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There is ample empirical evidence to suggest that employees 
respond quite negatively to supervisor mistreatment by engaging 
in behaviors that are harmful to the organization and to its mem-
bers (e.g., Ambrose et al., 2002; Aquino et al., 2001; Bies and Tripp, 
1998a; Mitchell and Ambrose, 2007; Skarlicki and Folger, 1997). 
An often-invoked explanation for these findings is social exchange 
theory (see Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005 for a review). According 
to this theory, in an interdependent workplace relationship, poor 
treatment by one’s supervisor indicates an imbalance that subor-
dinates seek to rectify by engaging in negative behaviors them-
selves. The norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960) guides this quid 
pro quo behavior; employees abused by their supervisors recipro-
cate mistreatment back to the organization and to its agent, the 
supervisor.

Although social exchange-based models have found good sup-
port in the management literature (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005), 
they have been challenged to consider why and when poor treat-
ment matters to employees. Various writers have noted that the 
boundary effects of fairness-related information, which influ-
ences employees’ reactions, are poorly established (Ambrose and 
Schminke, 2003; Colquitt and Greenberg, 2003; Cropanzano et al., 
2001; Lind and Van den Bos, 2002; Thau et al., 2007). Some theo-
retical reviews (Colquitt and Greenberg, 2003; Cropanzano et al., 

2001) suggest that assessing the situational context in which in-
justice occurs can help build a better understanding of when and 
why retaliatory reactions are less likely. However, empirical re-
search exploring situational factors that make mistreatment more 
or less salient to those receiving it is scarce and lacks a clear theo-
retical foundation (see Tepper, 2007, for a review). The theory we 
apply in this paper assumes that the salience of supervisory mis-
treatment is influenced by the amount of uncertainty in employ-
ees’ work environment (Ambrose and Schminke, 2003; Lind and 
Van den Bos, 2002).

The starting point of our model is that employees encounter 
various uncertainties in organizations that can be quite tenuous 
(e.g., Hogan, 1983; Hogg and Mullin, 1999) that need to be cogni-
tively managed or made tolerable (Lind & Van den Bos, 2002). Un-
certainty management theory (UMT) argues that fairness-related 
information provides employees with the means to manage un-
certainties (Lind and Van den Bos, 2002; Van den Bos and Lind, 
2002, for reviews). Thus, fairness concerns become more salient to 
employees when they experience uncertainty. This explains why 
supervisor mistreatment combined with high levels of uncertainty 
results in stronger negative reactions from employees than mis-
treatment combined with low levels of uncertainty (Tangirala and 
Alge, 2006; Thau et al., 2007).
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Abstract
Based on uncertainty management theory [Lind, E. A., & Van den Bos, K., (2002). When fairness works: Toward a general theory of un-
certainty management. In Staw, B. M., & Kramer, R. M. (Eds.), Research in organizational behavior (Vol. 24, pp. 181–223). Greenwich, CT: JAI 
Press.], two studies tested whether a management style depicting situational uncertainty moderates the relationship between abusive su-
pervision and workplace deviance. Study 1, using survey data from 379 subordinates of various industries, found that the positive rela-
tionship between abusive supervision and organizational deviance was stronger when authoritarian management style was low (high sit-
uational uncertainty) rather than high (low situational uncertainty). No significant interaction effect was found on interpersonal deviance. 
Study 2, using survey data from 1477 subordinates of various industries, found that the positive relationship between abusive supervi-
sion and supervisor-directed and organizational deviance was stronger when employees’ perceptions of their organization’s manage-
ment style reflected high rather than low situational uncertainty.
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In this paper, we argue that the extent to which management’s 
actions and decisions—which we refer to as “management style”—
depict uncertainty will impact the relationship between employ-
ees’ perceptions of supervisor mistreatment and their engagement 
in workplace deviance. In Study 1, we examine the relationships be-
tween abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000) and organizational and 
interpersonal deviance (Bennett & Robinson, 2000), and the mod-
erating effects of authoritarian management style (Heaven, 1985). 
Authoritarian management style, which is rigid, dogmatic, and 
rule-bound, is generally associated with predictable managerial 
behaviors (Altemeyer, 1988). We believe employees who perceive 
their organization’s management style to be highly authoritarian 
will experience little uncertainty and so the quality of interpersonal 
treatment (such as abusive treatment) becomes less salient to them, 
making the impact of abuse on deviance less strong. Those who do 
not perceive their organization’s management style to be authori-
tarian will react more strongly and negatively (via deviance) to an 
abusive supervisor.

In Study 2, we provide a more rigorous test of the influence 
of abused employees’ perceptions of uncertainty regarding man-
agement style. Specifically, we examine the relationship between 
abusive supervision and supervisor-directed and organizational 
deviance and the moderating effects of perceptions of uncertainty 
about management’s actions and decisions. Based on a review of 
the uncertainty literature across disciplines (e.g., Afifi and Bur-
goon, 2000; Knight, 1921; March, 1978; Marris, 1993; Mazursky and 
Ofir, 1990; Pitz and Sachs, 1984; Taleb, 2007; Wilson et al., 2005), we 
define perceived uncertainty of management style as perceptions 
of management’s actions and decisions as being (un)predictable, 
(not) surprising, and (un)expected.

We believe our studies contribute to a better understanding 
of the boundary conditions of fair treatment effects, specifically 
of conditions limiting/escalating the effects of abusive supervi-
sion on deviance. We also provide a test of the generalizability of 
UMT—previous tests of UMT are mostly experimental and inves-
tigate affective and attitudinal reactions to uncertainty (Lind and 
Van den Bos, 2002; Tangirala and Alge, 2006). Moreover, applica-
tions of UMT to explain harmful employee behaviors are scarce 
and have been limited to investigations of self-concept uncertainty 
(Colquitt et al., 2006; Thau et al., 2007). We extend this literature 
by investigating the moderating effect of situational sources of 
uncertainty.

Deviant behaviors can have different targets (e.g., coworkers, 
organizations, authorities; Ambrose et al., 2002; Bennett and Rob-
inson, 2003; Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007) and both social exchange 
based theory (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) and data suggest that 
employees engage in deviance that targets the source of the abuse 
(Berry et al., 2007; Hershcovis et al., 2007). In contrast, UMT and 
its application in organizational behavior (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2006; 
Thau et al., 2007) does not specify whether the increased attention 
paid to fairness criteria (e.g., supervisor abuse) which is prompted 
by uncertainty has a differential impact on targets of the result-
ing deviant behavior. In the current paper, we integrate insights 
from the target perspective (of social exchange theory) and test 
the strength of the moderating effects of uncertainty perceptions 
(from UMT) on the relationship of abusive supervision and the 
different forms of deviance.

Abusive supervision and workplace deviance

People pay attention to the interpersonal treatment they receive 
from organizational authorities (Lind & Tyler, 1988). Fair and re-
spectful treatment conveys to employees that they are respected 
and valued (Lind and Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 1999; Tyler and Lind, 
1992) and that their position in the organization is secure (Van den 
Bos, Lind, & Wilke, 2001). Fairness heuristic theory (Tyler & Lind, 

1992) argues that once fairness judgments have been formed, peo-
ple use these judgments to decide how to behave; if supervisors are 
perceived as fair, employees will react favorably and will acquiesce 
to demands or requests with little concern for material outcomes. 
The group engagement model (Tyler & Blader, 2003) suggests that 
this is particularly true for discretionary behaviors; employees 
who feel respected by their supervisors become highly committed 
to the work group and become motivated to help the group. So-
cial exchange theory makes a similar argument in its proposition 
that individuals reciprocate the positive regard they receive from 
the organization and its members and, consequently, engage in or-
ganizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs) and other manifesta-
tions of organizational commitment (Masterson, Lewis, Goldman, 
& Taylor, 2000).

In contrast, authorities who violate standards of respectful inter-
personal treatment abate employees’ perceptions of fair treatment 
(Bies, 2001; Bies and Moag, 1986; Skarlicki and Folger, 1997; Tep-
per, 2000), and promote negative reactions (see Tepper, 2007 for a 
review). Abusive supervision denotes employees’ perceptions of 
the persistent verbal and non-verbal abuse by supervisors (Tepper, 
2000). Abusive supervisors use their power to oppress and brutalize 
employees (Ashforth, 1997). They yell and scream, intimidate, rid-
icule, and humiliate their employees (Keashly, 1998; Mitchell and 
Ambrose, 2007). Therefore, abusive supervision represents employ-
ees’ perceptions of what they believe are purposeful and unfair su-
pervisor mistreatment (Tepper, 2007).

Based on social exchange principles (Blau, 1964), supervisory 
mistreatment promotes retaliatory behavior (Mitchell and Am-
brose, 2007; Skarlicki and Folger, 1997). Employees who are abused 
by their supervisors seek to get back at or to make their harm doer 
pay in some way (Skarlicki & Folger, 2004). Indeed, research sup-
ports these contentions. Employees who perceive that their supervi-
sors interpersonally mistreat them are more likely to resist their su-
pervisors’ influence tactics (Tepper, Duffy, & Shaw, 2001), withhold 
beneficial work behaviors (e.g., organizational citizenship behavior 
[OCB], Zellars, Tepper, & Duffy, 2002, performance, Harris, Kacmar, 
& Zivnuska, 2007), and engage in deviant behavior targeted toward 
the supervisor (Baron et al., 1999; Innes et al., 2005) and the organiza-
tion (Aquino et al., 1999; Detert et al., 2007).

While this research supports the social exchange view that 
employees who are abused by their supervisors reciprocate mis-
treatment by engaging in workplace deviance, we also know that 
not all employees retaliate or engage in deviance (Bies and Tripp, 
1998b; Keashly et al., 1994; Keashly et al., 1994; Tepper et al., 2001). 
Based on qualitative research, Bies and Tripp (1998a, 1998b) found 
that one reason why some employees engage in retaliation while 
others do not was their work environment. That is, some organi-
zational environments fuel while others quell employees’ destruc-
tive behavior. Research has yet to explore situational factors that 
influence employees’ reactions to supervisor abuse (see Tepper, 
2007 for a review). As a consequence, we know very little about 
the boundary conditions that magnify or minimize such retalia-
tory effects.

An emerging theoretical perspective based on UMT principles 
argues that workplace uncertainty influences the relationship be-
tween supervisory treatment and employees’ behaviors (Lind and 
Van den Bos, 2002; Tangirala and Alge, 2006). This research shows 
supervisor mistreatment becomes more salient to employees 
when work environments are uncertain (Lind and Van den Bos, 
2002; Van den Bos and Lind, 2002). Social exchange research has 
found that social exchanges are highly influenced by perceptions 
of uncertainty (Molm & Cook, 1995). Thus, we believe percep-
tions of uncertainty in employees’ work environment may affect 
the relationship between abusive supervision and workplace de-
viance. Uncertainty management theory (UMT) guides our think-
ing, which we explain below.
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Uncertainty management theory

According to UMT, one of people’s biggest challenges in life is 
to cope with the various uncertainties they experience in social re-
lationships (Lind and Van den Bos, 2002; Van den Bos and Lind, 
2002). The need for predictability and uncertainty reduction argu-
ably has an evolutionary basis (Hogan, 1983; Stevens and Fiske, 
1995). Uncertainty is an aversive and alarming experience (Van 
den Bos et al., 2008), making people worry about the control they 
have in their life and the quality of the outcomes they could re-
ceive (Lind and Van den Bos, 2002; Tangirala and Alge, 2006). Un-
certainty affects people’s cognitions, perceptions, feelings, and be-
haviors (Van den Bos & Lind, 2002). Because uncertainty threatens 
one’s general sense of self (Hogg, 2001), people try to find some 
way to tolerate it or to make it more cognitively manageable (Van 
den Bos & Lind, 2002). Within a work context, employees respond 
to uncertainty with information in their broader work environ-
ment to help them cope with it (Ashford and Cummings, 1983; 
Ashford and Cummings, 1985). UMT suggests that fairness-re-
lated information in the work environment provides a means by 
which to cope with uncertainty (Lind & Van den Bos, 2002). When 
environmental uncertainty is high, employees pay more attention 
to fairness-related information, such as the treatment they receive 
from authorities (Tangirala & Alge, 2006).

Research provides preliminary support for the idea that un-
der conditions of high uncertainty, injustice information becomes 
more salient and hence has a stronger impact on negative behav-
ioral outcomes. For example, procedural justice has a stronger im-
pact on wrongful litigation claims at the time of termination—a 
time of great uncertainty—than during employment (Lind, Green-
berg, Scott, & Welchans, 2000). Another study found that interac-
tional justice perceptions predict antisocial work behaviors only 
when employees’ self-concepts were defined by high (but not by 
low) levels of uncertainty (Thau et al., 2007). Lastly, Tangirala and 
Alge (2006) found that fairness from authorities was more salient 
to employees when uncertainty was high, and that employees re-
acted more negatively to unfair events under high rather than low 
uncertainty. Research exploring the UMT predictions, however, 
has not specifically investigated employees’ deviant reactions to 
supervisor mistreatment.

In the current paper, we posit that perceptions about how 
management generally acts and makes decisions within the orga-
nization (i.e., “management style”) depict varying levels of uncer-
tainty. UMT suggests that uncertainty perceptions make the treat-
ment employees receive from their supervisor more salient (Lind 
and Van den Bos, 2002; Van den Bos and Lind, 2002). Thus, we be-
lieve that when uncertainty of the organization’s general manage-
ment style is high rather than low, employees’ perceptions about 
supervisory treatment become more evident.

UMT explains that when uncertainty is coupled with unfair 
treatment (like abusive supervision), employees respond nega-
tively against the organization (Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos 
and Miedema, 2000). When employees experience an abusive su-
pervisor and an uncertain work environment, UMT suggests that 
employees react negatively because doing so allows them take 
personal control of the situation. Lind and Van den Bos (2002) 
state that unfair treatment becomes particularly threatening in the 
face of great uncertainty and drives people to act against the orga-
nization because “harming the organization is as much as a goal as 
protecting the self” (p. 196).

In sum, theory and empirical studies provide the basis to pre-
dict that the relationship between abusive supervision and work-
place deviance will be stronger when employees perceive the 
management style of their organization as signaling high rather 
than low levels of uncertainty.

Study 1: Abusive supervision, workplace deviance, and the 
moderating effects of authoritarian management style

According to theory (Adorno et al., 1950; Altemeyer, 1988; 
Feldman, 2003) and research (Hodson and Sorrentino, 1999; Jost 
et al., 2003), authoritarians are characterized by a strong desire to 
avoid uncertainty. Authoritarians’ preference for social confor-
mity over personal autonomy reflects their predisposition toward 
a structured, stable, and predictable social order (Feldman, 2003). 
Consequently, they resist new or ambiguous experiences (Hodson 
and Sorrentino, 1999; McAllister and Anderson, 1991), and as a re-
sult, they are less willing to change work habits and are disinter-
ested in work innovation (Fay & Frese, 2000). It is not surprising, 
therefore, that a recent meta-analysis (Jost et al., 2003; Jost et al., 
2003) suggests that people who are “politically conservative” (e.g., 
people who score high in authoritarianism, conservatism, or social 
dominance orientation) are dogmatic, cognitively inflexible, and 
uncertainty avoidant. Moreover, they have a high need for order 
and structure, advocating such diverse measures as comprehen-
sive drug testing, core educational curricula, and quarantines for 
AIDS patients (Peterson, Doty, & Winter, 1993).

Whereas authoritarianism is typically considered an individ-
ual characteristic, theorists argue it can also be understood as a 
perception of the work environment (Duckitt, 1989; Duckitt, 1992; 
Feldman, 2003; Stellmacher and Petzel, 2005). This is consistent 
with initial conceptualizations of authoritarianism that focused on 
norms and patterns within societies (Fromm, 1945) and with or-
ganizational researchers who have previously described manage-
ment styles as authoritarian (e.g., Dixon et al., 2007; Janssens et al., 
1995; McGregor, 1960). Our arguments are also consistent with 
the general logic in the management style literature. For exam-
ple an “entrepreneurial management style” is assumed to result 
from management’s general propensity to take risks, to innovate, 
and to compete (Covin & Slevin, 1988). Similarly, we assume that 
organizations whose authorities generally have a preference for 
avoiding uncertainty create behavioral patterns that result in an 
authoritarian management style. The literature conceptualizes au-
thoritarian management style as employees’ perceptions of their 
organization’s management’s actions and decisions as rigid, dog-
matic, and rule-bound (e.g., Duckitt, 1989; Duckitt, 1992; Feldman, 
2003; Stellmacher and Petzel, 2005). Ergo, organizations whose 
management style is authoritarian make decisions and act in ways 
that are predictable.

Consistent with social exchange arguments (Mitchell and Am-
brose, 2007; Skarlicki and Folger, 1997), we argue that employees 
who are abused by their supervisor will be will more likely to 
engage in deviant behaviors. Based on UMT predictions, we ex-
pect this relationship to be stronger when employees work un-
der non-authoritarian management styles. Authoritarians are 
rigid, inflexible and follow rules explicitly. Such behavior creates 
situations of low uncertainty. If managers generally display au-
thoritarian behaviors, employees will experience less uncertainty 
because their organization’s managers demonstrate patterned 
and predictable behaviors in the work environment. Conversely, 
if the management style in the organization is more flexible and 
less rule-bound, there will be more uncertainty in the work en-
vironment. Applying UMT, then, employees’ perceptions of 
abuse will be less salient when they work under a management 
style characterized by high levels of authoritarianism; their per-
ceptions of abuse will be more salient when they work under an 
management style characterized by low levels of authoritarian-
ism. Respectively, the retaliation effect on deviant behaviors will 
be stronger and weaker.

There is indirect evidence in the organizational behavior liter-
ature that supports our view that organizational situations which 
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are rigid will influence the relationship between violations of con-
siderate treatment and employee responses. For example, Am-
brose and Schminke (2003) predicted and found that interactional 
justice has a stronger and more positive influence on supervisory 
trust in organic than in mechanistic organizational structures. Al-
though this relationship was explained via a social exchange-based 
framework (Leventhal, 1980), the findings are also in line with 
UMT. Arguably, mechanistic organization structures are charac-
terized by lower levels of situational uncertainty than organic or-
ganization structures because mechanistic organization’s manage-
rial style follows rigid, bureaucratic rules (Burns & Stalker, 1961). 
Together, this suggests:

Hypothesis 1 — Authoritarian management style will moder-
ate the positive relationship between abusive supervision and (a) 
organizational deviance and (b) interpersonal deviance such that 
the relationships will be stronger when authoritarian manage-
ment style is low rather than high.

Workplace deviance theory (Bies and Tripp, 1997; Bies and 
Tripp, 1998a; Robinson and Bennett, 1997; Skarlicki and Folger, 
2004) and research (Aquino and Douglas, 2003; Hershcovis et al., 
2007; Mitchell and Ambrose, 2007) suggests that individuals tend to 
target the source of perceived transgressions, and these arguments 
are consistent with retaliatory principles of social exchange theory 
(Gouldner, 1960). For example, Robinson and Bennett (1997) argue 
that if the organization is the cause of the mistreatment, then de-
viance will most likely be directed against the organization; if an 
individual is the cause of the mistreatment, then deviance will be 
mostly likely directed against the individual.

We predict that organizational deviance is the more relevant 
form of deviance when employees experience supervisor abuse 
and we expect that the interactive effect between abusive supervi-
sion and authoritarian management style will be stronger on orga-
nizational rather than on interpersonal deviance. This is because 
interpersonal deviance denotes deviant behaviors generally harm-
ful to all individuals within the organization—the target in inter-
personal deviance is unspecified and can include all members of 
the organization, including coworkers and other parties that were 
not involved in the supervisor abuse. Organizational deviance, in 
contrast, refers to deviant behaviors directly harmful to the organi-
zation (Bennett & Robinson, 2000). Organizational authorities are 
often described as agents of organizations’ interests (Eisenberger 
et al., 2002; Levinson, 1965; Weber, 1947); hence, the interests of 
authorities and those of the organization should strongly overlap. 
This suggests that employees abused by their supervisor may re-
taliate by engaging in behaviors that harm the organization.

Skarlicki and Folger (1997) have made similar arguments. They 
integrated principles of social exchange in suggesting employees 
seek to retaliate for perceived mistreatment and unfair acts. Retal-
iation is a form of workplace deviance that encompasses behavior 
that seeks to get back at or to make the transgressor pay (Skarlicki 
& Folger, 2004). Skarlicki and Folger (1997) contend that supervi-
sors act as organizational agents because they take on responsibility 
for making decisions that impact employees’ outcomes and work 
life. In this way, unfair supervisory treatment promotes organiza-
tional retaliation, as employees hold their organization accountable 
for its agents’ actions and target their deviant behaviors accordingly 
(Skarlicki & Folger, 2004).

Based on these principles of retaliation, we predict employees 
are more likely to respond to abusive behavior from an organiza-
tional agent by engaging in deviant behaviors that are directed at 
the source of mistreatment (organizational deviance) rather than 
in the more generalized interpersonal deviance. As we explained 
earlier, UMT does not make specific hypotheses about different 
targets of retaliation. Rather UMT predicts that uncertainty makes 

unfairness more salient. Once the unfairness is salient, social ex-
change theory predicts individuals will retaliate directly against 
the source of the injustice. Consequently, we expect high situa-
tional uncertainty to strengthen the social exchange theory pre-
dicted effects. We believe that the interactive effect of abusive su-
pervision and authoritarian management style should be weaker 
on the general forms of interpersonal deviance as compared to or-
ganizational deviance. We predict:

Hypothesis 2 — The interactive effect between abusive super-
vision and authoritarian management style will be stronger for 
organizational than for interpersonal deviance.

Study 1 method

Participants and procedure

We drew a random sample of 1200 graduates of a large Mid-
western university for the years 1988–1998 to ensure that a wide 
variety of industries, geographic locations, ages, etc. were repre-
sented. Thirty-seven subjects were eliminated from the sample as 
they resided outside of the United States where the workplace may 
differ significantly from that in the United States. The resulting 1163 
subjects were mailed a survey with a cover letter encouraging par-
ticipation by ensuring confidentiality of responses and offering the 
chance for participants to be entered into a prize drawing and to 
receive a summary of the study results. Reminder postcards were 
sent out one week later and replacement surveys were sent to non-
respondents after five weeks. Eighty-six surveys were returned by 
the Postal Service due to incorrect addresses. The response rate was 
53.7% (n = 578). Respondents who were not employed or who had 
been with their current employer less than four months were elim-
inated from the sample reducing it to 439. Due to missing data, the 
final sample for hypotheses tests was 377.

Measures

Abusive supervision
The 19 items of this scale were derived from Baron and Neu-

man (1996) verbal aggression scale and Tepper’s (2000) abusive 
supervision scale. Respondents used a five-point scale (1 = never, 
5 = very often) to indicate the frequency with which a supervisor or 
manager performs behaviors such as “holds a person or his/her 
work up to public ridicule,” or “directly refuses requests.” Item 
scores were averaged (α = .94).

Authoritarian management style
We adapted Heaven’s (1985) measure of authoritarian manage-

ment style. The original measure reflects employees’ perceptions 
of their immediate supervisor only. This study, however, seeks to 
examine employees’ perceptions of the general management style 
within the organization. Therefore, the wording of the items was 
modified to measure the level of authoritarian management of the 
organization rather than just one authority figure.1 Subjects were

1 The original measure by Heaven (1985) was developed to assess em-
ployees’ perceptions of their immediate supervisor’s management 
style. We adapted the language in the measure to assess employ-
ees overall perceptions of how managers in their organization act 
more generally. We believe doing so more adequately captures 
employees’ general perceptions of patterned behaviors from au-
thorities that are authoritarian in their organization. Modifying 
the measure from the source of the immediate supervisor to the or-
ganization’s overall management behavioral pattern is consistent 
with previous research that has investigated perceptions of over-
all behaviors in organizations (e.g., perceived aggression in the or-
ganization, Aquino & Douglas, 2003; entrepreneurial style, Covin 
& Slevin, 1988).
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asked to respond on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly dis-
agree, 7 = strongly agree) to items concerning the management of 
their organization. Items were: “Management is domineering in 
the sense of trying to impose their will on others,” “Management 
is rigid/dogmatic in the sense that they see things as either right 
or wrong; there is hardly ever an in between position,” Manage-
ment has a difficult time seeing another’s point of view,” “Man-
agement is conservative in the sense of preferring ‘rightist’ rather 
than ‘leftist’ political parties,” Management tends to be conven-
tional in custom, manner, or dress (e.g., a male opening a door for 
a female; a female waiting for a male to take the initiative in a cri-
sis),” and “Management is conservative in the sense of liking what 
is traditional.” Item were averaged (α = .80).

Workplace deviance2

We assessed organizational deviance with eleven items from 
Bennett and Robinson’s (2000) organizational deviance scale. Sam-
ple items are: “Worked on a personal matter instead of work for 
your employer,” “Told someone about the lousy place where 
you work,” and “Littered your work environment.” We mea-
sured interpersonal deviance with six items from Bennett and Rob-
inson’s (2000) interpersonal deviance measure. Sample items are: 
“Made fun of someone at work,” “Made an ethnic, religious, or 
racial remark at work,” and “Deliberately embarrassed someone 
at work.” For both measures, respondents provided their answers 
on a seven-point Likert-like scale (1 = never, 7 = daily). Item were 
averaged (organizational deviance, α = .68; interpersonal deviance 
α = .76).

Control variables
We controlled for several variables that may affect the relation-

ship among our study variables but that were not of direct theoret-
ical interest. We controlled for demographic variables such as em-
ployee age (in years), employee tenure (in months) and employee 
gender (0 = male, 1 = female), as previous research (Aquino & Doug-
las, 2003) suggests that these status variables affect employee re-
sponses to interpersonal mistreatment. We also controlled for 
employees’ trait negative affectivity because it may be that employ-
ees with a dispositional tendency for negative affect may experi-
ence more abusive supervision and may be more likely to engage 
in deviant behaviors (Aquino et al., 1999; Tepper et al., 2001). This 
scale was measured with ten items (1 = very slightly or not at all, 
5 = extremely) of the positive and negative affect scale (Watson, 
Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Responses were averaged (α = .83). Fi-
nally, we controlled for the possibility that authoritarian manage-
ment style represents expectations of punishment for retaliation. 
To assess this expectation, we adapted three items based on pre-
vious research (Bingham & Scherer, 1993) which capture the per-
missiveness towards aggression within the organization. These items 
were (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): “Verbally aggressive 
behavior is clearly discouraged by my superiors and co-workers 
(reverse coded),” “The general attitude toward communication 
in my organization actually encourages verbal aggression,” and 
“To move up in management, one must behave in an aggressive 
manner with subordinates.” Items were averaged to form a scale 
(α = .76).

Results

Measurement model results

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) with LIS-
REL 8 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996), using maximum likelihood es-
timation to evaluate the distinctness of the key study variables. 
The measurement model consisted of four factors: abusive su-
pervision, authoritarian management style, organizational devi-
ance, and interpersonal deviance items. The results indicate this 
model provided a good fit to the data (χ2[813] = 1769.36; p < .001); 
the fit indices were RMSEA = .059; CFI = .96; NNFI = .95; 
AIC = 2043.08. RMSEA scores below.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and 
CFI and NNFI scores at or above.90 (Bentler & Bonnett, 1990) in-
dicate an acceptable fit. The χ2 and the AIC values are used to 
compare the goodness of fit of the measurement model to alter-
native models. We compared the measurement model to three 
alternative models: a (1) one-factor deviance model (where or-
ganizational and interpersonal deviance were combined into 
one deviance factor and the other items were loaded on their re-
spective measurement model factors) (χ2[816] = 1892.73, p < .001; 
RMSEA = .064; CFI = .95; NNFI = .95; AIC = 2243.66), (2) a one-
factor predictor model (where abusive supervision and author-
itarian management style items were combined into one predic-
tor factor and the other items were loaded on their respective 
measurement model factors) (χ2[816] = 2361.90, p < .001; RM-
SEA = .076; CFI = .93; NNFI = .93; AIC = 2771.41), and (3) a gen-
eral one-factor model (where all items were loaded on one over-
all factor) (χ2[819] = 3243.45, p < .001; RMSEA = .11; CFI = .89; 
NNFI = .89; AIC = 4798.97). The measurement model had a sig-
nificant improvement in χ2 over the one-factor deviance model 
(Δχ2[3] = 123.37, p < .001), the one-factor predictor model 
(Δχ2[3] = 123.37, p < .001), and the general one-factor model 
(Δχ2[6] = 1474.09, p < .001), suggesting the measurement model 
produced a better fit than the alternative models (Schumacker & 
Lomax, 1996). A comparison of AIC values shows that the mea-
surement model had the smallest AIC value, suggesting superior 
fit compared to the alternative models (Akaike, 1987).

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the study variables 
are shown in Table 1.

Hypotheses tests

Prior to analysis, we centered all variables (except gender) both 
to minimize multicollinearity and to estimate meaningful values 
for the simple slope plot. Table 2 shows the results of the hypoth-
eses tests.

Consistent with Hypothesis 1(a), authoritarian management 
style moderated the relationship between abusive supervision and 
organizational deviance; the interaction was significant (b = −.11, 
t = −2.78, p < .01, ΔR2 = .02, ΔF = 7.75 p < .01). We examined the 
form of the interaction by testing the relationship between abu-
sive supervision and organizational deviance at high (one SD 
above the mean) and low (one SD below the mean) values of au-
thoritarian management style (Aiken & West, 1991). This analysis 
revealed that the relationship between abusive supervision and 
organizational deviance was stronger positive for employees per-
ceiving management style to be low authoritarian (b = .45, t = 5.35, 
p < .001) rather than high authoritarian (b = .21, t = 3.42, p < .01). 
The plotted interaction is shown in Figure 1. The pattern of this re-
sult supports Hypothesis 1(a).

Hypothesis 1(b) predicted authoritarian management style 
would moderate the relationship between abusive supervision 
and interpersonal deviance. However, the interaction was not sig-

2 The measures of deviance used in this study assess harmful behav-
ior that is directed at a party, rather than specifically assessing tar-
geted behavior that harms the party (Ambrose et al., 2002). We 
note, however, that the use of the Bennett and Robinson’s (2000) 
measures as targeting deviance at that party is consistent with the 
literature that assesses sources of harm and targeted deviant reac-
tions (e.g., Bechtoldt et al., 2007; Berry et al., 2007; Hershcovis et al., 
2007; Jones, 2003; Jones, 2004; Mitchell and Ambrose, 2004; Mitch-
ell and Ambrose, 2007).
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nificant (b = −.04, t = −.71, n.s., ΔR2 = .00, ΔF = .50, n.s.). Thus, the 
results do not provide support for Hypothesis 1(b).

Hypothesis 2 predicts the authoritarian management 
style × abusive supervision interaction will more strongly influ-
ence the relationship between abusive supervision and organiza-
tional deviance than it will influence the relationship between abu-
sive supervision and interpersonal deviance. The difference in the 
interactions t-values was Δt = 1.07. The interaction between abu-
sive supervision and authoritarian management style explained 
variance in organizational deviance, but not in interpersonal devi-
ance. Consequently, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Supplemental analyses

We conducted several supplemental analyses to further inves-
tigate the statistical conclusion validity of our findings. First, we 
conducted robust regression analyses that deal with various vio-
lations of OLS regression such as non-normality and outliers. Run-
ning these analyses on our data did not change the results of the 
hypothesized interaction on organizational (b = −.12, t = −2.91, 
p < .01) and on interpersonal deviance (b = −.09, t = −1.92, n.s.).

We also conducted an additional regression analysis without any 
control variables to rule out the control variables as an explanation 

Table 1. Study 1: Summary statistics and zero-order correlations

Variables	              Mean          SD             1              2               3               4               5             6              7             8             9

1.	 Gender (0 = male)	 .42	 .49									       
2.	 Employee age (years)	 31.76	 6.91	 .10								      
3.	 Employee tenure (months)	 54.88	 54.03	 −.02	 .43***							     
4.	 Negative affectivity	 1.66	 .50	 −.09	 −.08	 −.11*	 (.83)					   
5.	 Permissiveness aggression	 2.72	 1.20	 −.05	 −.11*	 −.08	 .17**	 (.76)				  
6.	 Abusive supervision	 1.67	 .62	 −.10	 .09	 .10	 .26***	 .35***	 (.94)			 
7.	 Authoritarian management style	 3.72	 1.08	 −.18***	 −.09	 −.07	 .17**	 .37***	 .33***	 (.82)		
8.	 Organizational deviance	 1.95	 .63	 −.10*	 −.11*	 −.07	 .24***	 .15**	 .32***	 .19***	 (.68)	
9.	 Interpersonal deviance	 1.95	 .90	 −.17***	 −.13*	 −.06	 .22***	 .16**	 .33***	 .15**	 .50***	 (.76)

Note. N = 373. Cronbach’s alpha in parentheses along the diagonal.
* p < .05.     ** p < .01.     *** p < .001.

Table 2. Study 1: Regression for effect of abusive supervision × authoritarian management style interaction on organizational and interpersonal 
deviance

Variables	 Organizational deviance	 Interpersonal deviance
	 b	 CI	 b	 CI

Control variables
Gender	 −.04	 −.17,.08	 −.23*	 −.40, −.05
Age	 −.01	 −.02,.00	 −.01*	 −.03, −.00
Tenure	 −.00	 −.00,.00	 −.00	 −.00,.00
Negative affectivity	 .19**	 .06,.31	 .22*	 .05,.40
Permissiveness aggression	 −.00	 −.06,.05	 .02	 −.05,.10
ΔR2		  .08		  .10
ΔF		  6.82***		  8.06***
				  
Predictor variables
Abusive supervision	 .33***	 .22,.45	 .45***	 .29,.61
Authoritarian management style	 .03	 −.03,.09	 −.03	 −.11,.06
ΔR2		  .07		  .07
ΔF		  14.54***		  10.55***
				  
Interaction term
Abusive supervision × authoritarian management style	 −.11*	 −.20, −.03	 −.04	 −.16,.07
ΔR2		  .02		  .00
ΔF		  7.75**		  .50
R2		  .17		  .16
Adjusted R2		  .15		  .15
F		  9.33***		  9.28***

Note. N = 377 (Organizational Deviance) and N = 390 (Interpersonal Deviance). Effects are unstandardized regression coefficients. CI = 95 % 
confidence interval.
* p < .05.     ** p < .01.     *** p < .001, two-tailed.

Figure 1. Study 1: Interaction between abusive supervision and 
authoritarian management style on organizational deviance.
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of our findings. Becker (2005) suggests that to increase statistical 
conclusion validity of a study, it can be critical to show that the re-
gression results are the same regardless of whether control vari-
ables are in the model or not. Again, we found a significant in-
teraction on organizational deviance (b = −.14, t = −3.43, p < .01, 
ΔR2 = .03, ΔF = 11.73, p < .01). The interaction on interpersonal de-
viance remained insignificant (b = −.09, t = −1.51, n.s., ΔR2 = .00 
ΔF = 2.28, n.s.). That our finding remains the same with or without 
control variables indicates that control variable bias did not influ-
ence our results.

We conducted multilevel regression analysis to take into account 
that employees were nested within industries. Employees within 
similar industries may share common characteristics and this may 
result in statistical dependencies in the data. This can result in bias 
in the estimation of parameters and associated significance tests. 
Multilevel regression analysis takes these dependencies into ac-
count and possibly provides more accurate estimates (Snijders & 
Bosker, 1999). The results of this analysis did not affect the signif-
icance or the pattern of the interaction on organizational deviance 
(γ = −.12, z = −2.85, p < .01), nor did they affect the significance or 
the pattern of the interaction on interpersonal deviance (γ = −.04, 
z = −.73, n.s.).

Study 1: Discussion

Study 1 applied UMT to explain the relationship between 
abusive supervision and workplace deviance. According to our 
model, the extent to which the overall management style in the or-
ganization is authoritarian moderates the impact of abusive super-
vision on workplace deviance. Consistent with the idea that the in-
fluence of mistreatment on deviant employee behavior is stronger 
when employees experience situational uncertainty (Lind & Van 
den Bos, 2002), we found that the positive relationship between 
abusive supervision and organizational deviance is stronger for 
employees perceiving the overall management style to be low au-
thoritarian (or high situational uncertainty) than for employees 
perceiving the overall management style to be high authoritarian 
(or low situational uncertainty). We did not find a significant abu-
sive supervision × authoritarian management style interaction on 
interpersonal deviance, however.

What our study implies is that employee’s fundamental moti-
vation to reduce uncertainty increases the impact of abusive su-
pervision on deviance when employees work in unpredictable 
environments. The findings reported in this paper also extend cur-
rent knowledge of uncertainty management in organizations by 
showing that uncertainty effects on the relationship between mis-
treatment and work behaviors are not limited to self-uncertainty 
(Thau et al., 2007) but also operate on a situational level. This is 
important because, arguably, organizations are better equipped to 
change the management style of authorities than the self-concepts 
of their employees.

Consistent with previous research, the results show abusive 
supervision directly and significantly relates to both organiza-
tional and interpersonal deviance (see Tepper, 2007 for a review). 
However, the findings of Study 1 are also supportive of the notion 
that employees seek to retaliate against the perceived source of the 
harm (e.g., Robinson & Bennett, 1997). According to this view, the 
effect of supervisor abuse on deviance should be stronger against 
the source of mistreatment. Based on previous theories and asso-
ciated findings (Skarlicki & Folger, 1997), we argued that deviance 
against the organization can be conceptualized as deviance against 
authorities, as the authority is an agent of the organization’s inter-
ests (Weber, 1947). We found support for this idea. The interactive 
effect between abusive supervision and authoritarian manage-
ment style was significant for organizational deviance only. Thus, 
the results support Mitchell and Ambrose (2007) arguments that 

employees act out against coworkers and the organization when 
they experience supervisor abuse (i.e., direct effects). However, 
our results suggest that uncertainty only strengthens the relation-
ship between abuse and organizational deviance, which suggests 
employees do not rectify the created imbalance via their fellow co-
workers when they experience uncertainty and supervisor abuse; 
instead, they retaliate against the organization.

Limitations

The findings, however, should be considered in light of limita-
tions. First, in Study 1 authoritarian management style was mea-
sured as an indirect assessment of uncertainty about manage-
ment’s actions and decisions. Authoritarian management style is 
only a proxy measure of uncertainty. While we argue authoritar-
ianism suggests low uncertainty the measure itself did not evalu-
ate perceptions of certainty. The moderating effects observed may 
reflect a more rigid style of employee monitoring, which would 
also influence employees’ deviant behaviors.3

A second limitation of Study 1 was that we did not fully test 
the social exchange argument of retaliation. We suggested that em-
ployees would more likely retaliate against the source of the mis-
treatment, but we operationalized retaliatory behavior via their 
self-reported engagement in organizational deviance. We based 
this design on theoretical arguments for why deviant acts against 
the organization can be conceptualized as retaliatory behaviors 
against the supervisor (e.g., Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). However, we 
did not assess whether deviance was targeted against the source 
of the abuse specifically. Recent research suggests the relevance of 
distinguishing interpersonal deviance based on specific targets of 
the behavior (i.e., supervisors, coworkers) (Hershcovis et al., 2007; 
Mitchell and Ambrose, 2007). Mitchell and Ambrose (2007) argue 
that retaliation against an abusive supervisor should be target-spe-
cific: employees victimized by an abusive supervisor should react 
against that supervisor, and the results from their study support 
this notion. Further, our measure of abusive supervision asks re-
spondents to rate the frequency of abusive behavior perceived by 
“a supervisor or manager,” which suggests respondents may have 
rated abusive behaviors in general throughout the organization, 
rather than acts targeted against the employee directly.

In light of these limitations, we believe the results of Study 1 
provide suggestive evidence that individuals who are abused by 
their supervisor are more likely to engage in workplace deviance 
than those who are not abused, and that this relationship is atten-
uated when employees perceive the general management style 
in the organization as being authoritarian. We believe the results 
provide preliminary support for UMT and suggest that employees 
who are abused by their supervisor are more likely to engage in 
deviance when they face uncertainty about management’s actions 
and decisions. The measures used in Study 1 do not provide a full 
test of our predictions, however. With this in mind, we conducted 
a second study to address the limitations.

Study 2: Abusive supervision, supervisor-directed and orga-
nizational deviance, and the moderating effects of uncertainty 
perceptions of management’s actions and decisions

Uncertain situations are often described as unpredictable (e.g., 
Knight, 1921; March, 1978; Marris, 1993; Pitz and Sachs, 1984), un-
expected (e.g., Afifi and Burgoon, 2000; Inglis, 2000; Taleb, 2007), 
and surprising (e.g., Mazursky and Ofir, 1990; Wilson et al., 2005). 
Many writers believe that judging a situation as uncertain is one 
of the basic processes in social perception because perceiving 

3 We thank an anonymous reviewer for these observations.
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uncertainty was very likely relevant to survival when humans 
lived in hunter–gatherer communities (Stevens & Fiske, 1995). 
Perhaps this is why people perceive and make judgments about 
uncertainty across various social spheres, including organiza-
tions (e.g., Downey and Slocum, 1975; O’Reilly et al., 1991). Here, 
we assume that employees perceive management’s actions and 
decisions and directly evaluate them in terms of uncertainty as 
well. We measure such perceptions in Study 2 by asking employ-
ees directly about their perceptions of their organization’s man-
agement’s actions and decisions. Specifically, we ask employees 
whether management’s actions and decisions are unpredictable 
or predictable, not surprising or surprising, and unexpected or 
expected.

We also further expand on the issue of retaliation and measure 
supervisor-directed deviance in Study 2. We draw from principles 
of retaliation elaborated by Mitchell and Ambrose (2007). Based 
on aggression theory (Anderson and Bushman, 2002; Berkowitz, 
1993; Dollard et al., 1939), these authors argued that retaliation is 
most likely when employees believe they have been directly and 
aggressively provoked. Mitchell and Ambrose reduced Tepper’s 
(2000) measure, and used the factor that represented employees’ 
perceptions of active and aggressive abusive supervision. In an ef-
fort to appropriately capture retaliatory behavior, we adopt their 
arguments in Study 2 and measure active acts of abusive super-
vision that individuals believe are directly targeted against them, 
and we measure deviant acts that are directly targeted against the 
supervisor and those targeted at the organization (i.e., supervisor-
directed deviance, and organizational deviance). We test the fol-
lowing hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3 — Employees’ perceived uncertainty of manage-
ment style will moderate the positive relationship between abu-
sive supervision and employee engagement in (a) supervisor-di-
rected and (b) organizational deviance such that the relationship 
will be stronger positive for employees perceiving high rather 
than low uncertainty of management style.

Hypothesis 4 — The interactive effect between abusive super-
vision and employees’ perceived uncertainty of management 
style, will be stronger for supervisor-directed than for organiza-
tional deviance.

Study 2 method

Participants and procedure

One thousand five hundred and ninety-one participants were 
recruited with the assistance of Zoomerang.com, an online data 
collection service that allows researchers to advertise their stud-
ies to adult online consumers. Zoomerang.com advertised our 
study to working adults who were employed either part-time or 
full-time in the United States. The age and annual household in-
come of this online panel is largely comparable to those of the 
US Census (Zoomerang™, 2005). Females are slightly overrep-
resented, however. In exchange for their participation in our 
study, participants received Zoomerang points for future pur-
chases. Previously this panel has been used by e.g., researchers 
in the medical sciences (Becker, Schwartz, Saris-Baglama, Kosin-
ski, & Bjorner, 2007) and organizational behavior (Rogers & Ba-
zerman, 2007).

We restricted our data sample to those who provided complete 
and usable data for our variables of interest in this study (final 
sample size for analyses = 1477 participants). Of the final sample, 
50% were female, their average age was 39.92 (SD = 14.44) years, 
and their average tenure was 7.07 (SD = 8.18) years.

Measures

Abusive supervision: We used Mitchell and Ambrose’s (2007) short-
ened five-item version of Tepper’s (2000) measure. Respondents 
used a five-point scale (1 = never, 5 = very often) to indicate the fre-
quency with which their supervisors engaged in active and abu-
sive behaviors against them. Sample items are “My boss ridicules 
me,” “My boss tells me my thoughts and feelings are stupid,” and 
“My boss puts me down in front of others.” Item scores were av-
eraged (α = .95).

Perceived uncertainty of management style: We created this measure 
based on a review of the literature that described uncertainty as 
containing the following judgments: surprise, unexpectedness, 
and unpredictability. Respondents indicated their answers to 
the following statements. “I find management’s actions and de-
cisions…unpredictable (=1) vs. predictable (=7) (reverse coded); 
not surprising (=1) vs. surprising (=7); unexpected (=1) vs. ex-
pected (=7) (reverse coded). We averaged these items into a scale 
(α = .74).

Workplace deviance: We assessed supervisor-directed deviance with 
Mitchell and Ambrose’s (2007) 10-item measure. Sample item are: 
“Acted rudely toward my supervisor,” “Made an obscene com-
ment or gesture toward my supervisor,” and “Swore at my super-
visor.” Respondents indicated the extent to which they intention-
ally engaged in the respective behaviors on a seven-point scale 
(1 = never, 7 = daily). Items were averaged (α = .93). As in Study 
1, we used Bennett and Robinson’s (2000) organizational deviance 
measure. Items were averaged (α = .92).

Control variables: We controlled for the same set of variables as 
in Study 1. We controlled for age (in years), employee tenure (in 
years) and employee gender (0 = male, 1 = female). We excluded 
five cases from the analyses sample that provided unrealistically 
high values in terms of age, and/or tenure.4 We also controlled for 
employees’ trait negative affectivity (Watson et al., 1988) (α = .92). Fi-
nally, we controlled for permissiveness towards aggression within the 
organization with the same scale as in Study 1 (α = .76) to measure 
punishment expectations for retaliation.

Results

Measurement model results

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) with LIS-
REL 8 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996), using maximum likelihood esti-
mation to evaluate the distinctness of the key study variables. The 
measurement model consisted of four factors: abusive supervi-
sion, perceived uncertainty of management style, organizational 
deviance, and supervisor-directed deviance items. The results in-
dicate this model provided a good fit to the data (χ2[371] = 5646.02; 
p < .001); the fit indices were RMSEA = .12; CFI = .96; NNFI = .96, 
AIC = 9341.42. The χ2 and the AIC values are used to compare the 
goodness of fit of the hypothesized model to alternative models. 
We compared the measurement model to three alternative models: 
a (1) one-factor deviance model (where organizational and super-
visor-directed deviance were combined into one deviance factor 
and the other items were loaded on their respective measurement 
model factors) (χ2[374] = 6512.94, p < .001; RMSEA = .13; CFI = .96; 

4 Including or dropping these cases from the regression analysis 
did not influence the pattern or significance of the hypothesized 
effects.
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NNFI = .95; AIC = 10518.44), (2) a one-factor predictor model 
(where abusive supervision and perceived uncertainty were com-
bined into one predictor factor and the other items were loaded on 
their respective measurement model factors (χ2[374] = 13647.52, 
p < .001; RMSEA = .18; CFI = .91; NNFI = .90; AIC = 20722.42), 
and (3) a general one-factor model (where all items were loaded 
on one overall factor) (χ2[377] = 13258.09, p < .001; RMSEA = .18; 
CFI = .91; NNFI = .90; AIC = 19879.06). The measurement model 
had a significant improvement in χ2 over the one-factor devi-
ance model (Δχ2[3] = 866.92, p < .001), the one-factor predic-
tor model (Δχ2[3] = 8001.5, p < .001), and the general one-factor 
model (Δχ2[6] = 7612.07, p < .001), suggesting the measurement 
model produced the best fit for the data compared to the alterna-
tive models (Schumacker & Lomax, 1996). A comparison of AIC 
values shows that the measurement model had the smallest AIC 
value, suggesting superior fit compared to the alternative models 
(Akaike, 1987).

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the study variables 
are shown in Table 3.

Hypothesis test

Prior to analysis, we centered all variables (except gender) both 
to minimize multicollinearity and to estimate meaningful values 
for the simple slope plot. Table 4 shows the results of the hypoth-
eses tests.

Consistent with Hypothesis 3(a), which predicts employees’ 
perceived uncertainty of management style moderates the rela-
tionship between abusive supervision and deviance, the inter-
action for supervisor-directed deviance was significant (b = .04, 
t = 2.41, p < .05, ΔR2 = .00, ΔF = 5.79, p < .05).5 We examined the 
form of the interaction by testing the relationship between abu-
sive supervision and supervisor-directed deviance at high (one 
SD above the mean) and low (one SD below the mean) values of 
perceived uncertainty of management style (Aiken & West, 1991). 
This analysis revealed that the relationship between abusive su-
pervision and supervisor-directed deviance was stronger positive 
for employees perceiving high (b = .50, t = 16.67, p < .001) rather 

than low (b = .42, t = 12.97, p < .001) uncertainty of management 
style. The plotted interaction is shown in Figure 2. The pattern of 
this result supports Hypothesis 3(a).

We found a significant abusive supervision × employee assess-
ments of management’s actions and decisions interaction on orga-
nizational deviance (b = .04, t = 2.39, p < .05, ΔR2 = .00, ΔF = 5.69, 
p < .05), supporting Hypothesis 3(b). We again conducted simple 
slope analysis to further examine the pattern of the interaction. 
This analysis revealed that the relationship between abusive su-
pervision and organizational deviance was stronger positive for 
employees perceiving high (b = .34, t = 10.61, p < .001) rather than 
low uncertainty of management style (b = .25, t = 8.50, p < .001). 
The plotted interaction is shown in Figure 3. The pattern of this re-
sult further supports Hypothesis 3(b).

To test Hypothesis 4, we inspected the t-values of the param-
eter estimates for the interaction terms. Both interaction effects 
were significant and their difference was Δt = .02. This suggests 
little differences in the strength of the interaction effects. Thus, 
Hypothesis 4 was not supported.

Supplemental analyses

We again conducted several supplemental analyses to further 
investigate the statistical validity of our findings. First, we con-
ducted robust regression analyses that deal with various viola-
tions of OLS regression such as non-normality and outliers. Run-
ning these analyses on our data did not change the results of the 
hypothesized interaction on supervisor-directed (b = .03, t = 4.40, 
p < .001) and organizational deviance (b = .03, t = 2.97, p < .01).

We also conducted an additional regression analysis without 
any control variables to rule out the control variables as an expla-
nation of our findings (Becker, 2005). Again, we found a signifi-
cant interaction on supervisor-directed deviance (b = .06, t = 3.32, 
p < .01, ΔR2 = .01, ΔF = 11.01, p < .01) and on organizational devi-
ance (b = .06, t = 3.36, p < .01, ΔR2 = .01, ΔF = 11.28, p < .001). That 
our finding remains the same with or without control variables in-
dicates that control variable bias did not influence our results.

We conducted multilevel regression analysis to take into account 
that employees were nested within industries. Employees within 
similar industries may share common characteristics and this may 
result in statistical dependencies in the data. This can result in bias 
in the estimation of parameters and associated significance tests. 
Multilevel regression analysis takes these dependencies into ac-
count and possibly provides more accurate estimates (Snijders & 
Bosker, 1999). The results of this analysis did not affect the sig-
nificance or the pattern of the interaction on supervisor-directed 
deviance (γ = .04, z = 2.40, p < .01), nor did they affect the signifi-
cance or the pattern of the interaction on organizational deviance 
(γ = .04, z = 2.39, p < .05).

Table 3. Study 2: Summary statistics and zero-order correlations

		                 Mean	 SD             1                   2            3                4                 5               6                7               8                9

1.	 Gender (0 = male)	 .53	 .50									       
2.	 Employee age (years)	 39.92	 14.44	 −.21***								      
3.	 Employee tenure (years)	 7.07	 8.18	 −.15***	 .53***							     
4.	 Negative affectivity	 1.85	 .76	 −.01	 −.26***	 −.12***	 (.92)					   
5.	 Permissiveness aggression	 4.95	 1.31	 .13***	 .11***	 .02	 −.29***	 (.68)				  
6.	 Abusive supervision	 1.70	 .94	 −.12***	 −.09***	 −.03	 .48***	 −.45***	 (.95)			 
7.	 Perceived uncertainty  
             management style	 3.29	 1.12	 .05	 −.05*	 −.05	 .05	 −.07*	 −.01	 (.74)		
8.	 Supervisor-directed deviance	 1.61	 .99	 −.14***	 −.21***	 −.06*	 .51***	 −.32***	 .59***	 −.00	 (.93)	
9.	 Organizational deviance	 1.53	 .91	 −.12***	 −.21***	 −.04	 .48***	 −.24***	 .47***	 .02	 .80***	 (.93)

Note. N = 1477. Cronbach’s alpha in parentheses along the diagonal.
* p < .05.
*** p < .001.

5 It is notable that the explained variance by the interactions in Study 
2 is below 1%. However, the explained variance by interactions in 
field studies is generally small (Evans, 1985) and there is a well-
documented upward bias in explained variance in small samples 
(e.g., Snijders, 1996). This bias can explain why the explained vari-
ance in Study 1 (N = 377/390) is higher than in Study 2 (N = 1477). 
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Study 2: Discussion

The results of Study 2 suggest that employees’ perceptions 
of uncertainty of their organization’s management style moder-
ate the relationship between abusive supervision and supervisor- 
and organizational directed deviance. The pattern of the abusive 
supervision × perceived uncertainty of management style interac-
tion on supervisor-directed and organizational deviance is com-
parable to the pattern of the abusive supervision × authoritarian 
management style interaction on organizational deviance in Study 
1. Notably, in Study 2, we used different measures, collected data 
in a different context, and employed a different method of data 
collection.

We believe that Study 2 provides further evidence for our ar-
gument that situational uncertainty moderates the relationship 
between supervisor mistreatment and deviant behaviors. Study 
1 assessed uncertainty perceptions only indirectly via authoritar-
ian management style. Study 2 used a direct measure of employ-
ees’ perceptions of uncertainty regarding management’s actions 
and decisions, and captured the construct consistently with the lit-
erature on uncertainty by assessing perceptions of expectedness, 
surprise, and predictability (e.g., Afifi and Burgoon, 2000; Knight, 
1921; March, 1978; Marris, 1993; Mazursky and Ofir, 1990; Pitz 
and Sachs, 1984; Taleb, 2007; Wilson et al., 2005). Assuming that 
people frequently make assessments of uncertainty in many social 
situations, including organizations (Downey & Slocum, 1975), this 

measure may be more appropriate to operationalize perceptions 
of uncertainty related to management style. Nevertheless, future 
research is needed to further establish factors that can capture un-
certainty perceptions in organizations.

Finally, the results of Study 2 provide more insight into retalia-
tory principles of social exchange. According to these models (e.g., 
Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007), employees’ deviant behaviors vis-à-
vis mistreatment should be strongest when the target of deviance 
was the source of the mistreatment. We found mixed support for 
this idea. When comparing the strength of the main effect of abu-
sive supervision across the two regression equations, we found 
that this main effect was stronger on supervisor-directed deviance. 
However, we did not find support for this idea when uncertainty 
perceptions were included; the t-value for the interaction term be-
tween abusive supervision and perceived uncertainty of manage-
ment style on supervisor-directed deviance was not substantially 
higher than the one for organizational deviance. This suggests that 
when confronted with uncertainty, there are no differences in the 
effect strength between supervisor abuse and organizational and 
supervisor-directed deviance.

General discussion

Two studies examined whether situational uncertainty repre-
sented in perceptions of management style moderates the relation-
ship between abusive supervision and various forms of workplace 
deviance. In Study 1, the relationship between abusive supervi-
sion and organizational deviance was stronger positive for em-
ployees who perceived their organization’s management style as 
high rather than low authoritarian. High (low) levels of author-

Table 4. Study 2: Regression for effect of abusive supervision × per-
ceived uncertainty of management style interaction on supervisor-di-
rected deviance and organizational deviance

Variables                             Supervisor-directed          Organizational 
                                                      deviance                          deviance
                                                    b                CI                b                      CI
Control variables

Gender	 −.21***	 −.29, −.13	 −.19***	 −.27, −.11
Age	 −.01***	 −.01, −.01	 −.01***	 −.01,.01
Tenure	 .00	 −.00,.01	 .01**	 .00,.01
Negative affectivity	 .34***	 .28,.40	 .36***	 .30,.42
Permissiveness  
      aggression	 −.02	 −.05,.02	 .01	 −.03,.04
ΔR2		  .31		  .27
ΔF		  134.51***		  107.53***

				  
Predictor variables

Abusive supervision	 .46***	 .41,.51	 .30***	 .25,.35
Perceived uncertainty of 
      management style	 −.02	 −.06,.01	 −.00	 −.04,.03
ΔR2		  .12		  .06
ΔF		  159.65***		  66.17***

				  
Interaction term

Abusive supervision  
   × perceived uncertainty of 
   management style	 .04*	 .01,.07	 .04*	 .01,.07
ΔR2		  .00		  .00
ΔF		  5.79*		  5.69*
R2		  .44		  .33
Adjusted R2		  .44		  .33
F		  143.30***		  90.70***

Note. N = 1477. Effects are unstandardized regression coefficients. 
CI = 95 % confidence interval.
* p < .05.      ** p < .01.      *** p < .001, two-tailed.

Figure 3. Study 2: Interaction between abusive supervision and 
perceived uncertainty on organizational deviance.

Figure 2. Study 2: Interaction between abusive supervision and 
perceived uncertainty of management style on supervisor-di-
rected deviance.
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itarian management style were argued to represent low (high) 
levels of uncertainty. These results are consistent with the UMT-
predicted moderating effect of uncertainty on the abusive super-
vision—workplace deviance relationship. The results support re-
taliatory principles of social exchange as the interaction between 
abusive supervision and authoritarian management style was 
stronger for organizational than for interpersonal deviance.

Whereas Study 1’s findings were consistent with UMT predic-
tions, Study 2 provides direct support for UMT because we found 
that the relationship between abusive supervision and supervi-
sor-directed and organizational deviance was stronger for em-
ployees who perceived high rather than low levels of uncertainty 
with respect to management style. The target-specific retaliation 
arguments were not supported in Study 2 based on our theoreti-
cal framework; the strength of the interaction effect between abu-
sive supervision and perceived uncertainty of management style 
was the same for organizational and for supervisor-directed de-
viance. We explain these findings further below and discuss both 
the role of uncertainty and the role of the target in social exchange 
models of deviance.

Implications for the role of uncertainty in social exchange models of 
deviance

Social exchange theory provides a classical explanation for the 
relationship between supervisory mistreatment and workplace 
deviance. When employees are abused by authorities, they are 
more likely to exhibit behaviors that harm the organization and its 
members (see Tepper, 2007, for a review). Social exchange based 
models highlight that mistreated employees engage in harmful 
behaviors as a result. There are numerous variants of this expla-
nation in organizational behavior, but one common theme is that 
perceptions of mistreatment matter for all in all contexts (Green-
berg, 2001). A shortcoming of social exchange based models, then, 
is that they do not make predictions about when employees are 
more or less motivated to reciprocate the mistreatment they expe-
rience (e.g., Mitchell and Ambrose, 2007; Thau et al., 2007).

UMT emphasizes that people are very concerned about uncer-
tainty (Lind & Van den Bos, 2002). Accordingly, perceptions of sit-
uational uncertainty strengthen reactions towards mistreatment. 
We argued that employees who perceive uncertainty in their en-
vironment gauge the treatment they receive from supervisors to 
help them manage that uncertainty. This focus of attention makes 
interpersonal mistreatment more salient, and the associated retal-
iatory (deviant) behaviors more likely. The results of our studies 
provide both indirect (Study 1) and direct (Study 2) support for 
UMT’s predictions. Together, they suggest that uncertainty plays 
a pivotal role in the strength of the abusive supervision—work-
place deviance relationship.

The source of uncertainty in our studies was characterized 
by the organization’s management style (or patterns of manage-
ment’s actions and decisions). Our conceptual treatment of un-
certainty is consistent with a number of social cognition models 
that describe how people process information (in our study: un-
certainty) from a social category (in our study: organizational au-
thorities). Consequently, the treatment they receive from exem-
plars (supervisors) of that category becomes more salient to them. 
People react according to what information they process from the 
exemplar (in our study: quality of interpersonal supervisory treat-
ment) (see e.g., Fiske, 1993; Fiske and Neuberg, 1990, for reviews 
on motivated information processing that flows from categories to 
exemplars).

It is interesting to note that UMT does not make differential pre-
dictions about different types of uncertainty and their effects on re-
actions to fairness-related information. Rather, the theory is so fun-
damental that even if there is no logical connection between the 
cause of the uncertainty and the fairness information, the uncer-

tainty magnifies the reaction to the unfairness (Lind & Van den 
Bos, 2002). For example, Van den Bos and Miedema (2000) report 
that asking participants to think about their own deaths strength-
ened their reactions to unfairness. In an organizational context, 
Tangirala and Alge (2006) found that unfair treatment by authori-
ties had a stronger effect on fairness perceptions of an authority in 
computer-mediated (high uncertainty) rather than in face-to-face 
(low uncertainty) work groups. Nonetheless, although Lind and 
Van den Bos (2002) have argued that any type of uncertainty will 
increase the salience of fairness-related information and its conse-
quences, we believe future research should investigate uncertainty 
that is cognitively not coupled with the fairness information (like in 
the Tangirala & Alge study) against uncertainty that is cognitively 
coupled with the fairness information and test which influences the 
salience of unfairness to a stronger extent (like in our study).

Whereas our paper provides two different ways to measure 
uncertainty with respect to management style, the measure pre-
sented in Study 2 is more directly tied to characteristics of uncer-
tainty as implied in the uncertainty literature (e.g., Knight, 1921; 
Marris, 1993; Mazursky and Ofir, 1990; McDaniel and Driebe, 
2005; Taleb, 2007). Most studies of UMT in social psychology use 
priming/recall procedures to manipulate situational uncertainty 
(e.g., Van den Bos, 2001; Van den Bos and Lind, 2002). This ma-
nipulation involves asking students to recall and to write about 
a situation in which they felt uncertain. There are, to our knowl-
edge, no content analyses of these data available and so we do not 
know which elements of uncertainty are responsible for the re-
sults found in that stream of research. Consequently, there is lit-
tle theoretical guidance as to what characteristics of uncertainty 
should be included in a measure of situational uncertainty. Our 
study is a first attempt to fill this gap. Based on our review of the 
uncertainty literature, there are three defining elements of uncer-
tainty: surprise, unexpectedness, and unpredictability. Future re-
search is needed to further develop a comprehensive measure of 
perceived uncertainty of management style, which is beyond the 
scope of our paper.

Further, research has yet to explore other effects of uncertainty 
in terms of social exchange relations. While our study assesses the 
influence of uncertainty on abusive employee-supervisor social 
exchange relations, the literature suggests employees differenti-
ate social exchange relations with different members in their orga-
nizations (e.g., those with coworkers, teams, and the organization 
more generally; see Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005 for a review). 
Future research is needed to explore the influence of uncertainty 
in different exchange relations, as well as in terms of other conse-
quences of poor-quality exchanges (e.g., citizenship behavior, per-
formance, absenteeism, commitment).

Implications for the role of the deviance target in social exchange models 
of deviance

Unlike UMT and its applications to organizational behavior 
(Colquitt et al., 2006; Thau et al., 2007), social exchange-based mod-
els of workplace deviance suggest that there are target-specific 
variations in the abusive supervision—workplace deviance rela-
tionship. Specifically, this stream of research implies that the re-
lationship between abusive supervision and workplace deviance 
should be strongest for deviant behaviors that are closely targeted 
towards authorities (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007) and the organiza-
tion they represent (cf. Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). In this study, we 
extended UMT principles to advance the idea that the interaction 
between abusive supervision and uncertainty perceptions should 
also be stronger for deviant behaviors that are tied to the source of 
the mistreatment.

We found mixed support for this notion. For Study 1, we ex-
pected and found the interaction between abusive supervision and 
authoritarian management style on organizational deviance to be 
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stronger than on interpersonal deviance because supervisors are 
agents of the organization’s interests. By harming the organiza-
tion, employees can get back at their abusive supervisors (Skarlicki 
& Folger, 1997). In contrast, interpersonal deviance involves devi-
ance against all members of the organization and possibly against 
many that were never involved in the abuse. In general, individ-
uals interpret interpersonal deviance to be harmful behavior di-
rected against coworkers in organizations (Mitchell & Ambrose, 
2007). Ergo, the interaction should be less strong on interpersonal 
deviance, which is what we found. The findings of Study 1 sug-
gest uncertainty does not strengthen deviant reactions in general, 
but does strengthen retaliatory reactions. Thus, uncertainty mag-
nifies social exchange principles regarding mistreatment.

Whereas Study 2 fully supported UMT predictions, we did not 
find differences in the strength of the interaction on supervisor-
directed and organizational deviance. There are various plausible 
explanations for this finding. A first explanation is that the target 
perspective of social exchange is incomplete and needs to consider 
additional moderators that explain when employees chose to re-
taliate against supervisors by supervisor-directed rather than or-
ganizational deviance and vice versa. Such conditions may in-
clude perceptions of powerlessness (Bennett, 1998; Martinko et 
al., 2002)—employees who feel powerless may conceive organiza-
tional deviance as a feasible form of retaliation than engaging in 
harmful behaviors towards the source of the mistreatment. Any 
other variable that speaks to the perceived dependence/power of 
the mistreated employee could be tested by future research as an 
additional moderator and may consequently explain differences in 
deviance across targets. This approach would be consistent with 
power theories of social exchange (Emerson, 1976).

Another, related, explanation for the failure to find differences 
in the strength of the interaction effect may be that the correlation 
between supervisor-directed and organizational deviance was 
very high. Notably, this correlation was higher than the one be-
tween interpersonal and organizational deviance in Study 1. The 
high correlation between organizational and supervisor-directed 
suggests that many employees who engage in organizational de-
viance engage in supervisor-directed deviance as well, which may 
make it difficult to find differential effects empirically (cf. Cohen, 
Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003).

Limitations

First, as our data are cross-sectional, we could not test defini-
tively the hypotheses that the variables we studied, either singly 
or in combination, actually caused deviant behavior. Although 
our results are consistent with previous findings on abusive su-
pervision and deviance and there are stronger theoretical reasons 
for proposing such relationships than for the opposite direction 
of causality, we are cautious about making causal inferences be-
cause of the nature of our study design. It is difficult, of course, to 
manipulate abusive supervision to test this effect directly, but fu-
ture research should attempt to study this phenomenon at multi-
ple points in time to better assess causality.

Secondly, all of our data were obtained through self-report 
which suggest potential measurement bias. We believe, however, 
that anonymous self-report is an acceptable way to measure per-
ceptual constructs such as abusive supervision and uncertainty, as 
well as harmful, norm-violating behaviors such as organizational 
deviance. Past research has shown, in fact, that underreporting 
may not be as much of a problem as anticipated because employ-
ees appear to be surprisingly candid about their participation in 
deviant and even illegal behavior (Bennett & Robinson, 2000). In 
addition, recent perspectives on common method variance sug-
gest that this phenomenon is sometimes overstated and hence 
unlikely to inflate correlations to any significant degree (Spector, 
2006). Nonetheless, future research should try to assess these vari-
ables using multiple sources.

Finally, our hypotheses suggested who would be the target of 
the deviant behavior, but our measures assessed who is harmed 
by the action, not necessarily who the intended target was. As 
Ambrose and her colleagues point out (Ambrose et al., 2002), it 
may be that the recipient of the harmful behavior may diverge 
from the target of the harm due to displaced aggression (e.g., an 
abused subordinate may passively retaliate by failing to complete 
his share of the workload, but his coworkers are the ones who 
bear the brunt of the deviance, not the supervisor or the organiza-
tion). Future research should attempt to measure the intended tar-
get of workplace deviance rather than focusing only on who was 
harmed by the behavior.

Conclusion

Uncertainty plays a fundamental role in people’s lives and can 
explain why and when employees engage in workplace deviance 
when they experience abuse by authorities. UMT provides a use-
ful extension of social exchange-based explanations of workplace 
deviance and may help to understand the motivational founda-
tions of harmful behaviors in organizations. Future research is 
needed to delineate the boundaries of this explanation.
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