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Abstract
This study proposes that police officers’ supervisors might be unfairly treated by their sub-
ordinates. Supervisors would respond in a forgiving or revengeful manner to unfair treat-
ment by a subordinate, and their responses might influence their subordinates’ effective-
ness. Thus, this study investigated the relationship between perceived unfair treatment by a 
subordinate (PUTS), supervisor forgiveness and revenge response, and subordinate effec-
tiveness, and tested the moderating effect of supervisor affective organizational commit-
ment. A group-based survey was conducted in a Taiwanese law enforcement organization, 
and 93 supervisors and 389 subordinates returned questionnaires. The multi-level analysis 
showed that (a) PUTS was negatively associated with supervisory forgiveness; (b) super-
visory forgiveness was positively related to job performance, cooperative behavior, and 
proactive behavior; (c) supervisory forgiveness mediated the relationship between PUTS, 
job performance, and proactive behavior; and (d) supervisors with high affective organi-
zational commitment were more likely to act revengefully toward PUTS than to those with 
low affective organizational commitment. The findings showed that PUTS is a meaningful 
construct and that supervisor forgiveness is critical to a positive social exchange between 
police officers and their supervisors.
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Introduction

Organizational justice or fairness perception is critical in organizational behavior stud-
ies (Fischer et  al., 2011) and has been found to be vital to a wide range of employee 
and organizational effectiveness outcomes (Colquitt et  al., 2001) and to employee 
health (Greenberg, 2010). For example, a study showed that perceived fairness in the 
organization, such as fair treatment by the organization or supervisor, is an antecedent 
of employees’ loyalty to and voice within the organization (Cropanzano et  al., 2007). 
Equity theory explains that justice is essential to employees’ organizational life because 
the perception of injustice or unfairness motivates individuals to behave to make things 
fair (Adams, 1965; Greenberg, 1987). Almost all studies have focused on the fairness 
perception of employees, and very few have examined the fairness perception of super-
visors (with the rare exception of Liu et al., 2017), especially supervisors who perceived 
unfair treatment by their subordinates.

As supervisors have higher formal power over their subordinates (Yukl, 2002), 
researchers might consider it more likely for supervisors to be unfairly treated by the 
organization or higher-level supervisors than by their subordinates (Liu et  al., 2017). 
However, supervisors could be mistreated by their subordinates (Cheng, 1995; Elango-
van & Shapriro, 1998) and might react in certain ways to such unfair treatment (Tepper 
et al., 2006). In the workplace, subordinates might show disrespect to their supervisor 
or form a small group to bargain with the supervisor, and supervisors might even be 
betrayed by their trusted subordinates. Supervisors might react with abuse or authori-
tarianism to restore their sense of justice and status (Farh & Cheng, 2000; Tepper et al., 
2006).

Revenge behavior involves lowering the offender’s resource or status to get even and 
follows the rule of retributive justice (Stuckless & Goranson, 1992). Although revenge 
is the quickest way to get even, this behavior could be very inappropriate for an effec-
tive leader (Tripp et  al., 2007). Forgiveness is withholding the right to revenge and 
showing compassion and empathy toward the offender, which follows the principle 
of restorative justice (Bradfield & Aquino, 1999; Wenzel et  al., 2008). Fehr and Gel-
fand (2012) showed that forgiveness can promote positive social exchange and enhance 
group effectiveness. Thus, we investigated the relationship between supervisors’ per-
ception of unfair treatment by a subordinate (PUTS) and supervisors’ revenge and for-
giveness. Based on the social exchange perspective (Blau, 1964), supervisors’ forgive-
ness promotes positive exchange and fosters cohesion and trust (Tyler & Blader, 2003), 
and supervisors’ revenge leads to negative exchange and distrust (Greco et  al., 2019). 
Accordingly, this study proposes that supervisors’ revenge and forgiveness mediates the 
relationship between PUTS and employee effectiveness, considered as job performance, 
cooperative behavior, and proactive behavior (Lam et al., 2014; Owens et al., 2016).

Supervisors’ affective organizational commitment refers to their emotional attach-
ment to the organization, which might increase the positive relationship between PUTS 
and revenge reactions. According to the altruistic punishment perspective (Fehr & 
Gachter, 2002), supervisors might feel responsible for an organizational member’s devi-
ant behavior and use punishing behavior to make the member cooperative. Thus, this 
study explores the moderating effect of supervisor affective commitment on the rela-
tionship between PUTS and supervisor revenge.

The need to understand justice and fairness within law enforcement organizations is 
reflected in an increasing number of studies (Reynolds et al., 2018; Trinkner & Cohn, 
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2014; Trinkner et  al., 2018). As the relationship and interaction between supervisors 
and subordinates is critical in law enforcement organizations (Wolfe et al., 2018), this 
study investigated the relationship of interest in these organizations.

Supervisors’ Perception of Unfair Treatment by a Subordinate (PUTS)

Although workplace justice has been investigated for several decades, a review by Colquitt 
et al. (2001) showed that most studies have focused on the employee perspective. Studies 
have demonstrated that employee justice perception can promote job performance, organi-
zational commitment, job satisfaction, and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB; for a 
meta-analysis, see Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001). OCB is a discretionary behavior by 
organizational members that can benefit the organization, such as voice behavior and help-
ing colleagues (Organ, 1988). Supervisors’ perception of fair treatment in the organization 
has rarely been studied. One recent study found that supervisors’ perception of unfair treat-
ment by the organization influenced how they interacted with their subordinates, which 
lowered the subordinates’ prosocial and voice behavior (Liu et al., 2017). Police subcul-
tures can exhibit unfair practices, such as brutality, authoritarianism, extreme conserva-
tism, prejudice, and racism (Sayles & Albritton, 1999), which might make the interaction 
between supervisors and police officers less respectful and fair. In this way, supervisors 
could be unfairly treated by their subordinates (i.e., police officers) in the workplace of law 
enforcement organizations.

Equity theory proposes that when individuals feel that they have been treated unfairly, 
they are motivated to behave to decrease the feeling of unfairness (Adams, 1965). A sub-
ordinate might not reciprocate the supervisor’s support and benevolence (Cheng, 1995), 
might betray the supervisor’s trust (Elangovan & Shapiro, 1998), or might intentionally 
behave in a disrespectful manner in front of the supervisor (Pearson & Porath, 2005), thus 
giving the supervisor a perception of being unfairly treated by the subordinate. In response 
to PUTS, supervisors might take revenge or show leniency. Several items used in measures 
of leadership describe possible reactions to PUTS: for example, “my supervisor puts me 
down in front of others” (abusive supervision; Tepper, 2000), “my supervisor avenges a 
personal wrong in the name of public interest when he/she is offended” (moral leadership; 
Cheng et al., 2004), “my supervisor criticizes and blames outgroups in public” (differential 
leadership; Jiang et al., 2014), and “my supervisor turns a blind eye to ingroups’ mistakes” 
(differential leadership; Jiang et al., 2014). The above leadership studies have demonstrated 
that supervisors respond in ways that involve forgiveness or revenge.

Forgiveness and Revenge

Fair policing refers to police officers being willing to listen to citizens’ perspectives and 
treat citizens respectfully (Haas et al., 2015), for which the perception of justice between 
supervisors and police officers is critical (Bradford & Quinton, 2014). Furthermore, super-
visors’ behavior sends crucial signals to officers regarding the moral standards of the 
organization (Rothstein & Stolle, 2008; Van Craen & Skogan, 2017). Therefore, super-
visors’ responses to the PUTS might be influential on employee behavior, which might 
lead to fair policing. The responses of revenge and forgiveness reflect two perspectives 
of recovering justice: respectively, retributive justice and restorative justice (Goodstein & 
Butterfield, 2010; Strelan et al., 2008; Wenzel et al., 2008). Revenge is when someone who 
perceives they have been treated unfairly acts in a harmful manner in return (Stuckless & 
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Goranson, 1992). In contrast, forgiveness is defined as reacting with compassion, benevo-
lence, and caring, even when a person has the right to revenge (Bradfield & Aquino, 1999).

The nature of retributive justice is punishment, which involves depleting the offender’s 
resources, such as money, status, prestige, or freedom, to restore the balance the power 
between parties (Strelan et al., 2008). Reynolds et al. (2018) reported that police officers 
engaged in production deviance as a form of retaliation against perceived unfair treatment, 
such as reduced output by doing the bare minimum (Reynolds et al., 2018). The study of 
Aquino et al. (2006) indicated that people with greater power were more likely to act in a 
revengeful manner when facing unfair events. Supervisors have formal power over their 
subordinates and are less likely to be punished by exerting neglectful, critical, or less sup-
portive behavior as revenge (Kremer & Stephens, 1983; Hodgins et al., 1996). Vengeance 
by supervisors could help them to regain a sense of justice and provide the opportunity 
to give feedback on subordinates’ lack of reciprocity behavior (Bies et al., 1997; Tripp & 
Bies, 2009). Supervisors might behave abusively, such as by engaging in hostile verbal 
and nonverbal behaviors (Tepper, 2000), and the long-term physiological and psychologi-
cal tension inherent in police work can lead police officers to respond to minor conflicts 
or threats in a more aggressive manner (Griffin & Bernard, 2003). Furthermore, a recent 
study indicated that abusive supervision could temporarily enhance subordinates’ work 
engagement (Qin et al., 2018), potentially prompting supervisors who hold this belief to 
retaliate in a vengeful manner. Thus, supervisors might be encouraged or less hesitant to 
enact revenge when they experience PUTS. Similarly, supervisors might be less likely to 
show forgiveness when encountering PUTS.

H1: PUTS is positively associated with supervisor revenge behavior.
H2: PUTS is negatively associated with supervisor forgiveness behavior.

Supervisors’ Reactions and Employee Effectiveness

Social exchange theory proposes that social components, such as trust, friendship, and 
commitment, can be exchanged between individuals (Blau, 1964). Individuals who receive 
a favor from another feel obligated to reciprocate this favor, in a process called positive 
reciprocity (Greco et al., 2019). Whereas continuing positive social exchange can contrib-
ute to a high-quality relationship (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), negative social components, 
such as hate and dislike, promote negative social exchange processes that can worsen the 
relationship (Greco et al., 2019). Accordingly, although revenge might make supervisors 
feel better and establish authority, it might trigger negative reciprocity, worsen the rela-
tionship between the supervisor and the subordinate, and influence employee effectiveness 
(Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007; Priesemuth et al., 2014; Qin et al., 2018). Studies on abusive 
supervision and authoritarian leadership have consistently shown that hostile leader behav-
ior negatively influences elements of employee effectiveness, such as job performance, 
cooperative behavior, and proactive behavior (Farh & Cheng, 2000; Mitchell & Ambrose, 
2007).

Restorative justice focuses on mutual benefit and long-term relationships rather than 
short-term benefit (Bradfield & Aquino, 1999; Exline et al., 2003; Fehr & Gelfand, 2012). 
Supervisors’ forgiveness could promote a positive reciprocity process (Greco et al., 2019; 
Witvliet et al., 2002). By expressing compassion and benevolence, a forgiving leader could 
make subordinates feel understanding and supportive and willing to contribute more to 
work to reciprocate the supervisor’s kindness (Farh & Cheng, 2000; Jiang & Cheng, 2008). 
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Studies have indicated that supportive and benevolent leadership can promote many ele-
ments of employee effectiveness, such as job performance, cooperative behavior, and pro-
active behavior (Cheng et al., 2015; Podsakoff et al., 1996; Wu et al., 2012).

This study investigates three core elements of employee effectiveness: job performance 
(Owens et al., 2016), cooperative behavior (Tyler & Blader, 2003), and proactive behavior 
(Lam et al., 2014). Job performance, also called in-role performance, indicates the extent to 
which an employee accomplishes his/her duty correctly, efficiently, and effectively (Cheng 
et  al., 2003). Cooperative behavior indicates the extent to which an employee complies 
with the rules and regulations of the organization and the group (Tyler & Blader, 2003). 
Employees’ proactive behavior, which refers to actively finding and resolving problems in 
the workplace, is critical to employee creativity and innovation (Lam et al., 2014). Recent 
studies have shown that these three outcomes are critical indicators of employee effective-
ness when examined in relation with justice in the workplace (Colquitt et al., 2001; Tyler 
& Blader, 2003, 2013; Zhang et al., 2014). The study of Reynolds et al. (2018) showed that 
when police officers were not treated fairly, they behaved in a deviant and self-protective 
manner, exhibiting lower job performance, a reluctance to cooperate, and a tendency to lay 
low. Paoline III and Gau’s (2020) qualitative study indicated that when police officers felt 
supported, appreciated, and encouraged by their supervisors, they had high job satisfaction 
and promoted positive work behaviors. Forgiving supervisors demonstrate highly support-
ive behavior toward their subordinates. Thus, in line with the generalized social exchange 
perspective, we propose the following hypotheses:

H3: Supervisor revenge behavior is negatively associated with employee effectiveness 
(job performance, cooperative behavior, and proactive behavior).
H4: Supervisor forgiveness behavior is positively associated with employee effective-
ness (job performance, cooperative behavior, and proactive behavior).

The Potential Mediation Effect of Supervisors’ Revenge and Forgiveness

PUTS might indirectly influence employee effectiveness through the mediation effect of 
supervisors’ revenge and forgiveness. From the social exchange perspective, restorative jus-
tice emphasizes the long-term relationship, which indicates a high-quality social exchange 
relationship (Blau, 1964; Greco et  al., 2019), whereas retributive justice requires short-
term fairness without considering positive social components or even introduces harmful 
social components as a form of revenge (Hodgins et al., 1996; Kremer & Stephens, 1983). 
Accordingly, PUTS might hamper employee effectiveness by increasing supervisors’ 
revenge and decreasing supervisors’ forgiveness. We therefore propose the fifth and sixth 
hypotheses as follows:

H5: Supervisor revenge mediates the relationship between PUTS and employee effec-
tiveness.
H6: Supervisor forgiveness mediates the relationship between PUTS and employee 
effectiveness.

The Moderating Effect of Supervisor Affective Commitment

Tyler and Blader’s (2003) proposed group engagement model posits that groups use 
sanctions to promote cooperation and engagement among their members. The question 
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remains, however, of which group member is responsible for the sanctioning decision 
and behavior. Organ (1988) argued that a committed employee would be proud of being 
an organizational member and act like a corporate soldier, protecting the organization’s 
benefit. Mayer and Allen (1991) and O’Reilly and Chatman (1986) proposed that affec-
tive organizational commitment represents an employee’s attachment to the organiza-
tion, which means that the individual identifies and internalizes the organization’s 
vision and values. Thus, a committed supervisor might be more likely than one who 
is less committed to prioritize the welfare of the organization and the workgroup. This 
proposition is supported by recent findings that committed employees exhibit high lev-
els of voice and proactive behavior (Loi et al., 2012; Parker et al., 2006; Van Dyne & 
LePine, 1998).

A committed supervisor will focus on the cohesiveness of the workgroup and might 
see PUTS as deviant behavior toward herself/himself and the workgroup as a whole. 
Fehr and Gächter (2002) proposed that group members engage in altruistic punishment, 
which involves punishing uncooperative members to maintain the group’s cohesiveness. 
This means that a committed supervisor might be prone to enact revenge for the work-
group’s sake. The same study showed that uncooperative members behaved coopera-
tively after their punishment (Fehr & Gachter, 2002). Thus, according to the altruistic 
punishment perspective, we expect that supervisors with high affective commitment to 
the organization tend to emphasize the benefit of the workgroup and the organization, 
and thus might be more likely to enact revenge for PUTS as they see it as a threat to the 
cohesiveness of the workgroup and the organization. As the altruistic punishment per-
spective explains punishment behavior within a group, supervisor affective commitment 
is less likely to moderate the relationship between PUTS and forgiveness. Accordingly, 
our final hypothesis is as follows and Fig. 1 shows the hypothesized study framework:

H7: Supervisor affective commitment moderates the relationship between PUTS and 
supervisor revenge, such that the positive relationship is greater when supervisor affec-
tive commitment is high than when it is low.

H3c

H3b

H3a

H7
H4c

H4b

H4a

H1

H2

Perceived Unfair 

Treatment by a 

Subordinate 

(PUTS)

Job PerformanceSupervisor 

Forgiveness

Supervisor 

Revenge

Cooperative 

Behavior

Proactive Behavior

Supervisor Affective 

Commitment

Fig. 1  Proposed relationship framework of the study
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Methods

A group-based dyadic questionnaire survey was administered in January 2022 to 
120 supervisors and 681 subordinates from a Taiwanese law enforcement organiza-
tion. Ninety-three supervisor questionnaires and 389 subordinate questionnaires were 
returned, for a response rate of 83.03% and 57.12%, respectively. Approximately 92% 
of the supervisors and 83% of the subordinates were male. The mean number of sub-
ordinates under a supervisor was 4.18. The mean subordinate age was 41.46 years 
(SD = 10.81) and the mean supervisor age was 50.75 years (SD = 6.82). The mean 
supervisor and subordinate coworking period was 2.05 years (SD = 2.72). This study 
was approved by the institutional review board of the National Chung-Cheng University 
(CCUREC110051801).

Procedure

The researchers contacted a Taiwan law enforcement organization to invite them to join 
this study, and the organization accepted the proposal. Questionnaires with guidance were 
pre-coded to ensure anonymity and delivered with the help of the organization’s staff. After 
completing the questionnaire, the participants sealed it in an envelope prepared in advance, 
and the researchers collected the sealed questionnaires directly from the participants.

Measures

The translation–back-translation procedure was used to create a Traditional Chinese ver-
sion of all measures (Brislin, 1986). The supervisor questionnaire comprised three sec-
tions, measuring PUTS (11 items), affective commitment (6 items), and demographic 
variables. The subordinate questionnaire comprised five sections, measuring the super-
visor’s revenge and forgiveness behavior (11 items), job performance (4 items), coop-
erative behavior (15 items), proactive behavior (10 items), and demographic variables. 
All items were rated on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 
6 = strongly agree.

Perceived Unfair Treatment by a Subordinate (PUTS)

The measure of PUTS was adapted from the justice perception measure of Niehoff and 
Moorman (1993) and the betrayal measure of Grégorie and Fisher (2008) and consists 
of an 11-item scale. Sample items are “When this subordinate reports difficulties with 
work tasks to me, he/she is honest and transparent without deception” (reversed coded), 
“I feel deceived by this subordinate,” and “I feel betrayed by this subordinate.” The 
supervisors were asked to rate each of their subordinates on this scale. Cronbach’s alpha 
of this scale was 0.91.

Supervisor Affective Commitment

Affective commitment was reported by the supervisor on a measure adapted from the 
6-item affective organizational commitment scale of Meyer at el. (1993). Sample items 
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are “I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization” and “I 
really feel as if this organization’s problems are my own.” Cronbach’s alpha of this scale 
is 0.84.

Supervisor Revenge

For the revenge measure, six items on revenge from Bradfield and Aquino (1999) were 
modified by changing the referent from “I” to “My supervisor” and the target from “them” 
to “me.” Sample items are “When I did something bad to my supervisor, he/she supervisor 
tried to make something bad happen to me,” “When I hurt my supervisor, he/she did some-
thing to make me pay,” and “When I didn’t treat my supervisor fairly, he/she got even with 
me.” Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 0.95.

Supervisor Forgiveness

For the forgiveness measure, five items from Bradfield and Aquino (1999) were modi-
fied by changing the referent from “I” to “My supervisor” and the target from “them” to 
“me.” Sample items are “When I made mistakes, my supervisor gave me back a new start, 
a renewed relationship,” “My supervisor accepted my humanness, flaws, and failures,” and 
“Even when I made mistakes, my supervisor did his/her best to put aside the mistrust.” 
Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 0.96.

Job Performance

The job performance measure was adapted from Farh and Cheng’s (1997) 4-item measure. 
Sample items are “I make an important contribution to the overall performance of our work 
unit” and “I am one of the excellent employees in our work unit.” Cronbach’s alpha of this 
scale was 0.90.

Cooperative Behavior

The cooperative behavior measure was adapted from Tyler and Blader (2001) and com-
prised an 8-item compliance measure and a 7-item deference measure. Sample items are “I 
follow work rules,” “I comply with company regulations,” and “Even if no one is around, I 
execute my supervisor’s order accurately.” Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 0.80.

Proactive Behavior

The proactive behavior measure was adapted from Grant et al. (2009). This 10-item meas-
ure consists of three domains: voice, rational issue-selling, and taking charge. Sample 
items are “gets involved in issues that affect the quality of work life here in the group,” 
“goes about changing your mind to get you to agree with them,” and “tries to implement 
solutions to pressing organizational problems.” Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 0.96.

Control Variables

Supervisors’ and subordinates’ age and gender were included as control variables. This 
study also controlled the effect of the coworking period with the supervisor.
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Results

Before examining the proposed hypothesis, a confirmatory factor analysis was con-
ducted to demonstrate discriminant validity among the studied variables. The con-
firmatory factor analysis showed a good fit for a six-factor model comprising PUTS, 
supervisor forgiveness, supervisor revenge, supervisor revenge, job performance, coop-
erative behavior, and proactive behavior, χ2 = 209.27, df = 120, root-mean-square error 
of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.04, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.98, Tucker–Lewis 
index (TLI) = 0.98, standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) = 0.03. Table  1 
shows the confirmatory factor analysis results and indicates that the six-factor solution 
had the best fit.

Table 2 shows the correlations among the studied variables. PUTS was negatively asso-
ciated with supervisor forgiveness (r = −.27, p < .01) and positively associated with super-
visor revenge (r = .12, p < .05). Supervisor forgiveness was positively related to job perfor-
mance, cooperative behavior, and proactive behavior (rs = 0.22–0.33, p < .01). Supervisor 
revenge was negatively related to job performance (r = −.15, p < .01) (Table 2).

Mplus Version 8.3 was used to perform multi-level path analysis to examine the pro-
posed hypothesis. We adopted group-mean centering for Level 1 variables and grand-mean 
centering for the Level 2 variable. Figure 2 shows the analysis results. The path coefficient 
from PUTS to supervisor revenge was non-significant (β = 0.11, p > .05) and the coeffi-
cients from supervisor revenge to job performance (β = −0.02, p > .05), cooperative behav-
ior (β = 0.00, p > .05), and proactive behavior (β = 0.06, p > .05) were non-significant. Thus, 
H1 and H3 were not supported. The path coefficient from PUTS to supervisor forgive-
ness was significant (β = −0.24, p < .01) and the coefficients from supervisor forgiveness to 
job performance (β = 0.28, p < .01), cooperative behavior (β = 0.12, p < .05), and proactive 
behavior (β = 0.35, p < .01) were significant. Thus, H2 and H4 were supported.

Table 3 shows the mediation analysis. The results indicated that supervisor revenge 
did not mediate the relationship between outcomes (indirect effects = 0.00–0.01, 
p > .05). Thus, H5 was not supported. However, the results indicated that supervisor 
forgiveness significantly mediated the relationship between PUTS and job performance 
(indirect effect = −0.08, p = .01) and between PUTS and proactive behavior (indirect 
effect = −0.10, p = .01). Thus, H6 was partially supported.

Table 1  Results of confirmatory factory analyses

RMSEA root-mean-square error of approximation, CFI comparative fit index, TLI Tucker–Lewis index, 
SMSR standardized root-mean-square residual
a Six factors = PUTS, supervisor forgiveness, supervisor revenge, job performance, cooperative, and proac-
tive behavior
bFive factors merge mediation variables (supervisor forgiveness and supervisor revenge)
cThree factors merge dependent variables (job performance, cooperative behavior, and proactive behavior)
dOne factor merges all variables

Model χ2 df Δ
�2 Δdf RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR

Six  factorsa 209.27 120 — — 0.04 0.98 0.98 0.03
Five  factorsb 1252.38 125 1043.11 5 0.15 0.78 0.74 0.09
Three  factorsc 2101.42 132 1892.15 12 0.20 0.62 0.56 0.14
One  factord 3917.57 135 3708.3 15 0.27 0.27 0.18 0.21
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Figure 2 shows that supervisor affective commitment significantly moderated the rela-
tionship between PUTS and supervisor revenge (β = 0.33, p < .05). Figure  3 shows the 
moderation effect: PUTS was positively associated with supervisor revenge when commit-
ment was high and negatively associated with supervisor revenge when commitment was 
low. Thus, H7 was supported.

Discussion

This study proposed that supervisors might experience being unfairly treated by their 
subordinates. The results showed that PUTS did not lead supervisors to revenge but did 
decrease supervisor forgiveness. Ultimately, PUTS also decreased employee effectiveness 
via its negative impact on supervisor forgiveness. The results further indicated that PUTS 
did not cause supervisor revenge and that revenge had no significant effects on outcomes. 
The moderation analysis demonstrated that supervisor affective commitment tended to 

Fig. 2  Results of path analysis. *p <.05. **p < .01

Table 3  Mediation effects of supervisor forgiveness and revenge

N = 389. PUTS perceived unfair treatment by a subordinate. Bootstrap: 1000 iterations
* p < .05. **p < .01
* p < .05. **p < .01

Relationship Effect SE p-value

PUTS → Forgiveness → Job performance −0.08 0.03 0.01
PUTS → Forgiveness → Proactive behavior −0.10 0.04 0.01
PUTS → Forgiveness → Cooperative behavior −0.02 0.02 0.45
PUTS → Revenge → Job performance 0.00 0.01 0.82
PUTS → Revenge → Proactive behavior 0.01 0.01 0.55
PUTS → Revenge → Cooperative behavior −0.00 0.01 0.53
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make the supervisor stress the unity of the workgroup and make them more likely to act in 
a revengeful manner in response to PUTS.

This study demonstrates that PUTS is a valid construct and that supervisors do react to 
PUTS. It suggests that in law enforcement organizations, supervisors would be less likely 
to take revenge in response to their subordinates’ unfair treatment but more likely to show 
a decrease in forgiveness to their subordinates. Contrary to our expectations, PUTS did 
not predict supervisor revenge. We offer three possible explanations for this finding. First, 
police officers are expected to respond with kindness and benevolence toward others, even 
in unfair situations (Tyler, 2011; Tyler & Huo, 2002), and as supervisors bear the role of 
modeling this behavior (Van Craen & Skogan, 2017) they might suppress their revenge 
reactions. Second, Chinese culture emphasizes the benevolence of leaders toward their sub-
ordinates (Farh & Cheng, 2000; Jiang & Cheng, 2008), and supervisors embedded in this 
culture might therefore be reluctant to use revenge to get even. Third, organizations might 
prohibit supervisors’ revengeful behavior, and supervisors have the option of under-rating 
subordinates in performance appraisals without showing revenge. However, supervisors 
who are highly committed to the organization might believe their acts are benefiting the 
company, like a soldier for the company, and thus be more inclined to control the behav-
ior of a wrongdoer in the workgroup (Fehr & Gachter, 2002; Organ, 1988; Wenzel et al., 
2008).

As predicted, PUTS decreased supervisor forgiveness, which promoted subordinates’ 
job performance, cooperative behavior, and proactive behavior. The finding that supervisor 
forgiveness was critical to employee effectiveness is consistent with the results of Fehr and 
Gelfand (2012). Supervisor forgiveness can significantly impact a workgroup’s forgiving 
climate, and a recent study indicated that a forgiving climate promoted subordinates’ for-
giving behavior with benefits for job performance (Radulovic et al., 2019).

Surprisingly, supervisor revenge did not predict employee effectiveness, although stud-
ies have shown that police officers who are not treated fairly and respectfully will respond 
negatively (Maria et al., 2018; Reynolds et al., 2018). Silin (1976) found that employees 
showed loyalty to the authoritarian leader in a Chinese family enterprise. Jiang and Cheng’s 

Fig. 3  The moderation effect of supervisors’ affective commitment on the relationship between perceived 
unfair treatment by a subordinate and supervisor revenge
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(2008) study indicated that subordinates felt they should behave loyally to their supervisors 
in a Chinese organization, even though they might not treat them fairly. These results sug-
gest that a culture of loyalty might prevent subordinates from reacting to revenge by their 
supervisors, and this might not be the case in other cultural contexts. Further studies are 
needed to investigate why supervisor revenge did not harm subordinates’ performance.

From the perspective of supervisors, this study explored the responses they exhibit 
when subjected to unfair treatment from their subordinates. However, the way subordinates 
treat their supervisors may also be influenced by the supervisors’ behavior (Mitchell & 
Ambrose, 2007). When supervisors treat their subordinates disrespectfully or unfairly, sub-
ordinates might respond in kind (Van Craen & Skogan, 2017). Although future research 
could further explore this reciprocal relationship, supervisors are more likely than subor-
dinates to seek to restore a sense of fairness when subjected to unfair treatment (Aquino 
et  al., 2006). More importantly, the responses of supervisors are likely to have a more 
direct impact on subordinates than the reverse.

Policy Implications

Police officers bear responsibilities and experience pressure from multiple sources, includ-
ing work tasks, public demands, and the need for crime prevention. Consequently, the men-
tal and physical well-being and stress management of police officers are always been a crit-
ical focus of both research and practice (Bishopp et al., 2019; McCarty & Skogan, 2013). 
This study highlights that supervisors in law enforcement units can experience unfair treat-
ment from their subordinates, creating further burdens for those already under multifac-
eted pressures (Martinussen et al., 2007). Therefore, law enforcement agencies should con-
sider providing leadership training for supervisors to enhance their ability to manage and 
respond to deviant behavior by subordinates (Sadri, 2012). Furthermore, emotional intel-
ligence training is recommended as it can improve supervisors’ skills and capabilities in 
handling emotional incidents, including managing their own emotions and those of their 
subordinates (Salovey & Mayer, 1990).

For law enforcement agencies, it may also be necessary to consider reducing the group 
loyalty effect, which describes the tendency of members with high loyalty to a group to 
spontaneously punish those who are disloyal (Fehr & Gächter, 2002). The results of the 
present study suggest that when supervisors have a high degree of loyalty to the police 
department, they are more likely to exhibit retaliatory behaviors when mistreated. How-
ever, it seems that such behavior does not improve their subordinates’ work performance, 
cooperative behavior, or proactive behavior. Therefore, while encouraging supervisors’ 
commitment and loyalty to the organization, law enforcement agencies should also pro-
mote inclusivity by encouraging supervisors to accept different approaches and perspec-
tives (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006), thereby increasing the positive participation of 
members with diverse characteristics and reducing the potential group loyalty effect.

Limitations and Future Studies

This study applied a group-based dyadic sample, which allowed us to control for com-
mon group effects and thus minimize potential common method variance (CMV; Podsakoff 
et al., 2003). However, a survey study has a limited ability to examine causal relationship, 
and longitudinal and experimental studies are required to further examine causality. Future 
studies could also investigate critical moderators in the relationship between PUTS and 
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supervisor forgiveness and revenge and between supervisor revenge and forgiveness and 
outcomes. Among the supervisor participants, 55% were first-line supervisors and 45% 
were mid-level supervisors. Although this study did not address the potential influence of 
supervisor rank, it is plausible that the more powerful mid-level supervisors may be more 
inclined than first-level supervisors to exhibit retaliatory behaviors (Aquino et al., 2006). 
Further investigations with attention to supervisor rank could yield insightful findings.

As the law enforcement culture might influence how police officers perceive and react 
to interpersonal conflicts and managerial issues, it would be interesting to further inves-
tigate the relationship between organizational culture and justice-related behavior within 
law enforcement organizations (Game & Crawshaw, 2017). People normally expect law 
enforcement organizations should adhere to higher justice standards than business enter-
prises. This study’s results showed that police officers are conservative in enacting revenge. 
The self-control of those in managerial roles might be the critical element in managing 
justice and police officers’ misconduct in police departments (Donner & Jennings, 2014; 
Restubog et al., 2012; Wolfe et al., 2018). Chinese cultural values, such as harmony (West-
wood, 1997), might make supervisors in Taiwanese law enforcement organizations hesitate 
to engage in acts of revenge and more inclined to demonstrate benevolence and forgiveness. 
Therefore, similar investigations are needed in Western societies to examine the potential 
influence of cultural values. Compared with law enforcement organizations, the power dis-
tance between supervisors and subordinates in private business organizations tends to be 
lower and more flexible, with higher personnel turnover (Engelson, 1999; Shavell, 1993). 
As a result, supervisors in business settings may be more inclined to engage in retaliatory 
actions to exclude non-conforming or disliked subordinates. Further exploration of how 
supervisors in business organizations respond to unfair treatment from subordinates could 
provide valuable insights into these dynamics.

Appendix

Perceived Unfair Treatment by a Subordinate (PUTS)

 1. This subordinate consults with me before making major work decisions. (reversed 
coded)

 2. When assigning tasks to this subordinate, he/she is considerate of my position as a 
supervisor. (reversed coded)

 3. When assigning tasks to this subordinate, he/she shows a respectful attitude towards 
me. (reversed coded)

 4. When this subordinate reports difficulties with work tasks to me, he/she is honest and 
transparent without deception. (reversed coded)

 5. I feel this subordinate is not honest with me.
 6. I feel betrayed by this subordinate.
 7. I feel this subordinate is trying to take advantage of me in every way possible.
 8. This subordinate considers the negative impact on me when making decisions.
 9. When this subordinate refuses to execute assigned tasks, he/she provides me with 

reasonable explanations. (reversed coded)
 10. This subordinate does not deliberately ignore my opinions when making work deci-

sions.
 11. I feel deceived by this subordinate.
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