
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Business Ethics (2022) 178:219–237 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-021-04768-6

ORIGINAL PAPER

Auxiliaries to Abusive Supervisors: The Spillover Effects of Peer 
Mistreatment on Employee Performance

Yuntao Bai1 · Lili Lu1 · Li Lin‑Schilstra2,3 

Received: 16 June 2020 / Accepted: 8 February 2021 / Published online: 23 February 2021 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature B.V. part of Springer Nature 2021, corrected publication 2021

Abstract
An accumulating amount of research has documented the harmful effects of abusive supervision on either its victims or third 
parties (peer abusive supervision). The abusive supervision literature, however, neglects to investigate the spillover effects 
of abusive supervision through third-party employees’ (i.e., peers’) mistreatment actions toward victims. Drawing on social 
learning theory, we argue that third parties learn mistreatment behaviors from abusive leaders and then themselves impose 
peer harassment and peer ostracism on victims, thereby negatively affecting victims’ performance. Further, we posit that, if 
a victim has a proactive personality, this will weaken these indirect, negative effects. We conducted two studies, both with 
three-wave longitudinal data, to verify the hypotheses. The results of Study 1 evidence the significant indirect effects of 
abusive supervision on employee creative performance via both peer harassment and peer ostracism. Contrary to our modera-
tion hypothesis, the analysis shows that victims’ proactive personality strengthens rather than weakens the negative indirect 
effects of peer harassment. Study 2 generally replicated the results of Study 1 with employee’s objective job performance 
as outcome. Our research contributes to the abusive supervision literature by highlighting a social learning process of third-
party peer mistreatment, suggesting a spillover channel of abusive supervision on the victim’s performance.

Keywords  Abusive supervision · Creative performance · Job performance · Social learning theory · Spillover effects · Peer 
harassment · Peer ostracism

Introduction

Around 75% of workplace mistreatment is perpetrated by 
leaders against subordinates (Hoel and Cooper 2000). To 
study leaders’ abusive behavior, researchers employ the term 
abusive supervision to describe leaders’ behaviors such as 
public humiliation, threats, and angry outbursts, whereby 

subordinates perceive that supervisors are engaging “in the 
sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, 
excluding physical contact” (Tepper 2000, p. 187). The 
negative consequences of abusive supervision on victims 
are straightforward, including diminished job performance, 
emotional exhaustion, increased psychological stress, job 
strain, and decreased creativity (see Tepper et al. 2017).

It is, however, worth noting that the impact of abusive 
supervision goes beyond its targeted victims. As the entire 
team observes the leader’s abusive behavior, there is a threat 
of spillover effects of mistreatment behaviors within the 
team (Qiao et al. 2019; Zhang and Liao 2015; Priesemuth 
et al. 2014). Third-party employees are those who witness 
the abusive supervision of a co-worker (Priesemuth 2013). 
From different angles, scholars endeavor to understand the 
underlying mechanisms between abusive supervision and 
third parties’ reactions to witnessing abusive supervision 
toward peers. These third-party employees, when they wit-
ness the supervisor mistreating their peers, may feel anger 
about the leader’s behavior because it is unjust (Folger 
and Cropanzano 2001, 1998) or, conversely, they may feel 
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content when they believe that the victim deserves it (Mitch-
ell et al. 2015). An implicit assumption in these studies is 
that third-party employees’ emotional responses and atti-
tudes are a passive reaction triggered by witnessing peer 
abusive supervision (Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara and Suárez-
Acosta 2014).

However, life stories point to another angle about third-
party employees’ behaviors: in the fall of 2013, Jonathan 
Martin, a 6′ 5″ (196 cm), 312 lb (141 kg) talented football 
player for the Miami Dolphins made the front page of the 
national newspapers. The New York Times entitled the story 
“A Classic Case of Bullying” (Shpigel 2014) and The Wash-
ington Post reported “Dolphins bullied Jonathan Martin” 
(Boren 2013). The investigation concluded that Coach Jim 
Turner and three team members “engaged in a pattern of 
harassment directed at not only Jonathan Martin, but also 
another young Dolphins offensive lineman.” The coach was 
a “person of interest” in the investigation because he as a 
supervisor did not condemn mistreatment behavior and was 
involved in harassing team players. He was perceived by the 
team as a role model in harassing victims (Tullia 2017). In 
this abusive environment of both the leader and peers, Mar-
tin reported a high level of psychological duress that twice 
made him consider committing suicide.

The Miami Dolphins’ case represents an example of 
third-party employees learning mistreatment behavior in 
a context of abusive supervision. Research into the third-
party employees’ learning mechanism has both theoretical 
and practical values to the business ethics domain. Practi-
cally, leaders are in a position to encourage employees to 
create a safe, ethical, and respectful working environment, 
where all employees can contribute positively to the team 
with better job performance (Bai et al. 2016). Theoretically, 
we posit that third-party employees’ abuse of target victims 
are extensions of abusive supervision that further diminish 
employees’ performance.

To extend the reaction-assumption of the third-party per-
spective, this study presents an alternative view and theo-
rizes that third-party employees’ actions, rather than being 
a passive response to abusive leaders, can be an outcome 
of witnessing abusive supervision (as in the Miami Dol-
phins’ example). That is, third-party employees’ mistreat-
ment behavior is a social learning outcome that they learn 
from the abusive leader. Previous studies have supported our 
argument that individuals learn aggressive behaviors from a 
role model in a social setting. For example, Goldstein (1975) 
revealed that aggressive behaviors of people in high status 
positions significantly affect similar behaviors of others. 

Lian et al. (2012) found that high power distance orienta-
tion subordinates tend to be more tolerant of supervisory 
mistreatment and mimic these role models. Through a social 
learning lens, Liu et al.’s (2012) study showed that abusive 
supervision passes through organizational hierarchies from 
the department manager to the team leader. Following a sim-
ilar line of reasoning, we contend that third-party employees 
can observe and imitate the team leader’s abusive behaviors. 
In other words, third-party employees learn the concept of 
peer mistreatment from abusive supervision, which they later 
enact on the victim. Because, although third-party employ-
ees and the victim officially hold equal positions, abusive 
supervision toward a certain victim actually leads to dif-
ferentiations of social status within the team (the victim has 
a lower social status) (Ogunfowora et al. 2019). Third-party 
employees might learn the cue of status difference in the 
team, and this learning makes peer mistreatment more likely 
to take place. Two types of peer mistreatment may be learn-
ing outcomes of abusive supervision: (a) peer harassment, 
that is, co-workers direct a range of dynamic behaviors at the 
target, aiming to cause embarrassment or to damage the tar-
get psychologically or physically (O’Reilly et al. 2015); (b) 
peer ostracism, that is, co-workers sideline the target by not 
giving him/her enough attention and consideration despite 
it being customary or suitable to do so (Williams 2007).

Confronted with abusive supervision and peer mistreat-
ment, not everyone responds in the same way, because peo-
ple assign a causal structure to interpret negative events and 
the effect of these events on themselves (White 1959), a pro-
cess through which people make sense of their surroundings. 
Depending on their interpretation of the environment, people 
act to influence the environment. Proactive personality, con-
ceptualized as an individual’s tendency to actively seek out 
opportunities to improve and shape the environment, is an 
important resource that helps individuals to cope effectively 
with stressors, even in constrained situations (Kim et al. 
2005; Bateman and Crant 1993). In a context of abusive 
supervision and peer mistreatment, proactive personality as 
an attribute of individual differences may mitigate the nega-
tive impact. This study explores the extent to which proac-
tive personality helps individuals to cope with the stressors 
caused by supervisor abuse and peer mistreatment in order 
to continue their work.

To sum up, our study makes four primary contributions 
to the literature. First, we offer a theoretical rationale for, 
and an empirical test of, how abusive supervision exerts a 
negative effect on third-party employees’ peer mistreatment 
of a victim. Several recent studies have attested that abusive 
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supervision can pass through hierarchies through a social 
learning mechanism, whereby team leaders may take their 
manager’s abusive behaviors as a role model, thus trigger-
ing team leader abusive supervision (Mawritz et al. 2012; 
Liu et al. 2012). Yet, little is known about the learning and 
imposing of deviant behaviors among teammates on the 
same level. We reason that third-party employees’ mistreat-
ment behavior is a learning outcome of abusive supervision 
and that these employees also impose the learned behavior 
(e.g., peer ostracism and peer harassment) on targets. Thus, 
our research contributes to the theoretical understanding of 
negative consequences of abusive supervision from a social 
learning perspective and answers Mitchell, Vogel, and Folg-
er’s (2012) call to focus more on third-party employees. Sec-
ond, we extend the peer abusive supervision literature by 
highlighting the unique role of witnessing abusive supervi-
sion in provoking harassment and ostracism behavior toward 
victim employees. We add to the limited research stream on 
the antecedents of peer harassment and ostracism (Chris-
tensen-Salem et al. 2020). Third, although emerging work 
has demonstrated that abusive supervision can be directly 
and indirectly detrimental to victims’ job performance (e.g., 
Harris et al. 2007; Pan and Lin 2018), our study goes one 
step further by including both job performance and creative 
performance in the investigation, implying the generaliza-
tion of our findings in two separate samples. The results 
could have important implications for monitoring abusive 
supervision and peer mistreatment, depending on the out-
come sought. Fourth, our work incorporates an individual 
factor, i.e., proactive personality, that may alter the spillover 
effects of abusive supervision on both job performance and 
creative performance through third-party peer mistreatment. 
In doing so, we refine the workplace mistreatment literature 
by demonstrating that it is necessary to consider important 
boundary conditions that affect employees’ reactions to abu-
sive supervision (Fig. 1).

Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis 
Development

The Effects of Abusive Supervision on Employee 
Performance

Extensive competition in today’s business environment has 
impelled organizations to motivate employees to perform 
better (Schneider et al. 2018) and to stimulate employees’ 
creative ideas for organizational improvement (Amabile 
2018). Employee job performance, broadly defined as the 
value of employee activities in meeting or exceeding expec-
tations about job requirements (Harrison et al. 2006), is the 
basis of, and vital to, the overall success of the organization. 
Employees’ creative performance refers to employees’ novel 
and useful ideas relating to work procedures, methods, ser-
vices, or products that are ultimately produced (Zhou and 
Shalley 2003). It is widely regarded as an important and 
valuable source of organizational development and competi-
tiveness (Liu et al. 2017).

Leadership is an important element that may nourish or 
impede employee outcomes (Gong et al. 2009). Abusive 
supervision, according to a handful of studies, exerts a 
negative influence on both employees’ job and creative 
performance (see Y. Zhang and Liao 2015). First, the expe-
rience of abusive supervision may cause psychological dis-
tress, such as depression, anxiety, emotional exhaustion, 
even poor-quality sleep (Han et al. 2017). Theoretically 
and proven empirically, stress caused by an upward super-
visor imposes a threat of resource loss (either perceived 
or actual) and makes unreasonable demands on individu-
als (Harris et al. 2007). The sense of loss and excessive 
demands distract employees from performing their work. 
Rather, employees have to expend time and energy on 
managing “upwards.” In such a state of stress, they are 
unlikely to put sufficient effort into completing their work 

Fig. 1   The research model
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to a high quality, not to mention proposing new ideas. 
Second, abusive supervision takes the form of negative 
interactions between the leader and subordinates, leading 
to employees’ pessimistic evaluation of their relationship. 
Employees’ negative perception of the leader–member 
relationship results in negative reciprocation with nega-
tive paybacks (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005). Thus, sub-
ordinates reciprocate the abusive leader’s negative treat-
ment by withholding their performance efforts, leading to 
decreased job performance and less creative performance 
(Xu et al. 2012).

While the above reasoning of how abusive supervi-
sion negatively impacts employee job performance also 
applies to the abusive supervision–employee creative per-
formance link, but we additionally suggest that abusive 
supervision further stymies employees’ creative perfor-
mance by undermining intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic moti-
vation is a motivational state whereby employees carry 
out their work because they are interested in it (Zhang 
et al. 2014), because, with intrinsic motivation, individuals 
are motivated to look for better or more creative ways to 
do their tasks. Therefore, intrinsic motivation is conduc-
tive to employees’ creative performance. However, when 
employees are abused by their supervisor, they form neg-
ative perceptions of their self-worth at work (Jian et al. 
2012), doubt their value and contributions to the team, 
and question their competence to fulfill their job (Tep-
per et al. 2011). Such doubt may diminish the enjoyment 
that employees obtain from proposing new ideas (Tepper 
2000). Employees lose their motivation to go the extra 
mile, hide their knowledge (Jahanzeb et al. 2019), and 
withhold novel and original ideas for fear of rocking the 
boat (Grant 2017). Thus, abusive supervision reduces 
intrinsic motivation, consequently resulting in a decrease 
in employees’ creative performance. Aligned with the pre-
vious research, we expect that:

Hypothesis 1  Abusive supervision relates negatively to the 
target employee’s performance in terms of (a) creative per-
formance and (b) job performance.

The Spillover Effects of Abusive Supervision: 
A Social Learning Mechanism

Currently, researchers interested in the relationship between 
abusive supervision and the two types of employee out-
comes (i.e., job performance and creative performance) have 
focused largely on (1) the target employees, arguing that the 
target employees’ intrinsic motivation and their perception 
of the leader–member relationship, both of which are crucial 
for employee outcomes, are undermined by abusive super-
visory (e.g., H. Zhang et al. 2014; Zheng and Liu 2017), or 
(2) third-party employees, proposing a social comparison 

process whereby third-party employees compare their own 
experience of abusive supervision with the witnessed abu-
sive supervision of the target employee. The comparison 
process in turn impacts the third-party employees’ outcomes 
(e.g., Jiang et al. 2019). Third-party employees’ reactions to 
witnessing the abusive supervision of the target employee 
include feelings of sympathy (Mitchell et al. 2015), schaden-
freude (Qiao et al. 2019; Xu et al. 2020), unfairness (Blader 
et al. 2013), and so on. Both types of research interests take a 
reactive position to show how either the victim or the third-
party employees respond to the directly experienced or the 
witnessed abusive supervision.

However, the Miami Dolphins’ case in the introduc-
tion implies that third-party employees might be a chan-
nel between abusive supervision and the target employee. 
Specifically, Coach Turner was perceived by the team as 
a role model in harassing the victim, resulting in several 
team members further abusing the victim. We contend that 
witnessing abusive supervision, besides the possibly trig-
gering third-party emotional/justice reactions, might contra-
rily become a learning source for third-party employees. To 
explain this mechanism, we apply the social learning theory 
in the hypotheses development.

The tenets of social learning theory argue that individuals 
can acquire social behavior through observing others and 
imitating behaviors of significant social contacts, known as 
role models (Bandura 1977). By observing their role model, 
individuals make judgements of the observed behavior based 
on the witnessed consequences and determine behaviors that 
are deemed to be encouraged or acceptable in a given situ-
ation (Trevino et al. 2000). This attention on the role model 
is one primary condition for social learning. In an organi-
zational context, people in formal positions of authority are 
usually deemed credible as role models. Their behavior is 
a key source of social learning in a team (Bai et al. 2019). 
From observation and interpretation, employees determine 
how to behave in the team context (Tucker et al. 2010). 
Employees imitate not only positive but also negative behav-
iors by the role model. Both Liu et al. (2012) and Mawritz 
et al. (2012) found a trickle-down model of abusive supervi-
sion across hierarchical levels. In their study, team leaders 
interpreted their manager’s abusive behavior as meaning that 
workplace mistreatment of peers was acceptable, or to some 
extent legitimate.

Given that teammates are officially equal to one another, 
third-party employees cannot behave as if they are in a 
supervisory role regarding the target. As evidenced in sev-
eral studies, employees under abusive supervision display 
aggressive behaviors toward their peers (Tucker et al. 2010; 
Pradhan et  al. 2019; Richard et  al. 2018). Sensing that 
behavioral signals from the abusive leader mean that peer 
mistreatment is acceptable, third-party employees’ learning 
outcomes toward the target employee can be explicit and 
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direct, known as peer harassment such as humiliation and 
assaults, or implicit and indirect, known as ostracism such 
as ignoring and silence. To present a comprehensive picture 
of negative learning outcomes, we include both harassment 
and ostracism in our examination. According to Bowling and 
Beehr (2006), peer harassment refers to explicit interper-
sonal behavior, including a range of active verbal and non-
verbal behaviors, that are intended to harm another employee 
in the workplace. Unwanted and aggressive behaviors are 
performed, including extreme harassment such as homicide 
and physical assault, as well as the more common harass-
ment in minor instances, such as dirty looks, obscene ges-
tures, yelling, and belittling. These harassment behaviors 
engage the target in social dynamics that involve social inter-
actions (O’Reilly et al. 2015). This study excludes harass-
ment motivated by sex and race. Unlike harassment, which 
involves the performance of unwanted behavior toward the 
target, ostracism involves the absence of a wanted behavior. 
Robinson, O’Reilly, and Wang (2013) defined ostracism as 
an individual or a group omitting to take actions that engage 
another organizational member when it is socially appro-
priate to do so. Examples of ostracism includes ignoring 
greetings, exclusion from invitations, falling silent when the 
target employee seeks to join the conversation.

Being exposed to peer abusive supervision, third-party 
employees learn negative, mistreating behaviors from the 
leader and in turn mistreat the target employee. Because 
of position similarities among team members, third-party 
employees may choose to emulate mistreatment behaviors 
in the form of peer harassment and peer ostracism, as their 
learning outcomes. The leader, meanwhile, may feel pleased 
that the rest of the team agrees with his/her behaviors toward 
the target employee, giving the leader a felt authority in the 
team. For the third-party employees, the abusive leader’s 
inaction or even acquiescence to peer mistreatment further 
reinforces the strong learning norm that the victim deserves 
mistreatments by others. From a social learning perspective, 
we propose the following:

Hypothesis 2  Abusive supervision relates positively to peer 
harassment.

Hypothesis 3  Abusive supervision relates positively to peer 
ostracism.

Peer Harassment and Peer Ostracism as Mediators

Both peer harassment and peer ostracism violate work-
place norms of respect (Ferris et  al. 2017). Ideally, a 
leader enacting positive leadership (e.g., ethical leaders or 
transformational leadership) would condemn harassment 
and ostracism behavior because they are unethical and 

toxic to employee performance (Christensen-Salem et al. 
2020). However, when the leader him/herself is abusive to 
employees, it is unlikely that he/she would explicitly criti-
cize peer employees’ mistreatments. Furthermore, team 
members perceive authority figures in teams; for exam-
ple, the team leader has implicit information about every-
one’s status within a team. Regarding abusive supervision, 
evidence has shown that abusive supervision results in 
employees’ perceptions of status differences in the team 
(Ogunfowora et al. 2019). In particular, the abusive leader 
signals to third-party employees that the target employee 
has a lower status and a lower value to the team. Third-
party employees formulate an impression that workplace 
mistreatment of the target employee of lower status is the 
norm or even encouraged within their team (Mawritz et al. 
2012). Consequently, third-party employees join the abu-
sive supervisor by imposing peer mistreatments, such as 
peer harassment and peer ostracism, on the victim.

For the target employee, direct and explicit peer harass-
ment becomes another notable source of social concern in 
the workplace. Social concern relates to a person’s self-
concept or perceptions of social status in the team (Frone 
2000). Emotional reactions follow this social concern, lead-
ing to burn out, nervousness at work, dread, and depression 
(Nielsen and Einarsen 2012). The experience of emotional 
fatigue can directly affect how victims behave (Malik et al. 
2019). For instance, employees cannot concentrate on their 
work, leading to reduced performance of both routine and 
creative tasks (Hur et al. 2016). Apart from emotional reac-
tions, harassment undermines victims’ confidence in their 
own ability to control events that affect their lives. When 
employees are confronted with persistent harassment from 
their co-workers, they may believe that their ideas or work 
are not respected and considered. Gradually, they will 
develop a self-concept of not being sufficiently competent to 
finish their job, handle difficult tasks, or challenge the status 
quo. Employees’ self-worth declines substantially, impeding 
their job performance and creativity. Following the above 
line of reasoning, we predict that third-party employees’ 
harassment and ostracism behavior is a linking pin between 
abusive supervision and the target employee’s creative per-
formance and job performance:

Hypothesis 4  Peer harassment mediates the negative rela-
tionship between abusive supervision and the target employ-
ee’s performance in terms of (a) creative performance and 
(b) job performance.

Third-party employees’ actions may also take the form of 
peer ostracism as the learning outcome of abusive supervi-
sion. Abusive supervision of the victim indicates that the 
victim has less value to the role model, causing teammates 
to ostracize the victim. The impact of ostracism focuses on 
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its threat to a fundamental human need—the need to belong 
(Walasek et al. 2015; Peng and Zeng 2017; O’Reilly et al. ). 
When employees are ostracized by their co-workers, such as 
their greetings not receiving a reply, not being invited to par-
ticipate with others when it is customary to do so, they will 
get the feeling that they are marginalized and doubt whether 
they are considered part of the group (Jetten et al. 2001). 
Thus, being ostracized by peers may threaten their sense of 
belonging in the team. Consequently, this lack of identifica-
tion with the group will have a profound effect on their inter-
est in their normal work (W. Liu et al. 2016), hindering their 
commitment and involvement in team work (Creasy and 
Carnes 2017). Target employees develop a sense of being 
an outsider, associated with exclusion, feelings of worthless-
ness, lack of value, and inferiority. Therefore, employees 
who experience ostracism from third-party employees may 
be less motivated to perform tasks and propose creative solu-
tions to improve team performance:

Hypothesis 5  Peer ostracism mediates the negative relation-
ship between abusive supervision and the target employee’s 
performance in terms of (a) creative performance and (b) 
job performance.

The Contingent Effect of Proactive Personality

The last interest in our study is to investigate how individ-
ual difference alters the negative mediation path. In a con-
strained working environment, a person’s ability to remain 
positive and then identify and act against the constraining 
forces is crucial for his/her performance. The concept of 
proactive personality captures these characteristics. Bate-
man and Crant (1993) defined proactive personality as “one 
who is relatively unconstrained by situational forces and 
who effects environmental change” (p. 105). A proactive 
personality is an important resource for individuals to cope 
effectively with stressors encountered (Bolger and Zucker-
man 1995). It shows the degree to which a person reaches 
out to change things in the workplace and to take actions 
against an unfavorable environment. Research on proactive 
personality has suggested that people vary in their expecta-
tions regarding their ability to change the environment (Zhao 
et al. 2013). Specifically, proactive individuals show initia-
tive and persevere to make meaningful change, and they 
remain motivated by their internal desire to improve their 
skills, acquire knowledge, and realize their goal (Parker et al. 
2006), whereas while non-proactive people have less inten-
tion to change things. An early study reported that work-
ers with a strong proactive personality are more resilient 
in response to high job demands and report less job strain 
(Parker and Sprigg 1999; Hoyt and Murphy 2016).

Abusive supervision, peer harassment, and peer ostra-
cism are all clear signs to the target employee that people in 

the team do not welcome him/her, suggesting a challenging 
environment into which to blend. In such an environment, 
individuals receive limited support from the supervisor and 
co-workers. Workers with a high proactive personality tend 
to engage in behaviors to (re)gain supports. For instance, 
they may be more determined in resolving peer harassment 
and peer ostracism because of attributes related to proactiv-
ity, including change orientation, self-starting, and confi-
dence (Parker et al. 2010). They initiate more network build-
ing (Thompson 2005), a gesture that helps to “clear the air” 
during interpersonal constraints (Park and DeFrank 2018). 
Consistent with these arguments, some evidence have indi-
cated that proactive workers show a less negative response to 
workplace mistreatment than non-proactive workers (Zhao 
et al. 2013). For instance, an interview transcript in Lee 
et al.’s (2013) study illustrated how proactive personality 
may buffer the negative influence of an abusive situation:

“I think my leader’s harsh behaviors are effective in 
fostering my creativity to some extent… A certain 
degree of abusive supervision will give me a sense 
of crisis, and the negative mood from abusive super-
vision will make me uncomfortable. This discomfort 
frequently drives me to ask ‘What is the problem?’ or 
‘How can I get rid of this mood?’ In that situation, I 
am better at finding new solutions to problems than in 
a comfortable and satisfying situation”.
An interview quote from Lee et al. (2013)

Reflecting upon the sample quote and research evidence, 
we argue that target employees’ proactive personality 
should reduce the damaging impact from the experience 
of peer mistreatments such that the level of creative per-
formance and job performance remains good enough, if 
not better. In contrast, less proactive people may feel help-
less about the hostile work environment and show less 
initiative in changing their relationship with the supervi-
sor and co-workers (Parker et al. 2001). Their inactive 
attitude toward change strengthens co-workers’ impres-
sion of weakness and self-isolation from the group. For 
non-proactive employees, the situation of harassment and 
ostracism is unlikely to change. In the long term, less 
proactive workers suffer more psychological exhaustion, 
resulting in worse job performance and less creative per-
formance. Therefore, we predict that the damaging effect 
of peer mistreatment is greater for non-proactive workers 
for proactive workers:

Hypothesis 6  The negative indirect effect of abusive super-
vision via peer harassment on the target employee’s perfor-
mance will be weaker when the target employee’s proactive 
personality is higher rather than lower.
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Hypothesis 7  the negative indirect effect of abusive super-
vision via peer ostracism on the target employee’s perfor-
mance will be weaker when the target employee’s proactive 
personality is higher rather than lower.

Study 1

Methods

Sample and Procedure

In Study 1, we examined mainly the spillover effects of 
abusive supervision on the creative aspect of employee 
performance via third-party mistreatment. We collected 
data from MBA students in a business school in northeast 
China. We invited 95 MBA students who were leaders, 
as well as their 4–6 subordinates, to participate in a lon-
gitudinal survey study. Each participant signed a consent 
form. Then, we conducted data collection in three phases. 
In Time 1, these subordinates (total 456) completed a 
questionnaire to rate their leaders’ abusive supervision. 
We prepared an envelope with a stamp, with which they 
could mail their response directly back to us. This round, 
we received 428 subordinates’ replies. One month later, 
in Time 2, these 428 subordinates received a follow-up 
questionnaire to report their perceptions of harassment and 
ostracism from peers, as well as their proactive personal-
ity. We received 401 responses with the same mail-back-
envelope approach. In Time 3, another month later, we 
sent the last questionnaire to the MBA student leaders to 
assess their subordinates’ creative performance. We used 
employees’ working IDs to match the supervisor–subordi-
nate pairs. Hence, we had different data sources to prevent 
common method bias (Podsakoff et al. 2003). After delet-
ing non-matched and incomplete questionnaires, we had 
paired data for 388 subordinates from 76 teams for fur-
ther analyses. The average age of subordinates was 31.00 
(s.d. = 7.10), their average tenure was 4.97 (s.d. = 5.05), 
and about 43% were males. For team leaders, the average 
age was 38.36 (s.d. = 7.02), their average tenure was 8.20 
(s.d. = 5.16), and 70% were males.

Measures

We adopted a 7-point Likert scale, with “strongly disa-
gree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7) as scale anchors.

Abusive Supervision  We adopted Aryee et  al.’s (2007) 
10-item measurement of leader’s abusive supervision. An 
example item was “my supervisor makes negative comments 
about me to others.” The reliability for the scale was 0.91.

Peer Harassment  To measure harassment, we used O’Reilly 
et al.’s (2015) 10-item scale. An example item was “Team 
members often spread gossip and rumors about me.” The 
reliability for the scale was 0.88.

Peer Ostracism  We measured peer ostracism with the 
10-item Workplace Ostracism Scale (Ferris et al. 2008). An 
example item was “Team members treat me as nonexistent.” 
The reliability for the scale was 0.93.

Proactive Personality  To measure proactive personality, we 
adopted Seibert et  al.’s (1999) 6-item scale. An example 
item was “If I see something I don’t like, I fix it.” The reli-
ability for the scale was 0.89.

Employee creativity  We used Farmer et al.’s (2003) 4-item 
scale to measure employee creativity. An example item was 
“The employee always takes new ideas first.” The reliability 
for the scale was 0.92.

Control Variables  We included subordinates’ age, gender, 
and tenure as well as leaders’ age, gender, and tenure, and 
team size as control variables.

Analytic Strategy

As the subordinates’ data were nested in teams, we should 
consider the non-independence of the data. In addition, peer 
harassment and peer ostracism had large ratios of team-level 
variance (the ICC(1) values of both peer harassment and 
peer ostracism were 18.8%), indicating the necessity to 
partition their individual- and team-level variances in the 
analyses. Therefore, we applied the multilevel technique 
(hierarchical linear modeling, HLM) for hypotheses testing 
(Raudenbush 2004). HLM can control for non-independence 
in data by dividing the entire variance into within-group 
and between-group sections. Furthermore, to test the signifi-
cance of conditional indirect effects, we adopted the Monte 
Carlo bootstrapping method with 20,000 repetitions for the 
parameter estimations (Preacher and Selig 2012).



226	 Y. Bai et al.

1 3

Results and Discussion

Multilevel Confirmatory Factor Analyses

We adopted multilevel confirmatory factor analyses with 
Mplus to check the quality of our measures. The item 
parceling method was used for the multiple-item constructs 
to reduce the parameters to sample size ratio, which might 
cause a non-convergence problem in CFA analyses (Chen 
et al. 2018; Marsh et al. 2009; Muthén and Asparouhov 
2012). The baseline model in Table 1 yielded a good model 
fit, and all the factor loadings were above 0.74, indicating 
good convergent validity. We also created several rival mod-
els that combined different factors. However, none of these 
rival models had a better model fit than the baseline model. 
Thus, our five measures had good discriminant validity as 
well. The summary in Table 2 shows the means, standard 
deviations, and correlations among the variables. Abu-
sive supervision has a negative association with employee 
creative performance and positive associations with peer 

harassment and ostracism; creative performance has nega-
tive associations with peer harassment and peer ostracism.

Testing the Hypotheses

Table 3 shows the HLM results of the hypotheses testing. 
Hypothesis 1 predicted a negative relationship between 
abusive supervision and target employee performance. The 
results of M2 in Table 3 reveal that leader abusive supervi-
sion had significantly negative impact on employee creative 
performance, lending support to H1. Hypotheses 2 and 3 
proposed that abusive supervision had positive relationships 
with peer harassment and peer ostracism, respectively. The 
coefficients of abusive supervision in the regressions of peer 
harassment (M4) and peer ostracism (M6) are both signifi-
cant and positive. Thus, H2 and H3 are also supported.

Hypotheses 4 and 5 predicted the mediating roles of peer 
harassment and peer ostracism between abusive supervision 
and employee performance. In M2 of Table 3, we found 
a significant relationship between abusive supervision and 

Table 1   Results of Multilevel Confirmatory Factor Analyses in Study 1

Nlevel1 = 388, Nlevel2 = 76
*p < .05

Models χ2 df Δχ2 RMSEA CFI SRMR

Baseline model (5-factor) Abusive supervision, peer harassment, peer ostra-
cism, proactive personality, creativity

301.86 284 .01 .99 .04

Rival model 1 Combine abusive supervision and peer harassment 1183.60 292 881.74(8)* .09 .84 .11
Rival model 2 Combine abusive supervision and peer ostracism 1567.00 292 1265.14(8)* .11 .77 .13
Rival model 3 Combine peer harassment and ostracism 1250.42 292 948.56(8)* .09 .82 .12
Rival model 4 Combine peer harassment and proactive personality 1354.68 292 1052.82(8)* .10 .81 .10
Rival model 5 Combine proactive personality and creativity No convergence
Rival model 6 Combine all variables No convergence

Table 2   Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the variables in study 1

Numbers in parentheses on the diagonal are Cronbach’s alphas of the scales. Gender was coded as male = 1 and female = 0
*p < .05

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1 Employee age 31.00 7.10
2 Employee gender .43 .50 − .04
3 Employee tenure 4.97 5.05 .63* − .21*
4 Supervisor age 38.36 7.02 .28* .04 .24*
5 Supervisor gender .70 .46 .03 .12* − .01 .03
6 Supervisor tenure 8.20 5.16 .12* − .12* .26* .44* .02
7 Team size 5.62 1.44 − .06 − .02 .05 − .09 .04 .00
8 Abusive supervision 2.19 .96 − .02 − .08 .03 .18* − .13* .06 .00 (.91)
9 Peer harassment 2.07 .88 − .01 − .13* .15* .30* .02 .13* − .05 .43* (.88)
10 Peer ostracism 1.83 .93 − .04 − .05 .06 .19* − .03 .18* .05 .35* .38* (.93)
11 Proactive personality 5.19 1.04 .02 − .04 .03 .03 − .11* .06 − .02 − .09 − .05 − .02 (.89)
12 Employee creativity 4.45 1.27 .00 − .03 .02 − .05 .01 .04 − .03 − .17* − .22* − .20* .26* (.92)
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employee creative performance. In M7, we introduced both 
abusive supervision and the mediators (i.e., peer harassment 
and peer ostracism) in the regression. The results indicate 
that peer harassment and peer ostracism had significant 
and negative relationships with creative performance, and 
the effect of abusive supervision on creative performance 
became insignificant in M7. We used the Monte Carlo boot-
strapping method (Bootstrap = 20,000) to test the mediation 
effects. The indirect effects through peer harassment and 
peer ostracism were − 0.07 (95% CI [− 0.12, − 0.02], not 
including zero) and − 0.05 (95% CI [− 0.09, − 0.01], not 
including zero), respectively, providing support for media-
tion Hypotheses 4 and 5 when the outcome was employee 
creative performance (Preacher and Selig 2012).

Hypotheses 6 and 7 predicted that proactive personal-
ity would weaken the indirect negative effects of abusive 
supervision on employee performance. We first checked the 
simple moderation effect in Model 9 of Table 3. For H6, the 
results show that the interactive effect of target employee’s 
proactive personality and peer harassment on employee crea-
tive performance was significant but in a different direction 
(negative, rather than positive), indicating that, when target 
employees have a higher level of proactive personality, peer 
harassment leads to much lower creative performance. Fol-
lowing Aiken and West (1991), we depicted this moderat-
ing effect in Fig. 2, with 1-SD above and below the mean 
values of peer harassment and proactive personality. The 
simple slope analyses showed that, when proactive personal-
ity was high, the effect of peer harassment was significantly 
and negatively related to employee creative performance 

(simple slope = − 0.35, p < 0.05), whereas, when proac-
tive personality was low, the effect became non-significant 
(simple slope = − 0.04, p > 0.10). For the conditional indi-
rect effects through peer harassment, we applied the Monte 
Carlo bootstrapping method (repetition = 20,000) to test the 
indirect effects at different levels of proactive personality. 
The results in Table 4 show that, when proactive personality 
was high, the indirect effect of abusive supervision on target 
employees’ creative performance via peer harassment was 
significant; the indirect effect became non-significant when 
proactive personality was low; the difference between the 
two conditions was significant. Thus, our findings do not 
support H6, but provide significant evidence in an oppo-
site way. For H7, as we did not find a significant interaction 
between proactive personality and peer ostracism in M9, H7 
receives no support.

Table 3   Results of HLM Analyses in Study 1

Nlevel1 = 388, Nlevel2 = 76
PH peer harassment, PO peer ostracism, PP proactive personality, CP:creative performance
*p < .05

Variables M 1 M 2 M 3 M 4 M 5 M 6 M 7 M 8 M 9
CP CP PH PH PO PO CP CP CP

Follower age .00 .00 − .03 − .03 − .02 − .01 − .01 − .01 − .01
Follower gender − .03 − .06 .20* .14* − .07 .02 − .10 − .08 − .08
Follower tenure .01 .01 .04 − .04 .01 .01 .02 .02 .02
Supervisor age − .02 − .01 .04 .03 .02 .01 .00 .00 .00
Supervisor gender .05 − .01 − .02 .07 − .06 .01 .01 .01 .01
Supervisor tenure .02 .01 − .01 − .01 .02 .02 .02 .01 .02
Team size − .03 − − .03 − .02 − .03 .05 .04 − .03 − .03 − .04
Abusive supervision − .22* .32* .28* − .08 − .05 − .06
Peer harassment (PH) − .22* − .21* − .20*
Peer ostracism (PO) − .17* − .17* − .17*
Proactive personality (PP) .31* .30*
PH*PP − .15*
PO*PP .11
Devianceb 1282.25 1271.41 930.72 870.41 1008.18 927.79 1252.99 1227.30 1220.89

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

5.5

6

Low peer harassment High peer harassment

E
m

pl
oy

ee
 c

re
at

iv
e 

pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

Low proactive personality
High proactive personality

Fig. 2   The interactive effect on employee creative performance
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The result of Study 1 supported the mediation hypoth-
esis that abusive supervision exerted a negative and indi-
rect effect on the victim employee’s creative performance 
through third-party employees’ mistreatment behaviors (both 
harassment and ostracism). However, the result opposed 
the hypothesized direction of the moderated mediation of 
H6. It showed that victim employee’s proactive personal-
ity accentuated, rather than buffered, the negative impact of 
abusive supervision through peer harassment on the victim 
employee’s creative performance. Proactive employees, who 
are supposed to actively and determinedly seek solutions 
until meaningful change occurs, are not able to keep posi-
tive in an abusive environment (Bin et al. 2020). A possible 
explanation is that peer harassment may excessively exceed 
the individual’s expectations regarding his/her ability to 
change the environment (Guo et al. 2020). The feeling of 
inability to make a change amplifies the negative emotions 
and perceptions of self-determination, thus stifling crea-
tive performance (S. Lee et al. 2013; Harvey et al. 2006). 
On this occasion, one can expect an alternative H6, that is, 
the negative effect of abusive supervision on the victim’s 
performance becomes stronger when the victim has a high 
proactive personality. To avoid making a conclusion from 
statistical errors, we are open to the possibility of an oppo-
site direction of H6. Therefore, we conduct a second study 
to retest our model.

Study 2

Methods

Sample and Procedure

We collected a second sample to replicate the findings of 
Study 1 with a different form of performance, i.e., employ-
ees’ objective job performance. We drew the sample from 
service staff in one big Chinese airline company. We con-
tacted the HR director and randomly selected 265 ser-
vice employees from the names provided. Each employee 
received a reward of 100 RMB to encourage participa-
tion. We obtained their consent form before the survey 
and assured them that their input would be confidential. As 
mentioned, one difference was that we used objective job 
performance in Study 2, rather than the subjective crea-
tive performance used in Study 1. The change allowed us 
to replicate the results with both objective and subjective 
performance measures, as well as two types of employee 
performance, thereby greatly enhancing the robustness of 
our findings. We conducted data collection with online 
surveys in three phases. In Time 1, we distributed an 
online questionnaire to these service employees to rate 
their leaders’ abusive supervision. This round, we received 
247 replies. One month later, in Time 2, we sent a second 
online questionnaire to these 247 employees to ascertain 
their perceptions of harassment and ostracism from peers, 
as well as their own proactive personality. We received 
234 responses this round. In Time 3, another month later, 
we asked the HR department to provide the objective job 
performance evaluations of these 234 employees. The 
company evaluated its employees’ objective job perfor-
mance on a scale of “A” to “D,” i.e., “A” as excellent, “B” 
as good, “C” as normal, “D” as below normal. After delet-
ing non-matched data, we finally obtained 228 datasets 
for further analyses. The average age of the 228 service 
employees was 28.54 (s.d. = 6.29), their average tenure 
was 5.96 (s.d. = 3.61), and about 71% were females.

Measures

We adopted the same scales as in Study 1 for abusive super-
vision, peer harassment, peer ostracism, and proactive per-
sonality. The reliabilities for these scales were 0.95, 0.94, 
0.95, and 0.81, respectively. For the objective performance 
evaluation, we coded “A” to “D” as 4 to 1. We included age, 
gender, and tenure as control variables.

Table 4   Results of conditional indirect effects in study 1

Parameters were estimated with Monte Carlo bootstrapping method 
with 20,000 repetitions
AS abusive supervision

Moderated mediation path Indirect effect Confidence interval

Proactive personality moderating the indirect effect of AS → peer 
harassment → creativity

 When proactive personality 
is high

− .15 [− .24, − .06]

 When proactive personality 
is low

− .02 [− .11, .07]

 Difference between two 
conditions

− .13 [− .25, − .02]

Proactive personality moderating the indirect effect of AS → peer 
ostracism → creativity

 When proactive personality 
is high

− .03 [− .09, .03]

 When proactive personality 
is low

− .12 [− .19, − .05]

 Difference between two 
conditions

.09 [− .01, .16]
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Analytic Strategy

As the service employees were from different teams, the data 
were independent in nature. Therefore, we applied multi-
ple regression with SPSS 22.0 for the data analyses. To test 
the significance of conditional indirect effects, we adopted 
Hayes’ PROCESS MACRO tool (Version 3.3) to conduct 
bootstrap estimations of the parameters (bootstrap = 20,000) 
(Hayes 2017; Hayes and Rockwood 2020).

Results and Discussion

Confirmatory Factor Analyses

Table 5 illustrates the results of the confirmatory factor 
analyses. The baseline model (including abusive supervi-
sion, peer harassment, peer ostracism, and proactive person-
ality) had a good model fit, and all the factor loadings were 
above 0.57. As shown in Table 5, none of the rival models 
yielded a better model fit than the baseline model. Thus, our 
measures in Study 2 had good convergent and discriminant 
validities. The summary in Table 6 shows the means, stand-
ard deviations, and correlations among the variables. We 
found positive relationships between peer harassment, peer 
ostracism, and abusive supervision, and negative relation-
ships between abusive supervision, peer harassment, peer 
ostracism, and employee job performance.

Testing the Hypotheses

Table 7 provides the results of the multiple regression 
analyses. Similar to the findings in Study 1, we found 
significant and negative relationships between abusive 
supervision and objective job performance (in M2), and 
significant and positive relationships between abusive 
supervision and peer harassment (in M4) and peer ostra-
cism (in M6), H1, H2, and H3 are again supported.

Hypotheses 4 and 5 predicted the mediating roles of peer 
harassment and peer ostracism between abusive supervision 
and employee performance. In M7, we introduced both abu-
sive supervision and the mediators (i.e., peer harassment and 
peer ostracism) as predictors of job performance, and we 
found that only peer harassment had a significant relation-
ship with job performance, and there was not a significant 
relationship between peer ostracism and job performance. 
Again, the significant effect of abusive supervision on job 
performance in M2 became insignificant in M7. The Monte 
Carlo bootstrapping method (Bootstrap = 20,000) used for 
the mediation test indicated that the indirect effect through 
peer harassment was -0.06 (95% CI [− 0.08, − 0.01], not 

including zero) (Preacher and Selig 2012). Thus, the results 
again supported H4 when the outcome was job performance.

For H6 and H7, the results in M9 of Table 7 indicate 
that proactive personality negatively moderated the rela-
tionship between peer harassment and employee job per-
formance, but not the relationship between peer ostracism 
and job performance. This is consistent with the finding in 
Study 1 that, when target employees have a high proactive 
personality, peer harassment leads to much lower employee 
performance, confirming the accentuating role of proactive 
personality in moderating the mediation path. We depicted 
this moderating effect in Fig. 3, and the simple slope analy-
ses showed that, when proactive personality was high, the 
effect of peer harassment on job performance was signifi-
cant (simple slope = − 0.23, p < 0.05); when proactive per-
sonality was low, the effect became non-significant (simple 
slope = − 0.03, p > 0.10). For the conditional indirect effect 
of peer harassment, we applied Hayes’ PROCESS MACRO 
tool (Version 3.3) for the moderated mediation test (Boot-
strap = 20,000). The results in Table 8 show that, when pro-
active personality was high, the indirect effect of abusive 
supervision on employee job performance via peer harass-
ment was significant, whereas when proactive personality 
was low, the indirect effect was not significant. Overall, the 
above results generally replicate the findings in Study 1, 
in particular, it revalidates the opposite direction of H6 in 
Study 1.

General Discussion

Researchers have previously reported the negative impact of 
abusive supervision on the victim employee’s (Harris et al. 
2007) and third-party employees’ creative performance and 
job performance (Jiang et al. 2019). What is less clear is 
whether third-party employees become evil transporters for 
the abusive supervisor to hurt the victim. To address this 
research gap, the present study examined how abusive super-
vision was related to the victim’s creative performance and 
job performance through third-party employees’ mistreat-
ment behaviors and when proactive personality moderated 
this relationship. Below, we discuss the findings and the 
theoretical and managerial implications.

Theoretical Implications

The current research makes contributions to the abusive 
supervision and employee performance literature in four 
ways. The primary contribution is that our research inves-
tigates the correlation between abusive supervision and the 
target employee’s performance from a third-party perspec-
tive. Past research regarding the correlation between abusive 
supervision and employee performance focused on either the 
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victim (W. Liu et al. 2016) or the third-party employees (e.g., 
Jiang et al. 2019; Porath and Erez 2009). Research about 
whether and how third-party employees who witness abusive 
supervision affect the victim’s creative performance and job 
performance is missing. The current research addresses this 

gap by incorporating the third-party employees’ mistreat-
ment behavior into the already established negative rela-
tionship between abusive supervision and victim employee’s 
performance. To generalize the model, this study incorpo-
rates both subjective creative performance and objective 

Table 5   Results of confirmatory factor analyses in study 2

N = 228
*p < .05

Models χ2 df Δχ2 RMSEA CFI SRMR

Baseline model 
(4− factor)

Abusive supervision, peer harassment, peer ostracism, 
proactive personality

1255.36 588 .07 .97 .06

Rival model 1 Combine abusive supervision and peer harassment 5181.35 591 3925.99 (3)* .19 .88 .16
Rival model 2 Combine abusive supervision and peer ostracism 5873.17 591 4617.81 (3)* .20 .88 .16
Rival model 3 Combine peer harassment and peer ostracism 4870.48 591 3515.12 (3)* .18 .89 .12
Rival model 4 Combine peer harassment and proactive personality 1785.66 591 530.30 (3)* .09 .95 .08
Rival model 5 Combine peer ostracism and proactive personality 1792.96 591 537.60 (3)* .10 .95 .08
Rival model 6 Combine all variables 9649.51 594 8394.15 (6)* .26 .79 .18

Table 6   Means, standard 
deviations, and correlations of 
the variables in study 2

Numbers in parentheses on the diagonal are Cronbach’s alphas of the scales. Gender was coded as male = 1 
and female = 0
*p < .05

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Employee age 28.54 6.29
2 Employee gender .29 .46 .06
3 Employee tenure 5.96 3.61 .81* .13
4 Abusive supervision 1.59 .88 .29* .06 .29* (.95)
5 Peer harassment 1.91 .96 .13 .03 .11 .31* (.94)
6 Peer ostracism 1.74 .86 .09 − .01 .08 .37* .44* (.95)
7 Proactive personality 5.39 .80 .01 .13 − .07 − .09 − .07 − .04 (.81)
8 Job performance 3.48 .69 .01 .02 − .01 − .19* − .26* − .22* .10

Table 7   Results of multiple 
regression analyses in study 2

N = 228, JP job performance, PH peer harassment, PO peer ostracism, PP proactive personality
*p < .05

Variables M 1 M 2 M 3 M 4 M 5 M 6 M 7 M 8 M 9
JP JP PH PH PO PO JP JP JP

Employee age .06 .10 .12 .07 .08 .01 .11 .10 .06
Employee gender .03 .03 .02 .01 − .02 − .03 .03 .02 .00
Employee tenure − .06 − .03 .01 − .04 .02 − .04 − .05 − .03 − .01
Abusive supervision − .21* .30* .38* − .11 − .11 − .09
Peer harassment (PH) − .19* − .19* − .19*
Peer ostracism (PO) − .10 − .11 − .09
Proactive personality (PP) .07 .08
PH*PP − .15*
PO*PP .06
F value .14 2.42* .28 6.08* .64 9.08* 3.94* 3.53* 3.70*
R2 .00 .04 .02 .10 .01 .14 .10 .10 .13
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job performance in the investigation. Our results support 
the contention that third-party employees’ vicious behav-
iors, i.e., both harassment and ostracism, act as channels 
for the link between abusive supervision and employees’ 
creative performance. Investigating these potential channels 
advances the understanding of the dark side of leadership 
and how this darkness contaminates the work environment 
among employees.

Second, explaining third-party employees’ workplace 
abusive behaviors, this study extends the research on third-
party employees by proposing a social learning mechanism 
(Bandura and Walters 1977). The very few studies that apply 
social learning theory have found that abusive supervision 
passes through organizational hierarchies in such a way that 
team leaders view their managers as social role models to 
learn from, thereby abusing their team members (Liu et al. 
2012; Tu et al. 2018). However, it should be noted that, as 
co-workers do not hold a position of authority, they cannot 
abuse the target with supervisory power as the leaders do. 
Rather, as supported by our study, the outcomes of third-
party employees’ social learning from abusive supervisors 
can result in two distinct forms of mistreatment: peer harass-
ment and peer ostracism. In this regard, we show that social 
learning theory makes a notable contribution to the literature 
on abusive supervision and peer mistreatment.

Third, we examine the influence of two types of peer 
mistreatment, i.e., peer ostracism and peer harassment, 
on employees’ creative performance and job performance. 
Several studies have found that, compared to harassment, 
ostracism is more strongly related to negative outcomes, 
including health problems, lower affective commitment 
and job satisfaction, higher psychological withdrawal, and 
a tendency to quit (Ferris et al. 2017). Therefore, research-
ers have called for studies to distinguish workplace ostra-
cism from other mistreatment behaviors (Balliet and 
Ferris 2013; Hitlan et al. 2006). Our research addresses 
this call. However, unlike O’Reilly et al.’s (2015) study, 
which claimed that ostracism has a much stronger effect 
on employees’ work-related attitudes, our Study 1 found 

that harassment had a comparatively stronger impact on 
employee creative performance. Study 2 confirmed this 
result by showing the strong impact of harassment on job 
performance. The results of Study 2 failed to find a sig-
nificant influence of ostracism on job performance. One 
possible explanation for this may relate to the underly-
ing psychological mechanisms of harassment and ostra-
cism (Ferris et al. 2017). Ostracism creates a context of 
social isolation in such a way that peers subtly deplete 
the victim’s sense of belonging (Ferris et al. 2017). We 
agree that a sense of belonging is critical for one’s psy-
chological health (Rubin et al. 2019), negatively affect-
ing the attitudinal outcomes such as job satisfaction, a 
tendency to quit, or psychological withdrawal. However, 
we speculate that the need to belong may be less crucial 
for actual performance (e.g., creative performance and 
job performance). This is because individuals are obliged 
to fulfill their job requirements even though they do not 
feel that they belong to the group. Moreover, creativity 
is about thinking outside of the box and challenging the 
environment rather than looking to belong. Thus, ostra-
cism may be less directly harmful in affecting behavioral 
performance, whereas harassment, when it appears in the 
workplace, displays an obvious intention to harm the tar-
get, causing the target to have negative emotions and feel-
ings of unfairness (Andersson and Pearson 1999; J. Lee 
and Jensen 2014), furthermore distracting the target from 
fulfilling the job requirement normally or from coming 
up with new ideas. Thus, in a context of abusive supervi-
sion, peer harassment has a worse impact on employee 
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Fig. 3   The interactive effect on employee job performance

Table 8   Results of Conditional Indirect Effects in Study 2a

a Parameters were estimated with bootstrapping method with 20,000 
repetitions. AS: abusive supervision
b The  idence interval of the difference in the peer harassment path 
was at the 90% level

Moderated Mediation Path Indirect Effect Confidence Interval

Proactive personality moderating the indirect effect of AS → peer 
harassment  → job performance

 When proactive personality 
is high

− .08 [− .16, − .02]

 When proactive personality 
is low

− .01 [− .07, .05]

 Difference between two 
conditions

-.07 [− .15, − .004]b

Proactive personality moderating the indirect effect of AS → peer 
ostracism → job performance

 When proactive personality 
is high

− .05 [− .12, .03]

 When proactive personality 
is low

− .01 [− .07, .05]

 Difference between two 
conditions

− .04 [− .14, .07]
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performance than peer ostracism does. Our study contrib-
utes to the debates regarding these two distinct forms of 
workplace mistreatment.

Finally, regarding the moderating effect, both Study 1 
and Study 2 evidenced that proactive personality worsens 
the negative mediation path of abusive supervision on the 
victim’s performance via peer harassment. The finding 
enriches our understanding of the “double-edged” nature 
of proactive personality, especially in a constrained envi-
ronment (Altura et al. 2020). In addition, the accentuated 
negative impact of peer harassment on the victim’s crea-
tive performance and job performance depends on a proac-
tive personality, whereas the power of peer ostracism on 
the victim’s creative performance does not depend on a 
proactive personality. Proactive employees are those who 
actively and determinedly seek challenges until meaning-
ful change occurs in their goals (Crant 2000). It is possible 
that employees with a proactive personality are so enthu-
siastic about making changes that they blind themselves 
from sensing subtle or even invisible social signals, such as 
ostracism. As a result, the moderating effect of proactive 
personality between ostracism and creative performance 
is insignificant. Unlike ostracism, harassment is direct and 
explicit. For employees with a high proactive personal-
ity, confronting blunt harassment puts a damper on their 
enthusiasm, and this in turn exaggerates the negative link 
between peer harassment and creative performance. Thus, 
our results suggest that examining the victim’s personality 
as a boundary condition may generate valuable insights 
into the research on abusive supervision processes.

Practical Implications

This study provides some suggestions for practitioners. As 
employee performance is crucial to the success of firms in a 
competitive environment (Amabile et al. 2002), it is impor-
tant to have a comprehensive understanding of the factors, 
especially negative factors, that may motivate or obstruct 
employee performance. Our study uncovers an intermediate 
route whereby third-party employees channel the negative 
link between abusive supervision and employee perfor-
mance. We show that abusive supervision not only directly 
diminishes employees’ creative and job performance, but 
also is perceived by third-party employees as a behavioral 
model. Therefore, team leaders should pay attention to their 
leadership style, because negative role modeling can culti-
vate a vicious team. We would go so far as to suggest that 
very strict strategies banning abusive supervision should be 
adopted in an organization (Sutton 2007). That is, leaders 
should be monitored to ensure a suitable management style 
toward employees, and the organization should offer leader-
ship training to leaders to improve their leadership approach.

Second, our results confirm that both peer harassment and 
peer ostracism have strong and negative impacts on the vic-
tim’s creative performance. To create friendly working con-
ditions for employees to engage in creative behavior, organi-
zations need to cultivate a culture of fairness and sincerity. 
On the one hand, organizations should develop and enforce 
strict policies against workplace harassment and ostracism. 
On the other hand, organizations should apply soft manage-
ment techniques, such as organizing internal activities to 
help improve interpersonal relations among employees, pro-
viding training for employees to better manage conflicts with 
their co-workers, or establishing an office where employees 
can consult about workplace conflicts. All these measures 
may be helpful in breaking the cycle of learning unethical 
behaviors. For the victim abused by his/her leader and peers, 
the office could also offer psychological counseling help.

Third, our research reveals that, if the victim has a proac-
tive personality, this accentuates the negative impact of peer 
harassment on creativity. Thus, when harassment incidents 
are reported, organizations may need to pay extra attention 
and offer help to employees with a proactive personality, 
because they may have a strong negative reaction to harass-
ment incidents.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although the current research offers notable contributions 
to the literature on abusive supervision and workplace mis-
treatment, it is not without limitations. First, although the 
multi-source data followed a time-lagged design (Podsakoff 
et al. 2003), we could not definitively rule out the possibility 
of common method bias, nor can we be sure about the direc-
tion of causality. For example, peer employees’ harassment 
or ostracism may also result from the target’s persistence 
in challenging the status quo (i.e., proposing new ways of 
working) and seeking to differentiate him/herself from the 
group. Such behavior may annoy third-party employees, 
resulting in their continuously ignoring the target. Future 
studies should use a longitudinal design that measures the 
same variables in each time period to establish causality. 
Second, in this study, supervisors rated employees’ crea-
tive performance, but multiple factors could lead to a biased 
rating, such as liking. Although the second study generally 
replicated the model by using an objective variable (i.e., 
job performance), we suggest that future research should 
combine subjective ratings and objective data, such as num-
bers of patents to measure employee creative performance 
(Ng and Feldman 2012), because creative performance is 
nowadays becoming crucial for organizational development.

The third concern is that the operationalization of the peer 
harassment and peer ostracism variables was sourced from 
target employees rather than from third-party employees. 
Therefore, we cannot guarantee that the target employees 
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had no perception bias against their peers. Future studies 
would benefit from examining and replicating our models 
using experimental designs or the diary method. Employees 
could record their workplace behavior, such as whether they 
are abused by others, treat others badly, or witness abusive 
supervision. Researchers could cross-check the diaries and 
observe the frequencies of workplace mistreatment to have 
a more objective scoring of harassment and ostracism. By 
doing so, researchers may ascertain whether an individual 
has gradually become more hostile to others—a learning 
process—in the context of abusive supervision.

We relied on the social learning mechanism to explain the 
plausible process of third-party employees’ harassment and 
ostracism via an abusive supervisor, but alternative explana-
tions for our hypotheses may also exist. One example is the 
social exchange theory (Blau 2017), the core of which is the 
principle of reciprocity. That theory suggests that employees 
conduct either good or bad behaviors to reciprocate those 
who engage in good or bad behaviors (Eissa et al. 2019). 
Thus, we may also assume that co-workers engage in peer 
harassment or peer ostracism of the target employee as a 
gesture to reciprocate their relationship with the supervisor, 
because the supervisor probably encourages peer mistreat-
ment. Researchers could further explore this possibility.

Moreover, we encourage future research to examine 
other plausible moderating variables that may strengthen 
or weaken the abusive supervision–peer mistreatment 
relationship and the peer mistreatment–victim’s per-
formance relationship. For example, for the abusive 
supervision–peer mistreatment relationship, third-party 
employees may differ in their learning level of harassment 
and ostracism, because not everyone will have the same 
evil thoughts toward the victim. Mitchell et al. (2012) 
showed an emotional mechanism whereby angered third 
parties might attempt to fight against the abusive super-
visor and help the victim, whereas contented third par-
ties may agree with the supervisor and engage in more 
hostile behaviors against the victim (Qiao et al. 2019). 
Thus, third-party employees’ emotional reactions may 
be a factor in deciding their actions toward the victim 
employee. Besides emotions, third-party employees’ per-
sonality or moral identity may also moderate the learning 
outcome. For example, psychopathy, a personality dis-
order, promotes antisocial behavior and peer mistreat-
ment (Khan et al. 2019; Hurst et al. 2019). Witnessing 
abusive supervision and having psychopathic character-
istics may have a joint effect in third parties’ learning 
process. Questions include: What contextual factors may 
reinforce the learning mechanism between abusive super-
vision and third-party employees’ vicious behavior? Do 
third-party employees differ in their choice of whether 
to harass or to ostracize the target? Because third party 
employees’ choice of harassment and ostracism behavior 

also represents their directions in treating the victim—
that of moving toward or moving away from abusing the 
victim employee, respective—their directions of motion 
indicate approach and avoidance tendencies (Ferris et al. 
2016). Accordingly, the framework of approach–avoid-
ance framework will be useful to understand the com-
prehensive learning process of different peer mistreat-
ment constructs. Furthermore, what are the underlying 
mechanism through which peer mistreatment inhibits 
the target employee’s performance? Because a negative 
environment impacts largely on one’s psychological status 
(Wu et al. 2012), the target employee’s self-worth (Jian 
et al. 2012) and organization-based self-esteem (Farh and 
Chen 2014) are both possible mediating factors in the 
peer mistreatment–victim’s performance relationship. We 
encourage researchers to explore these questions and the 
boundary conditions related to peer mistreatment with 
empirical and/or vignette studies.

Last but not least, we tested the hypothesized model 
in China. This raises the concern that the findings may 
not be generalizable to Western countries, because inter-
personal relations in China are greatly influenced by tra-
ditional cultures. Supervisor–employee relationships are 
likely to generate hierarchies of superiority and inferior-
ity (Cheng 1995; Liu et al. 2016) that cultivate a hotbed 
of abusive supervision practices (Cheng 1995; Liu et al. 
2016). Holding traditional values, most Chinese tend to 
be submissive to authority figures, and this could poten-
tially strengthen individuals’ learning tendency toward 
authority figures. Therefore, we encourage researchers 
to test the generalizability of our findings by conducting 
cross-cultural studies.

Conclusion

Building on social learning theory, this study proposes 
a spillover pathway via third-party employees to the 
relationship between abusive supervision and the victim 
employee’s creative performance and job performance. We 
found support for the contention that third-party employ-
ees emulate abusive supervisors’ behaviors and engage in 
harassment and ostracism toward victims. These behaviors 
subsequently harm the target employee’s creative perfor-
mance and job performance. Also, we showed that an indi-
vidual difference (i.e., proactive personality) has a worsen-
ing impact on the relationship between peer mistreatment 
and creative performance. We call for future studies to 
continue exploring the effect of abusive supervision on 
peer mistreatment behavior from a social learning perspec-
tive, taking individual differences into account.

Note: We thank the anonymous reviewer very much for 
insightful suggestions of collecting new data to revalidate 
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the result of H6 and adding a short discussion to highlight 
the opposite finding.
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