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a b s t r a c t

We integrate and extend past work on self-determination theory and mixed relationships, or relation-
ships characterized by both conflict and support, to address the question of how abusive supervision pro-
motes subordinate organizational deviance. In so doing, we propose a mediated moderation model
wherein abusive supervision and leader–member exchange interact to predict organizational deviance,
with psychological need satisfaction mediating the effect of the interaction on organizational deviance.
This hypothesized model was supported with multi-wave data collected from 260 employees. Notably,
our model was supported after controlling for justice perceptions and organizational social exchange
as alternative mediators. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

� 2011 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction

Organizational deviance, or counter-normative behaviors initi-
ated by employees which target employers (Bennett & Robinson,
2003), continues to have a crippling effect on organizations world-
wide. Employee theft is increasing yearly, with costs associated
with fraud increasing 40% from 2005 to 2007 (Needleman, 2008).
As well, unauthorized web surfing has been estimated to cost
upwards of $600 million dollars in lost productivity yearly (Taylor,
2007). Organizational deviance also extracts a significant human
cost: Employee performance, morale, and well-being are all
impacted by such deviant behaviors (Robinson & Greenberg,
1998). Understandably, these costs are a major concern to organi-
zations, and researchers have in turn focused on the antecedents of
organizational deviance. In particular, numerous authors have
proposed that abusive supervision, or ‘‘subordinates’ perceptions
of the extent to which their supervisors engage in the sustained
display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding
physical contact’’ (Tepper, 2000, p. 178), is a primary cause of
organizational deviance (Tepper, Henle, Lambert, Giacalone, &
Duffy, 2008; Tepper et al., 2009).
ll rights reserved.
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In order to better understand the relation between abusive
supervision and organizational deviance, researchers have sug-
gested different intervening mechanisms such as social exchange
(Thau, Bennett, Mitchell, & Marrs, 2009) and justice (Tepper,
2000). In particular, previous research has suggested that abusive
supervision decreases individuals’ perceptions of justice and social
exchange quality with their organizations, which in turn translate
into deviant behaviors which harm the organization. Such work is
important in that it advances theory and suggests leverage points
for practitioners to influence and mitigate the negative effects of
abusive supervision (Kenny, 2008). Along these lines, it has
recently been suggested that the satisfaction of basic human needs,
or essential conditions for psychological growth and well-being
(Ryan, 1995), may be the primary underlying psychological mech-
anism linking abusive supervision to outcomes such as organiza-
tional deviance (Aquino & Thau, 2009). Such a proposition is
intriguing in that it situates the abusive supervision literature
within well-established needs-based motivational theories (Deci
& Ryan, 2000), addressing recently raised concerns that abusive
supervision research risks becoming atheoretical (Tepper, 2007).

In the present paper, we apply self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000) to provide an empirical test of the mediating
role basic psychological needs play in the relation between abusive
supervision and organizational deviance, while simultaneously
ruling out alternate mediating mechanisms such as justice
perceptions and social exchange. In so doing, we provide a test of

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2011.10.003
mailto:huiwen@ust.hk
mailto:duf14@smeal.psu.edu
mailto:djbrown@uwaterloo.ca
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2011.10.003
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/07495978
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/obhdp


42 H. Lian et al. / Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 117 (2012) 41–52
competing predictions regarding why abusive supervision relates
to organizational deviance: by adversely impacting psychological
need satisfaction, by adversely impacting feelings of fairness and
justice, or by adversely impacting social exchange relationships
with the organization. The results of our study thus hold the poten-
tial to inform our knowledge regarding the underlying psycholog-
ical processes through which abusive supervision results in deviant
behavior.

Aside from providing a broader view of the mechanisms through
which abusive supervision impacts deviance, however, a second
goal of our study was to provide a broader view of the relational
context within which abusive supervision itself occurs. In particu-
lar, we ask the question: What effects does abusive supervision
have once the broader relationship with one’s leader (for better or
for worse) is taken into account? Although past work on abusive
supervision has primarily considered the presence of abusive
supervision to indicate a bad relationship with one’s supervisor,
we argue that abusive supervisory behaviors may happen within
high quality supervisor–subordinate relationships, or high leader–
member exchange (LMX), similar to how negative interpersonal
behaviors such as yelling and ostracism can occur even in otherwise
supportive relationships (e.g., spouse, sibling, parents; Berscheid &
Regan, 2005). While one might expect high LMX would mitigate the
impact of abusive supervision, we make the counterintuitive argu-
ment that the impact of abusive supervision on need satisfaction is
exacerbated when it occurs in the context of high LMX. This predic-
tion is grounded in work on mixed relationships (Duffy, Ganster, &
Pagon, 2002; Hobman, Restubog, Bordia, & Tang, 2009; Major,
Zubek, Cooper, Cozzarelli, & Richards, 1997) which suggests that
not only are positive and negative aspects of relationships distinct,
but that conflicts occurring within highly supportive relationships
are detrimental to psychological well-being.

Fig. 1 provides an overview of our study and illustrates the
mediated moderation model we propose to explain the relation
among abusive supervision, LMX, need satisfaction, and organiza-
tional deviance, while controlling for justice perceptions and social
exchange mechanisms. More specifically, we suggest that after con-
trolling previously suggested mediators, basic need satisfaction will
mediate the effect of abusive supervision on subordinates’ organiza-
tional deviance. In addition, we suggest that LMX moderates the
relation between abusive supervision and need satisfaction. Overall,
we propose that subordinates’ basic need satisfaction mediates the
moderating effect of LMX on the relation between abusive supervi-
sion and organizational deviance.
Abusive 
Supervision

Basi
Satis

Leader-Member 
Exchange

Proce
Jus

Interpe
Jus

Organi
Social E

Fig. 1. The mediated moderated relationship between abusive supervision and organ
Self-determination theory and basic need satisfaction

Dating back to McDougall (1908), Murray (1938), and Maslow
(1954), psychological needs theories have had a considerable influ-
ence in psychology. Arguably the most prominent modern needs-
based theory of human motivation is self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). While previous psychological needs theories
considered any individual want, desire, or goal to represent a need,
self-determination theory holds that only those elements whose
absence produces marked declines in psychological functioning
and well-being should be considered basic psychological needs
(Ryan, 1995). From this perspective, needs are not individual-var-
iant and learned but universal and innate, as basic psychological
needs must be satisfied in order for all individuals to thrive, much
like how plants need key nutrients – i.e., soil, water, and sun – to
grow healthy (Deci & Ryan, 2000). As such, something like the de-
sire for wealth is not regarded as a need by self-determination the-
ory, as it is not universal and inherent; moreover, even when
satisfied, it may not produce and may even hinder psychological
well-being (Greguras & Diefendorff, 2009; Kasser & Ryan, 1993).

Self-determination theory thus advocates that humans possess
three innate psychological needs whose absence are universally
detrimental to humans: a need for competence, a need for related-
ness and a need for autonomy. The need for competence refers to
the desire to attain valued outcomes and succeed at challenging
tasks (Skinner, 1995; White, 1959); the need for relatedness refers
to the desire to feel a sense of connection and mutual respect with
others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995); the need for autonomy refers to
the desire to initiate one’s own action and choose activities consis-
tent with one’s integrated sense of self (Ryan & Connell, 1989).
Numerous studies have shown that satisfaction of these needs is
linked directly to well-being (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; Kasser &
Ryan, 1999). Moreover, relative to other theorized psychological
needs, such as the need for security, self-actualization, meaning,
influence, and so on, satisfaction of needs for competence, related-
ness, and autonomy contribute the most to people’s feelings of ful-
fillment in various events (Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001).
Notably, while the three needs are distinguishable conceptually,
thwarting of any need produces similar negative outcomes (Deci
& Ryan, 2000) and the three needs overlap considerably in natural-
istic settings (e.g., Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004; Sheldon & Niemiec,
2006; Uysal, Lin, & Knee, 2010). Consequently, prior empirical
studies have modeled need satisfaction as an overall construct
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(e.g., Baard et al., 2004; Gagné, 2003; Van den Broeck, Vansteenk-
iste, De Witte, & Lens, 2008).

By regarding these needs as inherent to human nature,
self-determination theory does not focus on individual differences
in need strength or the extent to which individuals value particular
needs. Instead, self-determination theory focuses on examining
satisfaction of these needs in specific situations, with past research
outlining the negative consequences associated with thwarted
need satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2000). More specifically, self-deter-
mination theory suggests that need satisfaction facilitates self-reg-
ulatory processes and adjustment (Kuhl, 2000), while thwarted
need satisfaction is experienced as aversive, undermines self-regu-
lation and causes suboptimal performance (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In
line with this proposition, research has found that need satisfac-
tion is associated with better job performance (Greguras &
Diefendorff, 2009), being more engaged at work, and better
psychological adjustment (Deci et al., 2001). In contrast, thwarted
need satisfaction is related to behavioral disregulation and aggres-
sion (Shields, Ryan, & Cicchetti, 2001) and health-undermining
behaviors such as drug use (Williams, Cox, Hedberg, & Deci, 2000).

Self-determination theory thus represents a comprehensive
theory of human motivation and adjustment, wherein need satis-
faction leads to human thriving, and need thwarting leads to
maladjustment and impaired regulatory functioning. Building on
this theoretical perspective, it has recently been suggested that
one of the reasons individuals may react negatively to mistreat-
ment at work is due to the impact of such mistreatment on psycho-
logical needs (Aquino & Thau, 2009). More specifically, it has been
suggested that being the target of abusive supervision may thwart
subordinates’ feelings of belongingness, worthiness, and ability to
predict and control their environment, which ultimately harm sub-
ordinates’ psychological well-being (Aquino & Thau, 2009).
Abusive supervision and organizational deviance: the
mediating role of basic need satisfaction

Abusive supervision, characterized by ridiculing and humiliat-
ing subordinates publicly, improperly blaming subordinates, and
invading subordinates’ privacy (Tepper, 2000) is estimated to im-
pact between 10% and 16% of American workers (Namie & Namie,
2000). Abusive supervision has significant negative ramifications
for a wide range of relevant organizational outcomes (see Tepper
(2007), for a review); perhaps one of the most troubling outcomes
associated with abusive supervision is its positive relation with
subordinates’ organizational deviance, or deviant behaviors in-
tended to harm the organization. Previous studies have shown that
in reaction to abusive supervision, employees will engage in devi-
ant behaviors such as theft, fraud, or working slower than usual
(Tepper et al., 2009).

Based on a self-determination theory perspective, the negative
effects of abusive supervision on organizational deviance should
lie in abusive supervision’s ability to threaten the fundamental
psychological needs of the subordinate. By definition, abusive
supervision encompasses behaviors which are likely to negatively
impact an individual’s basic psychological needs. For example,
abusive supervision comprises behaviors such as belittling subor-
dinates and emphasizing their shortcomings through negative
evaluations, lying to subordinates, and threatening, excluding, or
otherwise behaving rudely to subordinates. Being belittled or hav-
ing one’s competence assailed calls into question one’s abilities and
achievements, and thus can negatively affect one’s sense of compe-
tence. Negative evaluations and threats also shift one’s perceived
locus of causality from internal to external sources (Deci & Cascio,
1972; Lepper & Greene, 1975). Employees subsequently begin to
behave in line with what they believe their supervisor desires, so
as to avoid being subject to abuse; as a result, one’s sense of
autonomy is undermined. Finally, excluding, belittling, and rude
behaviors communicate to an individual that he or she is not a
well-respected member of the group, reducing one’s sense of
belonging and relatedness (Ferris, Brown, Berry, & Lian, 2008;
Tyler, Degoey, & Smith, 1996). Based on this, we propose abusive
supervisors negatively impact the overall basic need satisfaction
of subordinates.

Hypothesis 1. Abusive supervision is negatively related to subor-
dinates’ basic need satisfaction.

The impact of abusive supervision on subordinates’ basic need
satisfaction can explain why abusive supervision ultimately results
in subordinates’ organizational deviance. When subordinates’ basic
need satisfaction is blocked by an abusive supervisor, subordinates
may develop the desire to retaliate against the supervisor. Retalia-
tion refers to behavior with the purpose of punishing an offender
because of the perceived harm caused by the offender (Bies & Tripp,
1996; Skarlicki & Folger, 2004). Notably, experiencing threats to
basic psychological needs is inherently harmful – decreased need
satisfaction is experienced as painful and frustrating, causing anxi-
ety, depression, somatic symptoms and insomnia to individuals
(see Deci and Ryan (2000), for a review). To relieve these aversive
experiences, individuals may retaliate against the wrongdoer; such
acts of revenge can reduce the likelihood of future threats to one’s
basic needs (Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996; Berkowitz, 1989)
and are also expected to feel good (Carlsmith, Wilson, & Gilbert,
2008).

However, retaliation against supervisors may not be possible
(Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939) or may provoke an
escalation in supervisor hostility and abuse (Aquino & Thau,
2009; Tepper et al., 2009). Moreover, given that supervisors control
desirable resources (e.g., salaries, benefits, promotions, expertise),
retaliating against a supervisor may have more widespread nega-
tive repercussions for the individual (Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001;
Thau & Mitchell, 2010). As a result, abused subordinates may
retaliate against the organization as a whole through covert and
indirect behaviors such as theft or taking extended breaks. Such
behaviors are both more convenient and not directly targeting
the supervisor, and hence are less likely to cause further harm to
the subordinate (so long as they remain covert and indirect;
Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). Moreover, as supervisors represent
agents of the organization, subordinates may hold organizations
accountable for supervisors’ needs thwarting behaviors and thus
target the organization in an effort to retaliate against the supervi-
sor (Ambrose, Seabright, & Schminke, 2002).

Although organizational deviance such as sabotaging equip-
ment, ignoring one’s supervisor, daydreaming, or being late or
absent can satisfy one’s desire to retaliate against abusive supervi-
sion, they also cause serious cost to subordinates’ basic psycholog-
ical need satisfaction. For instance, leaving early and coming in late
may invoke resentment among others in the workplace, as they
may need to work harder to cover for the individual, thwarting sat-
isfaction of one’s relatedness need. Such behaviors may also cause
peers and supervisors to form negative perceptions of the work
ethic of the individual, resulting in closer supervision, provision of
low-priority assignments, or negative feedback which ultimately
thwarts needs for autonomy and competence. In this sense, deviant
behaviors are self-defeating in that they satisfy the desire to retaliate
at the expenses of attaining the nutriments individuals really need
(Thau, Aquino, & Poortvliet, 2007). As such, rather than satisfying
basic psychological needs, engaging in organizational deviance ulti-
mately thwarts the attainment of such needs, trapping individuals
in a cycle of continued need thwarting.
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The above argument is premised on the notion that subordinates
develop a desire to retaliate and thus engage in organizational devi-
ance after their basic needs are thwarted by abusive supervision. An
alternate explanation suggested by self-determination theory is
that thwarted basic need satisfaction impairs individuals’ ability
to regulate their behaviors (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In particular, it
has been suggested that when basic needs are thwarted, individuals
have fewer emotional and cognitive resources to self-regulate their
behavior by following norms and acting rationally (Ferris, Brown, &
Heller, 2009; Kuhl, 2000). Accordingly, subordinates’ organizational
deviance may also reflect a form of behavioral disregulation follow-
ing thwarted basic need satisfaction. Although the retaliation and
regulation perspectives offer slightly different suggestions on why
need thwarting results in organizational deviance, both perspec-
tives converge on the notion that decreased need satisfaction is
likely to result in increased organizational deviance. Thus, based
on the above, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2. Basic need satisfaction is negatively related to
organizational deviance.
The interaction between abusive supervision and LMX on basic
need satisfaction and organizational deviance: a mediated
moderation model

To this point we have suggested that basic need satisfaction
mediates the effect of abusive supervision on organizational devi-
ance; although this proposition has yet to be empirically tested, it
is consistent with recent literature reviews (Aquino & Thau, 2009)
and self-determination theory in general (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
However, we also sought to extend the application of the self-
determination theory by integrating it with past work on mixed
relationships. In particular, we regard abusive supervision as rep-
resenting only one aspect of the supervisor–subordinate relation-
ship: like in any relationship, our relationship with our leaders
can have ups and downs. However, in organizational research,
we tend to view specific behaviors (e.g., being yelled at) as indica-
tive of the tone of the relationship in general. Similarly, research
which focuses on the quality of overall relationships (e.g., LMX)
tends to ignore the possibility that even good relationships have
their bad days. As such, we sought to consider the overall quality
of the supervisor–subordinate relationship and examine how it
interacts with abusive supervision to influence subordinate’s basic
need satisfaction and organizational deviance.

In essence, while it might be assumed that abusive supervision
usually happens within low quality supervisor–subordinate
relationships, we suggest that one may experience abusive super-
vision within a high quality exchange relationship with one’s
supervisor. Although this may seem strange, previous research
has shown that high quality relationships include both positive
and negative interpersonal behaviors (Braiker & Kelly, 1979; Fin-
cham & Linfield, 1997). These negative and positive aspects of a
relationship typically form related, but distinct, factors; that is,
they do not represent opposite endpoints on a continuum where
a lack of positive aspects implies the presence of negative aspects,
or vice-versa (see Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, and Vohs
(2001), for a review of empirical studies).

In the current paper, we use LMX to indicate the quality of the
supervisor–subordinate relationship. Unlike abusive supervision,
which represents specific supervisor behaviors that can occur at
any time, LMX represents the quality of the relationship developed
over time between a supervisor and a subordinate (Dansereau,
Graen, & Haga, 1975), with high LMX representing high levels of
supervisory support and guidance (Gerstner & Day, 1997; Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995). More specifically, when subordinates report
high levels of LMX, they perceive their supervisors are satisfied
with their work, understand their job problems and needs, recog-
nize their potential, and are willing to help them solve work-re-
lated problems (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Consequently,
subordinates feel as though they are liked, respected, and trusted,
and are likely to reciprocate with their loyalty, obligations, and
trust directly to their supervisor, or indirectly to their organization
(Gerstner & Day, 1997).

Similar to how past work has shown negative instances occur
within otherwise supportive relations for spouses, siblings, and
parents, we argue that abusive supervision can represent negative
instances within the context of otherwise supportive supervisory
relationships. Abusive supervision represents specific supervisory
behaviors which can occur at any time and need not reflect an
ongoing relationship (Tepper & Henle, 2011); LMX, however, indi-
cates a general relationship which develops over a longer period of
time. Thus, while one may have an overall positive relationship
with one’s supervisor, this does not rule out the possibility that
one’s supervisor may occasionally engage in negative behaviors.
For example, although people may generally feel that their super-
visor ‘‘understands their problems and needs’’ and believe that
their supervisor is ‘‘very likely to be helpful’’ (both items taken
from LMX scales; Scandura & Schriesheim, 1994), they may also
recall occasional incidents of mistreatment such as being ‘‘given
the silent treatment’’ or ‘‘not being given credit for their work’’
(both items taken from the abusive supervision scale; Tepper,
2000). Consistent with this, empirical research has found that
LMX and abusive supervision formed into distinguishable con-
structs (Burris, Detert, & Chiaburu, 2008).

Accepting abusive supervision and LMX are independent con-
cepts, one might expect high LMX would mitigate, not exacerbate,
the effects of abusive treatment. In particular, one might expect
that high LMX provides a respite against the negative impact of
abusive supervision (Lepore, 1992) or provides individuals with
resources to deal with negative treatment (Hobfoll, 1989). How-
ever, there is also reason to believe that negative treatment will
be more impactful when the abuse occurs within the context of a
supportive relationship, when one considers the signaling function
negative treatment plays within a relationship (Major et al., 1997).

In particular, negative treatment and more generally, negative
information, have been argued to have strong effects on individuals
because it is rare, unexpected, and surprising (Fiske, 1980; Kanouse
& Hanson, 1972). As a result, more attention and consideration is
elicited by negative information as it signals to the individual that
they are in imminent danger of being excluded or that something
is otherwise unusual or amiss with the situation (Williams & Za-
dro, 2005). Consequently, abusive supervisory behaviors should
be closely attended to by the subordinate, with the concomitant re-
sults as outlined in Hypothesis 1. However, in the context of a typ-
ically unsupportive relationship (e.g., low LMX), such abusive
behaviors will be considered less rare, unexpected, or surprising,
and hence less likely to be interpreted as a signal that something
unusual is occurring. As such, the impact of supervisor abuse is
minimized in the context of low LMX, but is maximized in the con-
text of high LMX.

With respect to psychological needs in particular, in the context
of high LMX where subordinates feel acknowledged, supported,
and trusted by their supervisors, self-determination theory pre-
dicts that their needs for competence, belongingness and auton-
omy will be fulfilled (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In other words, high
levels of LMX indicate that supervisors are important sources of
basic need satisfaction. As a result, subordinates within high LMX
relationships may feel especially deprived when perceiving super-
visor abuse as it signals the loss of existing vital sources of need
satisfaction. For subordinates within low LMX relationships,
however, the satisfaction of competence, relatedness, and
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autonomy needs is not provided by their supervisor; as a result,
they may experience less threat to their basic need satisfaction
when perceiving abusive signals from supervisors, because there
is – in effect – nothing to lose. Consistent with the argument, past
work has found that supervisors’ abusive behaviors have stronger
negative effects on recipients’ psychological well-being and/or
deviant behaviors, when such abuse is accompanied with supervi-
sors’ supportive behaviors (Duffy et al., 2002; Hobman et al., 2009).
Taken together, we suggest that the need-threatening effects of
abusive supervision are likely to be exacerbated, not mitigated,
when one has a typically good relation with one’s supervisor (as in-
dexed by high LMX levels). More formally, we propose:

Hypothesis 3. LMX moderates the negative relation between
abusive supervision and subordinates’ basic need satisfaction, such
that the relation is stronger when LMX is high rather than low.

In summary, we propose a model (see Fig. 1) in which abusive
supervision negatively relates to subordinates’ basic need satisfac-
tion, and this negative relationship is moderated by LMX;
decreased basic need satisfaction in turn relates to increased orga-
nizational deviance. As discussed below, the interactive effect of
abusive supervision and LMX on organizational deviance may be
mediated by mechanisms other than basic need satisfaction, we
propose that the mediating effect of basic need satisfaction will
be partial. More formally, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 4. The interactive effect of abusive supervision and
LMX on organizational deviance is partially mediated by basic need
satisfaction, such that mediated effect of abusive supervision on
organizational deviance through basic need satisfaction is stronger
when LMX is high rather than low.

Although our paper promotes a self-determination theory
explanation of the relation between abusive supervision and orga-
nizational deviance, especially in the context of high levels of LMX,
our study sought to consider alternative explanations as well. More
specifically, previous research has suggested that social exchange
or justice perceptions may account for the relation between abu-
sive supervision and organizational deviance. According to social
exchange theory, employees develop a reciprocal interdependent
relationship with their organizations and their organizational
behaviors are contingent on the treatment they receive from their
organizations (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). When supervisors,
who represent agents of the organization, treat them poorly,
employees may feel that they are not valued and respected by their
organizations and therefore engage in organizational deviance to
get even (Tepper et al., 2009; Thau et al., 2009). According to a jus-
tice perspective, abusive supervision may decrease subordinates’
perception of interpersonal justice; moreover, it may also reflect
organizations’ lack of procedures to restrain abusers and thus re-
sult in decreased procedural justice perceptions (Tepper, 2000).
Empirically, it has been found that abusive supervision negatively
influences procedural and interpersonal justice (Aryee, Chen, Sun,
& Debrah, 2007; Tepper, 2000); as perception of injustice increases,
individuals are more likely to retaliate against their organizations
by engaging in organizational deviance (Robinson & Greenberg,
1998).

As self-determination theory, social exchange theory and a
justice perspective may all provide useful explanations, it is essen-
tial to include these mediating mechanisms to further understand
the process through which abusive supervision and its interactions
with LMX impact on organizational deviance. Therefore, we
assessed procedural justice, interpersonal justice and employee-
organization social exchange quality as alternative mediators.
Method

Procedure

Participants were recruited using advertisements placed in
commuter areas (e.g. bus stops), newspapers, and other public
places (e.g., coffee shops). The recruitment advertisements indi-
cated that employed individuals were needed for a study on work-
place attitudes and behaviors, and provided general details about
what participation entailed (e.g., completing three surveys) and
compensation ($10 and a chance to win one of two $200 prizes;
participants were compensated by receiving checks through the
mail). The recruitment advertisement directed interested individu-
als to complete an online pre-screen questionnaire. Of the 559
individuals who completed our pre-screen questionnaire, 89
(�16%) were not working at least 30 h per week and 14 (�3%)
did not interact with other people at work, four (�1%) were self-
employed and 17 (�3%) did not provide accurate email addresses,
so we were not able to contact them. Finally, 435 individuals
fulfilled our pre-screen requirements and were sent emails with
a unique identifier code and links to the online surveys at three
points in time.

The first survey included measures of abusive supervision and
leader–member exchange; the second survey, sent out approxi-
mately 1 week later, assessed basic need satisfaction, perceptions
of procedural and interpersonal justice, and organizational social
exchange quality. Approximately 1 week after completing the sec-
ond survey, participants were sent a link to the third survey, which
assessed organizational deviance. In order to maximize response
rates, we sent reminder emails to individuals who had not com-
pleted the survey after 1 week; we sent a second reminder 2 weeks
later (Dillman, 2000).

Participants

A total of 318 individuals completed the first survey (73%
response rate); 285 individuals completed the second survey (90%
retention rate) and 260 individuals completed the third survey (91
% retention rate), resulting in an overall response rate of 60%. Partic-
ipants (48% male) came from a diverse set of occupations (e.g., tea-
cher, engineer, financial advisor, cashier, physician) and were
employed in a variety of industries including computers and math-
ematics (15%), business and finance (13%), sales and related (10%),
education (8%), and government (8%). The mean age of participants
was 34.30 years (SD = 9.60) and the average hours worked per week
was 41.59 (SD = 6.64). Participants reported being employed in their
current organization an average of 5.19 years (SD = 6.04), having
worked in their present position for 3.73 years (SD = 5.19), and with
their current supervisor for 2.68 years (SD = 3.65).

Measures

The measures largely instructed participants to respond with
how they perceived their supervisors’ behaviors, their relation-
ships with supervisors and their attitudes in general; however,
the instructions for the organizational deviance measure asked
participants to respond with respect to their behaviors over the
previous year.

Abusive supervision
Tepper’s (2000) 15-item abusive supervision scale was used.

Sample items include ‘‘My supervisor does not allow me to interact
with my coworkers’’ and ‘‘My supervisor reminds me of my past
mistakes and failures.’’ Participants indicated the frequency with
which their supervisors performed each behavior on a 5-point
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Likert scale (1 = I can’t remember him/her ever using this behavior
with me and 5 = he/she uses this behavior very often with me;
a = .96).

Leader–member exchange
The seven-item LMX-7 scale (Scandura & Schriesheim, 1994)

was used. Participants responded using a 4-point Likert scale
(1 = not at all and 4 = completely; a = .89) to questions such as
‘‘How well do you feel that your immediate supervisor under-
stands your problems and needs’’.

Basic need satisfaction
The 21-item basic need satisfaction scale (Deci et al., 2001) was

used to assess the extent to which participants experience satisfac-
tion of their basic needs – autonomy, competence, and relatedness –
at work. Participants responded on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at
all true and 7 = very true; a = .90). Sample items include ‘‘Most days I
feel a sense of accomplishment from working’’ (for competence),
‘‘People at work are pretty friendly towards me’’ (for relatedness),
and ‘‘I am free to express my ideas and opinions on the job’’ (for
autonomy). Consistent with our theoretical argument, we calculated
an overall average of need satisfaction.

Procedural and interpersonal justice
Colquitt’s (2001) seven-item procedural justice scale and four-

item interpersonal justice scale were used to assess participants’
perceptions of procedural and interpersonal justice. Participants
were asked to respond on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = to a small ex-
tent and 5 = to a large extent) to a series of statements such as
‘‘You have been able to express your views and feelings during pro-
cedures used to arrive at outcomes you receive from your job’’
(procedural justice; a = .88) and ‘‘Your supervisor has treated you
with dignity’’ (interpersonal justice; a = .90).

Organizational social exchange
We used Shore, Tetrick, Lynch and Barskdale’s (2006)

eight-item organizational social exchange measure. This measure
indicates the social exchange quality between employees and
organizations by assessing the extent to which employees agreed
with a series of statements such as ‘‘My organization has made a
significant investment in me’’ and ‘‘I try to look out for the best
interests of my organization because I can rely on my organization
to take care of me’’ on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree
and 7 = strongly agree; a = .91).

Organizational deviance
Bennett and Robinson’s (2000) 12-item organizational deviance

scale was used to measure deviant behaviors. Participants indi-
cated the frequency with which they engaged in a variety of behav-
iors over the past year (e.g., ‘‘Come in late to work without
permission’’) on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = never and 7 = daily;
a = .90).

Data analysis

We tested our mediated moderation model with moderation on
both the first stage and the direct effect because while we are
modeling needs, there could be other unmodeled mediators also af-
fected by the interaction between AS and LMX, such as rumination,
or experience feelings of uncertainty. Following Edwards and Lam-
bert’s (2007) approach, we tested the model using the following
three steps. First, the moderator (i.e., LMX) is shown to affect the
relation between the independent variable (i.e., abusive supervi-
sion) and potential mediating variables (i.e., basic need satisfaction,
procedural justice, interpersonal justice, and organizational social
exchange; see Eq. (5), Edwards & Lambert, 2007); these tests are
presented in Table 2. Second, the effects of the independent variable
(i.e., abusive supervision), the moderating variable (i.e., LMX), the
interactive effects between the two, and the potential mediating
variables (i.e., basic need satisfaction, procedural justice, interper-
sonal justice, and organizational social exchange) on the dependent
variables (i.e., organizational deviance) are estimated (see Eq. (6),
Edwards & Lambert, 2007); these tests are presented in Table 3.
Finally, the estimates derived from the previous two steps are
inserted into a larger equation to test for mediated moderation
(see Eq. (19), Edwards & Lambert, 2007). This tests whether the indi-
rect effect of the independent variable (i.e., abusive supervision) on
the dependent variable (i.e., organizational deviance) through each
mediator (i.e., basic need satisfaction, procedural justice, interper-
sonal justice, and organizational social exchange) varies according
to the level of the moderator (i.e., LMX); these tests are presented
in Table 4.

Accordingly, we used hierarchical multiple regression analysis
in SPSS 19.0 for the first and second step estimates. For the first
step estimates, the main effects (abusive supervision and LMX)
were initially entered, followed by the two-way interaction (see
Table 2). For the second step estimates, the main effects (abusive
supervision and LMX) were initially entered, followed by the
two-way interaction and subsequently the mediators (i.e., basic
need satisfaction, procedural justice, interpersonal justice, and
organizational social exchange; see Table 3). In these two steps,
all lower-order terms were centered prior to creating the interac-
tion term in order to reduce multicollinearity. In the final step,
estimates from Step 1 and 2, together with high and low values
(±1SD) of the moderator (i.e., LMX) were used to calculate the indi-
rect effects of abusive supervision on organizational deviance
through the mediators of basic need satisfaction , procedural jus-
tice, interpersonal justice, and organizational social exchange at
high and low levels of LMX.

We adopted a bootstrap approach to test the significance of the
indirect effects. The bootstrap approach is chosen over the
conventional Sobel (1982) approach, because the latter suffers
from a high Type I error rate due to its violation of normal distribu-
tion assumptions (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). The bootstrap relaxes
prior assumptions by repeatedly estimating the regression coeffi-
cients with bootstrap samples. Each bootstrap sample has the same
size of the original sample and was created by randomly sampling
cases with replacement from the original sample. Regression coef-
ficients estimated from each bootstrap sample are used to compute
the indirect effects and differences of the indirect effects between
high and low levels of the moderator, yielding a distribution which
can be used to determine percentile values for a desired confidence
interval (e.g., 2.5 and 97.5 percentile values for a 95% confidence
interval). The confidence intervals were further corrected for dif-
ferences between the indirect effects estimated from the original
sample and the median of the indirect effects estimated from the
bootstrap sample, resulting in bias-corrected confidence intervals.
Following previous recommendations, 1000 samples were boot-
strapped to obtain bias-corrected confidence intervals in the cur-
rent study (Edwards & Lambert, 2007; Mooney & Duval, 1993).
Results

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, alphas, and
correlations of the measured variables; the means of our focal vari-
ables were comparable to those previously reported (Deci et al.,
2001; Ferris et al., 2008; Tepper et al., 2008). An examination of
the zero-order correlations provides preliminary support for our
hypotheses, with basic need satisfaction being significantly related
to its hypothesized antecedent, abusive supervision (r = �.47,
p < .01), and hypothesized outcome, deviant behaviors (r = �.34,



Table 2
Abusive supervision by LMX interactions on basic need satisfaction, interpersonal justice, procedural justice and organizational social exchange.

Variable BNS BNS IJ IJ PJ PJ OSE OSE
Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

Intercept 4.88** 4.84** 3.98** 4.01** 3.49** 3.50** 4.69** 4.66**

AS �.36** �.38** �.46** �.45** �.16** �.15* �.24** �.25**

LMX .63** .64** .65** .64** .60** .59** .88** .89**

DR2 .36** .48** .27** .26**

AS � LMX �.24* .15 .09 �.17
DR2 .01* .01 .00 .00
Overall R2 .38 .49 .28 .27

Note: AS = abusive supervision. LMX = leader–member exchange. BNS = basic need satisfaction. IJ = interpersonal justice. PJ = procedural justice. OSE = organizational social
exchange. OD = organizational deviance. Values are unstandardized regression coefficients.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.

Table 1
Descriptive statistics, zero order correlations, and alphas.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. AS 1.62 .79 .96
2. LMX 2.82 .59 �.38** .89
3. BNS 4.88 .91 �.47** .53** .90
4. PJ 3.49 .80 �.32** .50** .56** .88
5. IJ 3.98 .90 �.57** .58** .58** .64** .90
6. OSE 4.69 1.21 �.32** .49** .64** .69** .49** .91
7. OD 1.87 .94 .45** �.14* �.34** �.20** �.23** �.22** .90

Note: AS = abusive supervision. LMX = leader–member exchange. BNS = basic need satisfaction. PJ = procedural justice. IJ = interpersonal justice. OSE = organizational social
exchange. OD = organizational deviance. The numbers in bold on the diagonal are the alphas.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.

Table 3
The effects of abusive supervision and basic need satisfaction on organizational
deviance.

Variable OD OD OD
Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Intercept 1.88** 1.95** 2.83**

AS .55** .59** .54**

LMX .06 .05 .16
DR2 .20**

AS � LMX .40** .35**

DR2 .04**

BNS �.21*

IJ .11
PJ �.11
OSE .01
DR2 .03*

Overall R2 .27

Note: AS = abusive supervision. LMX = leader–member exchange. BNS = basic need
satisfaction. OD = organizational deviance. Values are unstandardized regression
coefficients.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.
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p < .01). Consistent with justice and social exchange theories, pro-
cedural justice, interpersonal justice and organizational social ex-
change were significantly related to abusive supervision
(r = �.32, �.57, and �.32 respectively, all p < .01) and organiza-
tional deviance (r = �.20, �.23 and �.22, respectively, all p < .01).

To provide evidence that the independent variables (i.e., abu-
sive supervision and LMX) and mediating variables (i.e., basic need
satisfaction, procedural justice, interpersonal justice, and organiza-
tional social exchange) assessed in the study represent distinct
constructs, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis in AMOS
19.0. Following Hu and Bentler (1999), model fit was assessed
using the root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA)
and standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR). Satisfactory
model fit is indicated by RMSEA values no higher than .08, and
SRMR values no higher than .10. The fit indices suggest that the
hypothesized 6-factor model provided a good fit to the data
(v2
½1814� ¼ 4291:51, p < .01, RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .08). The hypothe-

sized 6-factor measurement model also had a significant improve-
ment in v2 over other more parsimonious models: where the
abusive supervision and LMX items were set to load on a single fac-
tor (Dv2

½5� ¼ 908:76, p < .01); where the LMX and basic need satis-
faction items were set to load on a single factor (Dv2

½5� ¼ 506:88,
p < .01); where the abusive supervision and interpersonal justice
items were set to load on a single factor (Dv2

½5� ¼ 745:96, p < .01);
where the LMX and interpersonal justice items were set to load
on a single factor (Dv2

½5� ¼ 483:01, p < .01); where the basic need
satisfaction and procedural justice items were set to load on a sin-
gle factor (Dv2

½5� ¼ 491:39, p < .01); where the basic need satisfac-
tion and interpersonal justice items were set to load on a single
factor (Dv2

½5� ¼ 593:28, p < .01); where the basic need satisfaction
and organizational social exchange items were set to load on a sin-
gle factor (Dv2

½5� ¼ 500:77, p < .01); where the procedural justice
and interpersonal justice items were set to load on a single factor
(Dv2

½5� ¼ 435:38, p < .01); where the procedural justice and organi-
zational social exchange items were set to load on a single factor
(Dv2
½5� ¼ 316:16, p < .01); and where the interpersonal justice and

organizational social exchange items were set to load on a single
factor (Dv2

½5� ¼ 762:72, p < .01). Therefore, we found support for
the independence of our constructs.

We next assessed the hypothesized mediated moderation mod-
el with multiple regression analysis, using Edward and Lambert’s
(2007) approach. As can be seen in Table 2, in support of Hypoth-
esis 1, abusive supervision was negatively related to subordinates’
basic need satisfaction (b = �.38, p < .01). Consistent with Hypoth-
esis 3, the interaction between LMX and abusive supervision signif-
icantly predicted basic need satisfaction (b = �.24, p < .05), and the
additional proportion of the variance in basic need satisfaction
explained by the interaction term was also significant (DR2 = .01,
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Table 4
Analysis of simple effects.

Mediator LMX PMX PYM Direct effects (PYX) Indirect effects (PYMPMX) Total effects (PYX + PYMPMX)

BNS High �.52** �.21* .75** .11** .86**

Low �.24** �.21* .34** .05* .39**

Differences �.28** .00 .41* .06** .47**

IJ High �.36** .11 .75** �.04 .71**

Low �.54** .11 .34** �.06 .28*

Differences .18* .00 .41* .02 .43*

PJ High �.10 �.11 .75** .01 .76**

Low �.20** �.11 .34** .02 .36**

Differences .11 .00 .41* �.01 .40*

OSE High �.35** .01 .75** �.00 .75**

Low �.15 .01 .34** �.00 .34**

Differences �.20 .00 .41* .00 .41*

Note: LMX = leader–member exchange. BNS = basic need satisfaction. IJ = interpersonal justice. PJ = procedural justice. OSE = organizational social exchange. PMX = path from
abusive supervision to the mediator. PYM = path from the mediator to organizational deviance. PYX = path from abusive supervision to organizational deviance.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.
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p < .05). Table 2 also shows that the interactive effects of LMX and
abusive supervision on procedural justice, interpersonal justice,
and organizational social exchange were not significant (b = .09,
.15, and �.17 respectively, all p > .05), and the additional propor-
tion of the variance in procedural justice, interpersonal justice,
and organizational social exchange explained by the interaction
term was not significant either (DR2 = .00, .01, and .00 respectively,
all p > .05). As presented in Table 3, in support of Hypothesis 2,
subordinates’ basic need satisfaction was negatively related to
organizational deviance (b = �.21, p < .05).

We next calculated simple effects at high and low levels of LMX
(±1SD around the mean). The estimates, which are shown in Table
4, indicate that the strength of the relation between abusive super-
vision and basic need satisfaction varied depending on LMX levels.
In support of Hypothesis 3, for subordinates with high levels of
LMX, abusive supervision was more negatively related to basic
need satisfaction (P = �.52, p < .01) than for those with low levels
of LMX (P = �.24, p < .01), with the difference being significant
([�.52] – [�.24] = �.28, p < .01). Fig. 2 depicts the negative relation
between abusive supervision and subordinates’ basic need satis-
faction at both low and high levels of LMX; the relation was stron-
ger when LMX is high rather than low.

Table 4 also shows that abusive supervision had a stronger indi-
rect effect (through basic need satisfaction) on organizational
deviance for those who experienced high levels of LMX (P = .11,
p < .01) than for those who experienced low levels of LMX
(P = .05, p < .05); the strength of the indirect relation differed sig-
nificantly depending on LMX levels ([.11] – [.05] = .06, p < .01).
Fig. 3 depicts the indirect effect of abusive supervision (through
basic need satisfaction) on organizational deviance at both low
and high levels of LMX; the relation was stronger when LMX is
high rather than low. In summary, we found that LMX moderated
the effect of abusive supervision on basic need satisfaction; the
mediating effect of basic need satisfaction was stronger at high
rather than low levels of LMX. Therefore, our mediated moderation
model (i.e. Hypothesis 4, as shown in Fig. 1) was supported.

Table 4 also presents the results for alternative mediators: inter-
personal justice, procedural justice and organizational social
exchange. As shown in Table 4, the strength of the relation between
abusive supervision and interpersonal justice varied depending on
LMX levels. For subordinates with high levels of LMX, abusive super-
vision was less strongly related to interpersonal justice (P = �.36,
p < .01) than for those with low levels of LMX (P = �.54, p < .01); this
difference was significant ([�.36] – [�.54] = �.18, p < .05). However,
the strength of the relation between abusive supervision and proce-
dural justice/organizational social exchange did not differ signifi-
cantly between high and low levels of LMX ([�.10] – [�.20] = .11,
and ([�.35] – [�.15] = �.20 respectively, all p > .05). Moreover, the
strength of the indirect relation through interpersonal justice/pro-
cedural justice/organizational social exchange did not differ signifi-
cantly depending on LMX levels ([�.04] – [�.06] = .02, [.01] –
[.02] = �.01, and [�.00] – [�.00] = .00, all p > .05).

Discussion

Considerable attention has been devoted to abusive supervision
in the workplace, and extant evidence suggests abusive supervi-
sion has a positive relation to subordinates’ organizational



H. Lian et al. / Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 117 (2012) 41–52 49
deviance. To further our understanding of the relation between
these variables, using a self-determination theory framework we
tested the proposition that need satisfaction may play an impor-
tant role in this relation (Aquino & Thau, 2009). We also simulta-
neously examined the moderating role of LMX on the proposed
mediated relation. Using a multi-wave design, we found support
for our mediated moderation framework, as the interaction be-
tween LMX and abusive supervision was mediated by basic need
satisfaction in predicting organizational deviance. Moreover, we
found that such a mediated moderation framework was supported
after controlling for social exchange and justice mechanisms.

Our paper draws upon a self-determination theory framework
to examine the important mediating role basic need satisfaction
plays in the relation between abusive supervision and organiza-
tional deviance; as such, we contribute to the existing literatures
on abusive supervision and deviance. Previous research has pri-
marily focused on justice or social exchange explanations to
account for the relation between abusive supervision and organi-
zational deviance, with increased organizational deviance being
explained as subordinates’ reactions to injustice perceptions or
reciprocating behaviors towards the organization (Tepper et al.,
2008, 2009; Thau et al., 2009). By simultaneously including basic
needs, social exchange and justice as mediating mechanisms, our
findings highlight the role of basic need satisfaction compared to
previously established mediators.

Our study also extends prior theoretical work on victimization
and self-determination theory (e.g., Aquino & Thau, 2009; Deci &
Ryan, 2000) by examining the moderating role of LMX on the rela-
tion between abusive supervision and basic human needs. In con-
trast to the intuitive thinking that high levels of LMX can buffer
against the detrimental effects of supervisor abuse, our results
showed that high levels of LMX magnify the negative relation be-
tween abusive supervision and basic need satisfaction. Such find-
ings may come as a surprise to supervisors, who may expect that
their ‘‘bad’’ behavior will not matter if they generally behave pos-
itively towards subordinates. Our results suggest the opposite:
Good relations strengthen the negative effects of abusive supervi-
sion on basic need satisfaction. Subordinates who perceive a high
quality relationship with their supervisors may find supervisors’
mistreatment more threatening to their basic needs, which ulti-
mately translates into greater organizational deviance. With that
being said, the partial mediation found in the study implies that
variables besides basic need satisfaction still play a role, and that
LMX presumably also moderates these effects (given LMX also
moderated the direct path from abusive supervision to organiza-
tional deviance in our study). It is possible, for example, that indi-
viduals with generally positive relations with their supervisors will
be more likely to engage in rumination or expect deviant behaviors
to be rewarded, when experiencing abusive supervisory behavior
(Lian, Ferris, & Brown, 2011). Future research may wish to include
these possible alternate mechanisms to further our understanding
of the effects of abusive supervision, as well as effects arising from
its interaction with LMX.

Our results thus highlight the importance of examining rela-
tionships in the workplace broadly. To date, most research has fo-
cused on positive aspects (e.g., LMX or perceived organizational
support) or negative aspects (e.g., undermining, abusive supervi-
sion) of relationships exclusively (see Duffy et al., 2002; Hobman
et al., 2009, for exceptions), but our results suggest a more com-
plete picture is obtained when both aspects are examined simulta-
neously. Moreover, in applying a self-determination theory
perspective, we examined basic need satisfaction as a mediator
of the interactive effects of positive and negative aspects of work-
place relationships, as well as compared different theoretical ac-
counts (i.e., justice and social exchange theory) for such effects.
Thus, our paper not only documents the effects of this interaction,
but also helps to explain the processes underlying such effects.
Consistent with our results, we believe that organizational re-
search stands to benefit from taking such a broad perspective
when examining relationships at work.

Practical implications

Our results also hold practical implications for organizations
wishing to reduce organizational deviance. In particular, our re-
sults regarding the exacerbating effects of abusive supervision in
the context of high LMX suggest that supervisors should not view
a good relationship with a subordinate as an excuse for occasion-
ally mistreating the subordinate, as such subordinates are likely
to react more negatively to the mistreatment. Indeed, our findings
suggest that reducing abusive supervision should take priority over
encouraging supportive supervision as a method to reduce subor-
dinates’ organizational deviance: Supportive supervisors who still
maintain abusive aspects of their supervisory style are apparently
no better than supervisors who provide less support. Thus, organi-
zations should focus efforts on reducing, if not eliminating, abusive
supervisory behaviors.

Aside from relations with supervisors, our results also point to
the important role basic need satisfaction plays in organizational
deviance. Indeed, our findings suggest that basic needs have a com-
paratively stronger relation with organizational deviance than so-
cial exchange or justice constructs. Thus, organizations seeking to
minimize employee deviance may wish to focus on increasing em-
ployee basic need satisfaction through different channels. For
example, by increasing feedback to employees, providing a friendly
working environment, as well as increasing employees’ interactions
with customers and colleagues, organizations may be able to foster
employees’ feelings of competence and relatedness (Gagné & Deci,
2005; Grant, 2007). Similarly, employees’ sense of autonomy may
also be increased if they are provided with flexible work schedules,
chances to make decisions, or choices in how they complete their
work (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Thus, there would appear to
be a number of ways in which organizations can influence basic em-
ployee needs. However, efforts to apply self-determination theory
to organizational contexts are still at an early stage (Ferris, Brown,
Lian, & Keeping, 2009; Gagné & Deci, 2005; Greguras & Diefendorff,
2009); as such, we encourage more research to uncover what orga-
nizational factors influence employee needs.

Future directions, strengths, and limitations

Our work serves as a preliminary demonstration of how to sit-
uate the abusive supervision literature within a self-determination
theory framework. Given research is shaped by the theoretical lens
with which a construct is viewed, by integrating abusive supervi-
sion and self-determination theory, new research directions are
suggested. For example, to date few studies have examined the
relation between abusive supervision and job performance (Tep-
per, 2007). Self-determination theory is arguably most famous
for its differentiation between intrinsic and extrinsic forms of
motivation and their effects on performance (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
By incorporating abusive supervision within self-determination
theory, not only is a relation between abusive supervision and
job performance suggested, but a mechanism explaining this rela-
tion is proffered.

Another future research direction involves extending our model
to alternative outcomes. Given the substantial costs associated
with organizational deviance and its established relation to abu-
sive supervision, our study focused on organizational deviance as
an outcome. However, we believe the mediated moderation
mechanism tested in the present study may also be applied to
the relationship between abusive supervision and other outcomes.
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As basic need satisfaction is essential for psychological well-being
and self-regulation (Deci & Ryan, 2000), we believe that the model
tested here may hold considerable explanatory power for other
attitudinal, behavioral, and psychological well-being consequences
associated with abusive supervision. Moreover, corresponding to
recent calls for more attention to the dynamic supervisor–subordi-
nate relationship development process (Gerstner & Day, 1997;
Nahrgang, Morgeson, & Ilies, 2009), our mediated moderation
model may also help us understand how abusive supervision can
affect the development and maintenance of supervisor–subordi-
nate relationship per se.

Future research may also try to tease out different explanations
for the relation between basic need satisfaction and organizational
deviance. In particular, we noted that organizational deviance may
represent a form of displaced aggression driven by a desire to retal-
iate, or reflect a consequence of self-regulation impairment.
Although both explanations are consistent with the self-determi-
nation theory perspective (Deci & Ryan, 2000), future research
may differentiate which explanation is tenable by examining mod-
erators of the relation between basic need satisfaction and organi-
zational deviance. For example, if displaced aggression is the main
mechanism, an individuals’ negative reciprocity beliefs (Cropanz-
ano & Mitchell, 2005) should moderate the relation between basic
need satisfaction and organizational deviance, such that those who
hold strong beliefs about negative reciprocity should be more
likely to engage in deviance when their basic needs are thwarted.
On the other hand, if self-regulation impairment is the main mech-
anism, then individual differences in self-regulation capacity
(Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004) should moderate the rela-
tion between basic need satisfaction and organizational deviance,
such that those who have more self-regulation capacity should
be less affected by thwarted basic needs and thus less likely to en-
gage in organizational deviance. By examining and comparing dif-
ferent moderators representing different mechanisms, future
studies may discern which mechanism is responsible for subordi-
nates’ organizational deviance.

Another direction for future research lies in considering indi-
vidual differences in need strength as a boundary condition on
the relation between situational factors (e.g., abusive supervision)
and basic need satisfaction. Past work has found that a match be-
tween job characteristics and more strongly held needs promoted
more positive job attitudes and behaviors (Fried & Ferris, 1987;
Hackman & Oldham, 1976). Accordingly, individuals with weaker
needs for relatedness, autonomy and competence should react
less negatively to abusive supervision and thus experience less
threat to their basic need satisfaction. Such work would serve to
further extend self-determination theory, which has primarily
focused on need satisfaction, not need strength (Deci & Ryan,
2000).

Finally, extending our model to the group level represents an
intriguing future direction. It is quite possible that supervisors
may exhibit different levels of abusive behaviors to different group
members, and the existence of such differential treatment of group
members might have more of an impact on subordinate need sat-
isfaction compared to an abusive supervisor who is equally abusive
to all. In particular, as we noted previously, one reason why the
interaction of high LMX and high abusive supervision should neg-
atively impact need satisfaction is because abusive supervisory
behaviors stand out in the context of high LMX. That is, when a
supervisor is typically nice but also directs abusive behaviors to-
wards an individual, these abusive behaviors are more salient, vis
a vis a supervisor whom one does not have a positive relationship
with. Taking this logic up to the group level, this would lead one to
predict that the experience of abusive supervision should similarly
be more impactful if it is rendered more salient by the fact that
group-level abusive supervision is low. Additionally, one should
also be less able to discount supervisors’ mistreatment if such mis-
treatment is not directed at other group members. Thus, we
strongly encourage future research on abusive supervision to con-
sider the effects of group context and examine how within group
variability of supervisor treatment effects subordinates’ needs sat-
isfaction and behaviors. Such a design is particularly attractive in
that data collected from multiple group members may help over-
come the limitations of relying on self-report data.

The present study has a number of strengths. As mentioned
above, our study integrates the abusive supervision and self-
determination theory literatures and empirically tests the notion
that basic need satisfaction mediates the relation between abusive
supervision and organizational deviance, and in so doing tests ex-
tant theoretical propositions (Aquino & Thau, 2009). Moreover, we
extended these propositions (and self-determination theory) by
examining LMX as a moderator which exacerbates abusive super-
vision’s effect on basic need satisfaction. By testing competing
theoretical paradigms in the second study and finding support
for the self-determination mechanisms instead of justice/social
exchange mechanisms, our study provides a new perspective on
the abusive supervision and organizational deviance relation and
extends abusive supervision research in new directions. Method-
ologically, our research design used a multi-stage survey format;
this represents an improvement over cross-sectional survey de-
signs which can artificially increase the size of the relations be-
tween variables measured concurrently (Podsakoff, MacKenzie,
Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). By separating in time the measurement
of our antecedent, mediator, and dependent variables, such con-
cerns are minimized.

Despite these strengths, limitations should also be noted. First,
it has been noted that the measure of basic need satisfaction used
in the study may contain items that do not capture the satisfaction
of basic needs (Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, Soenens,
& Lens, 2010). As a result, the findings of the study should be taken
with caution pending future replication with better validated mea-
sures of basic need satisfaction. Another potential direction related
to the measurement of need satisfaction is that, as a reviewer
pointed out, the extent to which the supply of the work environ-
ment matches the demand of an employee is an alternative way
to operationalized need satisfaction. That is, individuals may prefer
a particular level of need for autonomy, competence and related-
ness, yet ultimately be supplied with too little, too much, or just
the right amount of the need. Given past studies have produced
interesting findings when separating out the supply of relatedness
needs from the demand for relatedness needs (Thau et al., 2007),
the development of measures which take into account such dis-
tinctions represent an agenda for future need satisfaction research.
Second, although a multi-stage study design was used, our data
were cross-sectional in nature and no causal relations can be in-
ferred from our findings. Finally, all of our data were collected from
a single source, raising the possibility of common method variance
bias. Yet as noted before, by using a multi-stage study design we
minimized the effects of common method variance (Podsakoff
et al., 2003). Moreover, the moderating effects of LMX also argue
against the presence of common-method variance, as it is not read-
ily apparent how common method variance may strengthen the
relation between variables only for people experiencing high levels
of LMX (Evans, 1985). Aside from these methodological controls, it
has also been argued that self-report data is most appropriate for
assessing workplace deviance (Aquino & Douglas, 2003) or when
assessing perceptual constructs (Chan, 2009), such as abusive
supervision, need satisfaction or relations with supervisors. Thus,
self-report data seems the most appropriate, given the constructs
examined in our study.
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Summary

The present study applies self-determination theory to the abu-
sive supervision – organizational deviance relation, modeling basic
need satisfaction as an underlying motivational mechanism. Our
study also found that the negative effects of abusive supervision
were exacerbated by high levels of LMX, and that these moderating
effects were mediated by basic need satisfaction. Furthermore, by
concurrently including basic need satisfaction, organizational so-
cial exchange, and interpersonal and procedural justice as media-
tors, our study only found support for the mediating role of basic
need satisfaction. In so doing, our findings contribute to the
literature on abusive supervision and organizational deviance by
modeling a mediated moderation framework, and further our
understandings of why subordinates engage in organizational
deviance in response to abusive supervision.
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