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Abstract

Purpose The present study builds on prior research

involving organizational support theory and the trickle-

down effects of supervisors’ perceived organizational

support (POS). We examine benefits of supervisor POS for

the supervisors themselves (enhanced affective commit-

ment and in-role performance), and a behavioral mecha-

nism through which supervisors’ POS may lead to

subordinate dedication, a multifaceted conceptualization of

performance.

Design/Methodology/Approach Using three sources of

data (from 139 human resource professionals, their 47

supervisors, and the 22 bosses of their supervisors) we

assessed the hypothesized relationships using multilevel

path modeling.

Findings Supervisors’ POS related positively to supervi-

sors’ affective commitment to their organization, resulting

in better supervisor in-role performance two months later.

Also, having better performing supervisors resulted in

more dedication by employees in the form of extra-role

performance, as rated by their supervisor 2 months later,

and extra hours worked.

Implications It appears providing organizational support to

supervisors may result in beneficial outcomes for the

supervisors and the organization in terms of supervisors’

enhanced emotional attachment to the company, and better

performance in their job, with consequences for

subordinate dedication in terms of extra hours worked and

extra-role performance.

Originality/Value These findings contribute to organiza-

tional support theory by showing initial evidence that

supervisor in-role performance can serve as an explanatory

mechanism through which supervisors’ POS trickles down

to aid subordinates.

Keywords Perceived organizational support � Affective

commitment � Trickle-down effects � Supervisor

performance � Subordinate dedication

Introduction

Supervisors are in the challenging position of having to

work effectively with those above and below them in the

organization (Gentry and Shanock 2008). Supervisors,

from frontline managers to middle managers and above, are

responsible for the day-to-day activities involved in

supervising and developing their subordinates, while also

being charged with tasks from above that can have direct

implications for the success of the organization, such as

implementing organizational strategy, innovation, and

change efforts (Gentry and Sosik 2010). Thus, supervisors

differ from non-managerial employees in that they must

meet their own performance goals and also ensure that their

subordinates are meeting performance goals. Similar to

non-managerial employees, however, supervisors develop

attitudes about the organization based on their experiences

and treatment by the organization, though such experiences

may be unique compared to those of non-managerial

employees (Erdogan and Enders 2007; Gentry and Shanock

2008; Masterson 2001; Shanock and Eisenberger 2006).
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Supervisors are salient figures to subordinates because,

among other duties, they are tasked with directing, evalu-

ating, and coaching subordinates (Eisenberger et al. 2010;

Loi et al. 2012). Consequently, the attitudes that supervi-

sors develop about the organization and their behaviors that

result may trickle down to affect the attitudes and behav-

iors of their subordinates (Baran et al. 2012; Gentry and

Shanock 2008; Shanock and Eisenberger 2006). To this

point, within the past decade, research involving organi-

zational support theory has started to consider some theo-

retical implications involving the important yet unique

position of supervisors (e.g., Baran et al. 2012). Organi-

zational support theory is the primary theoretical frame-

work used to describe the nature of perceived

organizational support (POS), its potential antecedents,

outcomes, and theoretical mechanisms (Baran et al. 2012;

Eisenberger and Stinglhamber 2011; Rhoades and Eisen-

berger 2002). POS refers to employees’ global beliefs that

their work organization values their contributions and cares

about their well-being (Eisenberger et al. 1986). Employ-

ees develop these global beliefs in order to determine the

organization’s readiness to reward increased work effort, as

well as to fulfill socioemotional needs like caring, affilia-

tion, approval, and esteem (Baran et al. 2012; Rhoades and

Eisenberger 2002). Because organizational support theory

is based on social exchange theory and the norm of

reciprocity, it states that when employees feel supported by

the organization, they develop a sense of obligation to

reciprocate felt support with something of value to the

organization (Blau 1964; Rhoades and Eisenberger 2002).

Consequently, workers will trade increased effort in the

form of task performance or in-role performance, for

example, in exchange for tangible (e.g., pay raises, pro-

motions) and intangible benefits (e.g., socioemotional need

fulfillment) (Baran et al. 2012; Rhoades et al. 2001).

Previous research provides support for a ‘‘trickle-down’’

effect whereby supervisors’ attitudes about the organiza-

tion influence their subordinates’ attitudes and behaviors.

For example, Shanock and Eisenberger (2006) found

supervisors with higher levels of POS had subordinates

with higher levels of POS, in-role and extra-role perfor-

mance. Despite Shanock and Eisenberger’s (2006) initial

findings regarding the trickle-down effect of supervisor

attitudes, organizational support theory research is only

beginning to delve into why supervisor POS leads to better

performance and helping behavior by their subordinates.

Thus, the goal of our study is to examine a potential

mechanism through which supervisors who feel supported

might have more dedicated subordinates. We draw on

social exchange theory further to develop a theoretical

framework to explain the trickle-down effect of supervisor

POS (Bandura 1977; Blau 1964). Social exchange theory

argues that supervisors repay benefits received by the

organization, like support, by caring about the organiza-

tion’s well-being and helping the organization achieve its

goals (Wo et al. 2015). As we argue below, this suggests

that supervisor in-role performance may serve as a mech-

anism by which supervisor POS leads to enhanced subor-

dinate dedication to their job, in the form of in-role and

extra-role performance as well as extra hours work beyond

what is contracted. Figure 1 illustrates the proposed model.

Supervisor POS and Supervisor Affective

Commitment

Affective commitment refers to employees’ emotional

attachment to their work organization (Meyer and Allen

1997). Affectively committed employees identify with the

organization and are happy and proud to work at their

organization (Loi et al. 2012; Meyer and Allen 1997;

Meyer et al. 2002). Whereas POS involves the perception

that the organization values and cares about the well-being

of its employees, affective commitment captures the extent

to which employees care about the organization (Shore and

Wayne 1993). Thus, the relationship between POS and

affective commitment involves a social exchange of car-

ing-for-caring.

According to social exchange theory and the norm of

reciprocity, people feel obligated to reciprocate received

benefits, and previous research suggests that social

exchange norms can govern employees’ relationships with

their organization (e.g., Blau 1964; Baran et al. 2012;

Rhoades et al. 2001). If employees feel that their organi-

zation supports them, employees, in exchange, feel they

should care about the organization, become emotionally

attached, and incorporate the organization into their iden-

tity (i.e., become affectively committed). Also, organiza-

tional support theory explains that POS helps fulfill needs

for esteem, approval, and affiliation (Eisenberger and

Stinglhamber 2011). Thus, the satisfaction of emotional

needs resulting from POS would be expected to lead an

employee to reciprocate with increased emotional attach-

ment to the organization (Rhoades et al. 2001).

Numerous studies support this argument and have found

positive relationships between POS and affective commit-

ment (see Baran et al. 2012; Rhoades and Eisenberger

2002; and Meyer et al. 2002 for reviews). Furthermore,

using a cross-lagged panel design, Rhoades et al. (2001)

provided longitudinal evidence that POS had a positive

relationship with affective commitment over time. In par-

ticular, the authors found that higher affective commitment

did not lead to higher POS, but higher levels of POS did

lead to greater affective commitment.

Although supervisors have likely been included along

with non-supervisors in samples of research involving POS

and affective commitment, to date only two studies have
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specifically examined the affective commitment of super-

visors (Guerrero and Herrbach 2009; Loi et al. 2012) and

only one of those studies included POS as an antecedent of

supervisor affective commitment (Guerrero and Herrbach

2009). Supervisors’ day-to-day tasks differ from subordi-

nates, as their jobs not only include directing and evalu-

ating those below them, but carrying out the strategies

decided by those above them (Gentry and Shanock 2008;

Wooldridge et al. 2008). Thus, POS should be just as

important, if not more important to the affective commit-

ment of supervisors as for non-managerial employees.

Similar to non-managerial employees, we expect a positive

relationship between supervisor POS and affective com-

mitment for two reasons.

First, social exchange theory is applicable across a

wide variety of relationships; thus, the exchange of car-

ing-for-caring should hold for supervisors as it does for

non-managerial employees. Though organizations may

show support to supervisors in different ways than to

subordinates (e.g., freedom to manage their subordinates

in the way they desire; input into strategic direction of the

organization), if the organization shows that they care

about the supervisor’s well-being, based on the norm of

reciprocity, the supervisor should return those feelings

and care about the organization’s well-being. Second,

organizational support theory would posit that POS is

likely to fulfill supervisors’ needs for esteem, approval,

and affiliation (Eisenberger and Stinglhamber 2011).

Consequently, supervisors will feel obligated to give back

to the organization. In line with these arguments, Guer-

rero and Herrbach (2009) found a significant positive

relationship between supervisors’ POS and their affective

commitment. Based on organizational support theory and

these empirical findings, we propose the following repli-

cation hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Supervisor POS will be positively related

to their affective commitment.

Supervisor POS, Affective Commitment, and In-

Role Performance

Affective commitment has been considered an important

determinant of in-role performance. Affectively committed

employees are said to have higher performance because

they have a sense of belonging in their organization, an

enhanced willingness to help the organization pursue its

goals, and a tendency to increase their levels of involve-

ment in the organization’s activities (Meyer et al. 2002;

Rhoades et al. 2001). Accordingly, affective commitment

has shown a consistent positive relationship with employee

in-role performance (Meyer et al. 2002), defined as the

performance of tasks associated with one’s job description

(Williams and Anderson 1991).

In organizational support theory, affective commitment

is a key theoretical mechanism through which POS is

related to in-role performance (e.g., Casimir et al. 2014;

Settoon et al. 1996; Wayne et al. 1997), such that

employees will reciprocate support by being committed to

the organization, which increases employees’ willingness

to help the organization achieve its goals. These arguments

would be expected to hold for supervisors as well. As with

non-managerial employees, the sense of competence and

feeling of worth afforded by POS should result in greater

emotional attachment, socioemotional need fulfillment

(e.g., needs for approval and esteem), and identification

with the organization (e.g., Eisenberger et al. 2001; Mar-

ique et al. 2012), leading to higher performance for

supervisors.

Examining predictors of in-role performance of super-

visors, such as their POS and affective commitment, is

Level 1 (Subordinates)

Level 2 (Supervisors)

Supervisor 
POS

Supervisor 
AC

Subordinate 
Extra-role

Performance

Subordinate 
Extra Hours 

Worked

Supervisor 
In-role 

Performance

Subordinate 
In-role

Performance

Fig. 1 Hypothesized model.

POS perceived organizational

support, AC affective

commitment
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perhaps even more important than for lower-level

employees because supervisors have higher levels of

responsibility (e.g., Gentry and Shanock 2008) and are

charged with a critical role of supervising others and

implementing human resource practices and policies

(Kuvaas et al. 2014). They also are expected to continue to

cascade the organization’s strategy down to those below

them by translating the strategy into day-to-day operations,

aligning subordinates’ tasks with organizational strategy,

and building up subordinate buy-in (Wooldridge et al.

2008). Often times, this involves supervisors providing

support, mentoring, and development to subordinates (Yukl

2002). Thus, supervisors have higher-stakes consequences

for poor performance than non-managerial employees.

Consistent with organizational support theory (e.g.,

Eisenberger and Stinglhamber 2011; Marique et al. 2012),

we propose that supervisors will work harder to help ensure

the success of their organization if they feel attached to and

identify with the organization’s goals and values, which

may be a result of feeling cared about and supported by the

organization.

Hypothesis 2 Supervisor affective commitment will

mediate the relationship between supervisor POS and their

in-role performance.

Supervisor Performance: A Trickle-Down

Mechanism

In their original study of the trickle-down effects of

supervisors’ POS, Shanock and Eisenberger (2006) found

supervisors’ POS related positively to subordinate out-

comes including enhanced in-role and extra-role perfor-

mance as rated by their supervisors. However, they noted

that further research was needed to determine the mecha-

nisms through which supervisors’ POS leads to such sub-

ordinate outcomes. This sentiment was more recently

echoed in a review and theoretical integration of the POS

literature by Baran et al. (2012) and represents the primary

contribution of our study. Using social exchange theory, we

propose that supervisor’s in-role performance is a key

mechanism explaining the trickle-down effect of supervi-

sor’s POS on subordinate outcomes, and in particular,

subordinate dedication. We argue below that when super-

visors have higher in-role performance (e.g., are more

invested in developing and supporting their subordinates,

among other duties), those subordinates should develop a

greater level of dedication.

Employees’ dedication to their job is described in a

variety of forms in the literature, including higher-quality

inputs to the organization, working hard and persisting on

job tasks (in-role performance), and engaging in extra-role

behaviors that go beyond what is required in their work

roles to help the organization reach its goals, such as

helping others or working extra hours (e.g., Gill and

Mathur 2007; Liu et al. 2013; Van Scotter and Motowidlo

1996). Thus, in the current study we include a multifaceted

conceptualization of subordinate dedication, which is

comprised of subordinate in-role performance (Williams

and Anderson 1991), subordinate extra-role performance

(Williams and Anderson 1991), and extra hours worked

beyond the normal work hours expected for the job.

Supervisor In-Role Performance as a Mediator Between

Supervisor Affective Commitment and Subordinate

Dedication

As mentioned previously, the norm of reciprocity and

social exchange theory suggests that when people receive

something of value from another party (albeit another

person or an organization), they feel obligated to recipro-

cate something of value to the original benefactor (Blau

1964). As such, supervisors who feel supported by the

organization will, in exchange, feel emotionally attached to

and incorporate the organization into their social identity

(Marique et al. 2012). In the case of supervisors specifi-

cally, they are also representatives acting on behalf of the

organization (Eisenberger et al. 2002; Loi et al. 2012).

Supervisors who have integrated the organization into their

social identity should act out their role as agents, or rep-

resentatives, of the organization to a greater degree than

less affectively committed supervisors. Furthermore,

affectively committed supervisors will want to help the

organization reach its objectives in order to repay felt

support from the organization.

Given their role as representatives of the organization,

one way that supervisors reciprocate perceived support is

through embracing their in-role performance duties, which

likely include dedicating time to interactions with and

development of employees below them (Gentry and Sosik

2010; Paustian-Underdahl et al. 2013; Wo et al. 2015). In

his book, Yukl (2002) presents a number of definitions of

supervisory activities, many of which include ‘‘trying to get

people to perform better’’ and ‘‘motivating subordinates’’

(pp. 5–6). In addition, management roles involve four basic

principles (i.e., planning, coordinating, organizing, and

leading; Bateman et al. 2017). Managers are not expected

to engage in all functions at once. Instead, effective man-

agers are those that develop skills associated with each

function, including leading, which refers to stimulating

people to be high performers and motivating and commu-

nicating with employees. In line with this discussion, we

argue that activities such as developing, supporting, men-

toring, and guiding subordinates are part of many super-

visors’ in-role performance expectations.
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Supervisors with high affective commitment would be

expected to focus on their in-role duties, part of which are

reasonably defined as helping their subordinates carry out

their jobs more effectively and the willingness to mentor

and develop subordinates, which should help the subordi-

nates perform better (Loi et al. 2012; Tepper and Taylor

2003). As social exchange theory argues, by helping sub-

ordinates carry out their jobs more effectively, supervisors

with high affective commitment are repaying the organi-

zation by carrying out part of their supervisor duties and

helping the organization reach its objectives through

enhanced subordinate performance (Donsbach and Sha-

nock 2008; Loi et al. 2012; Shanock and Eisenberger

2006). We examined ratings of in-role performance and

extra-role performance as well as subordinates’ reports of

their extra hours worked because dedicated employees not

only concentrate on getting the job done, but are also likely

to work extra hours above what other, less dedicated

employees work (Van Scotter and Motowidlo 1996).

Dedicated employees want to ensure that they are putting

their best efforts toward both their own job demands and

helping others reach their highest performance (Gill and

Mathur 2007).

Hypothesis 3 Supervisors’ in-role performance is posi-

tively related to subordinate dedication in the form of in-

role performance, extra-role performance, and extra hours

worked.

Hypothesis 4 Supervisors’ in-role performance mediates

the relationship between supervisor affective commitment

and subordinate dedication in the form of in-role perfor-

mance, extra-role performance, and extra hours worked.

Methods

Sample and Procedure

Our sample was comprised of 139 subordinates and 47

supervisors (M = 3 subordinates per supervisor, range

1–9) of a Fortune 500, multinational, manufacturing

organization headquartered in the Southeastern United

States. All employees served in human resources roles in

the organization, with 55 % located in the USA, Canada, or

South America, 26 % in Europe, and 19 % located in

China, India, Australia, or New Zealand. All participants

spoke English, regularly conducted business, and interacted

with others in English as part of their job. We found no

differences on the variables to be used as endogenous

(dependent) variables in our model based on nationality.

This research was conducted as part of an ongoing

assessment initiative within the human resources function

for the organization. The goals of the project and the data

gathering procedures were communicated to the full HR

population within the organization (N = 280) via a global

video conference call (held by the Chief Human Resources

Officer) and email. The data collection was split into two

phases. Phase 1 surveyed all HR professionals within the

organization; Phase 2 occurred two months after the end of

Phase 1 and surveyed the supervisors of Phase 1 partici-

pants to gather performance data.

Data collection for Phase 1 began with a member of our

research team sending an email to the target HR population

which included an introduction of ourselves, a more

detailed introduction to the project, and an online survey

link inviting them to participate in the self-report research.

The survey included an informed consent process, self-

report attitude measures, demographic information, and

links to additional measures not used in the present

research (e.g., a human resource competency assessment

and a cognitive ability assessment). Participants were also

asked to identify their direct supervisor. To encourage

higher rates of participation, participants had the option to

complete the survey from their office computers during

normal business hours. Also, reminder emails encouraging

the HR employees to complete the online survey were sent

to the population 7, 10, and 14 days after the initial email.

A total of 194 HR professionals completed the survey in

Phase 1 (a response rate of about 69 %).

Two months after the above assessments closed, Phase 2

began. After compiling the direct supervisor information

provided by Phase 1 participants and condensing duplicates

(i.e., when one supervisor oversaw more than one subor-

dinate), there were a total of 82 supervisors.1 A high-

ranking member of the HR staff sent an email to these 82

supervisors explaining the project and notifying them that

the researchers would be contacting them for performance

ratings of their subordinates. The next day, a member of

our research team emailed the 82 supervisors; the email

contained a link to the performance rating survey and asked

the supervisor to rate in-role and extra-role performance for

each of the HR employees that identified them as a

supervisor. Our supervisor sample consequently consisted

of those employees who have direct reports (subordinates)

below them and report directly to their boss above them; it

is possible that the supervisors reside at various levels in

the organization. In terms of experience, 25 % of the

supervisors had 3–7 years of experience, 41 % had

8–14 years of experience, and 34 % had more than

15 years of experience.

1 Forty-seven of the Phase 1 participants were identified as super-

visors. Thus, in Phase 1, these 47 participants answered the self-report

attitude measures (e.g., POS and affective commitment) and identified

their direct supervisor. They also participated in Phase 2 by rating the

performance of their subordinates. Their performance was also rated

in Phase 2 by their bosses.
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Once we matched data sources and accounted for data

missing from one or more of the sources that needed to be

matched, the sources and sample sizes are as follows:

(a) Supervisors’ self-report data of their own POS and

affective commitment (N = 47),

(b) Supervisors’ in-role performance, as rated by the

supervisor’s bosses’ (N = 22). Note: we will refer to

this sample as bosses throughout the paper to avoid

confusion between the focal supervisors in our study

and their supervisors above them (bosses),

(c) Supervisor ratings of subordinates’ in-role and extra-

role performance (N = 90),

(d) Subordinates’ self-reported extra hours worked

(N = 139).

Although our sample size appears quite small, we con-

ducted a post hoc power analysis for multilevel models to

determine the amount of power we have to detect small and

medium effect sizes. We found that, given our sample size,

we have limited power to detect small effect sizes and

adequate power to detect medium effect sizes.

Measures

All measures were assessed using a 5-point Likert-type

scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) except

where otherwise noted.

Supervisor POS

Supervisors completed the Survey of perceived organiza-

tional support (Eisenberger et al. 1986; Eisenberger and

Stinglhamber 2011; Rhoades and Eisenberger 2002). We

used the six items from Eisenberger et al. (1986) that have

been commonly used in recent research (e.g., Shanock and

Eisenberger 2006). Sample items include ‘‘My work

organization really cares about my well-being’’ and ‘‘My

work organization values my contributions to its well-

being.’’

Supervisor Affective Commitment

Supervisors completed the Meyer and Allen (1997) 6-item

affective commitment questionnaire. Sample items include

‘‘I am proud to tell others that I work at this organization’’

and ‘‘I feel personally attached to my work organization.’’

In-Role Performance

In-role performance of both supervisors and subordinates

was assessed 2 months following the gathering of the

supervisor POS and affective commitment measures. For

the supervisors in our study, the supervisor’s boss (N = 22)

provided ratings of in-role performance. For the subordi-

nates in our study, the supervisors (N = 47 focal supervi-

sors in the study) provided ratings of in-role performance

for each of their subordinates. Therefore, in-role perfor-

mance was consistently rated by a higher source. Bosses

and supervisors used Williams and Anderson’s (1991)

seven-item measure of in-role behaviors. Sample items

include ‘‘Fulfills responsibilities specified in the job

description’’ and ‘‘Meets formal performance requirements

of the job.’’ The bosses and supervisors responded to each

item using a 5-point response scale (1 = does not meet

expectations to 5 = significantly exceeds expectations).

Supervisors’ in-role tasks and job description include car-

rying out tasks from their bosses as well as directing and

evaluating their subordinates. Consequently, we argue that

this measure captures, in part, the extent to which super-

visors engage in tasks related to mentoring and evaluating

their subordinates.

Subordinates’ Extra-Role Performance

Two months following the gathering of the POS and AC

measures, supervisors rated their subordinates’ extra-role

performance using Williams and Anderson’s (1991)

13-item extra-role behavior measure. Sample items include

‘‘Helps others with heavy workloads’’ and ‘‘Conserves and

protects organizational property.’’ Supervisors responded

to each item using a 5-point response scale (1 = does not

meet expectations to 5 = significantly exceeds

expectations).

Subordinates’ Extra Hours Worked

We assessed the hours worked beyond what subordinates

were contracted to work. Specifically, participants reported

the number of hours they were under contract to work each

week and the number of hours that they typically worked

per week. We calculated extra hours by subtracting the

number of contracted hours from the number of typical

hours worked each week.

Control Variables

The focus of the present study was to examine supervisor-

level mechanisms (supervisor affective commitment and

in-role performance) through which supervisor POS would

lead to behavioral dedication from subordinates (e.g., in-

role and extra-role performance as well as extra hours

worked). We were focused on behavioral outcomes rather

than subordinate attitudes. However, we recognize that,

consistent with Shanock and Eisenberger (2006) supervi-

sors who feel supported would also likely have subordi-

nates with higher POS, and thus we control for subordinate
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POS in our model. Supervisor POS did have a positive

relationship with subordinate POS although not significant

(B = .15, n.s.). Controlling for subordinate POS did not

affect the strength or significance of any of the relation-

ships in our model.

We also considered organizational tenure, gender, and

age of supervisors and subordinates as potential demo-

graphic control variables that may influence POS, perfor-

mance, or both variables (Spector and Brannick 2011).

First, with regard to organizational tenure, employees who

are dissatisfied with the organization or are not performing

well would be more likely to quit the organization or be

fired (Rhoades and Eisenberger 2002). Consequently, those

employees who remain (i.e., longer tenured employees)

may have more favorable views of the organization (i.e.,

have higher POS) or have higher performance. In terms of

gender, previous research has argued that women feel more

strongly than men that they need to reciprocate favorable

treatment, thus affecting POS and its outcomes (Kurtessis

et al. 2015). In addition, evidence suggests that older

workers generally have more positive perceptions of their

employer and thus are less likely to focus on specific

organizational factors that may contribute to POS (Kur-

tessis et al. 2015). We also considered region (Americas vs.

Europe or Asia) to control for potential cultural differences

in how supervisors appraise performance (Peretz and Fried

2012).

None of these variables were statistically significantly

correlated with our focal variables (neither at the subordi-

nate level nor at the supervisor level) except for one sta-

tistically significant negative relationship between

subordinate tenure in the organization and subordinate in-

role performance. Thus, the control variables had essen-

tially no relationship with our focal variables of interest

and for the sake of parsimony we did not include any of the

potential control variables in the test of our full path model.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics, bivariate correlations for supervisor

and subordinate level variables, and reliability coefficients

are reported in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 shows variables

that were reported at the supervisor level (Level 2), and

Table 2 shows variables that were reported at the subor-

dinate level (Level 1). Consistent with our hypotheses, the

correlation between supervisors’ perceptions of organiza-

tional support and their affective commitment was positive

and significant, as was the correlation between supervisors’

affective commitment and in-role performance. Please note

we did not report demographic variables for supervisors

because there were approximately 50 % missing data for

those variables (tenure, age, gender), and thus, the sample

size would be quite small (around 25) for such correlations.

The relationships between Level 1 variables (subordi-

nate level variables) were all positive (see Table 2). The

relationships between our potential control variables and

the outcomes of extra hours worked, extra-role perfor-

mance, and in-role performance were not statistically sig-

nificant. Although our focus was on the novel contribution

regarding the relationship between supervisor affective

commitment and subordinate dedication variables, we

would like to note that our subordinate dedication variables

were positively related—the relationships between extra

hours worked, extra-role performance, and in-role perfor-

mance were positive and statistically significant.

Finally, the intraclass correlations (ICC[1]) for the

variables reported by subordinates indicate that these

variables have meaningful between-group variance (su-

pervisor level variance), which is a necessary prerequisite

to testing multilevel models given that cross-level effects

do not exist. Rather, what have been termed ‘‘cross-level

main effects’’ are really relationships between Level 2

variables and the between-group portion of the variance in

Level 1 variables (LoPilato and Vandenberg 2014). The

ICC[1]s for subordinate in-role performance, subordinate

extra-role performance, and extra hours worked by subor-

dinates were 17, 35, and 21 %, respectively. This means

that quite a bit of the variance in these variables is

between-group variance, that is, variance that is available

to be potentially explained by Level 2 variables.

Test of Hypothesized Model

To test our hypothesized model, we used multilevel path

modeling as outlined by Preacher and colleagues (Preacher

et al. 2010, 2011). This approach is ideal for testing

mediation models in which data are multilevel or nested, as

is the case in the current research (i.e., subordinates are

nested within supervisors). Multilevel path modeling is

superior to traditional methods of testing mediation (e.g.,

Baron and Kenny 1986; MacKinnon et al. 2002) because,

Table 1 Means, SD, alpha reliabilities, and intercorrelations among

the Level 2 variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1. Supervisor POS 3.62 .69 (.90)

2. Supervisor AC 3.83 .84 .56* (.92)

3. Supervisor in-role performance 4.52 .44 .26 .38* (.83)

N = 47 for supervisor POS and AC; N = 22 for supervisor in-role

performance. Alpha reliabilities are reported on the diagonal

* p\ .05

POS perceived organizational support, AC affective commitment
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unlike traditional mediation analysis, it accommodates

nested or multilevel data by partitioning variance for each

Level 1 variable into Level 1 (within-group) and Level 2

(between-group) components. Therefore, it does not violate

the assumption of independent observations and allows an

assessment of the relationship between Level 2 variables

and the between-group variance of the Level 1 variables.

We conducted hierarchical linear path modeling using

Mplus version 6 (Muthén and Muthén 2011) to test our

hypotheses. As shown in Fig. 2, all hypothesized rela-

tionships except for one were significant in the expected

direction, despite our small sample size. Standard indices

of model fit are not reported because the multilevel nature

of the data with random slopes (slopes allowed to vary

across groups of subordinate–supervisor clusters) does not

result in a single covariance matrix (neither actual nor

estimated covariance matrix) for which fit can be assessed.

Supervisor POS was significantly positively related to the

potential mediator, supervisor affective commitment

(pseudo r2 = .31), supporting Hypothesis 1.

In addition, we tested whether or not supervisor affec-

tive commitment mediated the relationship between

supervisor POS and supervisor in-role performance (Hy-

pothesis 2). First, although we recognize that our sample

size was small, we found that the mediator, supervisor

affective commitment, was significantly positively related

to the outcome variable, supervisor in-role performance

(pseudo r2 = .16). Bootstrapping is not available in Mplus

for multilevel modeling because of the random nature of

the slopes—slopes vary across groups. However, we used

the z prime (z0) method for assessing mediation (MacKin-

non et al. 2002). The z0 method addresses a problem with

the more traditional Sobel test by adjusting the critical

value of statistical significance for the indirect effect to

account for the non-normal distribution of indirect effects.

MacKinnon et al.’s z0 statistic corrects the critical value of

Table 2 Means, SD, alpha

reliabilities, and

intercorrelations among the

Level 1 variables

Variable M SD ICC(1) 1 2 3

1. Subordinate in-role performance 4.24 .65 .17 (.93)

2. Subordinate extra-role performance 4.44 .44 .35 .62* (.88)

3. Subordinate extra hours worked 6.34 5.65 .21 .008 -.07 N/A

N = 139 for extra hours worked; N = 90 in-role and extra-role performance. Alpha reliabilities are

reported on the diagonal

* p\ .05

Fig. 2 Results of hypothesized model. *p\ .05; �p = .05. POS

perceived organizational support, AC affective commitment. Unstan-

dardized coefficients are shown. Average cluster size is 3 subordi-

nates per supervisor. Subordinate POS was controlled for in the

model. Data sources: (1) subordinate in-role performance ratings were

provided by the supervisors 2 months after the supervisors filled out a

survey regarding their own AC; (2) extra hours worked data were

provided by the subordinates; (3) supervisor in-role performance was

rated by the boss of each supervisor. We recognize that the cross-level

relationships depicted here represent relationships between supervi-

sors’ AC and between-group (shared group) variance in the Level 1

outcome variables (see LoPilato and Vandenberg 2014 for more

details)
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statistical significance from 1.96 to .97. Using the z0

method, as Hypothesis 2 predicts, supervisor affective

commitment mediated the relationship between supervisor

POS and supervisor’s boss ratings of in-role performance

(indirect effect = .17, z0 = 2.41, p\ .05).

Turning now to the trickle-down relationships of

supervisor in-role performance with subordinate dedication

variables, we found a positive relationship between the

supervisors’ in-role performance and the subordinates’ in-

role performance, consistent with Hypothesis 3; however, it

was not significant (p = .05). The pseudo r2 value of .023

means that supervisors’ in-role performance explained

2.3 % of the between-group variance in their subordinates’

in-role performance. Also, as predicted by Hypothesis 3,

supervisors’ in-role performance had a positive relationship

with subordinates’ extra-role performance. The pseudo r2

value of .36 means that supervisors’ in-role performance

explained 36 % of the between-group variance in their

subordinates’ extra-role performance. In further support of

Hypothesis 3, we found a positive relationship between the

supervisors’ in-role performance and the subordinates’

extra hours worked. The pseudo r2 value of .69 means that

supervisors’ in-role performance explained 69 % of the

between-group variance in their subordinates’ extra hours

worked. Also as predicted (Hypothesis 4), supervisor in-

role performance mediated the relationship between

supervisor affective commitment and supervisor rated

subordinate in-role performance (indirect effect = .10,

z0 = 1.59, p\ .05), subordinate extra-role performance

(indirect effect = .12, z0 = 1.95, p\ .05), and subordinate

extra hours worked (indirect effect = 1.10, z0 = 2.10,

p\ .05).

We also tested an alternative model in which direct

paths of supervisor POS to supervisor in-role performance

as well as to subordinate AC, in-role performance, and

extra hours worked were specified (partial mediation

model). None of these direct paths were statistically sig-

nificant; therefore, there is no evidence of partial

mediation.

Discussion

We examined how supervisor in-role performance can

serve as a mechanism by which supervisor POS trickles

down to relate to subordinate dedication. Our results

indicate supervisors’ in-role performance may serve as a

behavioral mechanism by which supervisor POS influences

subordinate outcomes; in particular, subordinate dedication

(e.g., extra-role performance and extra hours worked; in-

role performance was not statistically significant) also

increases. We also replicate previous findings of POS for

the supervisors themselves (enhanced affective

commitment and in-role performance). Supervisors who

felt more supported by the organization were more affec-

tively committed to the organization, which was, in turn,

positively related to their bosses’ ratings of their in-role

performance.

Theoretical Implications and Future Research

The findings of our study help to advance organizational

support theory and add to the small, yet growing literature

on the trickle-down effect of supervisor attitudes. Previous

research on the trickle-down effect has shown that super-

visor attitudes, like POS, justice perceptions, and affective

commitment trickle down to influence subordinate attitudes

(e.g., Loi et al. 2012; Shanock and Eisenberger 2006; Wo

et al. 2015). However, it remains unclear why the effect

occurs. Shanock and Eisenberger’s (2006) study provided

the first attempt at identifying a mechanism; the authors

suggested that supervisors who feel supported may support

their subordinates, leading to enhanced subordinate per-

formance. In addition, more recently, Wo et al. (2015)

suggest that supervisor perceptions and attitudes, like POS,

anger, and role model status, mediate the relationship

between supervisor and subordinate perceptions of justice.

Our study extends the trickle-down literature by pro-

viding initial evidence that supervisor in-role performance

might be a mechanism through which POS can influence

subordinate outcomes. That is, supervisors who feel sup-

ported and are also highly committed to the organization

want to help the organization achieve its goals, as social

exchange theory would argue. As such, they will perform

their duties better than a supervisor who does not feel

supported and, in turn, may not be as affectively commit-

ted. As theorized, because it is likely part of their assigned

duties, supervisors have a vested interest in developing and

motivating subordinates and encouraging subordinate

behaviors that further help the organization reach its goals

(i.e., higher performance; e.g., Gentry and Sosik 2010).

Future research should begin to explore other potential

mediating mechanisms of the trickle-down effect. One

example could be the mediating role of subordinate

affective commitment to the organization; supervisors’

performance (and, as a result, mentoring, support, and

guidance for subordinates) may lead subordinates to

become committed to the organization, which in turn

would likely have positive implications for subordinate

dedication.

While supervisors’ own performance provides a mech-

anism through which supervisors’ POS may influence

subordinate dedication, future research should examine the

degree to which their performance might depend on char-

acteristics of the supervisor. For example, if the supervisor

is highly socially skilled, he or she might be more effective
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at mentoring behaviors and influencing subordinates to get

on board with organizational strategy and change efforts,

which might require extra dedication from subordinates.

Thus, the relationship between supervisor in-role perfor-

mance and subordinate dedication might be moderated by

supervisor social skill.

In addition, we extend organizational support theory by

focusing on POS and its implications for supervisors. It is

important to consider supervisors as a group because of

their unique position in the organization (i.e., carrying out

tasks prescribed to them from above, while directing and

evaluating employees below; Gentry and Shanock 2008;

Wooldridge et al. 2008). While our results suggest the

implications of POS (i.e., higher affective commitment and

increased in-role performance) are similar in supervisors

and non-managerial employees alike (i.e., Casimir et al.

2014; Rhoades et al. 2001), future studies might explore

how the employees in the two positions differ in how they

develop global beliefs about the organization. Supervisors

may have experiences that are unique from their subordi-

nates and thus may consider different aspects of treatment

from the organization or weigh various aspects differently.

Future research might also expand the range of outcomes

further by focusing on not only outcomes for supervisors

that have previously been studied in relation to organiza-

tion support theory in non-managerial employee samples

(e.g., turnover, helping behaviors, job satisfaction), but also

outcomes more unique to the supervisor position. For

example, supervisors can help carry out as well as help

shape organizational strategy and innovation efforts.

Third, given the unique role of supervisors as compared

to non-managerial employees and the importance of

supervisors for the organization, future research should

consider factors that will influence how supervisors behave

in response to POS. For example, are there tensions

between the expectations of the organization and expec-

tations from subordinates that influence how supervisors

evaluate the organization? Imagine an organization that

expects that if they support their supervisors, the supervi-

sors will be particularly tough and strict on subordinates so

that high performance of subordinates is achieved. But the

subordinates might not want harsh treatment; rather their

expectation is for supportive supervisor treatment. Such a

tension could have implications for the well-being and

support perceptions of supervisors.

Practical Implications

In addition to advancing theory, the current study has

implications for practice as well. As previously mentioned,

supervisors play an important role within organizations

(Gentry and Shanock 2008). Our study suggests that

supervisors who feel supported by the organization and are

affectively committed tend to work harder themselves and

have more dedicated employees. Understanding the atti-

tudes and behaviors of supervisors has the essential practical

implication of helping organizations to carry out their goals

effectively. Thus, organizations may reap benefits by

focusing resources on fostering support of supervisors; not

only do they work harder, but their hard work sets the tone

for subordinates who perform not only their assigned duties,

but also perform extra-role tasks to a greater extent, which is

likely to include working longer hours. Our findings provide

support for the notion that good professional development or

leader development activities might be time and money well

spent. If professional development can help develop the

supervisors’ skills at day-to-day supervision of those below

them or development of mentoring skills, then both the

supervisor and subordinates should benefit. In addition, from

an organizational support theory perspective, supervisors

will likely view the provision of professional development

opportunities as a discretionary form of treatment. Consis-

tent with organizational support theory, such discretionary

treatment should positively influence supervisors’ POS.

Regarding extra hours worked, we considered this

variable to fit within the broad definition of subordinate

dedication as defined in this paper. This conceptualization

of extra hours worked as a form of dedication is consistent

with Van Scotter and Motowidlo (1996) who include extra

hours as an indicator of employee dedication. A practical

implication of this is that organizations might consider

including extra hours worked as a more objective measure

of extra-role performance. Supervisor ratings can often be

influenced by liking and other rating biases (Spence and

Keeping 2011; Wayne and Liden 1995), thus including a

question about extra hours worked might be a good addi-

tion to assessing extra-role performance.

However, while it is presumably beneficial to the

organization to have a workforce that is working longer

hours than they are getting paid to, there is a popular

opinion that working longer hours leads to decreased well-

being and increased work–family conflict (e.g., Spector

et al. 2004). Our purpose is not to make an evaluation of

whether working extra hours is good or bad for the

employee. Nonetheless, future research should focus on the

implications of working extra hours, especially in con-

junction with positive job attitudes, like POS and affective

commitment. If employees want to work longer hours,

whether it is because they observe their supervisors doing

so or they are affectively committed themselves, at some

point do they experience negative outcomes like decreased

well-being and increased burnout? Is there a tipping point

at which working longer hours is no longer rewarding and

leads to negative outcomes? In addition, what about

employees’ experiences at work would make the conse-

quences of working longer hours positive or negative?
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Limitations

Despite making a number of theoretical and practical

contributions, this study has some limitations that should

be kept in mind when discussing findings. Although our

data were obtained from three different sources (supervi-

sor, supervisor’s boss, and subordinates), four of the vari-

ables were rated by the same source; supervisors rated their

own POS and affective commitment as well as their sub-

ordinates’ in-role and extra-role performance. However,

common method bias should be of little concern in this

instance because the referent was different for the super-

visor variables (POS and AC) than for the subordinate

variables (in-role and extra-role performance) (Podsakoff

et al. 2003). Additionally, the two performance measures

were rated by the supervisors and measured at a later time

point than the self-report variables (i.e., supervisors’ POS

and affective commitment). We also included a subordi-

nate self-reported indicator of dedication (extra hours

worked) and controlled for subordinate POS.

As well, it is important to note that our design does not

allow us to make claims of causality. Theoretically,

supervisor POS should lead to enhanced supervisor affec-

tive commitment and not the reverse. This is consistent

with longitudinal empirical evidence by Rhoades et al.

(2001) who, using a cross-lag panel design, found that POS

is related to changes in affective commitment over time,

but not the reverse. Moreover, the separation in time

between supervisor affective commitment and their boss’s

ratings of their performance (2 months apart) as well as the

separation in time between supervisor attitudes (POS and

affective commitment) and their subordinates’ perfor-

mance (2 months apart) helps provide stronger support for

mediation than if all variables were assessed at the same

time and by the same source (Mathieu et al. 2008).

Another limitation might be the small sample size for

performance measures for both supervisors and subordi-

nates. We conducted a post hoc power analysis and found

limited power particularly to detect small effect sizes,

given our small sample size. Despite the small sample size

and low power, we were able to find significant relation-

ships for all but one relationship in our model. Presumably

due to low power, we did not find support for the portion of

Hypothesis 3 regarding the relationship between supervisor

in-role performance and subordinate in-role performance,

which had a p value of p = .05. Also, despite the practical

challenge of gaining access to an organization to collect

data from multiple sources, we collected self-reported

attitude data from supervisors (POS and affective com-

mitment) and subordinates (extra hours worked) and per-

formance ratings of both subordinates and supervisors from

two different sources. We also separated the data collection

of self-reported measures from in-role and extra-role

performance by two months and then appropriately match

all the sources together. Thus, it is not surprising that for

some of the relationships the sample size gets rather small.

Finally, the Williams and Anderson (1991) measure of

in-role performance is designed to assess in-role perfor-

mance broadly and across a number of jobs. We argue that

behaviors such as developing, mentoring, and engaging

subordinates are part of a supervisor’s in-role performance

and thus should be captured by the measure. However, a

more nuanced scale that asks about supervisor performance

with regard to specific behaviors, such as those described

above, may help to advance the literature on organizational

support theory and the trickle-down effect further.

Conclusion

This study advances organizational support theory by

proposing an explanatory mechanism for the previously

found relationship between supervisors’ POS and subor-

dinate in-role performance and extra-role behaviors (Sha-

nock and Eisenberger 2006). Therefore, organizations will

likely benefit if they invest in providing support to super-

visors; the reach of such efforts can extend beyond bene-

ficial outcomes for supervisors (i.e., it can enhance

supervisors’ commitment and task performance) to poten-

tially trickle down to affect the dedication of the employees

who report to them. Enhanced supervisor performance and

subordinate dedication should be quite beneficial to help

the organization remain successful, achieve its goals, and

maintain a healthy bottom-line.
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