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Abstract Employee counterproductive work behavior
(CWB, e.g., theft, production deviance, interpersonal
abuse) is costly to organizations and those who work
within them. Evidence suggests that employees are moti-
vated to engage in CWB because they believe that these
behaviors will make them feel better in response to nega-
tive workplace events. However, research has yet to con-
sider the situational and individual factors that shape the
extent to which employees view CWB in such a manner. In
order to provide insight into the decision-making process
surrounding the use of CWB as a coping strategy, this
study leverages coping theory to examine the factors (both
situational/within-person and individual/between-person)
that contribute to employees’ beliefs that CWBs will be
instrumental for emotion regulation aims in response to
workplace stressors. In a repeated measures scenario-based
study of 297 employees, we found that individuals’ per-
ceived coping instrumentalities for CWBs are a function of
the controllability and source of the stressor as well as a
more stable learned response to stressful situations at work.
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When employees purposefully do work incorrectly or
slowly, come to work late, steal from the organization, or
behave in rude and disrespectful ways to others, they are
said to be engaging in counterproductive work behavior
(CWB). More specifically, CWB refers to a broad class of
intentional behaviors that run counter to the legitimate
interests of the organization or its members (Sackett 2002;
Spector et al. 2006a). Financial estimates point to billions
of dollars in stolen property and lost productivity resulting
from these behaviors (see Mount et al. 2006). Just as im-
portant, these behaviors arguably have the potential to
erode the ethical and social landscapes of organizations.

What motivates individuals to engage in these poten-
tially harmful acts? Bushman et al. (2001) suggested that
individuals engage in harmful behaviors because they view
them as a way to feel better in response to provocation. In
their experimental study, Bushman et al. (2001) found that
participants were less likely to respond to provocation with
aggression after taking a pill that they believed “froze”
their emotions and therefore eliminated any value associ-
ated with engaging in aggressive behaviors for emotion
regulation. CWB theorists have likewise proposed that
employees respond to acts of provocation at work (i.e.,
workplace stressors) with CWB because they anticipate
emotional benefits (i.e., these behaviors will make them
feel better, Bies and Tripp 1996; Krischer et al. 2010;
Spector and Fox 2002). In one of the few empirical studies
to investigate this claim, Jones (2009) found that a com-
posite measure including desire for revenge and anticipa-
tion that revenge would make one feel better predicted
CWB in response to workplace injustice (also Hung et al.
2009).

Although both stressor-based models of CWB (Spector
and Fox 2002) and theoretical perspectives on coping
(Folkman and Lazarus 1985) suggest that stressors trigger
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the enactment of behavior aimed at coping, few studies have
explicitly characterized CWB as a coping strategy or in-
vestigated whether (and more importantly when) employees
view CWB as such. Examining these beliefs, which we refer
to as CWB coping instrumentalities, is critical for developing
insight into the factors that influence the volitional processes
driving CWB. More generally, instrumentalities refer to
beliefs (i.e., anticipations) that a given behavior will result in
a (desired) outcome (Pinder 2008). Instrumentalities are a
critical component of both rational (e.g., Naylor et al. 1980)
and descriptive (e.g., Beach and Mitchell 1987) models of
behavioral choice and have been shown in the broader work
motivation literature to have generative effects on both in-
tentions and subsequent behavior (Van Eerde and Thierry
1996). Such parallels are important given that CWB is by
definition intentional and discretionary and, accordingly,
should be enacted because individuals anticipate some
benefit in doing so. Moreover, coping research suggests that
individuals choose coping strategies that they believe will be
effective (Lazarus and Folkman 1984). We suggest that
CWB coping instrumentalities serve as a motivational
“linking pin” between traits or situational perceptions and
subsequent CWB. As such, investigating coping instru-
mentalities for CWBs may yield theoretical clarity and
parsimony (e.g., Le et al. 2010), thus advancing the under-
standing of their motivational impetus in a manner consistent
across the coping, CWB, and motivation literatures.

We aim to address two fundamental questions regarding
employees’ beliefs about the coping instrumentality of
CWB. First, to what extent are CWB instrumentalities a
function of (a) ongoing, situation-specific processes,
(b) more stable factors (e.g., personality and beliefs), and
(c) the interaction between situation and person factors?
Second, and relatedly, what are the personal and situational
factors that lead employees to believe that CWBs are in-
strumental responses to workplace stressors? These ques-
tions are inherently multilevel (i.e., within- and between-
person) and they extend arguments that employees perform
CWB in response to negative work situations (Spector and
Fox 2002) by considering particular situational and em-
ployee characteristics that influence CWB coping instru-
mentalities. Stated otherwise, considering within- and
between-person variance in individuals’ beliefs regarding
the coping value of CWB sheds light on the degree to which
certain individuals hold scripts and schemas dictating the
general usefulness of CWB in response to negative work-
place events, as well as the extent to which instrumentalities
are contingent on more specific features of the situation.

In order to address these questions, we leverage Lazarus
and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of coping to
identify situational (i.e., within-person) and stable individual
(i.e., between-person) predictors of employees’ CWB cop-
ing instrumentalities in response to workplace stressors. We
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tested our predictions by employing a within-person scenario
design wherein we asked employees to indicate the likeli-
hood that engaging in three representative CWBs (stealing
from one’s employer, decreasing work effort, and being rude
to another) would make them feel better in response to var-
ious workplace stressors found in prior literature to predict
CWB. Presenting employees with multiple scenarios in this
manner allowed us to (a) evaluate the extent to which CWB
coping instrumentalities are invariant across situations (i.e.,
vary between persons—e.g., Bowling and Eschleman 2010)
or change based on the specifics of the given situation (i.e.,
vary within person) and (b) examine whether stressor source
influences the specific type of CWB that employees will
perceive to have instrumental value, both of which help to
address calls for researchers to pay greater attention to levels
of analysis in CWB research (Yang and Diefendorff 2009).
This type of scenario methodology is widely employed in
studies involving behavioral judgment, especially those that
examine ethically questionable and low base-rate behaviors.
Of particular note, it allowed us to standardize the social
situation(s) of interest while providing respondents with
specific situations from which to make decisions (Alexander
and Becker 1978; Schminke et al. 1997).

Examination of the perceived value of CWB as a coping
mechanism has important implications not only for un-
derstanding CWB as a coping response, but also for the
continued use of coping as a theoretical lens through which
to generate hypotheses about these behaviors. Quite sim-
ply, it is critical to empirically evaluate the fundamental
assumption that employees view CWB as a viable emotion-
focused coping tactic. Also, given that employees tend to
view CWBs as immoral (Cohen et al. 2013), our work
contributes to the study of ethical decision-making more
broadly by (a) positioning CWB as unethical or ethically
questionable behaviors that individuals may judge to have
personal value for coping with stressors and (b) suggesting
coping theory and its constituent components as a frame-
work through which to understand when such judgments
are likely to surface. Finally, our within- and between-
person approach has implications for decisions regarding
the level(s) at which interventions may be directed. In the
following sections, we explicate CWB as an emotion-fo-
cused coping strategy and integrate research on coping and
CWSB to predict that perceptions of control, stressor source,
and prior CWB enactment serve as proximal predictors of
CWB instrumentalities. For illustrative purposes, the rela-
tionships investigated are displayed in Fig. 1.

CWB and Emotion-Focused Coping

CWB has typically been viewed as the manifestation of
frustration and negative workplace experiences (Fox and
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Fig. 1 Hypothesized
relationships
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Spector 1999; Neuman and Baron 2005), especially when
stressors are attributed to actions of an external actor (i.e.,
the organization or another employee; Martinko et al.
2002). However, CWB is not simply a reaction to negative
workplace experiences; rather, it is a volitional choice in
response to these events. Spector and Fox (2002) argued
that negative affect arising from stressors stimulates in-
tentions to engage in behaviors that individuals anticipate
will be instrumental in reducing this affect and further
strain. Similarly, many authors have pointed out parallels
between CWB and emotion-focused coping, consistent
with the idea that employees’ personal efforts to cope with
stressors may be either counterproductive or productive
depending on the viewpoint (e.g., Krischer et al. 2010;
Penney and Spector 2008; Reynolds et al. 2015). For ex-
ample, Krischer et al. (2010, p. 155) note that withdrawal
(e.g., taking longer breaks than allowed) and passive
aspects of production deviance (e.g., working slowly)
“may reflect attempts by employees to limit their exposure
to stressful situations and prevent subsequent strain” as
well as attempts to let initially strong negative emotions
subside. Passive interpersonal CWB (e.g., avoiding others,
not responding to emails) might allow individuals to
combat threats in the same manner. Further, acts of CWB
(e.g., theft, sabotage, mistreating others) might also reflect
employees’ attempts to regulate negative affect by enacting
revenge against the party responsible for causing the
stressor (Bies and Tripp 1996; Folger and Skarlicki 2005),
which is consistent with social psychological research
demonstrating that individuals believe that retaliation
against offending others will improve their mood (Bush-
man et al. 2001).

H4 +
H5 +
H6b Hé6a
CWB
Instrumentalities
H1 -
H2a & 2b

Within-Person (Situational) Drivers of CWB Coping
Instrumentalities

While studies in the CWB literature have used Lazarus and
colleagues’ (Folkman and Lazarus 1985; Lazarus 1991)
transactional model of stress and coping to predict CWB as
a coping response to workplace stressors (e.g., Bowling
and Eschleman 2010; Rodell and Judge 2009), less atten-
tion has been paid to the process through which individuals
choose to engage in CWB and, subsequently, the factors
that influence these decisions. These are critical omissions
given that transactional theory predicts coping choices are
selected based on an evaluative process that is influenced
by both person factors and situational factors that shape
how one views or appraises the demands facing him/her
(Folkman and Lazarus 1985). Because the theory suggests
that a necessary condition for the pursuit of coping
strategies is the anticipation that these strategies will be
effective or instrumental in making one feel better, its
depiction of relevant considerations in this process is par-
ticularly valuable for our purposes.

Broadly, Lazarus and Folkman (1984; Folkman and
Lazarus 1985) treat coping as a dynamic process wherein
individuals consider and try to shape the person-environ-
ment transaction in a way that reduces threats to their well-
being. Because each person-environment transaction (i.e.,
stressor) is different, individuals evaluate possible coping
strategies in the context of the particular situation with
which they are coping. Accordingly, transactional theory
predicts a significant amount of within-person variation in
beliefs that a given strategy will be helpful (i.e., strategy-
specific coping instrumentalities) depending on the specific
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nature of the situation(s) (Folkman and Lazarus 1980;
Folkman et al. 1986; Lazarus 1991; Lazarus 1999).

Control

Transactional theory argues that individuals’ evaluations of
potential coping strategies occur during the process of
secondary appraisal, wherein they consider whether (and
how) they can manage stressors. The secondary appraisal
process directs individuals towards primarily problem-fo-
cused or emotion-focused strategies. When the stressor is
deemed uncontrollable, individuals tend to direct their
coping efforts towards managing their emotions. Thus, they
tend to anticipate emotion-focused strategies will be in-
strumental for coping (Folkman et al. 1986).

Given this, we expect employees to view CWB as more
instrumental for coping when they perceive stressors as
uncontrollable. This is consistent with theory and research
findings that a person experiencing threats to control “be-
comes angry and hostile, and actively attempts to maintain
or regain control” (Dupré et al. 2005, p. 385). Control,
once lost, is often restored through symbolic means that
help to provide emotional placation without necessarily
addressing the stressor at hand (Allen and Greenberger
1980). For example, deciding to work slowly, to spread a
rumor about someone, or to steal something all constitute
acts of control (Bennett 1998). Moreover, at least some of
these behaviors (e.g., withdrawal) may be seen as having
the added coping advantage of allowing individuals to
avoid uncontrollable and negative work situations (e.g.,
interactions with an abusive supervisor) and therefore be
anticipated to limit further emotional strain (Whitman et al.
2014; Krischer et al. 2010).

Hypothesis 1 Perceptions of control over workplace
situations are negatively associated with CWB coping in-
strumentalities at the within-person level.

Stressor Source

Folkman, Lazarus, and colleagues (Folkman and Lazarus
1985; Folkman et al. 1986) suggest that there may be other
factors unique to the particular situation that influence the
strategies that come to mind and are expected to be suc-
cessful. We suggest that one such factor is the source of the
stressor (e.g., boss, coworker, organization). In particular, we
expect that the source of the stressor influences the specific
type of CWB that employees anticipate will be effective.
Acts of CWB are generally distinguished by whether they
target a person within the organization (i.e., person-directed
CWSB; being rude to others, sabotaging others’ work) or the
organization itself (i.e., organization-directed CWB; theft,
decreasing contributions to the organization via production
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deviance or withdrawal;, Bennett and Robinson 2000). If
employees are approaching CWBs as a way to feel better by
retaliating and/or avoiding mistreatment, it stands to reason
that these behaviors will be linked to the source of the
mistreatment (e.g., either retaliating against/avoiding the
organization or the person(s) associated with it). This tar-
geting hypothesis is a feature of retaliatory-based perspec-
tives on CWB (e.g., Jones 2009; Skarlicki and Folger 1997;
Spector and Fox 2002). It has been supported by research
findings that organization-caused stressors (e.g., procedural
injustice) engender more organization-directed CWB than
person-directed CWB and that individual-caused stressors
(e.g., informational injustice, incivility) engender more per-
son-directed CWB than organization-directed CWB (Jones
2009). Furthermore, CWB targeting provides additional
evidence of the instrumental use of CWB for coping, given
that strictly hostile models would predict more diffuse acts of
CWB.

Hypothesis 2a Stressors stemming from the organization
are associated with greater coping instrumentalities regard-
ing organization-directed CWB than are stressors stemming
from a specific person, at the within-person level.

Hypothesis 2b  Stressors stemming from a specific person
are associated with greater coping instrumentalities re-
garding person-directed CWB than are stressors associated
with the organization, at the within-person level.

In addition to direct effects, the source of the stressor
(e.g., boss, coworker, organization) may signal the amount
of control employees have in any given situation (Elfering
et al. 2005). Although exceptions exist, it is generally
easier to influence the actions of coworkers or a supervisor
(i.e., specific individuals) than to influence the actions of
organizational decision-makers (perceived by employees as
“the organization”; Levinson 1965) who are further re-
moved from the employee. Consequently, employees are
likely to perceive stressors caused by organizational deci-
sions or policies as less controllable than stressors associ-
ated with the actions of a single supervisor or coworker. In
addition, control can be thought of as being negotiated
between employees and organizations (see Alge et al.
2010). Much of the stressors emanating from organizations
(e.g., bureaucratic policies, personnel decisions; Campbell
2012; Ouchi 1979) reflect types of organizational control
and thus are likely to be perceived as particularly uncon-
trollable by the employee.

This expectation leads us to predict a partial mediation
relationship involving stressor source and CWB instrumen-
talities at the within-person level. Specifically, we expect
stressor source to impact perceptions of control, which in turn
should shape CWB instrumentality judgments. As stated in
Hypotheses 2a and b, we also expect direct relationships
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between stressor source and instrumentalities consistent with
the targeting of CWBs.

Hypothesis 3 Perceptions of control partially mediate the
relationship between stressor source and CWB coping in-
strumentalities, at the within-person level. Stressors stem-
ming from the organization are associated with lower
levels of perceived control (and thus higher coping in-
strumentalities) than stressors stemming from coworkers or
one’s supervisor.

Between-Person Drivers of CWB Coping
Instrumentalities

Although Folkman and Lazarus (1985) emphasized the role
of situational appraisals in determining coping instrumen-
talities, they also pointed out that there might be stable
individual differences in how individuals appraise both
situations and coping capacity and, subsequently, evaluate
the instrumentalities of various coping strategies.

Work Locus of Control

In particular, individuals differ in the extent to which they
generally view events as controllable and believe that problem-
solving efforts will successfully help them reach their goals,
reflected in the construct of locus of control (Rotter 1966). In
this study, we examine a related personality variable, work
locus of control, which reflects the degree to which employees
view workplace events as mutable and expect that effort will be
met with reward. Work locus of control focuses on generally
stable domain-specific beliefs (Rotter 1966) that individuals
form regarding whether they have control over important
outcomes at work or if outcomes are generally driven by luck
or more powerful forces (i.e., whether luck or hard work is
needed to get ahead at work; Perlow and Latham 1993).
Consistent with arguments that employees with a more ex-
ternal work locus of control perceive fewer “productive”
coping options and therefore see greater advantages in coun-
terproductive ways to manage stressors, empirical evidence
has linked locus of control and work locus of control to both
self- and other- reports of CWB (Fox and Spector 1999; Perlow
and Latham 1993; Sprung and Jex 2012). Since an external
work locus of control is associated with reliance on emotion-
focused strategies (Parkes 1984), including destructive be-
havior (Mitchell and Ambrose 2012), external work locus of
control may also serve as a general shortcut (Edwards 1988)
that leads employees to positively evaluate the coping instru-
mentality of CWBs in light of workplace stressors.

Hypothesis 4 External work locus of control is positively
associated with CWB instrumentalities, at the between-
person level.

Prior Engagement in CWB

Although Lazarus and colleagues focused on stable indi-
vidual differences that may influence coping via the ap-
praisal process, other coping researchers point out that there
may be stable individual differences in coping preferences
that occur outside of this process. For example, Edwards
(1988) and Connor-Smith and Flachsbart (2007) have
posited that there may be a degree of habit inherent in how
people evaluate coping strategies. The basic idea is that
people develop associations between situational triggers,
emotions, and coping strategies. Given the depleting nature
of stress, judgments regarding potential effectiveness of a
given strategy are likely at least in part to be influenced by
past use of that strategy. Research argues that enactment of
past behavior influences an individual’s attitudes toward that
behavior and whether they might be likely to engage in that
behavior in the future (e.g., intentions and actual engage-
ment in future behavior) in a manner partially independent
of previous consequences of that behavior (Albarracin and
Wyer 2000). Consequently, CWB might become a learned
response to stressors, and individuals who have engaged in
CWSB in the past may be more likely to anticipate that these
behaviors will be effective (Edwards 1988). It is worth
noting that CWB strategies may work, at least in the short
term. For example, Krischer et al. (2010) found that with-
drawal and production deviance help reduce emotional ex-
haustion associated with injustice. Past use of CWB for
coping might also become reinforced as individuals justify
potentially negative or unethical behaviors to themselves
(Bandura et al. 1996).

Hypothesis 5 Prior frequency of engaging in CWB is
positively associated with CWB coping instrumentalities,
at the between-person level.

Interactions of Within- and Between-Person Factors

Thus far, we have suggested that between-person variables
(i.e., past CWB, external work locus of control) influence
stable, or average levels of CWB instrumentalities associ-
ated with stressful situations. We have also argued that
control, as a salient feature of situations, will be associated
with CWB coping instrumentalities. Consistent with theory
that individuals match their coping strategies to the par-
ticular situation in which they are faced (DeLongis and
Holtzman 2005), it may be that these person-level variables
take on added relevance when the stressor is deemed un-
controllable.! That is, individual tendencies towards
viewing CWB as an instrumental response to stressors may

' We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
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be activated or enhanced when the situation also lends it-
self towards viewing CWB as such. Consequently, un-
controllable situations may be particularly likely to elicit
positive CWB coping instrumentalities when individuals
are pre-disposed towards viewing CWB in that manner due
to past experience or an external work locus of control.
This reasoning is consistent with associationist models of
personality and aggression that suggest that individuals
hold mental representations of beliefs, events, and behav-
ioral scripts that become differentially activated depending
on the situational context (Berkowitz 1990; Mischel and
Shoda 2008). Thus, perceiving a situation as uncontrollable
may activate schemas and scripts related to past behavior
and beliefs, leading to a person by situation interaction
between controllability (a situational factor) and external
work locus of control and previous enactment of CWB
(two person-level factors) when a negative or stressful
event has occurred. Given this, we hypothesize interactions
between perceptions of situation control (within-person)
and external work locus of control and prior frequency of
CWB (both between-person).

Hypothesis 6a The negative effect of perceptions of
control on CWB coping instrumentalities is greater to the
extent that external work locus of control is high.

Hypothesis 6b The negative effect of perceptions of
control on CWB coping instrumentalities is greater to the
extent that prior frequency of engaging in CWB is high.

Furthermore, given our expectation that situation control
mediates the relationship between stressor source and
CWB coping instrumentalities (see Hypothesis 3), we in-
vestigate the following:

Hypothesis 7a & b The conditional indirect effect of
stressor source of CWB instrumentality via perceptions of
control is greater to the extent that (a) external work locus
of control is high or (b) prior frequency of engaging in
CWB is high.

Method
Participants

In order to sample across a wide variety of industries and
positions, we recruited 400 participants via an online forum
(Amazon’s Mechanical Turk). Numerous authors have
encouraged the use of online recruitment in psychological
research due to evidence of comparable validity and re-
liability of results (i.e., comparable data quality) and
greater diversity of these samples as compared to more
traditional sources (e.g., employees in a single organiza-
tion; college students; Behrend et al. 2011; Buhrmeister
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et al. 2011). We retained 297 participants (74.25 %) after
removing individuals who missed checks for careless re-
sponding (i.e., “this item is for key purposes, please select
strongly agree”). Past research has shown that in large
samples it is possible that up to 50 % of respondents may
have to be removed for inadequate responding (Meade and
Craig 2012).

The average age of participants was 32.5 years
(SD = 10.63, range = 18-63). Over half of the par-
ticipants were female (62.5 %). The largest number of
participants stated college as their highest level of educa-
tion (61.7 %), while 24.5 % reported a high school degree,
1.9 % reported no high school degree, and 11.5 % had
earned a graduate degree. Participants reported an average
tenure of 4.5 years (SD = 4.68, range = 0-30). Par-
ticipants worked in a wide variety of industries including
education, health care, customer service, and engineering.
On average, participants reported that they work 37.4 h per
week (SD = 10.72, range 15-80). Due to missing data, we
had data for 294-297 participants and between 3527 and
3538 data points for the models predicting each of the three
CWB outcomes. Our sample’s demographics are similar to
those reported in other recent studies using online recruit-
ment strategies (cf. Behrend et al. 2011).

Procedure

We employed a scenario-based approach to testing our
hypotheses. As previously noted, this approach was ad-
vantageous for a number of reasons that were central to the
purpose of this study. In particular, using scenarios allowed
us to better understand variability in the formation of in-
strumentalities at both the between- and within-person
(situational) levels. In addition, this approach allowed us to
precisely select the types of stressors and CWBs of interest.

Scenarios were presented in random order. Similar to
previous scenario research on unethical behavior at work,
while the 12 scenarios were randomized between par-
ticipants, each participant responded to the subsequent
questions in the same order (cf. Maher and Bailey 1999).
After answering questions about CWB coping instrumen-
talities for each scenario, participants were asked questions
about controllability of each scenario, prior frequency of
engagement in each CWB, and work locus of control.
Although we theorized that these variables serve as an-
tecedents of CWB instrumentalities, we assessed them
afterwards to ensure that we did not risk the possibility of
priming participants to our hypotheses. However, we note
that there are trade-offs to this decision, and asking par-
ticipants to consider the likelihood that each CWB would
make them feel better before asking these questions may
have also influenced the results.
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Measures
Scenarios

Participants responded to 12 1-sentence scenarios involv-
ing a range of workplace stressors previously linked to
engagement in CWB (Table 1). We attempted to maintain
an appropriate balance between length and number of
scenarios (cf. Weber 1992); thus the scenarios were kept as
short as possible in order to avoid participant fatigue.

The scenarios were developed with the assistance of five
graduate students in I/O psychology who were blind to the
study hypotheses and served as subject matter experts.
Specifically, the aim was to develop 1-2 sentence state-
ments that would capture instances of stressors that had
been linked to CWB in prior research. For example, or-
ganizational constraints have been linked to CWB (Her-
shcovis et al. 2007). Organizational constraints reflect
conditions in the work environment that interfere with
one’s ability to perform one’s job, including poor equip-
ment, red tape, conflicting job demands, and inadequate
information and training (Peters and O’Connor 1980;
Spector and Jex 1998). Consequently, to portray a situation
wherein the employee is faced with constraints, our sce-
nario read “You have run into red-tape (e.g., organizational
rules and procedures that make it difficult to accomplish
things) for what seems to be the hundredth time this week.”
As another example, one item from Cortina et al.’s (2001)
incivility scale reads “paid little attention to your statement
or showed little interest in your opinion” (see similar items
on Einarsen et al. 2009 work-related bullying measure).
This was translated into the scenario “You spent a lot of
time making edits and suggestions on a business proposal.
Your coworker sends the proposal without including any of

Table 1 Study scenarios and scenario source

them.” Working from measures, definitions, and examples
of stressors used in prior research linking them to CWB,
the SMEs narrowed the potential scenarios down from 22
to 12. These scenarios reflect the wide range of stressors
associated with CWB, including incivility, interpersonal
conflict, supervisor undermining, supervisory over control,
distributive justice, procedural justice, job autonomy, and
role ambiguity (e.g., Chen and Spector 1992; Colquitt et al.
2001; Dupré and Barling 2006; Fox et al. 2001; Hershcovis
et al. 2007; Lau et al. 2003; Penney and Spector 2005;
Rodell and Judge 2009; Yang and Diefendorff 2009).

As previously noted, CWB researchers have argued that
organization-directed CWB is associated with organiza-
tional stressors whereas person-directed CWB is associated
with person stressors (Bennett and Robinson 2000; Jones
2009). We coded stressor source to be consistent with this
literature. However, while some stressors are associated
with a clear source (e.g., incivility from coworkers, su-
pervisory over control, organizational constraints), others
(e.g., work-family conflict, job ambiguity) are not.
Although we developed explicit hypotheses about the im-
pact of person- and organization-caused stressors, we also
examined stressors that are ambiguous in source because
past research has linked these stressors to CWB as well.

Stressor source was dummy coded with three dummy
variables—boss, coworker, ambiguous—with organization
being coded as 0 in all three. The organization was coded
as the reference group so that the coefficient estimates of
the dummy variables reflect the difference between the
organization scenarios and those stemming from coworker,
supervisor, and ambiguous, respectively. This allows for
testing Hypothesis 2a, 2b, and 3, which predicted differ-
ences between stressors stemming from a particular person
and stressors stemming from the organization. After the

Source Scenario
Coworker A new coworker just joined your team and is continually rude to you, no matter how friendly you try to be
You spent a lot of time making edits and suggestions on a business proposal. Your coworker sends the proposal without including
any of them
Supervisor Your supervisor has overloaded you with work, although he/she knows that you have an important deadline next week

Your supervisor is micro-managing you

Organization
be the hundredth time this week

You have run into red-tape (e.g., organizational rules and procedures that make it difficult to accomplish things) for what seems to

Your organization decides to change the required work hours without asking for input from employees

Your company just announced layoffs

Your company just announced that they are going to cut your benefits and freeze pay to cut costs

Ambiguous

You’ve been forced to miss family activities due to work multiple times this week

Your job doesn’t allow you to have freedom in how you do the work

You’ve been working at this job for a considerable amount of time and still can’t figure out what your job responsibilities are

The slacker in your group just got the promotion that you wanted and deserved
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study, we contacted participants to provide an additional
verification for our coding scheme. Thirty participants
provided information on whom (coworker, supervisor, or-
ganization, and other) they viewed as the cause of each
scenario, who was to blame for each scenario, and whether
they thought each scenario would be stressful. The majority
(on average, 92 %) classified the coworker, supervisor, and
organization scenarios in accordance with our coding
scheme. Participants attributed blame and causality across
a number of sources for the ambiguous scenarios.
On average, 88.3 % agreed that the scenarios would be
stressful.

CWB Coping Instrumentalities

We assessed CWB coping instrumentalities by asking
participants “To what extent do you think that doing the
following will make you feel better in this situation?” with
regard to three types of CWB: (1) Decreasing your work
effort (e.g., working slowly, wasting resources, taking long
breaks); (2) Taking something belonging to the company;
(3) Being rude to this person. These CWBs correspond to
Spector et al.’s (2006b) categories of production deviance
and withdrawal, theft, and abuse against others, respec-
tively, and are referred to as such in our description of the
results. For organization and ambiguous scenarios, we re-
placed “this person” with “a coworker.” We instructed
participants to assume that they would have the opportu-
nity to do all CWBs. Participants responded using a 5-point
scale (1 = Definitely will not, 5 = Definitely will). Single-
item measures are appropriate when the construct is simple
and comprised of only one main element (rather than
confusing or frustrating respondents with seemingly iden-
tical items; e.g., Robins et al. 2001).

Participants made instrumentality judgments for each of
the three CWBs independently, consistent with theory on
how individuals judge coping strategies. In particular,
Edwards (1988) argued that individuals under stress tend to
consider strategies in a sequential manner rather than
evaluating multiple coping strategies simultaneously. In
doing so, they evaluate each strategy based on the an-
ticipated likelihood that it will make them feel better (e.g.,
what is the likelihood this will make me feel better?) rather
than magnitude of improvement (e.g., how much better will
I feel?) and stop searching for strategies when one is
deemed acceptable.

Control
For each of the 12 scenarios, participants answered, “How

much control do you think you would have in the following
situations?” using a 5-point scale (1 = None, 5 = A lot).
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Frequency of Prior Engagement in CWB

Participants indicated how often they had engaged in each
of the three CWBs in their present job using a 7-point scale
(1 = Never, 2 = Less than once a month, 3 = Once a
month, 4 = 2-3 times a month, 5 = Once a week,
6 = 2-3 times a week, 7 = Daily).

External Work Locus of Control

To minimize study duration, we used the five highest
loading items from Spector’s (1988) work locus of control
scale (factor analytic results from Oliver et al. 2006)
(o« = .89). The items were “getting the job you want is
mostly a matter of luck,” “making money is primarily a
matter of good fortune,” “to get a really good job, you
need to have family members or friends in high places,”
“promotions are usually a matter of good fortune,” and
“the main difference between people who make a lot of
money and people who make a little money is luck.”
Participants responded using a 5-point scale (1 = Strongly
disagree, 5 = Strongly agree). Higher scores indicate more
external work locus of control.

Results
Variance Components

We estimated null random intercept models using SAS
Proc Mixed to assess the degree of within- and between-
person variance in control and instrumentalities. These
models provide estimates of 72 and 02, which reflect be-
tween-person (level-2) and within-person (level-1) vari-
ance, respectively. The percentage of variance associated
with each level can be obtained by dividing the relevant
estimate by the total variance ('52 + 02) (Bliese, 2000).
Between 47.37 and 67.98 % of the variance in these vari-
ables was within-person (see Table 2), consistent with our
argument that perceptions of CWB as a viable coping
strategy differ both across situations and between indi-
viduals. Descriptive statistics and variable intercorrelations
are displayed in Table 3.

Analytic Strategy

We used multilevel modeling in SAS to test our hypotheses
(Singer 1998). Following recommendations by Snijders
and Bosker (1999) we calculated average control perceived
across all scenarios as a between-person variable. We
calculated within-person variation in control by subtracting
participants’ reports of control over each situation (i.e.,
person-mean centering). Including both in the regression
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Table 2 Variance components 2 % Variance within-person
for instrumentalities and control
Production deviance .69 (.07) 1.30 (.03) 65.32
Theft .60 (.05) 0.54 (.01) 47.37
SE are presented in parentheses Abuse 57 (.06) 1.21 (.03) 67.98
All estimates are significant at Control 59 (.06) 1.00 (.02) 62.89
p <.01
Table 3 Descriptive statistics and variable intercorrelations
M SD 1 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Within-person

Boss dummy 17 37

Coworker dummy 17 37 —.20%*

Ambiguous dummy 33 47 —32%k 3%

Control .00 .96 .05%* 19%* 5%

Production deviance (PD) 244 141 —.07% —.18** 09%%  — 12%*

instrumentality

Theft instrumentality 161 107 —03" —11% —00 —.10%** A45%*

Rude instrumentality 202 133 .08** 36%*F  —09%*  Q7** 22%% 28%*
Between-person

Mean control 236 0.82

PD instrumentality 244 090 —.12%

Theft instrumentality 1.61 0.81 .04 S55%*

Rude instrumentality 202 0.82 .02 .62%* .62%%*

Work locus of control 263 097 —.19%* 35%* 30%*  [19%*

Frequency—PD 269 172 -.07 A4 25%%  3]%* A7

Frequency—theft 140 098 107 22%* ST7EE - 25%* 27 32

Frequency—rude 202 1.19 13%* 27 27%% 55%* —.01 345 28

Age 32,52 10.63 —.04 —13*%  —14%  —1g= —11"  —10f  —12¢  —08

Gender 1.63 048 —-.09 —.05 —17%*  —13*  —.07 .03 —10"  —14%  q7wx

Between-person correlations between control, CWB instrumentalities, and CWB intentions were calculated using person means

Gender was coded 1 = male; 2 = female
T p<.10; * p <.05; ** p < .01

models allowed us to separate within-person and between-
person variance in control perceptions. All between-person
variables were grand-mean centered.

Main Effects (Hypotheses 1-5)

We estimated separate models for each of the three
CWBs—production deviance, theft, and abuse. The results
of these analyses are displayed in Table 4.

Hypothesis 1 concerned the within-person influence of
appraisals of control on CWB coping instrumentalities. As
expected, participants anticipated that each of the three
CWBs was likely to make them feel better in situations
where they perceived lower levels of control [production
deviance, B = —.12, SE = .02, p < .01; theft, B = —.07,

SE = .01, p < .01; abuse, B = —.07, SE = .02, p < .01].
Hypotheses 2a and 2b predicted that stressor source would
predict the specific forms of CWB individuals viewed as
instrumental for coping. As hypothesized (2a), stressors
stemming from the organization were associated with
greater coping instrumentalities for production deviance
and theft than were stressors stemming from a person
[production deviance: boss dummy, B = —.39, SE = .06,
p < .01, coworker dummy, B = —.68, SE = .06, p < .01;
theft: boss dummy, B = —21, SE=.04, p<.0l,
coworker dummy, B = —.38, SE = .04, p < .01]. Hy-
pothesis 2b predicted that stressors stemming from a person
are associated with greater coping instrumentalities re-
garding person-directed CWB than are stressors stemming
from the organization. Consistent with this expectation,
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Table 4 Multilevel regression

- > Production deviance (PD) Theft Abuse Control

results for production deviance

coping instrumentality, theft B SE B SE B SE B SE

coping instrumentality, abuse

Coplng instmmentality, and T2 49%* .05 38**F .04 37F% .04 .60%* .06

control models o’ 1.19%%* .03 S1xx .01 88** 02 .87FF .02

Within-person

Boss dummy® —.39%* .06 —21%* .04 80** .05 .58%F .05
Coworker dummy? —.68%%* .06 —.38*% 04 1.64** 05 .88** .05
Ambiguous dummy? .02 .05 —.13*%* .03 39%* 04 .67FF .04
Control —.12%* .02 —.07** .01 —.07% .02

* The reference group is the Between-person

organization. Pseudo-R? reflects Mean control —.04 .06 .02 .05 —-.01 .05

the percent reduction in residual External work locus of control ~ .25%* .05 3% 04 17 04

:aﬂanee Frequency (PD, Theft, Abuse)  .21%* 03 43% 04 38%% 03

p<.10;%p <05 % Pseudo-R? .16 21 30 08
p < .01

stressors stemming from either the boss or a coworker were
associated with greater coping instrumentalities for abuse
than stressors stemming from the organization [boss
dummy, B = .80, SE = .05, p < .01, coworker dummy,
B = 1.64, SE = .05, p < .01]. We also note that employ-
ees anticipated that theft was less likely and abuse was
more likely to make them feel better when the stressor was
ambiguous as opposed to organizational in source [theft
model: ambiguous dummy, B = —.13, SE = .03, p < .01;
abuse model: ambiguous dummy, B = .39, SE = .04,
p < .01], but there was no difference for the production
deviance coping instrumentality [ambiguous dummy,
B = .02, SE = .05, ns]. In preliminary support of Hy-
pothesis 3, we found that stressors stemming from the boss
or a coworker were considered more controllable than
those stemming from the organization (boss dummy:
B = .58, SE = .05; coworker dummy: B = .88, SE = .05,
ps <.01), as were ambiguous stressors (B = .67,
SE = .04, p < .01). The formal test of Hypothesis 3 (i.e.,
whether control mediates the relationship between stressor
source and CWB coping instrumentalities) is discussed
below when we report models that also include the be-
tween-and within-person interactions (i.e., moderated-me-
diation models).

Hypothesis 4 stated that external work locus of control is
positively related to CWB coping instrumentalities for all
three CWBs. Supporting Hypothesis 4, those with a more
external locus of control were more likely to endorse that
each of the CWBs would make them feel better compared
to those with a more internal locus of control [production
deviance, B = .25, SE = .05, p < .01; theft, B = .13,
SE = .04, p < .01; abuse, B = .17, SE = .04, p < .01].
Likewise, and in support of Hypothesis 5, we found that
past engagement in production deviance [B = .21,
SE = .03, p < .01], theft [B = 43, SE = .04, p < .01],
and being rude to another at work [B = .38, SE = .03,
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p < .01] all significantly and positively predicted their re-
spective coping instrumentalities.

Interactions (Hypotheses 6a & 6b, 7a & 7b)

Hypotheses 6a and 6b predicted interactions between
control (a within-person variable) and external work locus
of control and frequency of prior CWB (between-person
variables). We ran additional models (displayed in Table 5)
wherein we estimated these interactions as predictors of the
CWB instrumentalities.” Before doing so, we re-ran the
models predicting the three instrumentalities in order to
assess whether there were significant random slopes for
control, which would indicate the possible presence of a
cross-level moderator. There were significant random
slopes for control in all of the models.

As seen in Table 5, there were significant interactions
between external work locus of control and situational (i.e.,
within-person) perceptions of control in predicting produc-
tion deviance and theft coping instrumentalities, but not
abuse coping instrumentalities. Simple slopes analyses re-
vealed that the relationship between control and the instru-
mentalities was stronger for employees with a high (+1 SD)
external work locus of control (production deviance B =
—.16, SE = .03; theft B = —.11, SE = .02, ps < .01) than
for employees with a low (—1 SD) external work locus of
control (production deviance B = —.07,SE = .03,p = .02;
theft B = —.04, SE = .02, p = .05). In other words, the

2 Consistent with Edwards (2008), we investigated the possibility that
these interactions may be spurious due to curvilinear effects by
including quadratic effects of control and the moderators in each
respective model. Because including the quadratic variables did not
substantially change the significance and interpretation of any of the
interactions, and because we had no theoretical reason to presume any
curvilinear effects, we present the analyses without the quadratic
variables here.
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Table 5 Multilevel regression Dependent variable Production deviance (PD)  Theft Abuse

results for cross level

interactions between control and B SE B SE B SE

person variables in predicting

production deviance, theft, and Models without interactions

abuse coping instrumentalities 2 AQE 05 39%% 04 38k 04
u 01% 01 o1 00 .02%% 01
5 T -.01 02 —.06%% 01 —.01 01
o’ 1.17%* .03 S0% 01 .85%F 02

Interactions with external work locus of control
3 49k .05 39%% .04 38*%% .04
3 o1t .01 01 .00 .02%% 01
3, 13 —01 02 —06%* 01 —.01 .01
c® L17%% .03 S0%% 01 .85% 02
Boss dummy* —.39%* .06 —.22%% 04 79%% .05
Coworker dummy* —.69%* .06 —.39%% 04 1.63** .05
Ambiguous dummy? .02 .05 —.13**% .03 39*%% .04
Control (Within-person) —.12%* .02 —.08** 02 —.08*%* .02
Mean control —.05 .06 .02 05 -.02 .05
External work locus of control 25%* .05 d4%% .04 A7*F* .04
Frequency (PD, Theft, Abuse) 20%* .03 37 04 38+ 03
Control x External work locus of control —.05% .02 —.03* .01 .01 .02
Interactions with frequency

3 49 .05 39%% 04 38 .04
3 o1f .01 01 .00 .02%% 01
3, 1 —01 02 —06%* 01 —.01 .01
o’ 1.17%* .03 S50%F .01 85%% .02
Boss dummy* —.39%* .06 —.23% 04 79%% .05
Coworker dummy? —.68%* .06 —40%% .04 l.64%* .05
Ambiguous dummy® .02 .05 —.14%*% 03 39*%% .04
Control —. 11 .02 —.07%* 01 —.08%* .02
Mean control (Within-person) —.05 .06 .02 05 -.02 .05

* The reference group is the External work locus of control 25%% .05 d1E% 04 A7FE 04

organization Frequency (PD, Theft, Abuse) 215 .03 Adsx 04 38Fx 03

F % . kek

p<.10;* p <.05; Control x Frequency (PD, Theft, Abuse) —.03* .01 —.06%* .01 .02 .02

p<.01

positive impact of decreasing control on production deviance
and theft instrumentalities was strengthened when external
work locus of control was high. Thus, Hypothesis 6a was
partially supported. The interaction between frequency and
situational control was also significant in the models pre-
dicting production deviance and theft coping instrumen-
talities, butit did not significantly predict abuse
instrumentalities. Simple slopes analyses revealed that the
relationship between control and production deviance and
theft instrumentalities was stronger for employees reporting
ahigh frequency (productiondeviance B = —.16,SE = .03,
p < .01; theft B = —.13, SE = .02, p < .01) than for em-
ployees reporting a low frequency of past CWB enactment
(production deviance B = —.07, SE = .03, p = .03; theft
B = —.02, SE = .02, ns). Thus, Hypothesis 6b was also
partially supported. As these four interactions were

graphically similar, we present only the interaction between
control and external work locus of control predicting theft
instrumentalities in Fig. 2 for illustrative purposes.

Finally, given that we anticipated that situational/within-
person perceptions of control would mediate the relation-
ship between stressor source and the CWB instrumen-
talities (Hypotheses 3), and that the link between
situational/within-person perceptions of control would be
moderated by the between-person variables in our study
(Hypotheses 7a & 7b), we ran Sobel tests to examine the
conditional indirect effects of stressor source on the CWB
coping instrumentalities (MacKinnon and Dwyer 1993).°

3 The Sobel Test is appropriate given that we do not estimate random
coefficients for the path linking stressor source to perceptions of
control (Bauer et al. 2006).
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Fig. 2 Interaction between situational control and external work
locus of control predicting theft coping instrumentality. The label
‘low’ reflects —1 SD; the label ‘high’ reflects +1 SD. EWLOC refers
to external work locus of control

There were significant indirect effects of stressor source on
CWB coping instrumentality for all levels of the mod-
erators (noted above) where the simple slope between
situational/within-person perceptions of control and CWB
coping instrumentality was significant (supporting Hy-
pothesis 7). In the case that the moderation results de-
scribed above did not demonstrate a significant second-
stage moderation (Edwards and Lambert 2007), we simply
estimated the indirect effect of stressor source on CWB
coping instrumentality. In all of these cases, situational/
within-person perceptions of control mediated the rela-
tionship between stressor source and CWB coping instru-
mentality. Note that this mediation is partial given the
evidence of direct effects of stressor source on CWB
coping instrumentalities noted above (supporting Hy-
pothesis 3). The full results of these analyses are available
from the first author.

Discussion

The current study examined factors that lead employees to
anticipate that CWBs will help them feel better when ex-
periencing workplace stressors. Coping theory suggests that
individuals pursue certain coping strategies because they
expect those strategies to improve their well-being, and that
these expectations vary between individuals as well as
within individuals based on the nature of the situation (Ed-
wards 1988; Folkman et al. 1986; Lazarus and Folkman
1984). Consistent with these ideas, we found that coping
instrumentalities vary significantly both within- and be-
tween-persons for all three types of CWB we investigated.
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These findings suggest that some individuals are generally
more likely to view CWB as an effective coping strategy
than others, but they also indicate that individuals take
situational characteristics into account when evaluating
coping instrumentalities for CWBs.

In particular, our results point to perceptions of
situational control as an important predictor of coping in-
strumentalities. For each of the three CWBs, the less
control individuals perceived over a situation, the more
they thought engaging in these behaviors would make them
feel better. It is important to note that the impact of control
was at the situational and not at the person level; between-
person variance in perceptions of control was not related to
instrumentalities. That is, those individuals who tended to
view the scenarios as less controllable on average did not
believe CWBs were more likely to make them feel better
than those who tended to view the scenarios as more
controllable. This finding is consistent with transactional
theory’s argument that individuals appraise each situation
with regard to control and, in turn, perceptions of control
influence how coping strategies are evaluated. It is also
consistent with existing theory that has posited a key role
for situational control in reducing potentially dysfunctional
coping responses to workplace stressors (Fox and Spector,
2006). Although individual differences in perceptions of
control across the scenarios did not predict instrumen-
talities, individual differences in work locus of control
predicted instrumentalities in all three models. Those with
an external work locus of control were more likely to an-
ticipate that CWB will be an effective coping strategy than
those with an internal locus of control. External work locus
of control also appeared to exacerbate the effects of low
situational control on production deviance and theft
instrumentalities.

Consistent with our expectations, stressors associated
with one’s boss or coworkers were viewed as more con-
trollable than those associated with the organization more
broadly. Also as expected, stressors stemming from one’s
boss or coworkers were more strongly associated with
person-focused CWB instrumentalities than were stressors
stemming from the organization (and vice versa for orga-
nization-focused CWB instrumentalities). Interestingly,
ambiguous stressors were not different than organizational
stressors for instrumentalities for production deviance.
However, instrumentalities for theft were lower for am-
biguous stressors than for organizational stressors and in-
strumentalities for abuse were higher for ambiguous
stressors than for organizational stressors. Future research
is needed focusing on how individuals appraise and re-
spond to these types of stressors (cf. Martinko et al. 2002),
especially given that many of the stressors that individuals
face in the workplace likely arise from a confluence of
different factors.
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Our results also support arguments that frequency of
past engagement in CWB influences how individuals
evaluate these behaviors as coping strategies. This suggests
the existence of a learned process whereby having engaged
in CWB as a coping strategy in the past makes one more
likely to anticipate that it will be successful in the future
(Albarracin and Wyer 2000; Edwards 1988). The interac-
tion results suggest that past experience engaging in pro-
duction deviance and theft is particularly relevant for
instrumentalities when individuals perceive low situational
control. Perceptions of low control may, therefore, activate
schemas developed regarding the coping instrumentality of
CWB from past experience.

By finding that a number of constructs that have been
theoretically or empirically linked to the enactment of CWB
(i.e., control, work locus of control, stressor source) also
predict CWB coping instrumentalities, our study provides
further support for the idea that attempts to cope underlie the
enactment of CWB. This is important because coping in-
strumentalities for CWB have largely been assumed rather
than directly investigated, and therefore it has not been en-
tirely clear why (or when) the experience of stressors should
necessarily result in CWB. If CWB, at least in part, is mo-
tivated by employees’ attempts to cope, we would expect
variation in employees’ expectations that CWB will make
them feel better. This variation, then, should be predicted by
constructs explicated in coping theory. Our findings provide
more compelling evidence that CWB reflects employees’
efforts to cope than do correlations between stressors and
CWB (cf. Martocchio and Judge 1994). Our findings also
extend the limited literature on between-person variance in
instrumentalities by considering both within-person and
between-person variance in these judgments (Bushman et al.
2001; Jones 2009).

Practical Implications

Our findings point to a process wherein individuals form
appraisals regarding the value of CWB for coping on an
ongoing basis. Thus, in addition to the oft-noted recom-
mendation for organizations to address stressors to decrease
triggers of CWB, our results suggest that organizations
looking to reduce CWB might do so by intervening to in-
fluence the extent to which employees perceive CWB as
instrumental for meeting coping aims. For example, organi-
zations may implement interventions that seek to increase
employees’ perceived control over workplace stressors, thus
helping employees to adopt more desirable, productive
coping strategies. One potential strategy might be to increase
employee participation in organizational decision-making.
Organizations might also encourage climates where em-
ployees feel comfortable bringing problems to the supervisor

or organization’s attention. This may help employees to feel
they have greater control over stressors and, consequently,
reduce the extent to which they choose CWBs as coping
responses. Organizations faced with instances of CWB may
also use the knowledge that (a) coping instrumentalities for
CWRB increase as situational control decreases and (b) that
CWB coping instrumentalities are differentially impacted
given the source of the stressor in order to ascertain the
particular stressors that are giving rise to CWB.

While our findings suggest that individuals evaluate
CWB coping instrumentalities depending on the situation,
they also point to the existence of stability in these beliefs
based on external work locus of control and frequency of
prior CWB. The selection process may manage external
work locus of control. Additionally, organizations may also
be able to screen for past engagement in deviant behaviors
in the selection process via integrity testing (Ones et al.
1993).

The fact that we found (a) approximately half of the
variance in CWB coping instrumentalities occurred at the
within-person level and half occurred at the between-per-
son level, and (b) significant within- between-person in-
teractions, suggests that interventions need to be directed at
both levels to be maximally effective. Indeed, interventions
directed at both levels may be mutually reinforcing. For
example, interventions to increase situational control may
reduce enactment of CWB via reducing CWB coping in-
strumentalities. At the same time, the reduction of CWB
may serve to further reduce CWB coping instrumentalities.
Because prior engagement in CWB is associated with
CWB instrumentalities, efforts to reduce CWB in the
present may have carry-over effects in reducing the like-
lihood of CWB in the future.

Limitations and Additional Directions for Future
Research

A particular strength of this study is the use of scenarios to
distinguish between within- and between-person variance
in instrumentalities regarding the use of CWB as coping
strategies. As previously noted, this nuanced view provides
greater insight into the formation of important beliefs that
may motivate CWB in stressful work situations. However,
given the nature of the research question and design, we
did not examine explicit behaviors. While formal ex-
pectancy models suggest that the motivational force for a
specific course of action (an intention in its own right; see
Pinder 2008) can be calculated as a multiplicative function
of instrumentality beliefs, valence beliefs (expected satis-
faction of an outcome, in this case reduced strain), and
expectancy beliefs (beliefs regarding whether effort leads
to successfully engaging in a specific behavior, in this case
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whether individuals could engage in CWB if they tried),
research has provided evidence that instrumentality per-
ceptions in isolation serve as reliable predictors of inten-
tions and behavior and that the multiplicative models do
not necessarily lead to higher effect sizes (Van Eerde and
Thierry 1996). Thus, we measured only CWB instrumen-
talities. However, we instructed participants to assume that
they would have the opportunity to engage in each of these
behaviors in order to avoid the possibility that variation in
expectancies would add noise and possibly suppress rela-
tionships between instrumentalities and intentions. Further,
we assumed that the valence beliefs would be similar
across participants and situations (i.e., feeling better).
However, future research might explicitly examine these
other motivational factors as well. Future research that
examines the interplay between the factors mentioned here
and the generation, evaluation, selection, and enactment of
CWBs as coping tactics would be valuable.

As previously noted, we asked about interpersonal
CWBs directed towards a coworker when the stressor was
associated with the organization or was ambiguous, in
order to maintain the same level of specificity in the CWBs
across the scenarios. An implication of this decision is that
this study does not examine the extent to which employees
perceive engaging in CWB directed towards a supervisor
will make them feel better when the stressor stems from the
organization, a coworker, or is ambiguous (i.e., displaced
aggression). It is possible that interpersonal CWB in the
context of a stressor associated with the organization might
involve actions directed against the supervisor, given the
supervisor is a representative of the organization. However,
given that judgments of supervisors’ representativeness
vary depending on the supervisor (Shoss et al. 2013), we
did not consider this to be a likely possibility in this study.
Additionally, meta-analytic evidence by Hershcovis et al.
(2007) suggests that stressors associated with the organi-
zation relate similarly to supervisor- and coworker-targeted
aggression. Thus, we viewed the value of being specific in
the CWB options to outweigh limitations of this approach.
Nonetheless, future research might examine this possibility
when studying coping motivations for CWB in field
studies.

In order to more closely examine the decision-making
processes underlying the pursuit of CWB for coping pur-
poses, we created scenarios rather than asking employees
about their specific work situations. While there are certain
strengths associated with using a scenario methodology,
our findings are limited by the extent to which employees
engaged the same decision-making processes they would
when actually experiencing stressful situations in the
workplace. As recommended by Weber (1992), it is im-
portant to be aware of the amount of effort required of
participants as they may become fatigued if there are too
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many scenarios to read or if the scenarios are too long.
Consequently, we elected to keep the scenarios as short as
possible given that we had twelve of them. However, future
research might replicate the current study’s findings using
more detailed scenarios. Additionally, we point out that we
do not expect CWB to be generated as a response to every
stressful workplace situation. The scenarios in our study
involved situations that individuals could attribute to their
organization, supervisor, coworkers, or some combination
thereof. We did not include any scenarios where indi-
viduals could attribute causes of stressors to themselves.
Martinko et al. (2002) suggested that internal and stable
attributions (e.g., lack of ability) would lead to internal
CWB (e.g., alcohol use) by triggering emotions such as
guilt instead of anger. It would be interesting to see if and
when employees believe that these internal CWBs would
likewise make them feel better.

Moreover, we acknowledge that the data were collected
at a single point of time. In any study that relies primarily
on a given methodology, in our case self-report surveys,
common method variance (CMV) is a potential issue. From
a broad standpoint, Spector (2006) argues that if CMV is an
omnibus biasing factor in a given study, one would expect
to see all measures using the same method to be correlated.
Even given the substantial statistical power in our study
due to the large number of participants (and corresponding
observations at the within-person level), there are a number
of non-significant correlations amongst self-reported vari-
ables (see Table 2) which provides preliminary evidence
that CMV may not be a primary concern. In addition, it is
important to note that our choice of response format (which
may be considered a method factor in its own right) varied
substantially across the different self-report measures.
Given this, along with the numerous observed negative
correlations, we believe that a case can be made against
general biasing effects of unidirectional response-sets or
acquiescence. However, future research is needed to ex-
amine these hypotheses in field settings and in non cross-
sectional designs.

Additionally, although research has shown that the
quality of data collected through mTurk meets, and may
even exceed, the psychometric standards found in pub-
lished research (Behrend et al. 2011; Buhrmeister et al.
2011), it is important to note the limitations that are as-
sociated with using online recruitment tools such as mTurk.
First, mTurk attracts a limited demographic of participants
(e.g., only internet savvy individuals). Further, research has
shown that mTurk participants are less extraverted and
emotionally stable than participants recruited using tradi-
tional means; however, they still produce reliable results
that are similar to previous research findings (Goodman
et al. 2013). Research is needed to validate the use of
mTurk for psychological research and examine the value of
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screening proceeds (e.g., attention checks). Finally,
although the quality of data is similar, it is possible that
mTurk participants may vary from traditional participants;
thus, researchers should use caution when generalizing
findings to a broader population of individuals (Behrend
et al. 2011).

In conclusion, the current study provides evidence that
employees view CWB as a viable mechanism for coping with
workplace stressors, in particular to the extent that they have
engaged in CWB in the past and in situations that they per-
ceive as uncontrollable. We view this coping perspective as
particularly fruitful for understanding and ultimately manag-
ing CWBs, and we encourage future research in this area.
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