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Abstract
When subordinates experience abusive supervision, they often respond with “fight” (e.g., organizationally-directed coun-
terproductive work behavior: CWB-O) or “flight” reactions (e.g., turnover intentions). Drawing on cognitive appraisal the-
ory, we propose that negative (NA) and positive affect (PA) explain these distinct responses and that coworker emotional
support differentially moderates the relationships of affective states with CWB-O and turnover intention. That is, we
expect that emotional support exacerbates the mediating effect of NA, whereas it weakens the mediating effect of PA.
We tested the hypothesized model in two time-lagged studies, one among subordinates (N= 162), and the other
among supervisor-subordinate dyads (N= 255 dyads). Results confirmed that the relation between abusive supervision
and CWB-O was mediated by NA, and that the relation between abusive supervision and turnover intentions was mediated
by PA. Coworker emotional support strengthened the mediating effect of NA, but it did not attenuate the mediating effect
of PA. These results only hold for CWB-O, not for supervisor-rated CWB-O. Explanations, implications as well as limita-
tions and ideas for future research are discussed.
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Abusive supervision, which refers to “subordinates’ percep-
tion of the extent to which supervisors engage in the sustained
display of hostile verbal and non-verbal behaviors, excluding
physical contact” (Tepper, 2000, p. 178), has received
ongoing attention and scrutiny from both scholars and practi-
tioners over the last two decades (Fischer et al., 2021).
Threatening or stressful situations, such as the experience of
abusive supervision (Vogel & Bolino, 2020), trigger the so
called “fight or flight” response (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
In line with the “fight” response, previous studies have
shown that employees respond to abusive supervision by
engaging in counterproductive work behaviors that harm the
organization (referred to as CWB-O). There is also evidence
for the “flight” response, whereby employees consider
leaving the organization when subjected to an abusive super-
visor (i.e., higher turnover intentions). The current study
focuses on CWB-O and turnover intentions as representatives
of the “fight” and “flight” responses, and aims to disentangle
the differential mechanisms underlying these responses.

Despite the accumulation of knowledge about the conse-
quences of abusive supervision, there is a lack of empirical

evidence explaining why employees respond differently to
the abuse (Oh & Farh, 2017). Drawing on Cognitive
Appraisal Theory (Lazarus, 1966) and its application to
emotions (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Frijda, 2009; Moors
et al., 2013; Scherer, 1999), we propose that abusive super-
vision is appraised as demeaning and harmful, which may
elicit a variety of negative emotions. However, specific,
intense and short-lived emotions occurring shortly after
the abusive episode may, over time, accumulate and
evolve into more general negative affective states, including

1Beijing Key Laboratory of Applied Experimental Psychology, National
Demonstration Center for Experimental Psychology Education (Beijing
Normal University), Beijing, China
2Faculty of Psychology, Beijing Normal University, Beijing, China
3Department of Psychology, Education, and Child Studies Erasmus
University Rotterdam, The Netherlands.

Corresponding Author:
Xichao Zhang, Faculty of Psychology, Beijing Normal University, Houzhu
Building (1513), 19, Xinjiekou wai St., Haidian District, Beijing, China.
Postal Code: 100875.
E-mail: xchzhang@bnu.edu.cn

Article

Journal of Leadership &
Organizational Studies
1–20
© The Authors 2022
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/15480518221097278
journals.sagepub.com/home/jlo

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8789-9447
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9630-0988
mailto:xchzhang@bnu.edu.cn
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jlo
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F15480518221097278&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-04-28


increased negative affect (NA) and decreased positive affect
(PA). These differential affective responses to abusive
supervision are hypothesized to subsequently result in
“fight” or “flight” reactions as a way for subordinates to
cope with the situation (Barsade & Gibson, 2007; Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984). CWB-O is usually directly driven by
negative emotions (Spector & Fox, 2005), and thus we
posit that NA mediates the relation between abusive super-
vision and CWB-O (i.e., angry employees are likely to
engage in deviant behavior). In contrast, PA is more
strongly associated with subordinates’ overall evaluation
of the working environment (Breckler & Wiggins, 1989),
and therefore we propose that PA mediates the relation
between abusive supervision and subordinates’ turnover
intentions (i.e., unhappy employees tend to leave the
organization).

Lastly, we posit that abused subordinates’ “fight” or
“flight” responses may also depend on the secondary
appraisal of their available resources to cope with the
abuse (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Coworker emotional
support is an important resource that abused subordi-
nates can rely on to help them cope with the situation.
Appraisal theory originally established coworker emo-
tional support as a stress buffer (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984), but this proposition has yielded mixed results
(e.g., Fischer, et al., 2021). The current study proposes
that coworker emotional support plays a differential
moderating role. Specifically, we propose that, on the
one hand, high coworker emotional support validates
and emphasizes the abused employees’ experiences
and feelings (Boren, 2014), and thus strengthens the
mediating effect of NA between abusive supervision
and CWB-O. On the other hand, coworker emotional
support is a key resource in subordinates’ work envi-
ronment, and therefore weakens the mediating roles of
PA between abusive supervision and turnover
intentions.

Overall, our study contributes to the literature in the
following ways. First, it goes beyond the initial short-lived
negative emotions evoked by abusive supervision and
provides a more comprehensive picture of affective reac-
tions to abusive supervision. Second, by distinguishing
the differential mediating roles of NA and PA, we help
to explain how different affective reactions relate to the
abused subordinates’ “fight” or “flight” responses. In
addition, we address the conflicting moderating results
of coworker emotional support in the secondary appraisal
process and try to reveal the double-edged effects of
coworker emotional support. Lastly, in a field dominated
by cross-sectional studies (Tepper et al., 2017), the
current research questions are examined in two time-
lagged, studies, of which one relied on multi-source
ratings. The conceptual moderated mediation model is
represented in Figure 1.

Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis
Development

Cognitive Appraisal Theory and its Applications
to Emotions

The current study draws upon Cognitive Appraisal Theory
(Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), and specifi-
cally on its application to emotions (Ellsworth & Scherer,
2003; Frijda, 2009; Moors et al., 2013) to develop the
hypotheses. According to cognitive appraisal theory, emo-
tional reactions to an event are determined by how we
appraise the event. First, through primary appraisal,
people evaluate the importance of the event to their
personal well-being (e.g., Lazarus, 1991; Smith &
Ellsworth, 1985). The more relevant an event is to an indi-
vidual’s well-being, the more intense the emotional reac-
tion will be. Next, by means of secondary appraisal,
people evaluate their resources and options to cope with
the event.

Despite the fact that prior studies have established the
relations between abusive supervision and discrete emo-
tions among subordinates, they largely focused on negative
emotions. For example, Peng et al. (2019) proposed that
anger as a reaction to abusive supervision is associated
with deviant behaviors, whereas shame and fear are
related to increased turnover intentions. However, seldom
did literature pay attention to affective states, especially
PA. Although it is interesting to examine employees’ imme-
diate discrete emotions in response to abusive supervision,
the sustained nature of abusive supervision implies that it
may have a more lasting effect on employees’ affective
states. As appraisals and emotions are processes that
develop over time and across situations (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1987), we argue that discrete emotions elicited
by abusive supervision would dwell in subordinates’ mem-
ories, and over time, evolve into a more general negative
affective state (e.g., Lerner & Keltner, 2001; Peng et al.,
2019). Also, being continuously subjected to psychological
abuse may not only lead to an accumulation of negative
emotions, but it may also deprive employees to perceive
and experience events that elicit positive emotions. In line
with this reasoning, research has shown that employees
are less satisfied with their job and with life in general
when repeatedly exposed to an abusive supervisor (see
e.g., Mackey et al., 2017; Martinko et al., 2013).

Following the two-process model of appraisal, we
argue that abusive supervision is related to CWB-O and
turnover intentions via increased NA and decreased PA,
respectively. Additionally, we hypothesize that these
relations are moderated by an important resource that
affects how employees cope with abusive supervision
(i.e., secondary appraisal), namely coworker emotional
support.
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The Mediating Effect of NA between Abusive
Supervision and CWB-O

NA generally represents a state of distress and a variety of
aversive feelings such as anger, guilt, and fear. Higher NA
is associated with a higher intensity of the feelings men-
tioned above, while lower NA comprises a state of calmness
and serenity (Watson et al., 1988). PA reflects an individu-
al’s affective experience of feelings such as being enthusias-
tic, alert, and active. Higher PA indicates a state of high
energy, while lower PA is related to lethargy and sluggish-
ness. There has been an ongoing debate about whether NA
and PA are opposite ends of the same continuum or two
independent, unipolar dimensions (e.g., Russell & Carroll,
1999; Watson et al., 1999). The current study adopts the
latter perspective (Barsade & Knight, 2015; Thoresen
et al., 2003). That is, evidence indicates that individuals’
memory of PA in the last year is almost completely indepen-
dent of their memory of NA (Diener & Emmons, 1984), and
that PA and NA operate on different biological, including
brain, mechanisms (Polk et al., 2005). Thus, high NA
does not necessarily indicate low PA, nor vice versa.

Abusive supervision is related to a high intensity of aver-
sive feelings (i.e., high NA), such as anger, fear, and shame
(Oh & Farh, 2017). For example, it can interfere with per-
sonal goals and with subordinates’ needs for security, relat-
edness, and growth (Tepper, 2007), and can thus trigger
anger and fear (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; Oh &

Farh, 2017); it can also threaten subordinates’ self-worth
and is thus related to feelings of shame (Hannah et al.,
2016; Patrizia et al., 2017) and; it can thwart subordinates’
coping capacity and is related to sense of powerlessness,
fear, and distress (Li et al., 2017). As abusive supervision
is part of supervisors’ behavioral pattern, the elicited dis-
crete negative emotions in subordinates may accumulate
and evolve into a more permanent negative affective state.
Indeed, victims of abusive supervision not only tend to
re-experience the negative emotions elicited by abusive
supervision, but also retain those aversive feelings in
memory longer than most other work experiences Peng
et al., 2019). According to Vogel and Bolino (2020),
abusive supervision may even linger in the victim’s
memory as a nightmare and trap the victim in a long-term
depressive state (i.e., negative affect) even when the
abusive supervisory relationship has ceded to exist.

Cognitive appraisal theorists have established coping
styles to have an affective regulation effect (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). As NA may nurture subordinates’ retalia-
tion (Spector & Fox, 2002), we propose that NA is further
positively related to subordinates’ “fight” response in the
form of CWB-O. From the perspectives of subordinates,
engaging in CWB-O can be seen as an adaptive way to
cope with the experience of abusive supervision and to ame-
liorate the resulting influence on subordinates’ increase in
NA (Zhang et al., 2019). In other words, subordinates
engage in CWB-O in order to cope with the experienced

Figure 1. Theoretical model.
Note. CWB-O= organization-targeted counterproductive work behavior.
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abusive supervision and with the resulting increased NA.
Indeed, various meta-analyses have found that NA is posi-
tively related to CWB-O (Dalal, 2005; Kaplan et al.,
2009). The current study aims to replicate the positive rela-
tions between NA and CWB-O, and proposes that the rela-
tion between abusive supervision and CWB-O is mediated
by NA.

Hypothesis 1: NA mediates the positive relation
between abusive supervision and CWB-O.

The Mediating Effect of PA Between Abusive
Supervision and Turnover Intentions

It is intuitive that abusive supervision may elicit negative
emotions, but there are also indications that abusive super-
vision reduces the experience of positive emotions. First,
exposure to supervisors’ mistreatment can discourage
employees, and decrease their motivation to be highly ded-
icated to and enthusiastic about their work (Li et al., 2017).
Second, because of the sustained nature of abusive supervi-
sion, it is likely that subordinates lose hope and optimism
that their situation may improve (Bamberger &
Bacharach, 2016). Finally, there may not be much for sub-
ordinates of abusive supervisors to be happy about as indi-
cated by reduced satisfaction with their job and life in
general (Tepper et al., 2017). As the abuse continues and
subordinates are deprived from the experience of positive
emotions on a daily basis, this likely results in lethargy
and sluggishness (i.e., low PA). Following this logic, we
propose that abusive supervision is associated with
decreased PA.

Furthermore, we propose that decreased PA reminds
individuals of their dissatisfaction and promotes “flight”
reactions, such as turnover intentions (George & Jones,
1996; Judge et al., 2012). Considering that actual turnover
is constrained by various intricate factors, such as salary,
geographical locations of workplaces, and employment
rates, and given that turnover intentions is one of the best
predictors of turnover (e.g., Hom et al., 1992; Tett &
Meyer, 2006), the current study focuses on turnover inten-
tions as a proxy of actual turnover. Turnover intentions
are rarely born out of a single disagreeable event. Instead,
they are usually formed through a series of cognitive
appraisals of emotions, and influence employees’ general
attitudes towards the organizations (Breckler & Wiggins,
1989; Watson & Spence, 2007).

As described above, repetitive exposure to abusive
supervision may decrease subordinates’ experience of PA
over time. PA, associated with individual cognitive flexibil-
ity and open mindedness (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005), is
formed through a series of emotional reactions and affect-
based attitudinal evaluations, and thus reminds individuals

of their dissatisfaction and therefore promotes turnover
intentions (Judge et al., 2012). Further, experiencing PA is
generally desirable, and individuals who experience low
levels of PA at work might actively seek for opportunities
to increase their own levels of experienced PA. In other
words, experiencing low levels of PA might be associated
with increased turnover intentions. Based on these argu-
ments, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: PA mediates the positive relation between
abusive supervision and turnover intentions.

The Moderating Roles of Coworker Emotional
Support

When abused by a supervisor, coworkers’ emotional
support becomes an important resource that helps employ-
ees to cope with the abuse. Coworker emotional support
refers to perceived emotional assistance, such as empathy,
consolation and a sense of being valued (Cohen & Wills,
1985), and it is characterized by caring and listening sympa-
thetically to those who may seek or need support.

Despite the fact that coworker emotional support is con-
ventionally considered a buffering factor in the framework
of the cognitive appraisal theory of emotions and coping
(Cohen & Wills, 1985; Fenlason & Beehr, 1994), empirical
studies have yielded mixed results (Fischer et al., 2021).
Whereas some found that social support exacerbated the
negative effects of abusive supervision (Wu & Hu, 2009),
others found no effect (Poon, 2011) or even a reversed
effect (Caesens et al., 2019). To integrate these seemingly
conflicting results, we propose that coworker emotional
support may be a double-edged sword. That is, coworker
emotional support may influence subordinates’ secondary
appraisal of the affective states resulting from abusive
supervision differently. On the one hand, high coworker
emotional support may help subordinates feel that they are
understood or cared for (Ng & Sorensen, 2008), and thus
buffer the negative indirect relation of abusive supervision
with turnover intentions via PA (Van Emmerik et al.,
2007). On the other hand, feeling supported seldom helps
subordinates to forget or forgive the insults and belittling
from their supervisors (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008). Even
worse, when coworkers stand by the subordinates’ side, it
may reinforce employees’ experience of NA and thereby
strengthen the positive indirect relation of abusive supervi-
sion with CWB-O via NA.

We propose that high coworker emotional support
strengthens the relation between abused subordinates’ NA
and CWB-O. When experiencing high emotional support,
coworkers may explicitly acknowledge, elaborate, legiti-
mize, and contextualize the distressed others’ feelings and
perspective (Burleson, 2008; High & Dillard, 2012). They
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may ruminate together about the toxic behaviors of the
supervisors and about the problems experienced by the sub-
ordinates. In the secondary appraisal stage, coworker emo-
tional support may consolidate and sometimes exaggerate
the abused subordinates’ feelings, and thus may strengthen
subordinates’ belief to blame the supervisors. When subor-
dinates feel validated and supported by their coworkers, we
argue that they are more likely to transform their NA into
CWB-O.

Hypothesis 3: Coworker emotional support moderates
the positive relation between NA and CWB-O, in a
way that the higher level of coworker emotional
support, the stronger the positive relation between NA
and CWB-O.

Hypothesis 4: Coworker emotional support moderates
the mediating role of NA in the relation of abusive super-
vision with CWB-O, in a way that the higher level of
coworker emotional support, the stronger the indirect
relation of abusive supervision with CWB-O via NA.

Next, turnover intentions result from a cognitive
appraisal process that includes the overall environment
(Breckler & Wiggins, 1989). It is formed through a series
of evaluations and comparisons of a variety of factors,
which may not be limited to supervisors. In the situation
of abusive supervision, the leader is antagonistic,
however, high co-worker emotional support may be
appraised as an important resource in the secondary
appraisal stage that promotes retention. According to the
cross-domain buffering hypothesis (Duffy et al., 2002),
social support from one domain (e.g., coworker emotional
support) may cushion the negative effect of social under-
mining from another domain (e.g., abusive supervision).
High coworker emotional support means coworkers may
listen to, comfort, and affirm the abused subordinates. It
may not completely counteract the relation between
abusive supervision and PA, as aggression has more
potent influence than support on subordinates’ affect
(Rozin & Royzman, 2001; Tews et al., 2019), but it can
elicit the feeling in subordinates that they are not alone,
and thus buffer the positive relation of PA with turnover
intentions and the indirect relation of abusive supervision
with turnover intentions via PA.

Hypothesis 5: Coworker emotional support moderates
the negative relation between PA and turnover inten-
tions, in a way that the higher level of coworker emo-
tional support, the weaker the negative relation
between PA and turnover intentions.

Hypothesis 6: Coworker emotional support moderates
the mediating role of PA in the negative relation of
abusive supervision with turnover intentions, in a way

that the higher level of coworker emotional support,
the weaker the indirect relation of abusive supervision
with turnover intentions via PA.

Overview of Studies

We tested our hypotheses in two studies. In Study 1, we per-
formed a two-wave survey study among employees. In
Study 2, we attempted to replicate results from Study 1
with a more rigid three-wave, multi-source survey study
involving ratings from both supervisors and subordinates.

Study 1: Method

Procedure and Participants

We recruited participants in China via the snowball sam-
pling method with the help of classmates who were psychol-
ogy majors and our laboratory members. They advertised
the study among their acquaintances. All participants took
part in this study voluntarily and were assured full confiden-
tiality. A research assistant sent the survey link to each par-
ticipant through Wechat, the most popular social media
platform in China. Data were collected at two time points.
At Time 1 (T1), participants were asked to report their expe-
riences of abusive supervision and their demographic infor-
mation. Approximately one month later, at Time 2 (T2),
participants who participated at T1 were invited to complete
a follow-up survey, which included measures of NA, PA,
turnover intentions, CWB-O, and perceived coworkers’
emotional support. All questionnaires not available in
Chinese were translated and back-translated independently
by three English majors with a psychology background.
Differences in translations were reconciled by comparing
and discussing their respective translations to ensure that
all the survey items were accurately translated from
English to Chinese (Brislin, 1970). To encourage participa-
tion, participants were compensated with a small monetary
incentive for each questionnaire (3 yuan for T1 survey
and 5 yuan for the T2 survey, which corresponded to
roughly to $1.17 in total).

We received completed surveys from 290 participants at
T1 and from 231 participants at T2. We included attention
check items within each of the surveys (e.g., “When you
get to this item, please answer ‘Strongly agree’”).
Participants who failed the attention check items (53 partic-
ipants at T1 and 16 participants at T2) were not included in
the final sample. Complete data for all variables in our the-
oretical model were available for 162 participants. Analysis
of variances (ANOVA) tests demonstrated that no signifi-
cant differences emerged for any of the demographic and
study variables between participants who completed both
the T1 and T2 surveys and those participants who only com-
pleted the T1 survey.
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Among the final sample, 62.11%were female. Most partic-
ipants were in the age group of 20–25 years old (59.88%). The
majority of the participants (59.01%) had up to two years of
work experience, and more than three quarters of the partici-
pants (77.64%) held at least a university degree. Participants
worked in a variety of organizations including private
sectors (47.83%), government or government-owned units
(36.64%), and self-owned businesses (3.73%).

Measures

Abusive Supervision (T1). Abusive supervision was mea-
sured using the 15-item abusive supervision scale devel-
oped by Tepper (2000). This measure assesses the
frequency with which subordinates experience nonphysi-
cal, abusive acts by their supervisor. Participants
responded using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to
5 (very often). A sample item includes “My leader puts
me down in front of others”. In the current study,
Cronbach’s alpha was .92.

Affective States (T2)

We used the 18-item measure adapted by Qiu et al. (2008)
from the Positive and Negative Affect Scales (PANAS)
originally constructed by Watson et al. (1988) to assess pos-
itive and negative affect. NA and PA were measured with
nine items each. Participants reported how they had felt
during the last month on a 7-point scale ranging from 1
(very slightly or not at all) to 7 (very much). Sample
items for NA include “nervous” and “upset”. Sample
items for PA include “happy” and “inspired”. In the
current study, Cronbach’s alpha was .90 for NA and .96
for PA.

Coworker Emotional Support (T2)

To measure coworker emotional support, we used the four-
item measure that Qian (2001) adapted from Zimet et al.’s
(1988) Perceived Social Support Scale (PSSS). All items
are rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (very strongly
disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). A sample item is “I
can share my joys and sorrows with my coworkers”.
Cronbach’s alpha was .91.

Turnover Intentions (T2)

We measured turnover intentions with the four-item
Turnover Intention Scale developed by Mobley and col-
leagues (1978). Participants responded using a 5-point
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagreed) to 5 (strongly
agree). A sample item includes “It is very possible that I
will leave the organization in half a year”. In the current
study, Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .87.

Organizationally-Directed Counterproductive Work
Behavior (CWB-O) (T2)

We measured CWB-O with an adapted version of the scale
developed by Bennett and Robinson (2000). Employees
also engage in higher levels of counterproductive work
behavior directed at other individuals in the organization
(CWB-I) when experiencing abusive supervision, but we
intentionally do not examine CWB-I in the current study
because it does not distinguish behaviors directed at the
supervisor or at coworkers, which may cause mixed
results. Among the twelve original items measuring
CWB-O, one item related to drug abuse was removed
because it was not applicable to the Chinese context.
Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which
they had engaged in each of the behaviors targeted at their
organization. The resulting measure consisted of 11 items
and participants rated each item on a 7-point scale from 1
(never) to 7 (very often). A sample item was “Spent too
much time fantasizing or daydreaming instead of
working”. In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha for this
scale was .86.

Analytical Strategy

First, before the hypotheses testing, we conducted confirma-
tory factor analyses (CFA) with all items in Mplus 7.4 to
examine whether the scales used in the current study repre-
sent distinct constructs. Then, to test a parsimonious model
with latent variables, we created three parcels for each latent
construct using a factorial algorithm (Rogers & Schmitt,
2004), except for the four-item coworker support scale
and the four-item turnover intention scale. This strategy
has the advantage of preserving common latent variable var-
iance while minimizing unrelated specific variance (Little
et al., 2013). We also conducted CFA with the item parcel-
ing. Next, we employed structural equation modeling
(SEM) using maximum likelihood estimation to test the
hypotheses proposed in this study. The mediation effects
of NA and PA were tested in Model 1, then in Model 2
we entered the interaction terms using the latent moderated
structural equations (LMS; Klein & Moosbrugger, 2000)
using the XWITH command in Mplus to test the moderation
and moderated mediation effects (Stine, 1989). We boot-
strapped 10000 samples to obtain bias-corrected confidence
intervals (CIs) of the indirect effects and of the moderated
mediation effects (Stine, 1989). When plotting simple
slopes, we first computed the mean, variance and standard
deviation of the latent variable of coworker emotional
support, and then used one standard deviation below and
above the mean of coworker emotional support to
compute simple slopes in the “model constraint” instruction.
Furthermore, we also used the Johnson-Neyman technique
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to create confidence bands for the conditional indirect
effects (Hayes, 2018; Preacher et al., 2007).

Study 1: Results

When conducting a CFA in Mplus, we used modification
indices because it can improve model fit while providing
remedies for discrepancies between proposed and estimated
models (Bollen, 1989). Modifications can be made to items
if they are theoretically justifiable, few in number, and they
do not have a major impact on estimates of other parameters
in the model (Byrne, 2013). CFA result showed that the
measurement model, which consisted of six factors includ-
ing abusive supervision, NA, PA, coworker emotional
support, turnover intentions, and CWB-O, exhibited an
acceptable fit to the data (χ2 (1181)= 1843.57, SRMR=
.08, CFI= .90, TLI= .89, and RMSEA= .06). We further
compared the hypothesized model with several alternative
measurement models. The six-factor model fitted better
than any other models. Therefore, measures of the studied
variables had good discriminant validity. Table 1 shows
the means, standard deviations, and correlations among
the studied variables.

Test of Mediation Effects. Hypothesis 1 proposed that NA
mediates the positive relation of abusive supervision
with CWB-O, and Hypothesis 2 proposed that PA medi-
ates the positive relation of abusive supervision with
turnover intentions. As shown in Table 2, bootstrapping
results showed that the indirect relation of abusive super-
vision with CWB-O via NA was positive and significant
(indirect effect= .13, 95% CI= [.06, .22]), supporting
Hypothesis 1. Regarding the mediating role of PA, the
indirect relation of abusive supervision with turnover
intentions via PA was positive and significant (indirect
effect= .12, 95% CI= [.02, .22]). Therefore,
Hypothesis 2 was supported. In line with our expecta-
tions, in the combined mediation model, NA mediated
the relation of abusive supervision with CWB-O but
not with turnover intentions, whereas PA mediated the
relation of abusive supervision with turnover intentions
but not with CWB-O.

Test of Moderated Mediation Hypotheses. Further, as shown
in Table 2, we found that coworker emotional support sig-
nificantly interacted with NA to predict CWB-O (β= .17,
95% CI= [.00, .33]). In particular, we operationalized
high and low levels of coworker emotional support as one
standard deviation above and below the mean. In line with
our expectations, the relationship between NA and
CWB-O was stronger for high coworker emotional
support (β= .30, 95% CI= [.15, .44]) than for low coworker
emotional support (β= .12, 95% CI= [−.00, .23]), support-
ing Hypothesis 3. Figure 2 illustrated the simple slopes for

the relation of NA with CWB-O under different levels of
coworker emotional support.

We then tested the conditional indirect effect of abusive
supervision on CWB-O and on turnover intentions.
Bootstrap analysis revealed that, compared with low
coworker emotional support (indirect effect= .10, 95%
CI= [−.01, .20]), the conditional indirect effect of abusive
supervision on CWB-O via NA was stronger for high
coworker emotional support (indirect effect= .24, 95%
CI= [.08, .40]). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was supported.
Coworker emotional support and the interaction term
accounted for 9% of additional variance over and above
the mediation model in predicting CWB-O. As shown in
Figure 3, the Johnson- Neyman technique indicates the con-
ditional indirect effect of abusive supervision on CWB-O
via NA (Hayes, 2018; Preacher et al., 2007).

However, the interaction between PA and coworker
emotional support was not significant in predicting
turnover intentions (β=−.10, 95% CI= [−.26, .06]).
Further, there was no significant difference in the con-
ditional indirect effect of abusive supervision on turn-
over intention via PA across different levels of
coworker emotional support (high coworker emotional
support: indirect effect= .32, 95% CI= [.08, .57]; low
coworker emotional support: indirect effect= .22, 95%
CI= [.04, .40]). Thus, Hypotheses 5 and 6 were not
supported.

Supplemental Analyses. To further examine the robustness
of our model, we conducted several supplemental anal-
yses. First, we addressed the common method issue in
the study. As proposed by Podsakoff et al. (2003), pro-
cedural remedies such as a time-lag between different
measures and different rating sources would help
reduce common method bias. The time-lagged design
in our study therefore reduces common method bias
concerns. Also, we used latent variables in the analyses,
which controls for measurement error. Further, we
employed the covariance method by creating a new con-
struct, named common latent factor (e.g., Eichhorn,
2014). All items load on a common latent factor, and
the variance of the common latent factor was constraint
to “1” to indicate that the total variance can share its
variance with all observations involved in the measure-
ment model (e.g., Afthanorhan et al., 2021). The result
showed that the differences of standardized regression
weights of constraint and unconstrained models were
smaller than .20 for each latent variable (e.g.,
Afthanorhan et al., 2021), and the hypothesized paths
remained significant when including the common
latent factor in the measurement model. Thus, we
assume that the current results were not substantially
contaminated by common method bias.

Zhang et al. 7



Second, we ran an alternative model to test whether
coworker emotional support moderates the relations
between abusive supervision and affective states (i.e., NA
and PA). The result showed that the interaction between
abusive supervision and coworker emotional support did
not significantly predict NA (β=−.03, p= .666) nor PA
(β= .01, p= .889).

Third, we also tested our hypotheses when including sub-
ordinates’ age, gender, education, and tenure as control var-
iables. We did not report results with control variables in the
main analyses as including them may decrease the statistical
power of our tests (Britt & Weisburd, 2010). However, in

the supplementary materials, we report results including
control variables, and the results showed that the pattern
of our results remains essentially unchanged.

Study 2: Method

Procedure and Participants

In study 2, we collected multi-source data at three time
points through Credamo, an online data collection platform
whose participant pool contains supervisor-subordinate
dyads. At T1, we sent survey links to the subordinates in

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Variables of Study 1.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender a 1.62 .49 -
2. Age 3.14 1.39 .09 -
3. Dyadic Tenure 2.47 1.28 −.01 .71** -
4. Education 1.99 .71 −.09 −.17* −.10 -
5. Abusive supervision 1.39 .49 −.03 .04 .14† .03 (.92)
6. NA 2.43 1.10 −.03 −.26* −.21* .01 .35** (.90)
7. PA 4.36 1.53 .14† .07 .02 −.06 −.23** −.36** (.96)
8. Coworker support 4.68 1.40 .20** −.07 .06 .12 −.19* −.15† .30** (.91)
9. Turnover intentions 2.88 1.03 −.16* −.19* −.12 .10 .23** .37** −.51** −.09 (.87)
10. CWB-O 1.40 .56 −.25** −.14 −.09 .14† .34** .41** −.16* −.03 .22** (.86)

Note: N= 162. a 1=male, 2= female. NA= negative affect. PA= positive affect. Coworker support=Coworker emotional support. CWB-O=
organization- targeted counterproductive work behavior. **p< .01, *p< .05.

Table 2. Test of Mediation and Moderated Mediation Effects for Study 1.

Model 1: Mediating effects

NA PA CWB-O
Turnover
intentions

β SE β SE β SE β SE

Abusive supervision .36** .09 −.24** .10 .23 .16 .06 .07
NA .36** .09 .18† .10
PA .03 .07 −.50** .07
R2 .13* .06 .24* .33**

Model 2: Moderated mediating effects

NA PA CWB-O
Turnover
intentions

β SE β SE β SE β SE

Abusive supervision .37** .07 −.24** .08 .25** .08 .07 .08
NA .38** .08 .17* .09
PA −.01 .08 −.52** .07
CES .11 .08 .04 .08
NA×CES .17* .09 −.03 .08
PA×CES −.13 .09 −.10 .08
R2 .14** .06 .33** .35**

Note: N= 162. PA= positive affect, NA= negative affect, CWB-O= organization- targeted counterproductive work behavior. Coefficients are standardized
path coefficients between the latent variables. The mediating effect was tested with Bootstrap= 10000. **p < .01, *p < .05.
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the participant pool to ask them to rate their direct supervi-
sors’ abusive supervision and to provide demographic infor-
mation. A total of 352 subordinates completed the T1
survey. Approximately one month later, we invited those
participants who completed the T1 survey to participate in
the T2 survey. At T2, subordinates were asked to rate
their NA, PA, and coworker emotional support. A total of
326 subordinates (92.6% response rate) returned the com-
pleted survey. Another month after T2, the Time 3 (T3)
survey was sent to the same subordinates, and they were
asked to rate their turnover intentions and
CWB-O. Additionally, supervisors rated subordinates’
CWB-O at T3, and provided information on their own
gender. Totally, 267 subordinates (81.9% response rate)
completed the third survey, and 232 supervisors (71.2%
response rate) completed the survey.

After matching the multi-wave and multi-source data via
an identification code, and after removing thirteen participants
who failed the attention checks (i.e., “please choose 4 for this
item”), our final sample comprised a total of 225 valid dyadic
records. Participants were ensured confidentiality throughout
the entire data-collection process. Each of the subordinate
and supervisor was compensated with $0.78 per survey, and
subordinates who completed three waves of surveys were
rewarded an extra $0.78 (for a total maximum of $3.12).

Among the final subordinate sample, 50.2% were male.
Our sample was relatively young, with 52.9% of all subor-
dinates being between 20–30 years old, 39.1% between 31–
40 years old, and 4.4% between 41–50 years old. The
majority of participants (78.2%) had obtained a bachelor’s

degree, about 14.3% of them had graduated from technical
school, and 5.3% had obtained a master’s degree or an even
higher degree. They were employed in a variety of indus-
tries, including service (32.0%), health and technology
(23.6%), education (23.1%), and manufacturing (21.3%).
Subordinates’ average organizational tenure was 7.36
years (SD= 7.38), and average dyadic tenure with their
supervisor was 4.38 years (SD= 2.98). Among the supervi-
sor sample, 66.7% were male.

Measures

All study variables (i.e., abusive supervision, NA, PA,
coworker emotional support, turnover intentions, and
CWB-O) were assessed with the same back-translated mea-
sures as in Study 1. The only difference, next to the fact that
we used three measurement points in Study 2, was that sub-
ordinates’ CWB-O was rated by both subordinates and
supervisors. Cronbach’s alpha values ranged between .84
and .94 (see Table 3).

Study 2: Results

To test the factor structure and discriminant validity of our
measures, we conducted CFAs involving seven key vari-
ables (i.e., abusive supervision at T1; NA, PA, and
coworker emotional support at T2; turnover intentions,
and both supervisor- rated CWB-O and CWB-O at T3).
Results demonstrated that a seven-factor structure had a
good fit to the data (χ2 (1415)= 2275.11, SRMR= .06,

Figure 2. Moderating effect of coworker emotional support in the relation of NA and CWB-O (study 1).
Note. CWB-O= predicted latent variable mean of organization-targeted counterproductive work behavior. NA= negative affect.
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RMSEA= .05, CFI= .90, TLI= .90) and fitted better than
any of the other models that combined similar factors or
factors measured at the same time points. Table 3 shows
the means, standard deviations, and correlations among
the studied variables.

Test of Mediation Effects

In line with Study 1, we ran a saturated model which tested the
mediating effects of NA and PA for the relations of abusive
supervision with both CWB-O and turnover intentions. As
shown in Table 4, we found that NA did not mediate the rela-
tion between abusive supervision and supervisor-rated
CWB-O (indirect effect= .04, 95% CI= [−.03, .10]).
However, NA mediated the relation between abusive supervi-
sion and CWB-O (indirect effect= .09, 95% CI= [.01, .17]).
Thus, the results indicate that Hypothesis 1 was supported
when CWB-O was rated by subordinates themselves, but
not when rated by their supervisor. Hypothesis 2 posited
that PA mediates the relation between abusive supervision
and turnover intentions. Results revealed that PA did
mediate this relation (indirect effect= .07, 95% CI= [.02,
.12]). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Test of Moderated Mediation Hypotheses

Hypothesis 3 posited that coworker emotional support
positively moderates the relation between NA and
CWB-O. As shown in Table 4, the interactive effect of NA
and coworker emotional support on supervisor-rated CWB-O

wasnot significant (β= .02, 95%CI= [−.03, .07]), butwas sig-
nificant on CWB-O (β= .12, 95% CI= [.06, .18). The relation
betweenNAandCWB-Owas stronger for high coworker emo-
tional support (β= .28, 95% CI= [.20, .36]) than for low
coworker emotional support (β= .07, 95% CI= [.02, .12]).
Figure 4 depicts the simple slope for the interactive effect of
NA and coworker emotional support on CWB-O.

Furthermore, the moderated mediating effect of NA
between abusive supervision and supervisor-rated
CWB-O was not significant (β= .01, 95% CI= [−.03,
.05]). Coworker emotional support moderated the mediat-
ing effect of NA between abusive supervision and
CWB-O (β= .04, 95% CI= [.02, .06]), in a way that com-
pared with low coworker emotional support (indirect
effect= .05, 95% CI= [−.02, .13]), the conditional indi-
rect effect of abusive supervision on CWB-O via NA
was stronger for high coworker emotional support (indi-
rect effect= .14, 95% CI= [.02, .26]). The moderated
mediation explained 6% additional variance over and
above the mediating model in predicting CWB-O. As
shown in Figure 5, we adopted the Johnson- Neyman tech-
nique to indicate the conditional indirect effect of abusive
supervision on CWB-O via NA (e.g., Preacher et al.,
2007). Therefore, Hypotheses 3 and 4 were supported
only when CWB-O was rated by subordinates themselves,
instead of by their supervisors.

Hypothesis 5 posited that coworker emotional support
negatively moderates the relation between PA and turnover
intentions, and Hypothesis 6 proposed that coworker emo-
tional support moderates the mediating effect of PA for

Figure 3. Indirect effect of abusive supervision on CWB-O through negative affect using the johnson-neyman technique (study 1).
Note. CWB-O= organization-targeted counterproductive work behavior.
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Variables of Study 2.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Gender a 1.50 .50 -
2. Age 2.50 .70 .07 -
3. Education 2.87 .72 −.09 −.26** -
4. Dyadic Tenure 4.38 2.98 .09 .68** −.17* -
5. Negative affectivity 2.41 .90 .20 −.03 −.06 −.15* (.86)
6. Positive affectivity 5.37 .86 −.05 −.06 −.01 .02 −.44** (.91)
7. Abusive supervision 1.62 .54 −.14* −.16* .12 −.13 .54** −.41** (.91)
8. NA 2.13 .99 −.03 −.14* .03 −.14* .56** −.43** .32** (.93)
9. PA 5.36 1.05 −.02 .03 −.05 .08 −.39** .60** −.25** −.53** (.94)
10. Coworker support 5.20 1.19 .08 .01 .03 .10 −.42* .55** −.27** −.24* .31** (.87)
11. Turnover intentions 1.96 .84 .01 −.01 .10 −.06 .42** −.40** .34** .32** −.36** −.38** (.84)
12. Supervisor-rated CWB-O 1.37 .45 −.01 −.06 .05 −.05 .39** −.27** .21** .36** −.17** −.22** .32** (.89)
13. CWB-O 1.42 .48 −.10 −.19** .17** −.16** .44** −.30** .30** .39** −.29** −.31** .49** .66** (.87)

Note: N= 225. a 1=male, 2= female. Coworker support= coworker emotional support, NA= negative affect, PA= positive affect, CWB-O= organization-targeted counterproductive work behavior. **p
< .01, *p < .
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the relation between abusive supervision and turnover inten-
tions. However, we did not find evidence for the moderating
effect of coworker emotion support (β= .07, 95% CI=
[−.02, .17]) between PA and turnover intentions, nor for
the moderated mediating effect of PA (β=−.02, 95% CI
= [−.09, .05]) in the relation of abusive supervision and
turnover intentions. Therefore, consistent with Study 1,
Hypotheses 5 and 6 were not supported.

Supplemental Analyses

In accordance with Study 1, we conducted supplemental
analyses to test the robustness of our model. We added
the common latent construct and compared the model
including the common latent construct with the model
excluding this factor. The result showed that the differences
of standardized regression weights in the two models were
less than .20 for each latent variable, and the hypothesized
paths remained significant after including the common
latent construct in the measurement model. Therefore, we
speculate that common method bias did not severely affect
the current results.

Second, we discovered that coworker emotional support
did not moderate the relation of abusive supervision with
NA (β=−.01, p= .863), neither did it moderate the relation
of abusive supervision with PA (β=−.10, p= .304).
Therefore, coworker emotional support did not moderate
the relations of abusive supervision with subordinates’
affective responses.

Third, we tested a model including the control variables
of subordinates’ age, gender, education, and dyadic tenure.
Results were generally comparable with regard to the mag-
nitude of regression coefficients and significance levels
reported in the main analyses above.

Discussion

Subordinates tend to respond to abusive supervision with
“fight” or “flight” strategies, which were operationalized
as CWB-O and turnover intentions, respectively, in the
current study. Through the lens of cognitive appraisal
theory (Lazarus, 1966) and its applications to affect (e.g.,
Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003 Frijda, 2009), we examined
NA and PA as two independent mediators for the relations
of abusive supervision with CWB-O and turnover inten-
tions. The current study demonstrated that abusive supervi-
sion indirectly relates to subordinates’ CWB-O through NA,
whereas abusive supervision indirectly predicted turnover
intentions via PA. Further, coworker emotional support
strengthens the indirect positive relation of abusive supervi-
sion with CWB-O via NA, showing that the mediating effect
is stronger when coworker emotional support is high (vs.
low). These results only hold when CWB-O was assessed
with subordinate-reports, but not when it was rated by the

supervisor. Contrary to expectations, coworker emotional
support did not moderate the relation of PA with turnover
intentions nor the indirect, negative relation of abusive
supervision with turnover intentions via PA.

Theoretical Implications

Going beyond resource and justice theories, the current
study examined subordinates’ “fight” (i.e., CWB-O) or
“flight” (i.e., turnover intentions) responses to abusive
supervision from the perspective of affective processes
under the framework of cognitive appraisal theory.
Despite the fact that some studies have tested how discrete
negative emotions mediate the relations of abusive supervi-
sion with CWB-O and turnover intentions (e.g., Peng et al.,
2019), our study contributes insights about subordinates’
more enduring affective responses after experiencing
abusive supervision. Specifically, our study provided the
empirical evidence for the distinct mechanisms of NA and
PA for the relations of abusive supervision with subordi-
nates’ “fight” or “flight” responses. Previous literature has
shown that NA and PA are evolutionarily adaptive
responses (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). Exposure to a
threatening situation such as abusive supervision increases
subordinates’ NA, which narrows their attention to such
unpleasant events and aversive feelings, and subsequently
motivates them to engage in deviant behavior. At the
same time, the experience of abusive supervision is associ-
ated with decreased PA among subordinates. When they
lose hope and happiness in this situation, our findings indi-
cate that they may see no other option than to look for alter-
native job opportunities.

In addition, based on the idea of secondary appraisal, we
examined if coworker emotional support functions as a
coping resource for subordinates in a way that it weakens
or strengthens the relation between subordinates’ affective
states and their fight or flight responses. By doing so, we
also addressed conflicting results for the moderating effect
of coworker support (Fischer et al., 2021) and highlight
that coworker emotional support is not always a beneficial
resource, but that it also has the potential to deteriorate a
negative situation. In line with the latter, our results
showed that high coworker emotional support strengthens
the positive relation between abusive supervision and
CWB-O via NA. This finding aligns with prior studies
which have found a similar moderating effect of coworker
support for the relation of abusive supervision with subordi-
nates’ emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction (Caesens
et al., 2019; Wu & Hu, 2009), showing that subordinates
felt more emotionally exhausted and less satisfied when
they received more support from their colleagues after expe-
riencing abusive supervision.

As for the reason why coworker emotional support did
not alleviate the positive mediating effect of PA for the
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relation between abusive supervision and turnover inten-
tions, we draw upon previous literature (e.g., Chiaburu &
Harrison, 2008; Duffy, 2009; Tews et al., 2019) and
assume that interpersonal relationships with the supervisor
may be more impactful compared to those with coworkers
in determining whether employees consider to leave the
organization. In other words, abusive supervision has a
more potent influence on subordinates than positive

interactions with coworkers. Even experiencing coworker
emotional support cannot help employees to reappraise the
abusive behavior from supervisors, which ultimately
makes them contemplate leaving the organization as the
last remedy. All of this can explain the non-significant mod-
eration of coworker emotional support for the relation of PA
with turnover intentions and for the indirect relation of
abusive supervision with turnover intentions via PA.

Figure 4. Moderating effect of coworker emotional support in the relation of NA and CWB-O (study 2).
Note. CWB-O= organization-targeted counterproductive work behavior. NA= negative affect.

Figure 5. Indirect effect of abusive supervision on CWB-O through negative affect using the johnson-neyman technique (study 2).
Note. CWB-O= organization-targeted counterproductive work behavior.
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Lastly, the current study deepens our understanding of
CWB-O. First, abused subordinates engage in behavioral
responses that are not directly targeted at the supervisor,
but transfer their antagonism tendency to the organizations
(Peng et al., 2019). It is possible that subordinates consider
their supervisors as the embodiment of the organization and
thus take revenge by taking actions that are harmful to the
organization (Shoss et al., 2013). Further, in the second
study we tested the model by measuring CWB-O from mul-
tiple sources (i.e., subordinates and their supervisors) and
found that the results were no longer significant when
using supervisor-rated CWB-O. One explanation could be
that supervisors may not always be aware of their subordi-
nates’ deviant behaviors directed toward the organization,
such as whether they are daydreaming or stealing from the
organization, especially because subordinates usually try
to hide their own counterproductive behavior from their
supervisors (Fox et al., 2007). In addition, previous litera-
ture has shown that abused subordinates may react with
surface acting by hiding how they truly feel Wu & Hu,
2013. It is therefore possible that subordinates also engage
in more covert forms of CWB-O when experiencing
abusive supervision, making it more difficult for supervisors
to detect, and subsequently rate, subordinates’ CWB-O.

Practical Implications

Our study has several practical implications for organiza-
tions, managers, and employees. Results indicate that
abusive supervision has a lot of detrimental consequences
for organizations and employees, and that organizations
should therefore do everything within their power to
prevent the occurrence of abusive supervision. As suggested
by Duffy (2009), organizations should define acceptable
and unacceptable behaviors for employees, including super-
visors, and create strategies to enforce those policies and
standards. Abusive supervision occurs more easily in an
unhealthy work environment surrounded by fear, mutual
mistrust, and lack of transparency and morale (Tepper,
2007). Therefore, organizations should encourage teams to
create a positive culture where subordinates and supervisors
can openly discuss problems in a supportive and task-
focused manner (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). Also, in
order to reduce supervisors’ abusive behaviors, organiza-
tions can offer trainings to supervisors that aim to enhance
their sensitivity to and awareness of the negative effects of
abusive supervision on subordinates (Peng et al., 2014).

Second, our findings highlight the importance of subordi-
nates’ NA and PA, which implies that organizations attempt-
ing to reduce talent loss and deviant behaviors should pay
attention to employees’ psychological affective states and
wellbeing. To smooth subordinates’ NA, HR managers can
proactively initiate conversations and inquire for subordinates’
difficulties or worries, and further provide or take possible

solutions without hurting subordinates’ benefits (Harvey
et al., 2007). If possible, organizations can also introduce a
EAP (i.e., Employee Assistance Program) from a professional
third party to help subordinates and simultaneously guarantee
subordinates’ anonymity. Also, HR managers or organiza-
tions should be aware of the positive power of subordinates’
PA, and thus create more opportunities for positive experi-
ences (Neves & Cunha, 2018). For examples, from the top
leader, the organizations should encourage and try to set up
a more harmonious, humorous, and trusting atmosphere in
the interpersonal relationship. Taking subordinates’ affective
states and wellbeing into consideration can help to prevent
abused employees from engaging in counterproductive behav-
ior at work or from contemplating to leave the organization.

Further, based on the moderation results, we suggest that
when subordinates experience abusive supervision, HR
managers should train coworkers to provide appropriate
and constructive support for the abused employees. We
found that emotional support from coworkers is not
always a promising remedy to prevent detrimental conse-
quences of subordinates’ affective states or of abusive
supervision. Instead of simply offering emotional support
or ruminating together with the abused subordinates,
coworkers can offer more constructively supportive help.
For example, based on the premise of the bystander inter-
vention framework, Arman (2020) stated that coworkers
could inform someone from management about the behav-
iors of the supervisor towards the abused subordinates,
and encourage the abused subordinates to talk to someone
from management. Further, organizations can also set up
practical access (i.e., anonymous open mailbox) for subordi-
nates to reflect anonymously on their situation of experienc-
ing abusive supervision, train the abused subordinates to
sometimes neglect supervisors’ aggression to protect their
own mental health, and provide subordinates with effective
up-management skills. In any case, our findings suggest that
focusing on supervisors to reduce and further eliminate
abusive supervision is the fundamental and key solution.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has some limitations that could be overcome in
future studies. First, the current study operationalized turn-
over intentions as a “flight” response, however, as Oh and
Farh (2017) mentioned, “flight” responses include a
variety of forms, including actual turnover, turnover inten-
tions, and withdrawal. Despite the fact that turnover inten-
tions and actual turnover are positively correlated
(Podsakoff et al., 2007), they are not exactly the same.
Although one can have the intention to leave an abusive
supervisor, subordinates may not actually quit their jobs
because other factors prevent them from doing so (e.g.,
dependence on their jobs, status of their employability;
Breevaart et al., 2021). Related to this, our study found
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that PA mediated the relations between abusive supervision
and turnover intentions, but future research is needed to see
whether followers actually turn these intentions into actions
and if not, what prevents them from doing so.

Second, the current study only measured subordinates’
affective states without including discrete and episodic emo-
tions. We posited that subordinates’ emotions and state
affect are both relevant, but that they emerge at different
stages after experiencing abusive supervision. As pointed
out by Quigley et al. (2014), emotions comprise a short-term
mental state when individuals have invoked conceptual
knowledge to make sense of their current internal state,
whereas state affect is more of a long-term state that can
be described as pleasant or unpleasant with some degree
of arousal. However, we did not distinguish specific
stages and explored a more comprehensive affective devel-
opment of abusive supervision. Future studies may design a
combination of diary and longitudinal studies to track both
subordinates’ emotional and affective responses to abusive
supervision, and reveal a more complex affective pattern.

Another limitation of the current study is the use of
subordinate-ratings of abusive supervision, which are
known to be affected by individual characteristics such as
subordinates’ affectivity, attribution styles, and attitudes
towards their supervisor (e.g., Fischer et al., 2021). For
example, Martinko et al. (2018) found that subordinates’
affect influences their evaluations of leadership. Future
studies may conduct experiments or use multi-source
ratings of abusive supervision to ensure the objective mea-
surement of abusive supervision. Although we used a time-
lagged design in both studies in which the measurement of
abusive supervision preceded the measurement of the other
variables, This, however, does not entirely exclude the pos-
sibility that reverse causal relations exist. For example, it is
possible that high levels of negative affect or CWB-O
among subordinates cause higher levels of abusive supervi-
sion. To exclude these possibilities, future longitudinal
studies may use random intercepts cross-lagged panel
models (Hamaker et al., 2015) to study the bidirectionality
of abusive leadership perceptions and subordinates’ affec-
tive states (see e.g., Rudolph et al., in press).

Lastly, the mixed moderating effect of coworker emo-
tional support deserves further investigation. Although
most of the time coworker emotional support is conceptual-
ized as a buffering factor of employees’ strain and work atti-
tudes (e.g., Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008), we did not find
such a buffering effect in the current study. In fact, we
only found evidence for the opposite effect: Coworker emo-
tional support exacerbates the negative relation of abusive
supervision with CWB-O via NA. However, we still lack
a more comprehensive and nuanced theory to make sense
of when coworker emotional support would strengthen,
weaken, or exert no effect on the relations of abusive super-
vision with subordinates’ “fight” or “flight” responses. one

possibility is that different types of coworker emotional
support, such as ruminating about the negative emotions
together, criticizing and diminishing the supervisors, or
helping the abused subordinates to build confidence, may
exert a different influence on the relations. For example,
Neves and Cunha (2018) found that coworkers’ humor alle-
viates the negative effect of abusive supervision on work
tension. Future studies should distinguish different kinds
of coworker (emotional) support and develop a comprehen-
sive theoretical framework about to disentangle which kinds
of emotional support strategies are helpful under which cir-
cumstances when dealing with abusive supervision.

Conclusion

Our research shows that investigating state affective
responses to abusive supervision provides unique insights
for two important subordinate outcomes. More specifically,
we demonstrate that NA mediates the positive relation of
abusive supervision with CWB-O (but not with supervisor-
rated CWB-O), whereas PAmediates the positive relation of
abusive supervision with turnover intentions. Moreover, we
find that subordinates who receive higher coworker emo-
tional support engage in more CWB-O in response to expe-
riencing NA and abusive supervision, whereas coworker
emotional support does not moderate the indirect relation
of abusive with turnover intentions via PA.
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