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Abstract Recent studies of organizational behavior have

witnessed a growing interest in unethical leadership,

leading to the development of abusive supervision re-

search. Given the increasing interest in the causes of abu-

sive supervision, this study proposes an organizing

framework for its antecedents and tests it using meta ana-

lysis. Based on an analysis of effect sizes drawn from 74

studies, comprising 30,063 participants, the relationship

between abusive supervision and different antecedent

categories are examined. The results generally support

expected relationships across the four categories of abusive

antecedents, including: supervisor related antecedents, or-

ganization related antecedents, subordinate related an-

tecedents, and demographic characteristics of both

supervisors and subordinates. In addition, possible mod-

erators that can also influence the relationships between

abusive supervision and its antecedents are also examined.

The significance and implications of different level factors

in explaining abusive supervision are discussed.

Keywords Abusive supervision � Meta analysis �
Supervisor related antecedents � Organization related

antecedents � Subordinate related antecedents

Introduction

Abusive supervision—‘‘subordinates’ perceptions of the

extent to which supervisors engage in the sustained display

of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding phy-

sical contact’’ (Tepper 2000)—is an extremely salient

phenomenon in organizations (Tepper et al. 2006). Schat

et al. (2006) estimated that more than 13.6 % of employees

have observed abusive supervision at work, or have di-

rectly experienced it from their immediate supervisor.

Numerous surveys have found that that 65–75 % of em-

ployees reported that their boss was the worst part of their

jobs in any given organization (e.g., Hogan and Kaiser

2005). The consequences of abusive supervision include

increased healthcare costs, workplace withdrawal, and lost

productivity (Tepper et al. 2006). It is important to un-

derstand how organizations can minimize the occurrence of

abusive supervision. Therefore, investigating the an-

tecedents of abusive supervision is both necessary and

urgent.

Although the consequences of abusive supervision are

well known, its antecedents initially received less research

attention (Martinko et al. 2013). The seminal work on

abusive supervision by Tepper (2000) investigated the

consequences of abusive supervision. Most subsequent

studies continued this focus and also examined moderators

of the effects of abusive supervision (e.g., Harris et al.

2005; Inness et al. 2005; Tepper et al. 2001, 2004). A

recent meta-analysis summarized the research findings on

the consequences of abusive supervision (Schyns and

Schilling 2013).1 However, a meta-analytic review of the
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antecedents of abusive supervision has not yet been pro-

duced. Until 2007, Tepper (2007) only identified three

studies on the antecedents of abusive supervision in his

review.

Empirical research on the antecedents of abusive su-

pervision only started to proliferate during the last

5 years (e.g., Harris et al. 2011; Liu et al. 2012; Wu and

Hu 2009). This growth likely resulted from earlier re-

search findings that abusive supervision has a deleterious

effect on employees, including their in role performance

(Harris et al. 2007), well-being (Lin et al. 2013), and

organizational citizenship behavior (OCB; Zellars et al.

2002). As the outcomes of abusive supervision have now

been well studied, a continued focus on its consequences

is unlikely to yield strong theoretical contributions. Thus,

an increasing number of scholars have shifted their at-

tention from the consequences of abusive supervision to

its antecedents (Martinko et al. 2013; Tepper et al.

2011).

Although two narrative reviews of abusive supervision

antecedents have been published (Martinko et al. 2013;

Tepper 2007), a quantitative analysis of antecedents is still

lacking. A meta-analysis provides at least three advantages

over narrative reviews. First, meta-analysis provides a

systematic process for collecting primary studies and ap-

plying inclusion criteria. This process ensures a near ex-

haustive coverage of the relevant literature on the topic of

the meta-analysis. Second, meta-analysis combines find-

ings from previous studies, and tests the relationship be-

tween the variables of interest. In doing so, inconsistent

findings can be analyzed, quantified and ultimately re-

solved. Third, meta-analysis enables sample level mod-

erators to be tested, in order to explain any heterogeneity in

findings across studies. Ultimately, meta-analysis provides

greater reliability and generalizability of results, and may

yield theoretical insights that are not apparent in individual

studies.

The objectives of this meta-analysis are fourfold. First,

this meta-analysis empirically tests the relationships be-

tween abusive supervision and its antecedents in previous

studies, so that the inconsistent findings across studies can

be resolved. Second, this meta-analysis tests a set of

moderators thought to influence the relationship between

abusive supervision and its antecedents. Third, based on

the insights previous reviews (Martinko et al. 2013; Tepper

2007) and findings from this meta-analysis, a theoretical

framework is proposed. Finally, this meta-analysis builds

on previous reviews of abusive supervision by focusing

specifically its antecedents. As most research has examined

the consequences of abusive supervision (Schyns and

Schilling 2013), a meta analysis of its antecedents is ur-

gently needed to balance the research.

Antecedents of Abusive Supervision: a Proposed
Theoretical Framework

This paper builds on the theoretical framework proposed in

the reviews carried out by Tepper (2007) and Martinko

et al. (2013). The antecedents of abusive supervision can

broadly be categorized into supervisor related antecedents,

organization related antecedents, subordinate related an-

tecedents and demographic characteristics of supervisors

and subordinates. Figure 1 presents the theoretical model.

Variables in this model were selected according to the

empirical research conducted so far on the antecedents of

abusive supervision.

Supervisor related antecedents comprise constructs

based on supervisors’ characteristics, including supervisors’

state, leadership style and personality traits (Aryee et al.

2007; Hoobler and Brass 2006). Aggressive norms and the

use of sanctions are classified into organization related an-

tecedents as these variables describe the characteristics of

an organization (Restubog et al. 2011). Subordinate related

antecedents include employees’ personality traits and cul-

tural characteristics (Lian et al. 2012a). Although empirical

studies normally use demographic variables of supervisors

and subordinates as control variables, the previous meta

analysis of the relationships between demographic variables

and workplace aggression showed that there are significant

relationships between demographic variables and work-

place aggression (Bowling and Beehr 2006). Focusing on

abusive supervision as a specific type of workplace ag-

gression, this study investigates the role of demographic

characteristics. In theorizing that demographic characteris-

tics produce unique effects, they are neither classified into

supervisor related antecedents nor subordinate related an-

tecedents, but rather placed into an independent category.

Supervisor Related Antecedents

Stressors and Negative Affective State

Supervisors’ interactions with higher organizational levels

influence their affective state and behavior towards their

subordinates (Hoobler and Hu 2013). As Aryee et al. (2007)

trickle down model suggests, unequal treatment stemming

from higher levels of the organization influences supervisors

and consequently subordinates. Moreover, supervisors’

negative states can also result from negative interactions with

their co workers. Harris et al. (2011) found that supervisors

who experienced more co worker conflicts engaged in greater

abusive behavior towards their subordinates. The relation-

ship between supervisors’ affective states and abusive su-

pervision can be explained by research on displaced

aggression, which holds that people tend to be aggressive to
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one party because they were mistreated by another party

(Hoobler and Brass 2006; Restubog et al. 2011). Compared

with other people in the organization, subordinates are a

relatively safe target to vent supervisors’ negative state

since subordinates have low retaliatory power (Tepper

et al. 2006). For supervisors who regularly experience such

stressors, abusing subordinates is an emotion focus coping

strategy to alleviate the negative state and stress. On the

contrary, supervisors with more positive affective state will

be less likely to display abusive behaviors due to their

relatively less need to cope with stress. In the current

limited number of studies, the focus is on organizational

justice of supervisors’ positive state. Colquitt et al. (2013)

proposed an affect based perspective to understand the

relationship between organizational justice and its out-

comes. Supervisors, who have more positive affect, may

behave less abusively (Colquitt et al. 2001). Hence the

following hypothesis is presented:

Hypothesis 1a Abusive supervision is positively related to

stressors that produce a negative affective state (supervisors’

negative experiences, supervisors’ negative affect, supervi-

sor stress, and lack of interactional and procedural justice).

Supervisor Leadership Style

Based on the definition of (Yukl 2006, p. 8), supervisors

organize subordinates to accomplish shared objectives.

Supervisor-related antecedents
Stressors and negative affective state (H1a)
Supervisor interactional justice (-), 
Supervisor procedural justice (-), 
Supervisors' negative experiences (+), 
Supervisors' negative affect (+), Supervisor stress (+)
Supervisors' leadership style (H1b)
Ethical leadership (-), Supportive leadership (-), 
Transformational leadership (-), Authoritarian leadership 
style (+), Unethical leadership (+)
Supervisors' characteristics (H1c)
Supervisor EI (-), Supervisor power (+), 
Supervisors' Machiavellianism (+)

Abusive 
Supervision

Organization related antecedents (H2)
Organizational sanctions (-), Aggressive norm (+)

Subordinate related antecedents (H3)

Political skill (-), Stability (-), Cynical attribution (+), 
Negative affectivity (+), Power distance (+), Supervisor 
directed attribution (+), Traditionality (+), Narcissism (+), 
Neuroticism (+), Conscientiousness (-), Extraversion (-), 
Agreeableness (-)

Demographic characteristics of supervisors and 
subordinates (H4)
Supervisors' age (-), Supervisors' gender (+), Subordinates’ 
organizational tenure (-), Subordinates’ age (+), 
Subordinates’ gender (+), Working time with supervisors (-), 
Gender dissimilarity of subordinates and supervisors (-)

Demographic characteristics of subordinates(H5)
Gender, Organizational tenure, Working time with 
Supervisor, Age

Research design (H6)
Time lag, Data source

Fig. 1 Proposed model of antecedents of abusive supervision. Variables in dash line box are the moderators, variables in other boxes are

antecedents of abusive supervision
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Leadership style is a stable characteristic of a supervisor

(Colbert et al. 2012). Abusive supervision reflects the

perception regarding to what extent supervisors engage in

sustained displays of hostile verbal and nonverbal behav-

iors, excluding physical contact (Tepper 2000, p. 178).

Therefore, when a supervisor adopts a certain type of

leadership, s/he will behave in line with his/her leadership

style (DeRue et al. 2011). A supervisor with a destructive

orientated leadership style will manifest more hostile be-

havior, such as ridiculing subordinates publicly or taking

credit for their work (Schyns and Schilling 2013, p. 141).

In contrast, supervisors with constructive orientated lead-

ership are supportive in helping employees to achieve

common shared goals (Yukl 2006). Consequently, they will

display less abusive behavior.

Hypothesis 1b Abusive supervision is positively related

to destructive leadership (authoritarian leadership style and

unethical leadership) but negatively related to constructive

leadership (ethical leadership, supportive leadership and

transformational leadership).

Supervisor Characteristics

In the current literature, scholars have investigated the role

of three types of supervisor characteristics: supervisors’

power, supervisors’ emotional intelligence and supervisors’

Machiavellianism. Supervisors have the capacity to influ-

ence subordinates by allocating resources or administering

punishments (Lian et al. 2013). Power asymmetry gives

supervisors ample opportunities to abuse their subordi-

nates, thereby increasing employees’ perception of abusive

supervision (Aryee et al. 2007). Supervisors with high

emotional intelligence have better ability to regulate their

negative emotions by using effective regulation strategies

(Johnson and Spector 2007; Wong and Law 2002). Con-

sequently, these leaders are less likely to unleash their

negative emotions, which would be perceived as abusive

by their subordinates. Moreover, by using more effective

regulation strategies, these supervisors will feel less ex-

hausted when they regulate their emotions (Grandy and

Starratt 2010). Due to lower resource loss, they are less

likely to abuse their subordinates (Lian et al. 2013). Highly

Machiavellian supervisors have the tendency to manipulate

and exploit others. Kiazad et al. (2010) drew on the general

aggression model (GAM) to explain the relationship be-

tween Machiavellianism and abusive supervision. The

GAM states that certain traits predispose individuals to

engage in aggressive behavior. Therefore, supervisors’

Machiavellianism is a trait which can increase the possi-

bility of exhibiting more aggressive behavior towards

subordinates.

Hypothesis 1c Abusive supervision is related to supervi-

sors’ power, emotional intelligence and Machiavellianism.

Organizational Antecedents

Tepper (2007) suggested that organization norms are a

potential antecedent of abusive supervision. In this meta

analysis, two organization level antecedents: aggressive

norm and organizational sanctions against aggression are

found to be in line with Tepper (2007) proposition. Ag-

gressive norm is defined as a shared perception that orga-

nization deviance is a permissible means of expressing

outrage and resentment (Tepper et al. 2008). Based on

social learning theory (Bandura 1973), Restubog et al.

(2011) argued that subordinates adopt hostile patterns of

behavior if they perceive their supervisors as abusive,

especially if they regard the aggressive norm as ubiquitous.

Organizational sanctions refer to the extent to which the

organization’s authorities stress and enforce the notion that

workplace aggression should be completely banned (Dupre

2005). When an organization has strict rules to punish

workplace aggression, supervisors are less likely to display

aggression towards their subordinates because of the likely

penalties that will ensue (Dekker and Barling 1998). Hence

the following hypothesis is offered:

Hypothesis 2 Abusive supervision will be positively re-

lated to a negative organizational climate (aggressive

norm), but negatively related to a positive organization

climate (organizational sanctions against aggression).

Subordinate Related Antecedents

Most studies of abusive supervision have measured it ac-

cording to subordinates’ perceptions of their supervisor’s

behavior (e.g., Tepper 2000) rather than through objective

measurement. Whether perceived abusive supervision is

real or imagined, subordinates’ traits shape their interpre-

tation of their supervisors’ actions (Martinko et al. 2013).

Highly cynical employees tend to perceive others’ behavior

as more aggressive, even when it is not (Tepper et al.

2006). Employees’ cynical attribution of others’ aggression

is an extrapunitive mentality where people tend to project

blame onto others rather than on themselves (Hoobler and

Brass 2006). If subordinates habitually attribute negative

events to external factors, they will be more likely to

perceive their supervisors as abusive. In particular, when

employees perceive their supervisors’ behavior as being

relatively stable (i.e., as trait like aggression), they are

more likely to report abusive supervision (Martinko et al.

2011). In line with this attribution argument, Aquino and

Thau (2009) stated that people with highly negative af-

fectivity will selectively recall more negative events than
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people with low negative affectivity. Individuals with high

negative affectivity are more prone to classify the am-

biguous behavior of supervisors as abusive supervision,

and report more victimization (Tepper et al. 2006).

In addition, subordinates’ cultural characteristics have

been examined in recent years (Lian et al. 2012a; Lin et al.

2013). Scholars have focused on power distance and tra-

ditionalism since both constructs reflect employees’ ac-

ceptance of the unequal distribution of power and respect

of authority in organizations (e.g. Kernan et al. 2011).

Employees with such cultural values are likely to believe

that the abuse from their supervisors is acceptable since it

reflects supervisors’ power. However, employees with low

power distance or nontraditional cultural values have a

more egalitarian orientation, and perceive a higher degree

of abusive supervision.

Political skill is another personal trait which has been

studied in previous years. Employees with high political

skill have been shown to be highly effective in imple-

menting certain political tactics, such as ingratiation (Ferris

et al. 2010). Such tactics can be used to gain control over

interactions with their supervisors (Harrell-Cook et al.

1999). Thus, those highly political skilled employees will

be less likely to suffer from abusive supervision due to

their relatively higher control.

Personality includes another group of variables which

have direct effects on the perception of abusive supervi-

sion. Less emotionally stable personalities—particularly

those characterized by narcissism and neuroticism—are

more sensitive to others’ behavior (Bamberger and

Bacharach 2006). In contrast, people who are high on

conscientiousness, extraversion and agreeableness have

less of a tendency to blame others for negative events

(Tepper et al. 2001). In turn, such people are less likely to

perceive ambiguous behavior as abusive supervision.

Hypothesis 3 Abusive supervision is related to subordi-

nates’ traits (stability, cynical attribution, negative affec-

tivity, power distance, supervisor directed attribution,

traditionalism political skill, narcissism, neuroticism, con-

scientiousness, extraversion and agreeableness).

Demographic Characteristics of Supervisors

and Subordinates

Demographic characteristics of supervisors and subordi-

nates are often treated as control variables in abusive su-

pervision research (e.g., Bamberger and Bacharach 2006;

Chi and Liang 2013; Harvey et al. 2007). Typically, the

correlations between supervisors’ and subordinates’ de-

mographic characteristics and abusive supervision are

relatively low (Mayer et al. 2012). However, some demo-

graphic characteristics have been theorized to influence

subordinates’ experiences and perceptions of abusive su-

pervision. Research has consistently found that younger

supervisors tend to engage in more aggressive behavior

(Barling et al. 2009). This pattern may be due to older

people having better capabilities in regulating their negative

emotions (Gross et al. 1997). Moreover, younger workers

tend to behave more aggressively than older workers do.

Consequently, they are more likely to become both ag-

gressors and targets of aggression (Felson 1992). Generally,

older employees are treated with more dignity and respect

than younger workers are. In a similar vein, employees with

shorter tenure are more likely to be subjected to abuse than

are employees with longer tenure. Subordinates will get

used to supervisors’ behavior if they have a longer working

relationship; the ambiguous behaviors of the supervisor are

less likely to be interpreted as abusive. Demographic dis-

similarity between supervisors and subordinates also leads

to some negative results. People tend to favor others who

exhibit greater similarity and be more derogatory toward

others who appear to be dissimilar (Tepper et al. 2011).

Thus, demographic differences increase the chance that

ambiguous behavior will be interpreted as abusive super-

vision. Hence the following hypothesis is offered:

Hypothesis 4 Demographic characteristics of supervisors

and subordinates (supervisors’ age, subordinates’ age,

subordinates’ organizational tenure, working time with

supervisors and gender dissimilarity between subordinates

and supervisors) are related to abusive supervision.

Moderators of Abusive Supervision Antecedents

Relationship: Demographic Variables

Aquino and Thau (2009) suggested that research on the

moderating effect of demographic variables between work-

place aggression and its correlates would be valuable and

fruitful. Gender, organizational tenure, working time with

supervisor and age are normally included in abusive super-

vision literature, but more importantly, established theory

provides a conceptual rationale for their role as moderators

(Olafsson and Johannsdottir 2004). Previous research also

provides evidence for the moderating effect of demographic

variables. Smith et al. (2001) found that gender moderates

the relationship between emotional coping strategy and

bullying. Females aremore likely to report ‘crying’ or asking

‘friends/adults for help’ than are males, thereby accessing

greater social support. Employeeswith longer organizational

tenure have a higher chance of receiving social support,

which decreases the possibility of their being abused (Con-

way and Coyle-Shapiro 2012). In regard to working expe-

riencewith supervisors, as previous research on confirmation

bias suggests (Nickerson 1998), people process interactional

information differently depending on the strength of their
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relationship with their counterpart. Thus, compared to

relatively new employees, employees who have worked a

long time with their supervisors may rely on different in-

formation when they rate their supervisors’ score on abusive

supervision, and are more likely to suffer from confirmation

bias (i.e. seeing what they want to see). Accordingly, de-

mographic variables will have a significant impact on the

relationships between abusive supervision and its an-

tecedents. Thus, the following hypothesis is provided:

Hypothesis 5 The demographic variables of subordi-

nates’ gender, organizational tenure, working time with

supervisors, and age will moderate the relationships be-

tween abusive supervision and its antecedents.

Moderator of Abusive Supervision Antecedents

Relationship: Research Design

In leadership research, the research design is often con-

sidered as a moderator between leaders’ characteristics and

their correlates (Gerstner and Day 1997). The measurement

processes of abusive supervision potentially affect the re-

lationship between predictors and abusive supervision.

This meta-analysis distinguishes between two study char-

acteristics. First, it compares findings from studies in which

abusive supervision and its antecedents are measured si-

multaneously, versus studies in which they are measured at

different points in time. Second, it compares studies in

which ratings of abusive supervision and its antecedents

are provided by a single source, versus studies in which

they are rated by different people. Based on a non-con-

centric perspective on common method variance, the re-

lationship between each predictor and abusive supervision

will be stronger if both variables are measured without a

time lag and from different sources (Richardson et al.

2009). Self-reports may be distorted in the presence of

negative affectivity, social desirability and acquiescence

(Podsakoff et al. 2003). With same source/method data,

common method variance is likely to affect both correlates

within a given study, thereby inflating the observed cor-

relation (Williams and Anderson 1994). Hence the fol-

lowing hypothesis is presented:

Hypothesis 6 Research design (data source and time lag)

will moderate the relationship between antecedents of

abusive supervision and abusive supervision.

Method

Literature Search and Inclusion Criteria

We used two search approaches to collect prior empirical

studies that examined the consequences of abusive

supervision. First, we searched the databases Web of Sci-

ence (SSCI), EBSCO, ABI/INFORM, ERIC, PsycINFO,

Google Scholar and Scopus for studies containing ‘‘abusive

supervision’’ in their titles, abstracts and keywords. Se-

cond, we obtained studies from the reference lists of recent

qualitative and quantitative reviews of abusive supervision

(Martinko et al. 2013; Schyns and Schilling 2013; Tepper

2007). In addition, we used Web of Science and Google

Scholar to obtain studies that had cited two key references

(Tepper 2000, 2007). We chose Tepper (2000) as it was the

first paper to propose abusive supervision as a construct,

and many subsequent studies have adopted its measure of

abusive supervision. Tepper (2007) was also chosen as it

was the first review of the abusive supervision literature.

We also manually checked all issues of the Journal of

Emotional Abuse to find any paper that included ‘‘abusive

supervision’’ from 2000 to 2014. We did so because this

journal is not covered by any of the aforementioned

databases, but it is highly relevant to ‘‘abuse’’ research.

One study was obtained from this journal (Yagil 2006).

In order to address the issue of publication bias, we

searched ‘grey literature’ following the suggestions of

Rothstein and Hopewell (2009). These were searched in

PsycINFO/Dissertation and ProQuest, as well as reports,

book chapters, working papers and conference papers in

SCOPUS, PsycINFO and Web of Science (SSCI). Ten

theses, book chapters and conference papers were included

in our final analysis. In addition, in order to collect un-

published articles or working papers about abusive super-

vision, we distributed the information about this meta

analysis on the email listservs of Human Resources and

Organizational Behavior Divisions at the Academy of

Management Conference.

Additionally, it is important to note that several studies

utilized the same sample. Under these circumstances, re-

peated findings were only included once in this meta ana-

lysis in order to ensure that the assumption of

independence was not violated (e.g. Tepper 2000, 2007).

Moreover, some studies used more than one sample (e.g.

Shoss et al. 2013; Thau and Mitchell 2010). In this situa-

tion, each sample was included in the meta-analysis. After

excluding studies without the variables in our hypotheses,

74 studies were included in the final meta analysis.2

Studies were included if they fulfilled four requirements:

(1) abusive supervision was consistent with the definition

proposed by Tepper (2000) or the measure of abusive su-

pervision was based on, Tepper (2000) (2) the study in-

cluded a measure of abusive supervision, (3) the study

included a variable that was conceptualized as an

2 A summary of studies and sample characteristics can be provided

by the corresponding author upon request.
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antecedent of abusive supervision or a moderator, and (4)

zero order correlations were reported.

Coding Procedure

Categorization of Antecedent

Two researchers independently examined variable names,

construct definitions and measures used in the primary

studies. They then generated categories of antecedents of

abusive supervision. Variables were then classified into

subcategories based on the frameworks of Martinko et al.

(2013) and Tepper et al. (2007).3 For the variables which

could not easily be classified, the two researchers either

created a new category or combined small categories based

on conceptual similarity (Conger 1998). For example, a

category ‘‘Aggressive norm’’ includes variables that con-

vey the idea that deviant behavior in the organization is

appropriate and normal, such as the likelihood of being

rewarded for deviant behavior, hostile climate, and co

worker aggressive modeling. Together, agreement was

reached about the category labels, definitions and associ-

ated predictors. Inter rater agreement (Cohen’s kap-

pa = 0.86) shows the coding agreement is sufficient.

Table 1 depicts all constructs and constructs names in

primary studies that were summarized under each category.

Coding of Effect Sizes

After finalizing our list, relevant effect sizes were extracted

from each study. Sample sizes and observed correlations

were coded. Based on reported reliability coefficients, the

observed correlations were transformed into corrected

correlations (Hunter and Schmidt 2004). When the same

sample was used in multiple studies, each effect size was

only included a single time in order to avoid double

counting.

Analysis

For hypotheses 1–4, random effects meta analyses was

applied to analyze the data based on the suggestions of

Borenstein et al. (2011) and Hunter and Schmidt (2004).

The numbers of independent effect sizes (k), the total

number of participants across studies (N), the weighted

mean correlation (r) and the 95 % confidence interval for

the mean effect are reported. Moreover, three statistics to

quantify heterogeneity are reported: the weighted sum of

squares and its associated p value (the Q statistic); the

standard deviation of true effect sizes (T); and the pro-

portion of dispersion that can be attributed to real differ-

ences in effect sizes as opposed to within study error (I).

For hypothesis 5, four potential moderators are posited in

order to account for heterogeneity in the relationship be-

tween abusive supervision and its antecedents. Random

effects meta regression was employed to test this hy-

pothesis. For hypothesis 6, a subgroup (moderator) analysis

is reported based on differences in two research design

factors (Borenstein et al. 2011). These factors include: (1)

the source of data (self reported vs. others reported), and

(2) the time lag between the measurement of abusive su-

pervision and its antecedents (measured concurrently vs. at

different time points).

Results

Antecedents of Abusive Supervision

Based on hypothesis 1a, we examined relationships be-

tween abusive supervision and supervisors’ negative af-

fective states and stressors. These antecedents included

supervisors’ negative experiences, negative affect, stress,

perceived lack of interactional and procedural justice. As

reported in Table 2, the results provide general support for

hypothesis 1a, as abusive supervision is positively related

to supervisors’ negative experiences �r ¼ 0:28ð Þ, negative
affect �r ¼ 0:33ð Þ and stress �r ¼ 0:16ð Þ. Moreover, it is

negatively related to supervisors’ perceived interactional

justice �r ¼ �0:43ð Þ and perceived procedural justice

�r ¼ �0:21ð Þ. All 95 % confident intervals exclude zero

{except for negative affect [–0.05, 0.63]}, indicating that

most of these relationships are significantly different from

zero. Thus, hypothesis 1a is largely supported.

Hypothesis 1b proposes there is a positive relationship

between abusive supervision and destructive leadership,

and a negative relationship between abusive supervision

and constructive leadership. In support of hypothesis 1b, the

results show that both authoritarian leadership �r ¼ 0:49ð Þ
and unethical leadership �r ¼ 0:58ð Þ are positively related to
abusive supervision. In contrast, all constructive leadership

styles, including ethical leadership �r ¼ �0:57ð Þ, supportive
leadership �r ¼ �0:53ð Þ, and transformational leadership

�r ¼ �0:45ð Þ are negatively related to abusive supervision.

All 95 % confident intervals excluded zero, indicating all of

the relationships are significantly different from zero.

Consequently, hypothesis 1b is supported.

Hypothesis 1c argued that supervisors’ emotional intel-

ligence would be negatively related to abusive supervision,

while supervisors’ power and Machiavellianism would be

positively related to abusive supervision. In support of the

hypothesis, supervisors’ emotional intelligence is negatively

3 One coder is the author of this paper. The other coder is an expert in

organizational behavior researcher who has sufficient knowledge of

abusive supervision.
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related to abusive supervision �r ¼ �0:43ð Þ and the 95 %

confidence interval excluded zero. However, the effects

of supervisors’ power and Machiavellianism failed to

reach significance �r ¼ 0:03 for power; �r ¼ 0:29 forð
MachiavellianismÞ as both their 95 % confidence intervals

included zero. In summary, hypothesis 1c is partially

supported.

To test hypothesis 2, the relationships between abusive

supervision and aspects of organizational climate were

tested. The results show that abusive supervision is

positively related to aggressive norm �r ¼ 0:38ð Þ and

negatively related to organizational sanction �r ¼ 0:32ð Þ.
Both 95 % confident intervals excluded zero, indicating

both of the relationships are significantly different from

zero. Thus, hypothesis 2 is supported.

To test hypothesis 3, we examined the relationships

between abusive supervision and subordinates’ character-

istics, including political skill, stability, cynical attribution,

Table 1 Categories used in the meta-analysis

Category Sample concept

Supervisor-related antecedents

Stressors and negative affective state

Supervisor interactional justice Supervisors’ ratings of interactional justice

Supervisor procedural justice Supervisors’ ratings of procedural justice

Supervisors’ negative experiences Supervisors’ psychological contract violation; supervisor interactional injustice; relationship conflict

Supervisors’ negative affect Supervisors’ hindrance stress; supervisors’ negative affect; supervisors’ psychological distress

Supervisors’ stress Supervisors’ reported level of stress

Supervisors’ leadership style

Ethical leadership Ethical leadership; supervisors’ leniency

Supportive leadership Supervisor support; consideration; advisor support; humanity; supportive leadership

Transformational leadership Transformational leadership

Authoritarian leadership style Authoritarian leadership style

Unethical leadership Self-serving leadership; managerial oversight; monitoring; vicarious abusive supervision; unwanted

sexual attention; subordinate-directed destructive leadership behavior; passive supervision;

feedback avoidance; supervisor entitlement

Supervisors’ characteristics

Supervisors’ EI Supervisors’ self-control; wisdom; supervisor political skill; supervisors’ EI

Supervisors’ Machiavellianism Supervisors’ Machiavellianism

Organization-related antecedents

Organizational sanctions Perceived organizational ethical value; organizational sanctions

Aggressive norm Likelihood of being rewarded for engaging in workplace deviant behavior; hostile climate; co-worker

aggressive modeling; aggressive norm; coworker approval of organization deviance; coworker

organization deviance

Subordinate-related antecedents

Political skill Seeking social support; ingratiation

Stability Attribution style-stability; emotional stability; uncertainty avoidency

Cynical attribution Futility; hostile attribution bias; team member-attributed performance injury motives; attribution for

co-workers’ OCB

Negative affectivity Negative affect; negative affectivity; negative well-being

Power distance Power; power distance belief; power distance; work unit structure; social dominance

Supervisor directed attribution Supervisor directed attribution

Traditionality Traditionality

Demographic characteristics of supervisors and subordinates

Supervisors’ age Supervisors’ age

Supervisors’ gender Supervisors’ gender

Organizational tenure Organizational tenure

Time with supervisor Time with supervisor

Age Age

Gender Gender
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negative affectivity, power distance, supervisor directed

attribution, traditionality, narcissism, neuroticism, consci-

entiousness, extraversion and agreeableness. Results

showed that abusive supervision is positively related to

subordinates’ political skill �r ¼ 0:21ð Þ, cynical attribution
�r ¼ 0:13ð Þ, negative affectivity �r ¼ 0:32ð Þ, power distance
�r ¼ 0:26ð Þ and supervisor-directed attribution �r ¼ 0:39ð Þ,
while negatively related to subordinates’ stability

Table 2 Meta-analysis of relationships between abusive supervision and antecedents

Variable k N �r 95 % CI Q p T I2

LL UL

Supervisors’ state

Supervisors’ interactional justice 3 717 -0.43 -0.63 -0.18 17.10 0.00 0.23 88.30

Supervisors’ procedural justice 3 610 -0.21 -0.30 -0.12 2.55 0.28 0.04 21.57

Supervisors’ negative experience 5 1293 0.28 0.12 0.43 28.35 0.00 0.18 85.89

Supervisors’ negative affect 3 632 0.33 -0.05 0.63 48.93 0.00 0.34 95.91

Supervisor stress 2 432 0.16 0.07 0.25 0.83 0.36 0.00 0.00

Leadership style

Authoritarian leadership style 4 702 0.49 0.37 0.59 10.51 0.01 0.12 71.45

Unethical leadership 10 2702 0.58 0.41 0.71 337.59 0.00 0.35 97.33

Ethical leadership 7 2505 -0.57 -0.68 -0.45 100.85 0.00 0.22 94.05

Supportive leadership 6 1230 -0.53 -0.70 -0.30 114.19 0.00 0.33 95.62

Transformational leadership 2 402 -0.45 -0.62 -0.25 4.51 0.03 0.15 77.84

Supervisor characteristics

Supervisors’ power 3 615 0.03 -0.07 0.13 3.52 0.17 0.06 43.15

Supervisors’ EI 5 889 -0.43 -0.56 -0.27 28.31 0.00 0.19 85.87

Supervisors’ Machiavellianism 2 292 0.29 -0.08 0.48 3.19 0.07 0.13 68.66

Organizational climate

Organizational sanctions 2 530 -0.32 -0.40 -0.25 0.29 0.59 0.00 0.00

Aggressive norm 7 3505 0.38 0.22 0.52 81.09 0.00 0.23 92.60

Subordinate characteristics

Political skill 3 1258 0.21 -0.01 0.42 60.91 0.00 0.23 95.07

Stability 3 908 -0.08 -0.02 0.08 12.46 0.00 0.14 83.95

Cynical attribution 4 1566 0.13 -0.33 0.54 225.06 0.00 0.47 98.67

Negative affectivity 27 8633 0.32 0.24 0.39 360.98 0.00 0.20 92.80

Power distance 13 3699 0.26 0.15 0.35 124.24 0.00 0.19 90.34

Supervisor directed attribution 2 749 0.39 -0.21 0.78 75.27 0.00 0.45 98.67

Traditionality 4 1222 -0.14 -0.29 0.01 21.31 0.00 0.14 85.92

Narcissism 4 665 0.32 0.08 0.53 32.82 0.00 0.25 90.86

Neuroticism 6 2703 0.10 -0.07 0.26 75.07 0.00 0.20 93.34

Conscientiousness 4 2413 -0.06 -0.10 -0.02 1.48 0.69 0.00 0.00

Extraversion 2 1858 -0.01 -0.08 0.05 1.66 0.20 0.03 39.79

Agreeableness 4 2413 -0.16 -0.27 -0.04 18.99 0.00 0.11 84.20

Supervisor and subordinate demographic variable

Supervisors’ age 6 2148 -0.05 -0.25 0.16 52.16 0.00 0.25 90.41

Organizational tenure 42 15731 0.00 -0.02 0.03 84.26 0.00 0.06 51.34

Age 65 28751 -0.04 -0.07 -0.002 317.94 0.00 0.11 79.87

Time with supervisor 28 10654 0.00 -0.03 0.04 77.97 0.00 0.08 65.37

Gender dissimilarity 4 880 -0.05 -0.31 0.21 47.43 0.00 0.27 93.67

k number of independent effect sizes included in each analysis, N refers to the number of participants in each analysis, 95 % CI 95 % confidence

intervals for �r, LL lower limits of the 95 % CIs, UL upper limits of the 95 % CI, Q measure of heterogeneity; p p value for the Q statistic,

T standard deviation of the true effect size, I2 proportion of dispersion that can be attributed to between-study differences in effect sizes versus

within-study sampling error
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�r ¼ �0:08ð Þ and traditionality �r ¼ �0:14ð Þ. For subordi-

nates’ personality, narcissism �r ¼ 0:32ð Þ and neuroticism

�r ¼ 0:10ð Þ are positively related to abusive supervision,

while conscientiousness �r ¼ �0:06ð Þ, extraversion

�r ¼ �0:01ð Þ and agreeableness �r ¼ �0:16ð Þ are negatively
related to it. Inspection of the 95 % confident intervals

revealed that the effects of negative affectivity, power

distance, narcissism, conscientiousness, extraversion and

agreeableness were significantly different to zero. Thus

hypothesis 3 is partially supported.

To test hypothesis 4, we examined the relationships

between abusive supervision and demographic variables,

including supervisors’ age, subordinates’ age, tenure and

time with their supervisor. As shown in Table 2, supervi-

sors’ age �r ¼ �0:05ð Þ is negatively related to abusive su-

pervision but this correlation is not significant. On the

employee side, only subordinates’ age �r ¼ �0:04ð Þ is

significantly related to abusive supervision. Consequently,

hypothesis 4 is partially supported.

Moderation Effect of Subordinates’ Demographic

Variables

Hypothesis 5 proposed that subordinates’ demographics

(gender, organizational tenure, working time with super-

visors, and age) would moderate the effects of the other

antecedents. Random effects meta-regression was adopted

to test these moderating effects. As shown in Table 3, in-

teractional justice is a stronger negative predictor of abu-

sive supervision for samples that have higher proportions

of males. In contrast, supervisor EI is a stronger negative

predictor of abusive supervision for largely female sam-

ples. Political skill has less of a negative impact for largely

male samples.

Subordinates’ organizational tenure moderates the rela-

tionship between subordinates’ political skill and abusive

supervision. Specifically, the negative effects of political

skill are weaker for employees who have been employed

with the organization for a long time.

Subordinates’ time with their supervisor moderates the

effects of supervisor EI and gender dissimilarity. For em-

ployees who have spent a longer time with their supervisor,

the negative association between supervisor EI and abusive

supervision becomes stronger. In addition, gender dis-

similarity becomes positively associated with abusive

supervision.

Moderating Effects of Research Design

In hypothesis 6, we proposed that the correlations between

antecedents and abusive supervision will be inflated by

research designs involving same-source and same-time

data collection. To test this hypothesis, subgroup analysis

was conducted on aggressive norm, negative affectivity

and unethical leadership. All three antecedents have shown

heterogeneous effects on abusive supervision, as indicated

by significant Q values in Table 2. We made comparisons

between research designs where sufficient samples were

available. The results presented in Table 4 indicate that the

correlation between aggressive norm and abusive supervi-

sion does not differ significantly between same-source

(employee rating) versus different-source data, as repre-

sented by overlapping 95 % credibility intervals between

these two subgroups. The findings also indicate that time

lag moderates the effects of negative affectivity and une-

thical leadership. Specifically, the effect of negative af-

fectivity is stronger when it is measured at a different time

to abusive supervision. Conversely, the effect of unethical

leadership is weaker when measured at a different time. In

summary, hypothesis 6 was partially supported, with evi-

dence that time lag but not data source moderates the effect

of each antecedent.

Discussion

Theoretical Implications and General Discussion

This meta-analysis provides not only a quantitative review

of abusive supervision antecedents, but also outlines a

systematic framework of these factors. This review is a

response to the urgent need for a comprehensive analysis of

the antecedents of abusive supervision. Several proposi-

tions which have not been tested before are examined. The

relationships between abusive supervision and its an-

tecedents are tested, including: supervisor-, organization-

and subordinate-related variables, as well as demographic

characteristics of supervisors and subordinates. In addition,

moderators of these relationships are investigated. Most

results confirm our hypotheses. Figure 2, which plots the

absolute values of each weighted mean correlation against

how many samples are included in about its correlation,

summarizes our findings.4

For variables located in the left area (k\ 5) of Fig. 2, it

is hard to draw firm conclusions about their relationships

with abusive supervision because of the relatively small

numbers of samples. More specifically, variables in the

lower left quadrant have weak relationships with abusive

supervision �r\0:20ð Þ. With the progress of the theory

development and the increase in the number of empirical

studies, the precision and consistency of these estimates

will improve. Variables in upper left quadrant �r[ 0:20ð Þ
have stronger relationships with abusive supervision. Most

4 Five demographic variables in Fig. 2 are excluded because they are

normally considered as control variables in the extant literature.
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variables in this quadrant are related to supervisors’ af-

fective state, although supervisor-related antecedents have

been considered to be the most relevant antecedents of

abusive supervision (Tepper 2007). This area may be

promising for future study, given the relatively small

number of extant studies yet relatively strong observed

relationships. For variables located in the right area (k[ 5)

of Fig. 2, their relationships with abusive supervision have

received more attention. Variables in the lower right

quadrant have weak relationships with abusive supervision

�r\0:20ð Þ. Supervisors’ age is the only variable in this area.

The result shows that the relationship between supervisors’

age and abusive supervision is not significantly different

from zero, which suggest supervisors’ age does not influ-

ence their abusive behavior towards subordinates. Super-

visors’ leadership styles are mainly located in the upper

right quadrant. This indicates that there is fairly robust

evidence for the relationship between supervisors’ leader-

ship style and abusive supervision.

Despite the observed relationship between leadership

style and abusive supervision, no solid theory has been

proposed to explain their association. Most research treats

Table 3 Moderating effects of the demographic variables on the antecedent–abusive supervision relationships

Variable Gender Tenure Time with supervisors Age

k B SE k B SE k B SE k B SE

Supervisors’ interactional justice 3 -7.09*** 1.72 – – – – – – – – –

Supervisor negative experience 5 -0.7 0.79 – – – 5 -0.01 0 5 -0.14 0.08

Supervisor negative affect 3 -1.14 6.60 – – – – – – – – –

Supervisor EI 4 8.98** 3.05 – – – 3 -0.34** 0.1 – – –

Supportive leadership 4 -0.58 1.72 – – – – – – 4 -0.17 0.55

Unethical leadership 3 -1.11 1.29 – – – – – – – – –

Supervisor power – – – 3 0.01 0.1 – – – – – –

Supervisor age 4 0.91 1.82 – – – – – – 4 -0.24 0.39

Supervisor gender 7 0.49 0.57 – – – 7 0.01 0.1 7 0.03 0.85

Gender dissimilarity – – – – – – 3 0.21*** 0.1 – – –

Aggressive norm 6 -0.78 1.89 5 0.00 0.1 – – – 6 -0.07 0.17

Political skill 4 -2.68** 1.00 3 0.04*** 0 – – – 4 -0.003 0.28

Stability 3 -0.36 0.81 – – – 3 0.03 0.3 – – –

Cynical attribution 3 -3.67 4.63 – – – – – – 11 0.08 0.07

Power distance 11 -0.3 0.52 8 -0.03 0 4 0.07 0.1 – – –

Traditionality 4 2.93 2.14 3 -0.01 0 – – – 4 -0.16 0.13

k number of samples in regression analysis, B regression coefficient for each moderator, SE standard error. Gender was coded as the percentage

of sample participants who were male; time with supervisor and organization tenure was coded as the average numbers of years subordinates

worked with their supervisor and in their organizations; age of participants were coded from 1 (less than 20 years) to 6 (more than 60 years).

* p\ 0.05, ** p\ 0.01, *** p\ 0.001

Table 4 Moderating effects of

research design on the

antecedent–abusive supervision

relationships

Variable Moderator subgroup k �r 95 % CI Q p T I2

LL UL

Aggressive norm Employee rating 5 0.39 0.34 0.43 36.49 0.00 0.18 89.10

Other rating 2 0.29 0.20 0.37 40.40 0.00 0.44 97.50

Negative affectivity Same time 20 0.37 0.35 0.39 219.02 0.00 0.18 91.33

Different time 2 0.55 0.48 0.62 0.28 0.60 0.00 0.00

Unethical leadership Same time 6 0.66 0.63 0.68 145.28 0.00 0.34 96.56

Different time 2 0.24 0.17 0.31 0.31 0.58 0.00 0.00

k number of independent effect sizes included in each analysis, 95 % CI 95 % confidence intervals for �r, LL
lower level of the 95 % CI, UL upper level of the 95 % CI, Q measure of heterogeneity; p p value for the

Q statistic; T standard deviation of the true effect size; I2 proportion of dispersion that can be attributed to

between-study differences in effect sizes versus within-study sampling error
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abusive supervision and other leadership styles as different

independent variables of other outcomes (Palanski et al.

2014; Yagil 2006), or uses abusive supervision as a vari-

able to test the discriminant validity with other negative

leadership styles (Brown et al. 2005; Camps et al. 2012).

This situation may result from the fact that scholars have a

tendency to treat abusive supervision as a kind of leader-

ship, such as destructive leadership (Schyns and Schilling

2013). However, this treatment violates the original

definition of abusive supervision, which emphasizes abu-

sive supervision as subordinates’ perception of supervisors’

abusive behavior (Tepper 2000). Therefore, more theore-

tical work should be conducted to clarify the relationship

between supervisors’ leadership and abusive supervision.

Otherwise, the misleading conceptualization will guide the

empirical research on abusive supervision to nowhere.

Limitations of the Study

This meta-analysis has at least two limitations. First, it is

limited by the availability and quality of data from primary

research. Most studies in this meta-analysis employ a

cross-sectional research design; therefore, it is difficult to

infer causal relationships. Moreover, studies that employ a

same-time, same-source (mono-method) research design

will suffer from common method variance (Podsakoff et al.

2003). In particular, our results indicate that negative af-

fectivity, which is thought to inflate the effects of other

variables (Watson et al. 1987), has a strong relationship

with abusive supervision �r[ 0:32ð Þ. This finding suggests

that the relationships between abusive supervision and

some antecedents are highly likely to be inflated in mono-

method research. Second, the Q statistics suggest that there

is large between-study heterogeneity, which indicates the

existence of potential moderators. However, the limited

amount of moderators in primary research constrains the

number of comparisons that can be made. It is not possible

to examine some moderators suggested by previous

scholars, such as employees’ attribution bias and organi-

zational structure (Martinko et al. 2013; Tepper 2007).

Future Research

Given the argument by Tepper (2007, p. 285) that abusive

supervision research is more phenomenon- than theory-

driven, developing an integrative theoretical framework of

abusive supervision is urgently required. In particular, re-

search on antecedents of abusive supervision is in an early

stage, and needs more theoretical guidance. Scholars who

use theories of justice, displaced aggression and stress to

study why supervisors are abusive have already made some

progress. The next stage of this research stream can be

extended to the study of mechanisms and boundary effects.

‘‘Organization-related antecedents’’ constitutes an abso-

lutely new area for research; the results show that only two

factors have been investigated. Other potential organiza-

tion-related antecedents, like human resource practices,

organizational culture, are worth examining. The investi-

gation of organization-related antecedents will also involve

multilevel issues, which have been proposed before (Ng

et al. 2012; Tepper 2007). However, only a few studies

have undertaken a multilevel perspective to study abusive

supervision (e.g., Liu et al. 2012). As a multilevel phe-

nomenon, abusive supervision needs more studies to move

beyond individual level factors. ‘‘Subordinate-related an-

tecedents’’ is probably the most promising area for future

research in exploring the antecedents of abusive supervi-

sion. The previous abusive supervision literature takes a

simple ‘‘giver and taker’’ perspective, indicating that the

supervisor is the ‘‘giver’’ of abusive supervision and the

subordinate is the ‘‘taker’’ or receiver (Martinko et al.

2013). Based on this logic, research on antecedents of

abusive supervision focuses on the supervisor, such as

supervisors’ state and traits. In contrast, research on the

consequences of abusive supervision focuses on subordi-

nates, such as subordinates’ wellbeing and performance.

However, scholars have already realized that this ‘logic’

has misled the research direction of abusive supervision. In

the latest reviews on abusive supervision, Martinko et al.

(2013) proposed a reversed model, arguing that subordi-

nates’ working behavior is the cause of abusive supervi-

sion, rather than simply being the consequences. Based on

the scope of justice theory, Tepper et al. (2011) provide

empirical support for this model. Future research that

Fig. 2 Summary of meta-analytic estimates for abusive supervision

antecedents by number of samples. Filled circle supervisor’s state,

filled square leadership style, filled triangle organizational climate,

filled inverted triangle subordinate trait, filled diamond supervisor

demographic variable, open circle subordinate demographic variable
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examines the victim’s role in workplace aggression may be

fruitful (Aquino and Thau 2009).

This meta-analysis should be considered preliminary,

given the relatively nascent state of research on the an-

tecedents of abusive supervision. It also does not include

some important antecedents, such as supervisors’ aggres-

sion history, due to the limited number of available sam-

ples. However, this meta-analysis provides invaluable

insights into the antecedents of abusive supervision based

on all of the available information to date. Similar to Lowe

et al. (1996) early meta-analysis on transformational

leadership, our review provides a strong basis for a future

research agenda. Research on the antecedents of abusive

supervision can build on this meta-analysis by further in-

vestigating areas that have been under-researched. Future

systematic reviews can integrate the results from this and

other meta-analyses, such as Schyns and Schilling (2013)

review of the consequences of destructive leadership, to

investigate potential mediators using meta-path analysis

(Landis 2013).

Practical Implications

Because of the destructive consequences of abusive su-

pervision, it is urgent to determine its antecedents (Ng and

Chen 2012). Our research summarizes different sources of

abusive supervision. A more sanguine implication is that it

may be possible to reduce the occurrence of abusive su-

pervision if senior managers in organizations can imple-

ment relevant policies based on the results of this study.

Organizations should build systematic training systems for

supervisors to shape their leadership; they need to be made

aware that their behavior has a strong impact on subordi-

nates’ wellbeing and perceptions of their leadership style

(Aryee et al. 2007). For an organization, promoting a

culture of fairness will benefit both supervisors and sub-

ordinates. Supervisors will experience less unjust treatment

and subordinates will perceive less abusive supervision

because a fairness culture decreases the possibility that an

aggressive norm will be formed in an organization (Res-

tubog et al. 2011). Most subordinate-related antecedents

are personal traits, which stabilize over time. Human re-

source management departments in organizations may

need to consider individual characteristics as a selection

criterion for recruitment (Tepper et al. 2011).

Conclusion

In summary, this meta-analysis examined the relationships

between abusive supervision and its antecedents. Gener-

ally, the quantitative results support our hypotheses that the

four proffered antecedent categories are significantly

related to abusive supervision. In terms of its major con-

tributions, this meta-analysis highlights the importance of a

range of antecedents of abusive supervision. It proposes an

organizing framework for categorizing these antecedents,

and it tests the effects of several moderators. Finally, our

review points to areas that have been under-studied, and

recommends ways in which abusive supervision research

may be advanced. Ultimately, our meta-analysis provides

insights by which organizations may address the issue of

abusive supervision and the destructive consequences that

occur in its wake.
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