a better fit than the nested models
(Table 2), supporting the discriminant validity of these constructs.

Table 2

CFAs for the hypothesized and alternative models

df χ2 CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Four-factor model 982 1996,791** .91 .91 .04 .04

Two-factor modela 987 2694,178** .77 .76 .09 .10

One-factor modeld 988 2744,005** .72 .71 .12 .11

Notes. aMerge abusive supervision, self-esteem and organizational trust; CFAs=confirmatory factor analyses; df=degrees of

freedom; CFI=comparative fit index; TLI=Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA=root mean square error of approximation;

SRMR=standardized root-mean- square error residual; **p<.01.
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Hypotheses testing

To test the proposed model, we used bootstrapping analysis. Bootstrapping offers a straight -
forward and robust strategy for assessing indirect effects, mainly mediated moderation effects
(MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2004; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes,
2007; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Accordingly, we used Hayes’s (2012) Process macro for SPSS to
perform our analysis. Predictors were mean centered as recommended by Aiken and West (1991).

To assess hypothesis 1, which indicates that abusive supervision should be negatively related
to in-role behaviors via organizational trust, we used model 4 of the Process macro for SPSS
(Hayes, 2013). The results showed a direct relationship of abusive supervision with organizational
trust (B=-.11, 95% CI=[-.283, -.063]. Regarding the relationship between organizational trust and
in-role behaviors, the results were also significant (B=-.23, 95% CI=[-.253, -.035]. We then
assessed the indirect effect of abusive supervision on in-role behaviors via organizational trust,
which was significant (B=.04; 95% CI=[.003, .103]), confirming this hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2 proposes that subordinates’ self-esteem moderates the relationship between
abusive supervision and organizational trust, with consequences for in-role behaviors. The results
show that self-esteem moderates the relationship between abusive supervision and organizational
trust (B=.16; 95% CI=[.005, .326]. We then explored the nature of the interaction by estimating
the simple slopes using the procedures recommended by Cohen, Cohen, West and Aiken (2003).
Figure 2 illustrates the abusive supervision-organizational trust relationship for different levels of
self-esteem: one standard deviation above the mean (i.e., high self-esteem) and one standard
deviation below the mean (i.e., low self-esteem). Abusive supervision was significantly related to
organizational trust when self-esteem was low (t=3.15, p<.05), but not when self-esteem is high
(t=-.52; p>.05) (Figure 2). The difference between slopes was significant (t=2.60, p<.05),
suggesting that the strength of abusive supervision-organizational trust relationship is indeed
affected by subordinates’ self-esteem.

Figure 2. Interaction between abusive supervision (AS) and employees’ self-esteem

Note. AS=Abusive Supervision.

Hypothesis 2 suggested that self-esteem moderates the indirect relationship between abusive
supervision and in-role behaviors via organizational trust. The results indicated that the conditional
indirect effect of abusive supervision on in-role behaviors was significant when self-esteem was
low (-1 SD; B=.05, 95% CI [.007, .113]), but non-significant when self-esteem was high (+1 SD;
B=.00, 95% CI [-027, .059]), supporting hypothesis 2.
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Table 3

Bootstrapping results

Mediator Outcome

Organizational trust In-role behaviors

Predictors B t R2 ΔR2 B t R2 ΔR2

Step 1: Control variables Subordinates’ age -.11 -2.18** .33 .03

Step 2: Main effects Abusive Supervision -.11 -2.28** -.05 0-.49*

Self-esteem -.59 -8.34** .36 .03 -.29 -2.06* .03 .01

Step 3: Interaction term AS X Self-esteem -.16 -2.14** .38 .02 -.02 0-.13* .04 .01

Step 4: Mediator Organizational Trust -.23 -1.89* .05 .01

Notes. *p<.05, **p<.01; Tabled values are unstandardized regression coefficients; AS=Abusive Supervision.

Discussion

The current research advances our understanding of how abusive supervision operates by
highlighting the role of organizational trust and subordinates’ self-esteem. That is, to the extent
employee self-esteem was high, abusive supervision fails to relate significantly to organizational
trust and, consequently, not leading to decreased in-role performance. These results are aligned
with the results obtained in previous studies, such as the study developed by Burton and Hoobler
(2006), which proposes that employees high in self-esteem are less prone to be negatively affected
by supervisory abusive behaviors, since they are aware of their abilities and they are less affected
by the pressure imposed by abusive supervisors. That is, employees high in self-esteem are less
vulnerable to the deleterious effects of abusive supervision, since they are less dependent on others
and less likely to be influenced by negative criticism, not allowing other people to negatively
affect their self-concept (Rafferty et al., 2010).

We extend earlier theorizing in two main aspects. First, we offer a fresh approach to the process
of abusive supervision by developing a model based on organizational trust. Responding to
previous calls in the literature for an examination of the underlying mechanisms that link abusive
supervision to employee job performance (Hoobler & Hu, 2013), this research identified a
generative conduit that transmits the effects of abusive supervision to in-role behaviors. Our results
show that supervisory abusive behaviors create a hostile climate in which loyalty, goodwill and
support are absent, making the organization an unattractive and undesirable entity to be associated
with, thereby leading to decreased in-role behaviors. Because supervisors sre representatives of
organizations (Eisenberger, Stinglhamber, Vandenberghe, Sucharski, & Rhoades, 2002),
employees consider that organizations hold the moral and legal accountability for its members’
actions and that they should assume the responsibility to sanction supervisory negative behaviors,
and consequently, employees blame their organizations for the occurrence of abusive situations.
This assumption is embedded in the organizational support theory (Eisenberger & Stinglhamber,
2011; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002), which argues that the favorable treatment of supervisors
increases the perception of employees that the organization values their contributions and cares
about their well-being. In short, from the employees’ point of view, if the organization selects a
person to hold a supervisory position and if this person exhibits abusive behaviors, employees
assume that the organization tacitly accepts and reinforce this negative behavior.
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Second, this study contributes to a growing body of theory and research concerned with abusive
behavior in organizations by assessing employee characteristics that may enhance or mitigate the
influence of abusive behaviors. In line with previous research (e.g., Rafferty et al., 2010), our
findings suggest that abusive supervision is less deleterious when employees perceive themselves
to be capable, significant and worthy (Gardner & Pierce, 1998). The transposition of the negative
impact of abusive supervision to the organization only occurs when employees fail to perceive
themselves as contributing organizational members since they tend to seek the approval of others
and respond more strongly to social influence (Gardner & Pierce, 1998; Pierce et al., 1993). This
is supported by the pattern of results showing that the relationship between abusive supervision
and organization trust varied according to employee self-esteem levels. In other words, abusive
supervision only carries disadvantages for organizational trust and individual performance if
employees are low in self-esteem. That is, when defining whether they trust their organization,
employees examine not only supervisor’s behaviors, but it seems that their self-esteem also plays
a pivotal role. Depending on employees’ self-esteem, their work behaviours and attitudes are
affected by their social environments to a greater or lesser extent. In summary, these results
reinforce the view that abusive supervision does not affect all subordinates in the same way and
that individual characteristics should be considered when exploring subordinate responses to
abusive supervision (Tepper et al., 2001). Therefore, this study reinforces the results obtained in
previous studies (Burton & Hoobler 2006; Rafferty et al., 2010), by demonstrating that
subordinates actively contribute to minimize the negative consequences of the abuse process.
Thus, high self-esteem can mitigate the influence of abusive behaviors on organizational trust
and, consequently, in-role behaviors, since high self-esteem is associated with a positive self-
assessment of competence and personal value, making employees high in self-esteem less
vulnerable to negative behaviors of abusive supervisors.

Implications for practice

As a practical implication of this study, we emphasize the importance for organizations to
develop strategies to promote employee organizational trust and self-esteem, such as offering
opportunities for self-direction and self-control, since they promote self-esteem (Pierce & Gardner,
2004; Yam, Fehr, Keng-Highberger, Klotz, & Reynolds, 2016); fostering a climate of autonomy
at work, the communication exchanges between employees and supervisors should be of high
quality and should demonstrate support to their employees, since these variables also correlate
positively and significantly with self-esteem (Bowling & Michel, 2011; Slemp, Kern; Patrick, &
Ryan, 2018); developing human resources practices (HR) that aim to promote self-esteem in
employees, therefore, organizations should treat their employees with respect, demonstrating
appreciation by contributing to meet employees’ belonging needs (Pierce & Gardner, 2004). HR
practices should reinforce the quality of relationships between employees and supervisors, which
in turn will increase the sense of self-worth, thereby increasing self-esteem and promoting trust
in the organization (Liu, Hui, Lee, & Chen, 2013). Finally, organizations should also provide
training and education opportunities to improve supervisors’ skills, abilities and abilities, especially
in the areas of leadership, participation in decision-making, delegation, communication and justice
(Maurer, Hartnell, & Lippstreu, 2017).

An alternative path by which organizations can increase organizational trust and in-role
behaviors is discouraging abusive supervision. Organizations should provide management skills
training that aims at learning proper ways of interaction with subordinates, as well as abuse
prevention training, in order to ensure that supervisors engage in appropriate management
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practices. However, since it might be difficult to control all negative behaviors, since these
behaviors also have deep roots in supervisor’s own personality (e.g., Aryee, Chen, Sun, & Debrah,
2007; Thau, Bennett, Mitchell, & Marrs, 2009), organizations should have explicit and strict
policies for punishing individuals who violate these standards. For example, formalized HR
practices should adopt a policy of zero tolerance for disruptive behaviors and enforce this policy
consistently throughout the organization, while providing formal means for reporting those
behaviors and, simultaneously recognizing and rewarding behaviors that demonstrate
collaboration, respect and a high regard for interpersonal ethics.

Limitations and direction for future research

Like any research, this study is not without some limitations. Since employees provided
information regarding abusive supervision, self-esteem and organizational trust, common method
bias may be present. In order to reduce this potential limitation, we obtained evaluations of in-
role behaviors from reports of direct supervisors. We also employed statistical remedies to partial
out common method variance in our analyses. Using AMOS 25, we estimated a model that
included a fifth latent variable to represent a method factor and allowed all the 36 indicators to
load on this uncorrelated factor (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012). According to
Williams, Cote and Buckley (1989), if the fit of the measurement model is significantly improved
by the addition of an uncorrelated method factor then CMV may be present. Fit statistics after
adding an uncorrelated method factor improved slightly [χ2(352)=1565.902**; CFI=.92; TLI=.93;
RMSEA=.04; SRMR=.04]. To determine the extent of the influence of CMV, the variance
explained by the method factor can be calculated by summing the squared loadings, in order to
index the total amount of variation due to the method factor. In our case, CMV accounted for 13%
of the total variance, which is considerably less than the 25% threshold observed by Williams et
al. (1989). The results of these analyses suggest that CMV accounts for little variation in the data.
Finally, research has shown that common method bias deflates interaction effects, making them
more difficult to detect (Busemeyer & Jones, 1983). Nonetheless, future research should strive to
include other sources of information (for example, coworkers’ ratings of abusive supervision).

Second, because our study is cross-sectional by design, we cannot infer causality. Indeed, it is
possible that the relationship is bidirectional. Despite this possibility, previous studies have made
evident the importance of leader´s behavior for determining the level of trust that exists within an
organization (e.g., Braun, Peus, Weisweiler, & Frey, 2013) and organizational trust was found to
allow employees to focus on the tasks that need to be done to add value to their organization
(Mayer & Gavin, 2005). However, we invite future researchers to examine our hypotheses in a
longitudinal study. This would help to answer questions related to how abusive supervision and
organizational trust perceptions change over time and how the moderating effect of employee self-
esteem becomes either pronounced. For example, as time passes by, employees high in self-esteem
might become accustomed to abusive supervision as they feel they are better equipped with the
necessary resources to cope with the stressor. On the other hand, employees low in self-esteem
might feel their inability to cope with abusive supervision aggravates across time.

Another possible direction is to examine these phenomena at different levels (namely work
groups, teams or organizations) (Yammarino, Dionne, Chun, & Dansereau, 2005). Researchers
may also wish to explore other conditions that influence the strength of the relationship between
perceptions of abusive supervision and decreased organizational trust. Although we examined
self-esteem, which plays a central role in determining employee attitudes and performance
(Nübold, Muck, & Maier, 2013; Pierce & Garden, 2004), other personal features could be
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explored. As such, we suggest locus of control (Rotter, 1966; Spector, 1982), which describes the

extent to which people perceive events in life as contingent on their own actions (i.e., internality)

or as contingent upon fate, chance, or powerful others (i.e., externality) (Ng, Sorensen, & Eby,

2006). An internal locus of control has been found to be related to the successful adaptation to

stressful work settings and to a lowered perception of work role stress (Lee, Ashford, & Bobko,

1990; Spector, Cooper, Sanchez, O’Driscoll, & Sparks, 2002; Wei & Si, 2013). On the other hand,

individuals with an external locus of control are more likely to perceive certain events as stressful,

as they feel that the outcomes of the situations are controlled by luck, destiny or powerful others

(Reknes, Visockaite, Liefooghe, Lovakov, & Einarsen, 2019).

Finally, we encourage future research to examine how the level of perceived abuse varies with

the level of in-role behaviors. It is possible that this relationship presents a feedback loop, where

abusive supervision leads to decreases in task performance, which in turn promotes higher levels

of abusive supervision. Future work would benefit from the use of cross-lagged longitudinal or

experimental designs to draw stronger inferences regarding causality and to fully understand how

this process operates.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the current study extends research on abusive supervision by providing fresh

insights into the effects, mechanisms, and boundary conditions of abusive supervision, offering

relevant implications for theory, research and practice. Specifically, these findings contribute to

the literature concerning abusive supervision by proposing organizational trust constitutes an

important mechanism linking abusive supervision to employee performance, in the extent that

employees view their supervisor as representative of the organization and supervisory abusive

behaviors negatively affects employees’ view of their organization. Our results draw attention to

previously unexamined buffers (i.e., employees’ self-esteem) in the relationship between abusive

supervision and in-role behaviors. This study provides the bases for practical interventions that

have the potential to mitigate the adverse consequences of abusive supervision, particularly

through strategies aimed to promote employee organizational trust and self-esteem. There is clearly

more work to be done in this area, but our research takes a much-needed step toward exploring

the important role that employee characteristics and perceptions play in moderating the negative

effects of abusive supervision.
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A relação entre supervisão abusiva e confiança organizacional: O papel da autoestima dos

subordinados

O interesse no estudo da supervisão abusiva (Tepper, 2000) aumentou devido às suas consequências

nefastas a nível pessoal e custos organizacionais que acarreta. Como tal, são necessários estudos

adicionais que identifiquem os fatores individuais passíveis de minimizar os efeitos adversos da

supervisão abusiva.

Especificamente, propomos que a autoestima dos colaboradores constitui um moderador na relação

entre supervisão, confiança organizacional e comportamentos intra papel. Além disso, sugerimos que

confiança organizacional é possível mecanismo que vincula a supervisão abusiva a comportamentos

intra papel. O modelo proposto foi testado numa amostra constituída por 201 díades supervisor-

-subordinado de diferentes organizações. Os resultados da análise de mediação moderada suportaram

as nossas hipóteses. Ou seja, a supervisão abusiva tem uma relação significativa com comportamentos

intra papel através da confiança organizacional quando a autoestima dos colaboradores é baixa, mas

não quando a autoestima é alta. Os resultados obtidos sugerem que a autoestima modera o impacto

de percepções de supervisão abusiva na confiança organizacional, com consequências para o

desempenho.

Palavras-chave: Supervisão abusiva, Confiança organizacional, Autoestima, comportamentos intra

papel.
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