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OPEN A relative deprivation perspective

of the differentiation of abusive
supervision in groups

Huan Xiao', Moussa Togola?, Zhenduo Zhang? & Dengke Yu?**

While prior research has found that leaders tend not to abuse subordinates equally, empirical studies
exploring the differentiation phenomenon of abusive supervision still remain limited. Drawing on
relative deprivation theory, the differentiation of abusive supervision is defined as the two operational
indicators of relative abusive supervision and abusive supervision variability according to the dual
influence this differentiation imposes on both individuals and groups. How the interactive effect

of relative abusive supervision and abusive supervision variability impacts employees’ behaviors is
examined and the solution to the abusive supervision differentiation dilemma is explored. The results
of a two-wave empirical study including 254 employees from 84 groups demonstrate that focal
employee relative abusive supervision negatively influences task performance and organizational
citizenship behavior via relative deprivation. This effect is amplified when the group has lower levels of
abusive supervision variability. This study contributes to a better understanding of abusive supervision
in groups.
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In today’s fast-paced business environment, the occurrence of abusive supervision in the workplace has
increased!. According to Tepper et al. (2011), about 13% of employees in the USA are abused to varying degrees
by their supervisors®. In China, the famous feudal saying of “noblemen hold a higher position than their
subjects” still applies between leaders and subordinates, which increases the occurrence of abusive supervision
in organizations®. A survey conducted by zhaopin.com involving over ten thousand Chinese workers showed
that more than 49% of employees encounter “emotional office abuse” from their leaders.

To date, prior studies on abusive supervision have mainly focused on its harmful effects at the individual
level*>. However, as abusive supervision happens in a social environment®, how the same leader abuses various
colleagues will affect the reaction of focal employees’. This finding is consistent with the results of Matta et
al. (2015), who showed that how a leader treats a specific focal employee compared to other group members
provides a clue about the status of this focal employee in the group®. Thus, the available understanding of how
focal employees respond to abusive supervision may be incomplete without also considering the context of
colleagues who may or may not be abused.

Recent research has indicated that leaders prefer to be selective in whom to abuse™'?, implying an uneven
distribution of abusive leadership. This phenomenon deserves more consideration in groups where the same
leader supervises multiple employees. Moreover, the differentiation of abusive supervision for group members
must impact the attitudes and behaviors of employees'!. Despite the importance of social contexts for the
response of focal employees, research exploring the influence of social comparison of abusive supervision on the
cognitions, emotions, and behaviors of a focal employee in a group has been limited!2.

We propose that relative levels of abusive supervision may impact the perceptions of focal employees, thus
affecting the extent to which abusive supervision harms them. In a sense, the social comparison of abusive
supervision within a group plays a more critical role for the attitudes and behaviors of focal employees than
absolute abuse!®. More importantly, this perspective also clarifies why different employees within a team react
differently to the same degree of abusive supervision. However, most research on abusive supervision has focused
on the impact of the absolute value of abuse supervision on employees, while ignoring the impact of the effect of
social comparison under abusive supervision.
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To discuss social comparison under abusive supervision, the two notions of employee relative abusive
supervision (RAS) at the individual level, and a dispersion composition conceptualization at the group level
called abusive supervision variability (ASV) are proposed. Both can be understood as the embodiment of
the social comparison of abusive supervision at different levels of the theory. Although both forms of abusive
supervision originate from the same source, they are independent of each other. Relying on these two concepts, a
theoretical model is developed that illustrates how the differentiation of abusive supervision in a group influences
the attitudes and behaviors of focal employees (see Fig. 1).

Drawing from the relative deprivation theory', we propose that RAS—i.e., the extent to which a focal
employee suffers higher levels of abusive supervision compared with other group members'>—positively affects
employee perceptions of relative deprivation. We also hypothesize that ASV—i.e., the extent of the dispersion
of abusive supervision within a group''—weakens the correlation between RAS and relative deprivation. In
addition, relative deprivation theory'#argued that the relative deprivation perceived by employees is likely
to further influence their subsequent work attitudes and behaviors. Given that job performance is a crucial
indicator of individual and organizational effectiveness, the downstream consequences of RAS and ASV on job
performance—including task performance and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB)!®*—mediated by focal
employee perceptions of relative deprivation are also examined. Job performance serves as a comprehensive
measure encompassing an employee’s ability to execute tasks, meet job expectations, and contribute positively to
organizational goals. By examining the impact of RAS on task performance and OCB through the lens of relative
deprivation, the research provides valuable insights into how the differential abuse of employees by supervisors
can influence their actual work outcomes.

This paper contributes to the literature by highlighting the contextual nature of abusive supervision. Firstly,
the relative levels of abusive supervision are examined, which creates unique issues that are less apparent and
unlikely to be addressed by previous raw score approaches to abusive supervision (e.g., Tepper et al., 2017)7or
prior group-level operations that focus on the average abuse score within a group (e.g., the abusive supervision
climate)'8. Secondly, relative deprivation theory is introduced to explain how leadership behavior can be
transformed into subordinate behavior through emotional repercussion; moreover, the mediator of relative
deprivation between RAS and job performance is also explored. Although prior research has examined the
affective mechanism of abusive supervision (e.g., negative affect)', studies that consider the role of the discrete
emotional response to RAS are relatively limited!®. Thirdly, employees are always nested within a group, and
both the work performance and behavior of the individual employee are primarily rooted in the background of
the group?. Initial evidence is provided in support of the cross-level interaction effect between RAS and ASV,
thus enriching the literature on the contextualization effect of abusive supervision.

Theoretical background and hypotheses

Relative deprivation theory

Festinger (1954) argued that people often use social comparison to recognize their own status and abilities?!.
Stouffer (1949) put forward the construct of relative deprivation from social comparison?2. More recently, Smith
et al. (2012) systematically interpreted relative deprivation theory, showing that by comparing the self with the
reference object, individuals infer the superiority or inferiority of their status, which may produce a sense of
relative deprivation'*. Relative deprivation originates from social comparison—a common phenomenon that is
deeply embedded in the organizational structure?. Therefore, when focal employees compare themselves with
other group members and think that they are at a disadvantage in the work unit within an organization, they will
form a sense of relative deprivation.

As a kind of continuous destructive leadership style, abusive supervision often causes tension between group
leaders and employees and leads subordinates to think that leaders do not attach enough importance to them.
Such leaders tend to trigger the social comparison process in group members who suffer abuse to get to know
their RAS within the group, judge their relative status, and decide whether to generate relative deprivation?,
which affects their job attitudes and behaviors?.
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Fig. 1. Conceptual model.
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Relative abusive supervision and relative deprivation

RAS refers to the individual level phenomenon that emerges while group members try to judge their relative
position in the team via comparison with peers; specifically, RAS refers to the extent of difference between the
perceived abusive supervision of focal employees compared with the mean abusive supervision directed toward
all other members of the group’®. Only by choosing the mean value of group abuse as the reference point can
the relative position of individual abuse in the group be reflected; if one or a few colleagues in the group are
selected for comparison, such information cannot be obtained®. In addition, social comparative theorists have
also found that individuals prefer to pick the “mean” or the whole group as a reference object?’.

While both RAS and abusive supervision originate from the same organizational phenomenon, certain
differences are apparent: first, the connotation differs. Abusive supervision refers to the absolute value of abuse
perceived by subordinates, which excludes group situations and isolated consideration; RAS refers to the relative
value of abusive supervision after group members put exposed abuse into group situations for social comparison.
Second, theory levels differ. Abusive supervision is at the individual level of the theory, while RAS is at the
individual-within-group level of the theory.

Employees not only perceive the absolute value of the abuse their leaders direct toward them but also perceive
the relative value of abuse by comparison with other group members. This serves as the basis for a series of
outcomes such as perceived leadership support, job satisfaction, and status in the group?®. Relative deprivation
theory suggests that when an individual compares the current environment to a specific reference or a certain
psychological standard, once that individual perceives to be at a disadvantage, he/she will feel deprived?. Based
on this logic, when focal employees compare themselves with other members of the group, they find that their
RAS is higher; then, they will feel that they are at a relative disadvantage in the group and perceive a lower social
status compared to other group members, resulting in feelings of relative deprivation®’. Moreover, the larger the
discrepancy, the more likely it is to lead to the emergence of negative emotions®'. Thus, we infer that there is a
positive relationship between RAS and relative deprivation.

Hypothesis 1 RAS is positively associated with relative deprivation.

The moderating role of abusive supervision variability

Social comparison of abusive supervision is also reflected at the group level. In this study, ASV is used to reflect
the different contextual effects that occur when a leader directs different levels of abuse toward employees who
belong to the same group; ASV refers to the dispersion of abusive supervision within a group!. It represents a
process in which leaders adopt different modes of abuse for different employees, ultimately forming differentiated
contexts and showing group characteristics. Specifically, abuse disperses in high abuse supervision variability
groups, while in low abuse supervision variability groups, abuse converges.

The moderation effect of ASV can be further recognized by the “frog-pond effect,” an idea derived from a
social comparative perspective®2. The “frog-pond effect” refers to the idea that when placed into a large pond,
a large frog appears to be smaller than when placed into a small pond. Salancik & Pfeffer (1978) suggested
that various items of information in the work context provide clues for employees to construct and interpret
a particular work event, thus affecting both their cognition and attitude®. Research on the “frog pond effect”
showed that the significance of the behaviors of organizational members to others depends on the universality or
rarity of these specific behaviors within the social background®!. ASV provides individuals with “differentiated”
background information, which may inadvertently become an external source of information that affects their
further judgment and perception’>. Moreover, the differentiated context inevitably triggers the social comparison
process among members, leading to the formation of RAS, which reflects the relative position of a specific
individual within the group. If the level of abusive supervision variability is high, leaders treat their members
differently, thus creating a differentiated atmosphere, which impacts the group members’ perception of abusive
supervision. In turn, these perceptions serve as a lens through which focal employees explain abusive behavior.
Therefore, it can be inferred that under different levels of ASV, the behavior of focal employees with high levels
of RAS may vary.

As an illustration, focal employees in a group compare the degree of abuse they are subjected to with the
degree others are subjected to and thus obtain RAS. Subsequently, they will compare relative values horizontally
within the team and gauge the differences in leaders’ treatment of different members; in turn, they will judge
the particularity of the abuse they suffered and their position within the team. Consistent with prior research,
we reason that the distribution of abusive supervision varies across different groups®3%; for instance, while
certain leaders abuse all employees equally, others treat different employees in a more differentiated way. This
phenomenon (i.e., differentiation in abusive supervision) potentially impacts the influencing mechanism of an
individual’s relative abuse. As a team contextual variable, this can provide critical external information and even
criteria for individuals’ cognition, comparison, and judgment, thus influencing the role of RAS*.

Specifically, the same level of RAS will be more prominent in groups with low ASV; namely, the effect of RAS
will be “amplified” under low levels of ASV. In this case, the individual may perceive stronger dissatisfaction
and prejudice from the leader, and thus, the sense of deprivation caused by high levels of relative abuse will be
enhanced. On the contrary, when leaders subject their employees to differentiated levels of abuse, the difference
in relative abuse is slim; thus, the impact on individual perception is relatively weak regardless of the nature of
abusive supervision.

To the best of our knowledge, this cross-level moderating effect has not been addressed in the existing
literature on abusive supervision. However, a similar effect has been observed in a study by Le & Gonzalez
(2012)*7, which examined the interaction between leader-member exchange (LMX) and differentiation of
LMX at the group level. Additionally, variability in justice has been shown to undermine the benefits typically
associated with employees’ perceptions of interpersonal justice®®. These findings suggest a broader pattern
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in which differentiated background information acts as an external source influencing employees’ further
judgment and perception. This pattern may also be applicable to variability contexts of abusive supervision,
despite differences in the specific constructs of leadership behavior. Moreover, Peng et al. (2014) found that
when colleagues are also subjected to abuse, the negative effects of individual abuse are mitigated®, which also
implies the moderating effect of ASV. The perception of differentiation in abusive supervision may trigger social
comparisons among team members®and foster negative emotions toward peers perceived to have experienced
less abuse®. For instance, in contexts with low ASV, employees who perceive relative abusive supervision may
feel singled out for abuse or envy others who face relatively less abuse!?. These experiences can ultimately lead
to feelings of relative deprivation. Therefore, we argue that in groups with low levels of ASV, the effect of focal
employees’ RAS on their relative deprivation and behaviors will be magnified.

Hypothesis 2 ASV moderates the direct effect of RAS on relative deprivation, in such a way that the positive
effects are stronger when ASV is low, compared to when it is high.

Consequences of relative deprivation

Relative deprivation theory holds that relative deprivation reflects the perception of one’s inferior position after
comparison to a reference object*’. The perception of this individual’s inferior position will further cause adverse
emotional reactions such as discontent and resentment!*, thereby affecting attitudes and behaviors*!. When focal
employees feel deprived in such a way, they tend to generate adverse perceptions (e.g., a sense of unfairness) and
negative emotions (e.g., depression) in the workplace. Consequently, it directly affects their efforts to perform
required tasks (i.e., task performance) and their desire to go above and beyond the normal requirements of an
organization (i.e., organizational citizenship behavior (OCB))*.

Borman & Motowidlo (1997) defined job performance as “work activities that contribute directly or
indirectly to the organization’s core goals“*®. In comparison, Ingold et al. (2015) divided job performance into
task performance and OCB and proved that such a division holds scientific rationality'®. Therefore, in reference
to the division of job performance by Ingold et al. (2015), in this study, job performance is divided into task
performance and OCB. Based on the reciprocity principle, Xu et al. (2012) also found that when employees
suffer abuse from their superiors, they will respond to perceived inequalities in the organization by reducing
their input into the organization, such as by decreasing task performance and out-of-role behavior**.

Therefore, we propose that when the RAS of focal employees is higher than that of other members of the
group, they will feel a lower social status compared to other members and suffer relative deprivation, which
undermines their job performance.

Hypothesis 3 RAS negatively affects employees’ task performance (H3a) and OCB (H3b) by increasing employ-
ees’ relative deprivation.

Hypothesis 4 ASV moderates the indirect effect of RAS on employees’ task performance (H4a) and OCB (H4b)
by increasing employees’ relative deprivation in such a way that the negative effects are stronger when ASV is
low, compared to when ASV is high.

Method

Sample and procedure

Participants were employees and immediate leaders of five medium-sized electronic manufacturing firms in a
Chinese city. These particular firms were chosen because the authors collaborated with the managers of these
firms before. Because of these social connections, the team was able to gain assistance during the data collection
process. To control for common method bias, data were collected from employees and leaders at two time points
over three months. To ensure sufficient communication between leaders and employees, respondents must
be full-time employees who have worked in the team for more than six months. Following the suggestion of
Mathieu et al. (2012)*, our questionnaires were initially distributed to 336 employees and 118 immediate leaders
to ensure that the final sample size of the individual level sample was greater than 250 and the team level is
greater than 51. The study procedures were approved by the Ethics Committee of Nanchang University and were
in line with the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards. Signed
informed consent was obtained from all participants included in this study. Participants were ensured that their
personal data collected in and during the study remain confidential and that they can request the research team
to withdraw their data from the study at any time. At time point 1, employees reported demographic information
(i.e., age, gender, and tenure in the team) and assessed perceived abusive supervision by the leader. At time point
2 (3 months after time point 1), employees rated their relative deprivation level, and leaders were asked to assess
their demographic information as well as evaluate the task performance and OCB of each member.

Surveys were recovered from 305 employees and 118 leaders at time point 1, as well as from 283 employees
and 112 leaders at time point 2, resulting in a response rate of 93% for employees and of 95% for leaders. We
deleted the invalid questionnaires that excessive items are missed or ticking the same option consecutively for
the vast majority of questions. In addition, to ensure the validity of variables at the group level, the samples with
fewer than two group members were excluded. A final matched sample of 254 subordinates and 84 leaders was
obtained for subsequent hypotheses testing and data analysis. A drop-out analysis was conducted, and missing
samples presented no significant difference in demographic information. A multilevel statistical power test
of cross-level interactions was conducted through a Monte Carlo program executable in R, justifying a large
statistical power at the conventional alpha level of 0.05 and number of Monte Carlo replications of 1000%. In the
final sample, the group size ranged from a minimum of 3 to a maximum of 8. The average number of members in
each group was 4.02 (SD =1.08). Among leaders, most were male (72.3%), with ages mostly ranging from 31 to
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35 years (29.5%) and 36 to 40 years (29.5%), and the average tenure as a leader was 12.8 years. Among employees,
the average team tenure was 7.7 years, 67.1% were male, and most were aged 25-30 and 31-35 years (27.9% and
23.3%, respectively).

Measures
Abusive supervision and relative deprivation were measured using a seven-point Likert scale with 1 =strongly
disagree and 7 = strongly agree. For task performance and OCB, a similar five-point scale was adopted.

RAS and ASV At time point 1, each employee assessed their own perception of abusive supervision using the
measure developed by Tepper (2000), which consists of 15 items*®. A sample item is “My superior often ridicules
me”. The Cronbach’s a for this scale was 0.96.

According to Bliese et al. (2018)*’—who proposed that the operationalization of group-mean centering can be
used to assess the relative position in a group of individual variables—RAS was calculated by computing the
value of focal employee perception of abusive supervision minus the group mean.

Drawing on the dispersion composition model*®where individual-level rates are aggregated to reflect a group-
level construct and following prior research (e.g., Todorova et al., 2015; Ogunfowora, 2013)'4°, the ASV score
was operationalized for each group as the standard deviation of abusive supervision within a group. Because
ASV is a group-level construct aggregated from individual perceptions of abusive subversion, the intraclass
correlation (ICC1) for abusive supervision was calculated to be 0.28, which exceeds the threshold of 0.12, thus
justifying its aggregation to the group level*.

Relative deprivation At time point 2, group members assessed their relative deprivation using the five-item
scale of Cho et al. (2014) (e.g., “I feel that I am unfairly treated”;= 0.87)*..

Task performance The leaders evaluated the task performance of their subordinates at time point 2 through the
five-item scale from Ingold et al. (2015)'6. A sample item is “This employee achieves the objectives of the job.” (
=0.84).

OCB The OCB of the subordinate as reported by group leaders was measured at time point 2, using 14 items
developed by Ingold et al. (2015)6. A sample item is “This employee often criticizes colleagues.” (a=0.86).

Control variables We controlled for subordinates’ gender and tenure at the individual level, as employees may
respond differently to different genders and tenures when they are subjected to unfair treatment or interpersonal
abuse®!2, At the group level, following prior studies, group size (i.e., the number of employees in the group) and
group experience (i.e., the average tenure of group members) were controlled!®.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 1 presents correlations among the research variables examined in this study. The correlations were moderate
between RAS, the two dependent variables, and the proposed mediating mechanism of relative deprivation.

Confirmatory factor analyses

The confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were conducted to to test the measurement model and determine
the validity of the questionnaire (see Table 2). The five-factor model (RAS, ASV, relative deprivation, task
performance and OCB) fitted the data well ( XQ/df= 1.55<3, p<.01, RMSEA =0.05 < 0.08, SRMR =0.06 < 0.08,
CFI=0.90>0.90, TLI=0.90> 0.90), and the fit was superior to that of alternative models.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
Individual level (N = 254)

1. Employee gender — — —

2. Employee tenure 8.11 7.10 0.02 —

3. Relative abusive supervision 0.00 0.68 -0.00 -0.04 (0.96)

4. Relative deprivation 3.07 0.92 0.04 -0.18" | 0.32" (0.87)

5. Task performance 3.82 0.69 -0.02 0.20" -0.32" | -046" (0.84)
6.0CB 3.79 0.51 0.09 0.23" -0.28" -0.53" 0.65" (0.86)
Group level (N = 84) Mean SD 1 2 3

1. Group experience 7.84 5.76 —

2. Group size 4.02 1.08 0.13 —

3. Abusive supervision variability | 0.70 0.36 -0.14 0.51" (0.94)

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables. Note: Gender is coded as 1 =female
and 2 =male; Tenure and group experience are measured in years; The diagonal data represent coefficient a
reliabilities; the non-diagonal data represent correlation coefficients; ** p <.01 (two-tailed).
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Model AX%/df | RMSEA | SRMR | CFI | TLI
5 factors: RAS, ASV, RD, TP, OCB 1.55 0.05 0.06 |0.90 | 0.90
4 factors: RAS+ ASV, RD, TP, OCB 2.34 0.07 0.12 0.77 | 0.75
3 factor: RAS+ASV+RD, T, OCB | 2.60 0.08 014 |072 |0.70
2 factors: RAS+ASV +RD, TP+OCB | 2.68 0.08 014 [0.70 | 0.69
1 factor: RAS+ASV +RD +TP+OCB | 3.24 0.09 015 |0.61 |0.58

Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis. Note: n=254; RAS =relative abusive supervision; RD =relative
deprivation; ASV =abusive supervision variability; TP =task performance; OCB = organizational citizenship
behavior.

Relative deprivation Task performance OCB
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Intercept 3.097(0.31) |3.187(0.34) |3.777(0.26) |3.757(0.26) | 3.707(0.20) | 3.68(0.20)
Individual level
1. Gender 0.07(0.11) | 0.07(0.11) —0.03(0.08) | —0.02(0.08) | —0.10(0.06) | —0.09(0.06)
2. Tenure —0.00(0.01) | —0.00(0.01) |0.01(0.01). 0.01(0.01) 0.01(0.01) 0.00(0.01)
3.RAS 0.487(0.07) |0.677(0.11) | —0.487(0.08) | —0.377(0.12) | —0.287(0.06) | —0.167(0.06)
5 ?fllj:g:n ~0.167(0.05) ~0.197(0.04)
Group level
5. Group experience | —0.03(0.02) | —0.03(0.02) | 0.02°(0.01) 0.02°(0.01) 0.02°(0.01) 0.02°(0.01)
6. Group size 0.03(0.05) | 0.00(0.07) —0.03(0.05) | —0.03(0.05) | 0.01(0.04) 0.01(0.04)
7. ASV 0.16(0.21) 0.22(0.17) 0.21(0.17) 0.05(0.13) 0.05(0.13)
8.RAS X ASV —0.48(0.21) | 0.407(0.15) 0.32°(0.15) 0.18(0.11) 0.09(0.10)
Pseudo R? 0.15 0.16 0.15 0.17 0.14 0.19

Table 3. Hierarchical linear modeling results. Note: Unstandardized coefficients and standard errors are
presented in parentheses; All continuous predictors are mean-centered (Edwards & Lambert, 2007); *p <.05;
“p<.0L.

Analytic strategy
Given the nested nature of the data (i.e., 254 employee-leader dyads were nested within 84 groups) and the fact
that this study involved multilevel effects, multilevel analysis was conducted using hierarchical linear modeling
(HLM) to test models®*>*. Then, following the suggestion of Bliese et al. (2018)*7, the Monte Carlo bootstrapping
approach was applied to calculate the confidence intervals for hypothesized cross-level indirect effects.

The proportions of within- and between-group variance were tested for dependent variables. The ICC1 value
for task performance was 0.20>0.12, for OCB, ICC1=0.29>0.12, indicating that a considerable portion of
variance was nested in the group level which justified the use of multilevel analysis.

Hypotheses testing
The results of multilevel analyses are presented in Table 3. After including controls, Model 1 shows that RAS was
positively related to relative deprivation (b=0.48, p <.01), thus supporting H1.

Model 2 in Table 3 shows that the interactive effect of RAS and ASV on relative deprivation was significant
(b=-0.48, p<.05). A simple slopes test was also conducted to reflect the moderated effect more intuitively.
Figure 2 shows that the positive direct effect of RAS on relative deprivation was stronger when the group has a
lower ASV (slope=0.51, p<.01) than when its ASV is high (slope=0.16, p<.01), and the difference between
them was significant (b=—0.35, p <.01). This result supports H2.

Model 4 and Model 6 in Table 3 show that relative deprivation was both negatively related to task
performance (b=-0.16, p<.01) and OCB (b=-0.19, p<.01). The mediation effects were further estimated
using a bootstrapping method™. The indirect relationships mediated by relative deprivation between RAS and
task performance (b=—0.17, SE=0.05, 95% CI = [-0.28, —0.09]), as well as between RAS and OCB (b=—0.20,
95% SE=0.05, CI = [-0.30, — 0.12] were significant, thereby supporting both Hypotheses 3a and 3b.

To test Hypothesis 4, the conditional indirect effect was examined using a Monte Carlo bootstrapping
method®®. The results showed that ASV moderated the indirect effect of RAS on task performance through
relative deprivation was stronger when the group has a lower ASV (b=-0.08, 95% bias-corrected CI = [-0.17,
—0.05]) than when ASV is high (b=-0.03, 95% bias-corrected CI = [-0.15, 0.12]), and the difference between
them was significant (b=0.06, 95% bias-corrected CI = [0.00, 0.19]). It was similar on OCB that the indirect
effect of RAS on task performance was stronger when ASV is low (b=—0.10, 95% bias-corrected CI = [-0.17,
—0.05]) than when ASV is high (b=—0.06, 95% bias-corrected CI = [-0.15, 0.12]), and the difference between
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Fig. 2. Moderating effect of ASV in the relationship between RA and relative deprivation.

them was significant (b=0.07, 95% bias-corrected CI = [0.00, 0.19]). Thus ASV significantly moderated the
indirect effect of RAS, supporting Hypotheses 4a and 4b.

Discussion

This study tested a model that clarifies how differentiation in abusive supervision on different levels affects
employee performance using a muti-wave study including 254 employees and 85 leaders. The results show that
ASV moderates the negative effect of RAS on task performance and OCB via relative deprivation. These effects
of RAS are stronger when groups demonstrate lower levels of ASV. This study makes three contributions to the
literature on abusive supervision, which are detailed in the following.

Theoretical implications

First, previous studies on the consequences of abusive supervision have commonly adopted the raw score
approach (e.g., Mackey et al., 2019), while a relative perspective was rarely employed. While Schaubroeck et al.
(2016) showed that in a group, if the behavior of the leader impacts employee perception of intragroup status,
intragroup variation will be considered in that behavior!®. Thus, our statistical model examined the individual-
within-group component of abusive supervision (i.e., RAS). The research perspective is expanded to include
the essence of the negative impact of abusive supervision: Employee perceived unfair treatment or relative
deprivation is generated in comparison with other group members, making the research more convincing.
This perspective also responds to the call by Martinko et al. (2013) to examine the perception component of
abusive supervision®”. Compared to abusive supervision, RAS is more harmful as it leads employees to infer their
intragroup status and feel relatively deprived, which in turn undermines employee work outcomes.

Second, drawing on relative deprivation theory, this paper explains why a higher focal employee perception
of abusive supervision compared to that of other group members results in more detrimental effects on job
outcomes. These results prove that RAS perceived by employees can reduce their task performance and OCB by
increasing their relative deprivation. Although prior studies have examined the affective mechanism of abusive
supervision (e.g., negative affect)”’, studies rarely explored the role of target-specific emotions in the response
to RAS!?. This verification of the relative deprivation mechanism provides a new theoretical perspective for the
leadership dilemma, which unlocks a better understanding of the effectiveness of leadership from the perspective
of intragroup social comparison. This enriches the understanding of the leadership process in the field.

Third, integrating relative deprivation theory with the “frog-pool effect” perspective, we provide initial
evidence supporting the cross-level interaction effect between RAS and ASV. This evidence enriches the literature
on the contextualization effect of abusive supervision. Prior research insisted that a studied phenomenon can
only be clarified by disclosing the effect of the surroundings on the phenomenon®. The present study echoes the
research demands of the above scholars and explored the moderating role of ASV. In addition, previous studies
have shown that abusive supervision can exist at both individual and group levels. Few group-level studies
on abusive supervision have been based only on a direct consensus construct (i.e., the abusive supervision
climate)*. Further, few studies on abusive supervision used the current dispersion-based approach, while
recent studies on other topics, such as research on LMX differentiation, have proved that group processes can be
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better understood when dispersion constructs are used®’. Thus, this paper highlights the importance of using a
dispersion construct (ASV) in groups for the future development of abusive supervision research.

Practical implications

This research provided practical contributions by shedding light on the differentiation phenomenon of abusive
supervision, a relatively unexplored area in empirical studies. By utilizing the framework of relative deprived
theory and introducing operational indicators of RAS and ASV, the study offered a nuanced understanding of how
negative leadership impact group members within an group context. In a group, employees often intentionally
or unintentionally compare how they are treated by their supervisors compared to other members to infer their
relative position and adjust their work attitudes and behaviors accordingly. The findings emphasized that the
negative influence of focal employees’ RAS on task performance and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB)
is mediated by the perception of relative deprivation. Managers should not only focus on the absolute value
of abuse but also on the role of social comparison and carefully handle their relationship with subordinates.
Leaders should avoid letting individuals in a group feel that they have been mistreated or abused specifically.
Organizations must also articulate explicit policies asserting zero tolerance for leaders selectively subjecting
certain employees (such as non-conformist individuals) to abuse.

Our study found that the negative effects of equivalent levels of RAS experienced by focal employees are more
pronounced in groups with low levels of ASV. In other words, our study found that in certain cases, low ASV
are not a good thing. While leaders are often said to be “give everyone an even bowl of water”. Our results told
managers that, at least from the perspective of enhancing in-role performance or stimulating OCB, the equal is
not the better when dealing with subordinates. It is just the expression of the ideal state from the perspective of
morality and fairness. In the actual management, it is impossible and unnecessary to fully fairness, which will
harm the effectiveness of the group. However, leaders must not use differentiated abuse as a political means to try
to abuse each member in varying degrees, which will lead to conflicts within the group and make members feel
psychological separation, which is the most disadvantageous way for groups. Therefore, on the premise of having
to carry out abusive supervision, moderate differential abuse should also be implemented. Although the negative
effect of relative abusive supervision is lowered when abusive supervision variability is high, we are by no means
encouraging collective abuse in the group. Instead, we showcase that group context matters, and recommend
that organizations and groups pursue ways to create a favorable environment where the negative consequences
of relative deprivation may be alleviated.

In addition, although we did not find any direct evidence for this, we believe that leaders should not enact
abusive supervision because of their own emotions or personalities. The reason is that it easily happens that
employees think that the abuse they suffer is not due to their own behavior, which causes them to feel relative
deprivation®. Maybe a leader should use job ability as the main criterion. Abusive supervision according to job
ability can motivate members to believe that they can gain a higher position by improving their job performance,
thus mobilizing the enthusiasm of all employees in the group.

Limitations and future directions

This study has certain limitations that open avenues for future research. First, data were collected in two waves
where supervisors and employees were matched. While this research design controlled for common method
variance or same source bias to a certain extent, the measurement of abusive supervision is sensitive and can
produce a social approval effect. Therefore, different methods (such as in-depth interviews and field experiments)
can be used to measure the abuse of supervisors in future research to explore the mechanism of abusive
supervision. Second, the study sample is limited to five companies in one specific city. Although it is beneficial
to control the scale, geography, and industry impact, this approach also somewhat limits the external validity of
the model. Future studies can conduct more extensive surveys to further test the conclusions. Third, our study
adopted a group-centric perspective, positing that the comparison between the level of abuse experienced by
focal employees and that experienced by other group members determines their perceived relative deprivation
and performance. However, aside from comparisons with others, focal employees also engage in a comparison
of past experiences with present ones. Therefore, it is imperative to incorporate a temporal perspective into the
study of abusive supervision. Future research could investigate whether differentiation in abusive supervision
over time dimensions might impact subsequent employee coping behaviors.

Data availability
All data included in the current study can be obtained from the corresponding author through their email ad-
dress upon reasonable request.
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