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Abstract 

Media reports have testified to the frequency and profound consequences of workplace 

aggression, focusing attention on this behaviour. Workplace aggression involves behaviour 

with an intention to harm others in a work-related context. In this dissertation, I used the 

General Aggression Model to guide three studies examining employee responses to 

experiencing mistreatment in the workplace. Study 1 examined frequency and intensity 

indices of workplace mistreatment in a mediation model of experienced incivility predicting 

enacted aggression, and in turn, enacted aggression three months later. This study found that 

these indices showed different results. Frequency showed full mediation, suggesting that if 

frequency of aggression does not escalate right away (at Time 1), it will not escalate in the 

longer term. Intensity, on the other hand, showed a partial mediation, suggesting that 

intensity of aggression can increase in intensity right away or in the longer term three months 

later. Further, moderation results suggested that stronger climates of mistreatment moderated 

the aggression frequency and intensity relationships, buffering the likelihood of aggressive 

retaliation. Anger rumination moderation results suggested that employees retaliate 

aggressively following experiencing incivility from a coworker soon after the incivility, but 

not in the longer term, three months later. A longitudinal employee survey methodology in 

Study 2 found that employees used negative (aggressive) and positive (organizational 

citizenship behaviours) behaviours to deal with social identity threats from those outside the 

organization (e.g., customers) targeted to a group of theirs, namely their organization. This 

study also found that a moderating mechanism, organizational identification buffered 

aggressive responses following social identity threat. Further, employees also used 

aggression as a response to experiencing personal identity threats directed towards them as 
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an individual. Study 3 employed a longitudinal design with three time points to examine 

direct retaliatory aggression with customers and displaced aggression from organizational 

insiders towards customers. Results suggested that aggression that occurs inside the 

organization does not stay within the organization, as indicated by significant displaced 

aggression results. The three studies in this dissertation suggest that employees respond to 

mistreatment several ways, and moderating mechanisms suggest that organizations can take 

steps in reduce workplace aggression. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction to Employee Responses to Workplace Mistreatment 

Media reports in recent decades have testified to the frequency and profound 

consequences of workplace aggression, causing researchers, managers, and the public to 

pay greater attention to this topic. Aggression refers to behaviour carried out with the 

intention to cause harm to another person (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002) and 

workplace aggression is that which occurs in a work context (Neuman & Baron, 1998; 

Schat & Kelloway, 2005). Workplace aggression can occur between employees (e.g., 

Leblanc & Kelloway, 2002), as well as employees and others in the work environment, 

such as their supervisors, subordinates (e.g., Dupré, Barling, Turner, & Stride, 2010; 

Mitchell & Ambrose, 2012), customers (e.g., Ben-Zur & Yagil, 2005; Grandey, Dickter, & 

Sin, 2004; Yagil, 2008), and members of the public who may be committing a crime, such 

as robbery (Barling, Dupré, & Kelloway, 2009; Baron & Neuman, 1996) or intimate 

partners through the spillover of domestic violence to the workplace (e.g., Swanberg, 

Logan, & Macke, 2005).  

Workplace aggression is a widespread problem in North America. Statistics Canada 

reported that 1 in 5 reported violent incidents take place in the workplace (de Léséleuc, 

2004). In a United States national prevalence study, 41% of respondents reported 

experiencing psychological aggression (i.e., behaviours that may cause psychological 

harm), and 6% of respondents reported experiencing physical aggression (i.e., threat and 

enactment physical harm) at work in the previous year (Schat, Frone, & Kelloway, 2006). 

In a Canadian study, 69% of public service employee respondents reported experiencing 

verbal aggression at work (Pizzino, 2002), while another study found that 2% of public 
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service employees reported being the target of physical aggression at work within the last 

two years (Public Service Commission of Canada, 2003).  

Further, workplace aggression has been a growing topic of interest in the 

organizational literature over the past 20 years. During this time, initial research sought to 

define the construct (Neuman & Baron, 1998), and began to examine the predictors of 

workplace aggression (Baron & Neuman, 1996; Baron, Neuman, & Geddes, 1999; 

Greenberg & Barling, 1999). Later, increasing numbers of studies focused on the 

individual well-being and work effectiveness outcomes of aggressive workplace behaviour 

(Grandey et al., 2004; Hershcovis & Barling, 2010; Schat & Kelloway, 2000). Meta-

analyses and numerous empirical studies have shown significant relationships between 

experiencing workplace aggression and greater psychological stress and strain (Barling, 

1996; Barling, Rogers, & Kelloway, 2001), greater psychological distress, greater 

emotional exhaustion, greater depression, and lower physical well-being (Hershcovis & 

Barling, 2010), lower levels of emotional and psychosomatic well-being (LeBlanc & 

Kelloway, 2002), diminished job satisfaction ( Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hershcovis & 

Barling, 2010; Lapierre, Spector, & Leck, 2005), higher levels of turnover intentions 

(Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hershcovis & Barling, 2010) and withdrawal behaviours 

(Hershcovis & Barling, 2010). Given the multitude of sources of workplace aggression, its 

prevalence and consequences, research examining the factors that contribute to and prevent 

this phenomenon can support organizations in reducing and preventing this behaviour. 

Over the past several decades, research has answered this call and today much more is 

known about what constitutes workplace aggression, the key factors that precede it, and the 

key factors that result from it. 
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Workplace Aggression Defined 

Early research on workplace aggression sought to define and build a theoretical 

framework for this construct (Neuman & Baron, 1998). An early definition of workplace 

aggression expressed it as actions by individuals that seek to cause harm to coworkers or 

past coworkers (Baron & Neuman, 1996; Neuman & Baron, 1997, 1998).1 Over time, 

seminal research (e.g., Barling, Rogers, & Kelloway, 2001; Grandey et al., 2004; L. 

Greenberg & Barling, 1999; Leblanc & Kelloway, 2002; Swanberg et al., 2005) 

highlighted the numerous work contexts where aggression takes place and the various 

relationships where aggression can be transacted, in turn leading to a broadened definition 

of workplace aggression. A more contemporary definition of workplace aggression 

includes behaviour intended to cause harm to others in or around the work context, and for 

example, employees, supervisors, customers, or members of the public may enact, witness, 

or experience workplace aggression (Schat & Kelloway, 2005). This broader definition 

accounts for the wide range of behaviours that constitute workplace aggression, both 

psychological and physical (i.e., violence). Psychological aggression refers to behaviours 

that are clearly intended to cause psychological harm to individuals (Schat & Kelloway, 

2005), such as swearing, name-calling, or intense arguments. Physical aggression or 

violence is also a specific type of aggression and involves the threat or enactment of 

behaviours that may cause physical harm to individuals (Moliner et al., 2008), such as 

                                                           
1 Neuman and Baron’s definition also referred to behaviours directed towards the organization in general, often now 

referred to as organizational deviance (Berry, Ones, & Sackett, 2007). For example, tardiness, working slow, wasting 

company resources, sabotaging equipment, lying about hours worked, and stealing have been examined as organizational 

deviance (Bennett & Robinson, 2000; Berry et al., 2007; Robinson & Bennett, 1995). However, over time the literature 

on workplace aggression split into two distinct areas of study. Workplace aggression and organizational deviance 

correlate strongly, however researchers suggest they are distinct as they show different relationships with antecedents 

(Berry et al., 2007). Herein, I examine interpersonally focused workplace aggression. 
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shoving, punching, or threatening to hit. Research reports that psychological aggression 

occurs more frequently than physical aggression (Baron & Neuman, 1996), may precede 

physical aggression (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Dupré & Barling, 2006), and both have 

shown significant negative outcomes for employees and organizations (e.g., Hershcovis & 

Barling, 2010). Taken together, workplace aggression is an intentional and serious 

mistreatment behaviour. 

Distinguishing workplace aggression and related constructs. Workplace 

aggression is one of several other negative interpersonal workplace behaviours that fall 

under the broad category of workplace mistreatment. Workplace mistreatment is 

commonly used by researchers as an all encompassing term for several types of negative 

interpersonal interactions occurring in the work context (e.g., Hershcovis, 2011; Lim & 

Cortina, 2005). Researchers suggest that workplace mistreatment constructs sometimes 

overlap, predict each other, and/or lead to similar outcomes (Aquino & Thau, 2009; Fox & 

Spector, 2005; Hershcovis, 2011). Thus, there is a need to define and distinguish 

mistreatment constructs. In the current studies, three different workplace mistreatment 

constructs are examined, including workplace aggression, workplace incivility and 

perceptions of identity threat.2 Next, I will define and distinguish these concepts.  

                                                           
2 Another type of mistreatment, workplace bullying, although not examined in this dissertation, it is similar to 

concepts examined here and thus I briefly define and differentiate it. Workplace bullying is defined as 

repeated negative acts from others (Ståle Einarsen, 2000), such as belittling of someone’s opinion, public 

humiliation, name-calling, withholding information, and setting someone up to fail (Rayner & Hoel, 1997) 

that continue for at least six months (Staale Einarsen, Hoel, & Notelaers, 2009; Ståle Einarsen & Skogstad, 

1996). Bullying is distinguishable from other mistreatment behaviours by its long-term, frequent nature 

(Hershcovis, 2011; Rayner & Hoel, 1997). Thus, bullying occurs in ongoing relationships among individuals 

who know each other well and will continue to know each other (Rayner & Hoel, 1997), making it more 

likely among individuals who interact frequently (e.g., coworkers) than between those who only ever interact 

once or twice (e.g., customers). In addition, bullying involves some sort of power imbalance among the 

parties involved (Ståle Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996), such as an employee with less seniority or with fewer 

social relationships with coworkers. Acts of workplace aggression can become workplace bullying if the 
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Workplace incivility is marked by behaviours that violate workplace norms for 

mutual respect, and to the target or observers is ambiguous in intent (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999), such as eye rolling, spreading rumours, or interrupting someone who is on 

the phone (Martin & Hine, 2005). Researchers consider workplace incivility as a form of 

mistreatment that is lower in intensity (Andersson & Pearson, 1999), and as an antecedent 

of aggression (Taylor & Kluemper, 2012; Wilson & Holmvall, 2013). Further, researchers 

suggest that workplace incivility’s ambiguous intent differentiates it from other 

mistreatment constructs (Hershcovis, 2011), and from workplace aggression as the latter 

involves a clear intent to harm. Further, unlike workplace aggression, incivility does not 

include physical acts. Thus, workplace incivility and aggression are marked by different 

behaviours, have different intentions behind the behaviours, and incivility may be a 

predictor of aggression. 

Another mistreatment term examined here is identity threats, which are behaviours 

perceived by an individual as threatening the competence, value, ability, or worth of 

themselves (i.e., personal identity threats) or of a group to which they belong (i.e., social 

identity threats; Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999; Erez & Earley, 1993). 

Examples of personal identity threats may include unfair criticism by another person or 

something done by another person to make one look bad (Aquino & Douglas, 2003). 

Examples of social identity threats may include negative remarks about one’s organization 

or questioning a workgroup’s ability to get things done.  

                                                           
aggressive behaviours become repetitive and persistent (Rayner & Hoel, 1997) and there is a power-

imbalance among the parties involved (Barling et al., 2009; Schat & Kelloway, 2005). However, aggression 

may or may not be persistent and might only occur once, the individuals involved may not have a past or a 

future relationship and does not require power imbalance among parties involved. 
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What defines identity threats is the feeling of threat to oneself or a group to which 

one identifies. Identity threats specifically focus on behaviours that present a challenge to 

the positive views one has of themselves or a social group. Further, identity threats involve 

a narrow focus on value or worth. That is, identity threats involve questioning value and/or 

comparing value with others value (e.g., being told one is ineffective compared to a 

colleague), while incivility (e.g., rude remarks, eye rolling, or social exclusion) and 

aggression (e.g., gossiping, name calling, or threatening) include a broader set of 

mistreatment behaviours. Research suggests identity threats occur in a work context (e.g., 

Aquino & Douglas, 2003; Elsbach, 2003; Petriglieri, 2011) and may form the turning point 

of low level rudeness into increasingly serious and harmful mistreatment (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999). Further, identity threats are higher intensity than incivility and may lead to 

aggressive behaviours (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Indeed, experiencing personal 

identity threats have been shown to predict negative behavioural responses, such as saying 

unkind things to harm coworkers, criticizing coworkers, or saying nasty things to 

coworkers (Aquino & Douglas, 2003). Thus, unlike incivility and aggression, identity 

threats narrow in on actions that question an individual or group’s worth and thus may be a 

more focused type of mistreatment. Taken together, all three terms are forms of 

mistreatment, but each differs in terms of how they are perceived, including the extent of 

the intent to harm, the level of intensity, and the focus.  

Workplace Mistreatment as an Antecedent to Aggression: A Theoretical Framework 

Perceived provocation, that is, the perception of being mistreated or agitated by 

another person, is the most robust predictor of human aggression (C. A. Anderson & 

Bushman, 2002). In the workplace aggression literature, experienced mistreatment, 
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including perceived injustice (Hershcovis et al., 2007; Inness, Barling, & Turner, 2005; 

Inness, LeBlanc, & Barling, 2008), being treated with a lack of respect or consideration 

(Jawahar, 2002), workplace incivility (Taylor & Kluemper, 2012), supervisor aggression 

(Mitchell & Ambrose, 2012), or abusive supervision (Inness et al., 2005), have been linked 

to retaliatory aggression. These findings have been robust across several studies (Dietz, 

Robinson, Folger, Baron, & Schulz, 2003; Dupré & Barling, 2006; J. Greenberg & Alge, 

1998; Inness et al., 2005), including meta-analysis results (Hershcovis et al., 2007). 

The General Aggression Model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) is theoretical 

framework integrating several theories of aggression into a unified model that explains 

how perceptions of mistreatment can translate into acts of aggression. This model has 

informed the foundation of studies on aggression since the mid-1990s (e.g., Anderson, 

1997; Anderson et al 1995; Anderson et al 1996). The utility of this model is multifaceted 

as it can explain the multiple motives within an act of aggressive behaviour (e.g., if 

someone acts in anger and to achieve a goal) and explain aggression from a more 

integrated perspective than the individual theories integrated in the model, thereby 

increasing opportunities to more fully understand the patterns of aggressive behaviour (C. 

A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002).  

According to the General Aggression Model, after experiencing provocation, such 

as mistreatment, individuals engage in appraisal to internally seek further understanding of 

the situation (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002). First, an individual immediately engages 

in appraisal, an automatic and relatively effortless process. In some cases, this immediate 

appraisal is enough. For example, if the situation is unimportant to the individual, and/or 

the individual has insufficient cognitive resources to further evaluate the situation. This 
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form of appraisal is associated with affective, impulsive, and unplanned behaviour and 

sometimes results in aggressive behaviour. Alternatively, when immediate appraisal is not 

satisfactory, and/or the situation is important to the individual, they are likely to put more 

cognitive effort into understanding the situation, called secondary appraisal. During 

secondary appraisal the individual searches for an alternative view of the situation and the 

result can be actions that are more planned and often calmer. For example, the individual 

may reframe their initial perception, perhaps thinking that the mistreatment may be due to 

a misunderstanding and thus clarification may be more effective. Although the individual 

spends more time considering the situation with secondary appraisal, the resulting 

behaviour may still be aggressive. For example, the individual may recall past wrongs from 

their potential target, becoming angrier and more aggressive as a result. Thus, depending 

on the person, situation, their internal state, and their appraisal of the trigger event, the 

individual may or may not respond with aggression.  

Another critical part of the General Aggression Model is a feedback loop that may 

influence cycles or spiraling of aggressive behaviour, potentially resulting in higher 

intensity aggression (DeWall, Anderson, & Bushman, 2011). The researchers suggest a 

feedback loop restarts the process, with previous occurrences influencing the accessibility 

of aggression-related emotions, arousal, and cognitions. As a result, increasing occurrences 

of aggression can feedback into increasingly intense behaviours over time (DeWall et al 

2011; Anderson & Carnagey, 2004). Overall, empirical findings in workplace aggression 

support the notion that perceived mistreatment precedes aggression, and the General 

Aggression Model presents a model explaining this relationship.  
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In line with the General Aggression Model, the three studies in this dissertation 

examined workplace aggression as a response to perceived mistreatment in the workplace. 

Each study explored workplace aggression in a new way. Study 1 examined the intensity of 

aggression in response to experiencing incivility at two time points, as a way of 

operationalizing the General Aggression Model’s feedback loop suggesting that aggressive 

behaviour can escalate, potentially resulting in higher intensity aggression (DeWall, 

Anderson, & Bushman, 2011; Anderson, Buckley, & Carnagey, 2008; DeWall & 

Anderson, 2011). Study 2 adopted the General Aggression Model framework of 

provocation by examining aggression as one possible discretionary response to 

experiencing a particular form of mistreatment, namely identity threats, which have been 

suggested as a particularly strong antagonist of aggressive behaviour (Inzlicht & Kang, 

2010; Konrath, Bushman, & Campbell, 2006). Study 3 looked at aggression as a form of 

retaliation to experiencing aggression, but also possibly enacted through a process of 

displacement of aggression, where aggression is suppressed until a secondary anger-

inducing event with another safer target occurs (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002; 

Bushman, Bonacci, Pedersen, Vasquez, & Miller, 2005). In each of these studies, I 

examined a form of perceived mistreatment as a predictor of workplace aggression, with 

implications for escalating cycles of mistreatment.  

Moderators of the mistreatment-aggression relationship. It is notable that 

merely experiencing mistreatment does not mean that individuals respond aggressively. 

Both the General Aggression Model and Social Learning Theory (which is encompassed in 

the General Aggression Model) suggest that both person and situation factors can influence 

the mistreatment-aggression relationship. One of the most widely known psychological 
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theories of aggression and violent behaviour is Bandura’s Social Learning Theory of 

Aggression (Bandura, 1978; Bandura, Underwood, & Fromson, 1975; Osofsky, Bandura, 

& Zimbardo, 2005). This theory posits that humans learn aggressive behaviour and assess 

whether that behaviour is acceptable or unacceptable by observing the behaviour of others 

and through the direct reinforcement of our own behaviour that is, by modeling and 

reinforcement respectively (Bandura, 1978).  

In Bandura’s work, the context or situation plays a critical role in understanding 

when and why aggressive behaviour occurs. While Bandura (1983) suggested that genetics 

and biological factors are important in aggression, determining an individuals’ proclivities 

to be aggressive, but, ultimately, the behaviour that we express is influenced more by what 

we learn through experiences of our own and observing those of others. Our environment, 

determines the type, frequency, targets, and situation predictors of aggression (Bandura, 

1983). In the studies presented here, I examined moderators that may worsen or better 

individual’s responses to mistreatment, such as person and situation factors. It is important 

to note the individual perceptions and attitudes examined in this dissertation at are not 

purely biological factors but are also influenced by one’s life experiences as a child and 

adult.  

Regarding the situation factors, Bandura proposed that humans learn much of their 

behaviour two ways. First, through others modeling proper behaviour and second, through 

reinforcement of their own behaviour. By seeing others as models, such as supervisors or 

coworkers, we learn from their actions rather than having to learn proper conduct on our 

own through trial and error (Bandura, 1971). Modeling can ensue unconsciously; 

sometimes individuals do not realize that they have learned conduct from others and 
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mirrored others behaviour (Cheng & Chartrand, 2003). From modeling, individuals learn 

the situations under which they are likely to be rewarded and/or punished for aggressive 

behaviour, called vicarious reinforcement (Bandura, 1978). For example, individuals might 

gauge the level of intensity of aggression that is acceptable by seeing the consequences of 

others aggressive behaviour or through stories others tell about consequences incurred in 

the past. Indeed, recent research testing Social Learning Theory found that individuals 

learned and imitated aggressive behaviour through observation of the behaviour (Doran & 

Willer, 2012). 

In addition, the second way of learning behaviour mentioned above is through trial 

and error. Learning through the rewards and punishments one’s own behavior might bring 

is a rudimentary form of learning. This form of learning commonly occurs in unfamiliar 

and exploratory situations as there is no modeling information to inform one’s behaviour 

(Bandura, 1973). Thus, it is likely that individuals will seek out information or observe 

others to understand the potential consequences for their behaviour and use this 

information to inform their action. In sum, in the workplace, if employees believe that the 

organization will (will not) punish them for aggression, they will be less (more) likely to 

engage in that behaviour in the first place. 

Person and situation factor are often examined as moderators of the relationship 

between experiencing mistreatment and responding with workplace aggression. The 

rationale is that the combination of a provoking incident and a person or situation factors, 

the potential for workplace aggression is higher. Researchers often consider experiences of 

workplace aggression as situational factors, as they are experiences from others in the work 

environment (e.g., Hershcovis et al., 2007). What this approach suggests is that there is a 
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person X situation or situation X situation interaction that together more strongly predicts 

individuals’ internal states and resulting aggressive responses. In the late 1990s, 

researchers primarily focused on the personal characteristics that influence aggressive 

behaviour and responses. Individual difference factors, including personality traits, 

attitudes, and beliefs, are characteristics individuals bring to a given situation, and taken 

together, indicate individuals’ readiness to aggress (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002). 

Personality traits make up one’s knowledge structures, and these knowledge structures 

influence the situations people seek out and avoid (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002). As 

such, person factors can indicate one’s potential for aggression. One study reported that 

person factors account for as much as 62% of the variance in workplace aggression 

(Douglas & Martinko, 2001).  

Person factors frequently reported to be predictors of workplace aggression across a 

number of studies include traits, demographics, and attitudes (e.g., Barling et al., 2009; 

Douglas & Martinko, 2001; Hershcovis et al., 2007). Specifically, factors focusing on the 

tendency to experience negative emotions and anger had a positive relationship with 

aggressive workplace behaviour across a number of studies (Douglas & Martinko, 2001; 

Hershcovis et al., 2007; Inness, LeBlanc, & Barling, 2008). Person factors that have been 

examined as moderators include personality (Taylor & Kluemper, 2005), emotional 

intelligence, affect (Quebbeman & Rozell, 2002), and sex (Rutter & Hine, 2005). 

Recognizing that these person factors do not account for all of the variance in 

workplace aggression (Douglas & Martinko, 2001), more recently researchers turned to 

examining workplace situations that can instigate aggression, often called situation factors. 

Situation factors include any features of a situation that influence one’s thoughts, emotions, 
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and arousal and, in turn, aggressive behaviour (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). Research 

finds that workplace experiences considerable variance in aggression (Inness, Barling, & 

Turner, 2005). In particular, in a study comparing situation and person factors, situation 

factors accounted for 55.4% of the variance in workplace aggression towards supervisors, 

while person factors accounted for 14.2% of the variance (Inness et al., 2005). This finding 

suggests that situation factors in the workplace can be as important as personal 

characteristics of an aggressive individual. 

Several studies have shown that situational factors predict workplace aggression. In 

a meta-analysis, perceived procedural and distributive injustice, interpersonal conflicts, 

poor leadership, and workplace stressors that interfere with one’s job all predicted 

aggressive workplace behaviour (Hershcovis et al., 2007). Situation factors associated with 

workplace aggression also include organizational support (Schat & Kelloway, 2003) and 

empowerment (Hepworth & Towler, 2004). Another moderating mechanism focuses on 

the policies and enforcement of those in the workplace. Organizational sanctions examines 

the perceived negative consequences associated with workplace aggression (Dupré & 

Barling, 2006; Inness et al., 2008). This concept examines whether employees expect to 

face punishment from management for aggressive behaviour organizations. Studies have 

shown that lower levels of perceived sanctions are associated with higher levels of 

workplace aggression (Dupré & Barling, 2006; Inness et al., 2008). Taken together, this 

research suggests that situational factors in the workplace, such as perceived injustice, 

abuse or sanctions against aggressive behavior, are robust predictors of enacted aggression 
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and likely moderate the relationship between experienced mistreatment and one’s 

likelihood of responding aggressively.3  

Opportunities in Workplace Aggression Research: The Present Studies 

Much research has examined workplace aggression over the past 20 years, and this 

vast, fruitful nomological network has areas needing further attention. I addressed three of 

these areas in the three studies presented here. In Study 1, I examined the frequency and 

intensity of enacted aggression in response to experiencing incivility. In Study 2, I 

examined aggression as one possible discretionary response to identity threats, a type of 

mistreatment, with organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) as an alternative type of 

discretionary behavior. In Study 3, I examined aggression not only as a form of retaliation 

to experiencing mistreatment, but also possibly enacted through a process of displacement 

of aggression. In each of these studies, I also examined potential person and situation 

factors that may moderate this relationship, and Social Learning Theory and extant 

research guided the inclusion of the moderators examined. Each of these studies and how 

they advance the literature will be discussed next.  

Study 1. In Study 1, I examined the intensity and frequency of experienced 

workplace incivility and employees’ retaliatory aggressive responses in a two-wave online 

survey of North American employees. To date, much workplace aggression research has 

measured this construct by examining the frequency of characteristic behaviours, while 

research in the social psychology tradition tends to measure aggression in terms of 

intensity (e.g., C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 1997). I measured and compared the 

                                                           
3 It is notable that person and situation factors can be both predictors and moderators in workplace aggression 

literature, depending on the theoretical approach and relationships examined. 
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frequency of aggressive behaviours as well as the intensity of aggressive behaviours to 

understand better the underlying assumptions made when operationalizing this behaviour 

and the potential role of intensity in understanding workplace aggression. For example, 

there might be different antecedent and moderating mechanisms of frequency and intensity 

of workplace aggression. I advanced understanding of workplace aggression, aiming to 

shift the focus from examining how much aggression occurs to how bad it gets. 

Further, Study 1 built on the current workplace aggression literature by examining 

both experienced and enacted workplace aggression between two individuals over time, at 

two-time points. This perspective is in line with the spiral model of incivility that 

suggested a tit-for-tat exchange of low level mistreatment behaviours can escalate into 

increasingly severe exchanges of mistreatment behaviours (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 

Groups of aggressive behaviours that differ in intensity levels (e.g., psychological and 

physical aggression) are often examined in separate studies, however researchers have 

more recently advocated for a more integrated perspective, and one way of doing this is to 

examine mistreatment among the same parties at more than one time point. Examining 

workplace aggression in the common legal approach of naming a victim and perpetrator 

assumes that serious acts of aggression occur spontaneously. However, outside of robbery, 

workplace aggression most often involves an exchange of negative behaviours over time 

among all parties involved, not a sudden serious act (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Baron & 

Neuman, 1996). 

Study 1 also aimed to advance understanding factors influencing mistreatment 

between employees. At the person level, participants’ tendency to ruminate about anger 

invoking situations may influence an individuals’ likelihood of responding to incivility 
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with aggression. In addition, situationally, workplace norms for mistreatment has been 

examined as influencing the whether employees are likely to respond to incivility with 

aggression, meaning there is already a potential violation of mistreatment norms. Although 

research suggests norms play a role in mistreatment (S. Lee & Tedeschi, 1996; Walsh et 

al., 2012), little research has examined employees’ responses to mistreatment when that 

mistreatment violates the norms of the workgroup.  

In terms of the practical implications of Study 1, this research examined employees 

experience of and responses to mistreatment and moderators of these relationships to 

understand factors influencing the prevention workplace aggression potentially escalating 

into more severe forms through retaliation. Stopping mistreatment while it is still at low 

levels may prevent physical acts of aggression that result from a tit-for-tat exchange of 

mistreatment among employees. Further, this study examined the role of person and 

situation factors that may influence this exchange of mistreatment behaviours with the goal 

of these factors showing prevention or intensification of mistreatment.  

Study 2. I examined participants’ experiences of these two types of identity threats 

and their aggression and OCB in response, longitudinally, at three time points, through an 

online employee survey. Identity threats can be perceived when one’s sense of self, made 

up of personal and social (group-related) aspects, is called into question (Tajfel & Turner, 

1986). There is limited work examining employee responses to identity threats (for an 

exception see Aquino & Douglas, 2008), despite calls for research examining this concept 

(Petriglieri, 2011). Study 2 sought to extend the study of social identity threats into 

workplace research. 



EMPLOYEES RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT 17 

 

Study 2 also aimed to advance research on the positive outcomes of experiencing 

workplace mistreatment by examining employees potential OCB following a social 

identity threat. Much of the workplace mistreatment literature to date has examined the 

negative consequences of experiencing mistreatment, such as further aggression and strain 

(for an exception see Yue, Wang, & Groth, 2017). However, individuals do not always 

respond to mistreatment with further mistreatment. Instead, negative work experiences 

may also motivate positive behaviour to redeem the image of one’s group by painting it in 

a more positive light (Ellemers, Kortekaas, & Ouwerkerk, 1999; Haslam, Powell, & 

Turner, 2000; van Knippenberg, 2000), such as OCB. I proposed that under social identity 

threat from customers, OCB serves to restore the positive perception of the organization. 

Study 2 extendeds current workplace aggression research to examine these positive 

responses as well as the more often studied negative behaviours after experiencing 

mistreatment.  

Further, to extend research on the conditions under which behavioural responses to 

identity threats occur, I examined moderators of these relationships, including narcissism 

and organizational identification. The role of employees’ level of narcissism in the 

relationship between personal identity threats and aggressive retaliation is examined as 

narcissists tend to react strongly to threats to their identity. Second, the role of 

identification with one’s organization on the relationship between social identity threats 

and both aggressive retaliation and OCB is examined as individuals who identity highly 

with their organization are motivated to seek retaliation or restore a threatened identity. 

Study 2 has practical implications for understanding the progression of 

mistreatment behaviours over time. Researchers suggested that when identity threats are 
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perceived, mistreatment behaviours exchanged between individuals becomes increasingly 

severe very quickly (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Understanding better the relationships 

between identity threats and behavioural outcomes as well as the moderating mechanisms 

that may worsen or improve the level of workplace aggression has implications for 

organizations looking to reduce and prevent this behaviour. Given that one’s work and 

workplace contributes to ones sense of self, the workplace is a rich setting for exploring 

these relationships (Petriglieri, 2011), and to further understand the factors that provoke 

workplace aggression. 

Study 3. Study 3 adopted a longitudinally methodology to examine another 

alternative to responding aggressively in an escalatory pattern using a survey of employees 

working in the United States and Canada. When one experiences aggression, they may 

retaliate directly towards the aggressor or displace their aggression towards a different, 

unrelated target. Displaced aggression involves redirected aggression from a provoking 

‘primary target’ to a ‘secondary target’ (Marcus-Newhall, Pedersen, Carlson, & Miller, 

2000; Tedeschi & Norman, 1985), while aggressive retaliation involves aggression focused 

directly towards the perpetrator of a perceived provocation (Dupré & Barling, 2006; Folger 

& Skarlicki, 1999; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). While the idea of displaced aggression is a 

classic one, to date there has been little research on displaced workplace aggression (for an 

exception see Hoobler & Brass, 2006).  

In the workplace, aggression can come from diverse sources. For employees who 

work on the front lines dealing directly with customers, experiences of aggression by 

customers may be common (Grandey et al., 2004; Grandey, Kern, & Frone, 2007; Yagil, 

2008), and this mistreatment is associated with employee retaliation towards customers 



EMPLOYEES RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT 19 

 

(Skarlicki, van Jaarsveld, & Walker, 2008; van Jaarsveld, Walker, & Skarlicki, 2010; 

Wang, Liao, Zhan, & Shi, 2011). However, these employees may simultaneously be 

experiencing aggression from insiders, such as fellow coworkers or supervisors 

(Hershcovis & Barling, 2010). Further, a yet unexamined implication for insider workplace 

aggression is the possibility that inside-organization aggression does not necessarily 

remain inside. It is plausible that these experiences may also result in higher levels of 

aggression toward outsiders by means of displaced aggression. Given the constraints (e.g., 

anti-bullying and harassment policies) and consequences (e.g., discipline, job loss) of 

enacting aggression at work, individuals may displace their aggression to safer targets.  

To this end, I examined employees displaced and retaliatory aggression towards 

company insiders (e.g., coworkers and supervisors) and outsiders (e.g., customers, patients, 

members of the public). I studied whether displaced and retaliatory aggression were more 

or less likely when employees had to follow certain emotional display rules (i.e., emotional 

labour) and when policies were in place requiring employees to satisfy by giving into their 

requests. Both moderators have been examined as potential situational influences of stress, 

and I proposed that they will motivate higher levels of aggression towards customers.  

Study 3 has practical implications for understanding the exchange of aggression in 

organizations, especially that which is taken out on others who were not involved in the 

initial experience of mistreatment, namely customers. Much of the research literature has 

focused on employees as targets of abuse, rudeness, and aggression, while, in this study, I 

examined whether employees would turn the tables on those whom they serve, suggesting 

that employees can create negative customer experiences in response to the mistreatment 

they experience from those within the organization. Customer experience and satisfaction 
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has important implications for organizations, including for customer loyalty (Andreassen, 

1999), organizational reputation (Bernstein, 1984), and word of mouth advertising (E. W. 

Anderson, 1998). 

Taken together, in this dissertation, I applied the General Aggression Model to 

examine employees’ responses to experienced workplace mistreatment. I focused on the 

discretionary behaviours employees engage in, including workplace aggression and OCB. I 

conducted three studies to this end. Study 1 examined workplace mistreatment among 

coworkers over time, specifically employees’ aggressive responses to experiencing 

workplace incivility from a coworker. Study 2 looked at employees’ responses to personal 

and social identity threats from others they encounter at work. Study 3 investigated 

employees’ experiences of aggression and the potential for direct retaliatory or re-directing 

of anger towards another target. Together, the current three studies aimed to build and 

advance the workplace aggression literature by examining employees’ responses to 

workplace mistreatment by examining employees’ responses to being mistreated at 

multiple time points.  
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CHAPTER 2: Frequency and Intensity of Retaliatory Workplace Aggression 

 Research has demonstrated the negative impact of workplace aggression on 

employee well-being and productivity (Hershcovis & Barling, 2010; Leblanc & Kelloway, 

2002; Rogers & Kelloway, 1997). To date, much of the literature on workplace aggression 

has measured aggression frequency, that is, a count of the number of times a list of 

aggressive workplace behaviours occurred within a specified timeframe. This frequency-

based measurement method has significantly advanced understanding of the many 

predictors (Barling, Dupré, & Kelloway, 2009; Greenberg & Barling, 1999; Hershcovis et 

al., 2007; Inness, LeBlanc, & Barling, 2008; Leblanc & Kelloway, 2002) and outcomes 

(Dionisi, Barling, & Dupré, 2012; Hershcovis & Barling, 2010; Leblanc & Kelloway, 

2002) of workplace aggression. However, measuring workplace aggression in terms of its 

frequency may not provide a complete understanding of employees’ experiences with 

workplace aggression.  

One potential limitation of operationalizing workplace aggression in terms of 

behavioural frequency is that it treats all acts of aggression, regardless of the severity of 

those acts, as equivalent. To illustrate, for a frequency-based operationalization of 

workplace aggression five instances of swearing at someone constitutes a higher level of 

workplace aggression than one instance of threatening someone’s life. However, it is 

plausible that having one’s life threatened may be a qualitatively different, and likely, a 

more intense experience than being sworn at. In the social psychology literature, laboratory 

experiments have examined the intensity of aggression (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 1997; 

Bushman & Anderson, 1998), while, in workplace settings, aggression intensity has only 
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been minimally explored, and researchers have called for more research to understand this 

aspect of workplace aggression (Hershcovis & Reich, 2013). 

  In the present study, I examine similarities and differences in the frequency and 

intensity of aggressive retaliation in three ways. First, the extant research implies (but does 

not directly test) that frequency and intensity differ in terms of their emergence and 

persistence across time (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; DeWall et al., 2011; Douglas, 

Kiewitz, Martinko, Harvey, & Chun, 2008). I examine both frequency and intensity of an 

individual’s aggression in response to experiencing another type of mistreatment, 

workplace incivility, characterized by low-level rude and impolite behaviours that are 

ambiguous in intent and violate norms for respect (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). I examine 

these relationships at two-time points, first within the same time period of experiencing 

mistreatment (i.e., workplace incivility) and again three months later. This approach allows 

for examination of whether there are differences in the timing of aggression emergence, 

and the extent to which aggression is persistent for frequency and intensity measures of 

aggression. 

 Second, I examine aggressive retaliation in a single relationship: A relationship 

with a particular coworker. This approach is in line with research suggesting that 

aggression can become more intense (e.g., C. A. Anderson, Buckley, & Carnagey, 2008; 

Dupré & Barling, 2006) or become normative in the context of a particular relationships 

(Murphy & O’Leary, 1989; O’Leary et al., 1989). This approach is also in line with the 

spiral model of incivility that suggests a tit-for-tat exchange of low level mistreatment 

behaviours can escalate into increasingly serious mistreatment behaviours (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999). Third, I examine factors that potentially moderate the relationships 
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between the frequency and intensity of experienced incivility and enacted aggression at 

each of these two time points. While research suggests that both person and situation 

factors will moderate whether acts of workplace aggression occur, there is little research on 

how persistent their influence is over time. 

From a conceptual standpoint, the present study will advance understanding of the 

intensity of workplace aggression, a relatively under-examined aspect of workplace 

aggression, aiming to shift the focus of research from understanding how much aggression 

occurs (i.e., frequency) to how bad it gets (i.e., intensity). From a practical standpoint, this 

study also aims to contribute to the prevention of escalation of workplace aggression. 

Many acts of workplace aggression involve an exchange of negative behaviours that take 

place over time, rather than a single and sudden serious act (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; 

Baron & Neuman, 1996). In this study, I focus on an exchange of aggressive behaviour as 

reported by one member of a relationship dyad, and the potential factors that will prevent 

or exacerbate this behaviour. 

Intensity as a Characteristic of Aggression 

While research examining workplace aggression in terms of frequency is plentiful, 

there are relatively few studies examining the intensity of workplace aggression. 

Researchers suggest, however, that intensity is a meaningful characteristic of workplace 

aggression and one that varies independently of frequency, such that aggression may be 

high in frequency, but low in intensity, vice versa, or high or low in both (Kent, Troth, & 

Jordan, 2014). High intensity workplace aggression is relatively more forceful, 

concentrated, and specific, such as swearing at, pushing, or shoving someone, whereas low 

intensity workplace aggression behaviours include more moderate, indirect, or controlled 
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acts, such as spreading rumours and discourteous behaviours (Kent et al., 2014).4 Several 

lines of evidence and theorizing from organizational behavior and psychology suggest that 

to understand aggression fully it is important to examine both aggression frequency and 

intensity. First, research in the area of interpersonal conflict has shown that individuals can 

and do characterize and distinguish conflict-type interactions by their intensity (Fisher, 

1990; Kriesberg, 2007; Lund, 2009; Zapf & Gross, 2001). Qualities of a given incident, 

such as participants’ volume of speech, disagreement, and use of sarcastic remarks and 

critical statements, are associated with different perceptions of levels of intensity (Gottman 

& Levenson, 2000; Nomura & Barnlund, 1983; Resick et al., 1981).  

Second, the intensity of interpersonal conflict has been shown to predict the 

strength of subsequent stress responses (Aloia & Solomon, 2015). Experiencing even a 

single negative, stress-inducing incident may have serious implications for individuals’ 

psychological well-being (L. I. Pratt & Barling, 1988). For example, post-traumatic stress 

disorder is a severe anxiety disorder that can be preceded by a single intense traumatic 

event. This experience leads to repeatedly and vividly recalling the event, avoiding stimuli 

associated with the event, and persistent arousal (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), 

suggesting that intense events can have a significant impact on individuals. 

Third, experimental research in the field of social psychology has shown that 

people can deliberately vary the intensity of their aggressive behaviour in laboratory 

settings (C. A. Anderson et al., 2008; C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 1997). For instance, 

                                                           
4 The Oxford English Dictionary defines intensity as the quality of which something is intense with greater 

intensity involving force or strength (2017). 
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one common experimental design is a validated competitive reaction time task where 

participants compete against an opponent which, unknown to the participant, is actually a 

computer. In this task, one wins by pressing a button before their opponent (C. A. 

Anderson & Dill, 2000; Giancola & Parrott, 2008; Giancola & Zeichner, 1995). The 

winner then punishes the loser with a blast of noise at a decibel level of the winners 

choosing. The most severe decibel level chosen across the experimental trials indicates the 

intent to harm and this intensity is operationalized as aggression (C. A. Anderson & Dill, 

2000; Giancola & Parrott, 2008; Giancola & Zeichner, 1995). One such experiment 

demonstrated that participants’ with greater hostile and aggressive personality traits and 

who perceived greater opponent aggression during the experimental trials showed more 

intense aggressive behaviours in subsequent experimental trials (C. A. Anderson et al., 

2008). These findings suggest that the experienced intensity of aggression predicts future 

aggressive behaviour and aggressive behaviour varies based on person and perceptual 

factors.  

It is notable, however, that there are other streams of research that seem to suggest 

that the intensity of negative experiences may not be that noteworthy. For instance, 

researchers have suggested that over time, the frequency of experiencing negative 

emotions has a more substantial impact on individuals’ subsequent attitudes and behavior 

than the intensity of those emotions (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Further, one study 

examined the frequency and intensity of aggression and reported that the two increased 

together, that is more intense events were often  preceded by a greater number of events 

(Glomb, 2002). However, this premise has yet to be directly tested and contrasted. Overall, 

much of the extant research in psychology suggests the intensity of experiences seems to 
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matter and is perceived by those involved, with implications for subsequent behaviour, 

including conflict, stress, and aggressive retaliation.  

Frequency and Intensity in Workplace Aggression Research 

A volume of literature using frequency indices of workplace aggression has 

amassed the nomological network of workplace aggression (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; 

Hershcovis, 2011; Hershcovis & Barling, 2010; Lapierre, Spector, & Leck, 2005). It is 

widely acknowledged that person factors and perceptions of the situation or workplace 

predict the frequency of reported workplace aggression. For instance, person factors, such 

as individuals’ negative affect and emotions, also influence aggression frequency (Douglas 

& Martinko, 2001; Glomb & Liao, 2003; Hepworth & Towler, 2004; Hershcovis et al., 

2007; Inness et al., 2008). Further, meta-analytic evidence suggests that gender, trait anger, 

and interpersonal conflict also predict more frequent workplace aggression (Hershcovis et 

al., 2007). The most robust situational predictors of workplace aggression include 

perceptions of injustice (Dupré & Barling, 2006; Hershcovis & Barling, 2007; Inness et al., 

2008) and organizational sanctions against workplace aggression (Dupré & Barling, 2006; 

Inness et al., 2008).  

In addition, workplace aggression research has shown several deleterious outcomes 

of workplace aggression including reduced affective commitment, increased turnover 

intent (Leblanc & Kelloway, 2002), and reductions in psychological and physical well-

being (Hershcovis & Barling, 2010; Kaukiainen et al., 2001; Schat & Kelloway, 2000). 

The importance of examining aggression in terms of frequency is bolstered by research 

suggesting that even low-level negative interpersonal encounters can be irritating and 

frustrating ‘daily hassles’ (Sliter, Jex, Wolford, & McInnerney, 2010), that is, relatively 
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minor, low intensity negative events that when frequent, may culminate to be even more 

impactful than some major life stressors (Delongis, Coyne, Dakof, Folkman, & Lazarus, 

1982; Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1981). 

By contrast, aggression intensity has not been as thoroughly examined in the 

workplace aggression literature. One exception to this is the relatively underexamined 

topic of aggression escalation. Aggression escalation is the process by which more subtle 

forms of aggression lead to more intense forms of aggression, consistent with the General 

Aggression Model (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002; DeWall et al., 2011). One group of 

researchers propose that if an individual believes they have been mistreated, and if 

negative attitudes and emotions have developed, their responses to the source of the 

mistreatment may shift from thoughtful, reasoned, and socially-appropriate to automatic 

and emotion-based responses (Douglas et al., 2008). Over time, these negative reactions 

may become over-reactions, thus increasing the likelihood of aggression, more intense 

aggression, and increasingly intense aggression over time (DeWall et al., 2011; Douglas et 

al., 2008). 

It is typical in studies of workplace aggression research that intensity is represented 

by different workplace mistreatment constructs (e.g., Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Dupré 

& Barling, 2006). For instance, in one study, employees who perceived supervisor injustice 

were more likely to enact psychological aggression, and in turn, physical aggression 

towards the supervisor, with psychological and physical aggression representing 

successively more intense behaviors (Dupré & Barling, 2006). However, this 

operationalization of intensity rests on two assumptions that may or may not be valid. First, 

this operationalization assumes that all acts of physical aggression are more severe than all 
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acts of psychological aggression, and second, it assumes that all acts of physical aggression 

are equivalent in intensity and all acts of psychological aggression are equivalent in 

intensity. The possibility remains that the intensity of aggressive workplace experiences 

exist on a continuum and may not be best represented as two forms of aggression (i.e., 

psychological and physical aggression). 

 Overall, research focusing on aggression frequency has focused on the nomological 

network of workplace aggression and has sought to address questions, such as “why does 

workplace aggression occur?” and “how can workplace aggression be prevented?” In line 

with these questions, empirical studies have largely adopted cross-sectional research 

methodologies observed at a single time point (for exceptions see Hogh & Viitasara, 2005; 

Spector, Yang, & Zhou, 2015). However, theory and research on workplace aggression 

intensity and escalation has largely been longitudinally-focused and has sought to address 

the question, “How does workplace aggression get worse?” which, by definition, occurs 

over time. Each of these respective approaches is logical given the questions or problems 

they seek to address and have implications for the role of time and history in workplace 

aggression research. Extant research suggests that there are a variety of factors that predict 

the initiation of workplace aggression (presumably milder forms of aggression), and that 

more intense aggression is preceded by earlier acts of aggression. To my knowledge there 

has been no research simultaneously examining both frequency and intensity over time. 

The implications of time for the frequency and intensity of aggressive retaliation will be 

discussed next.  
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The Role of Time in the Frequency and Intensity of Aggression  

 Research supports that the most likely time for retaliation is immediately or shortly 

following provocation, and that the impulse to retaliate for an act of mistreatment may to 

diminish over time if no further perceived provocation occurs. The notion that there is an 

immediate impulse to retaliate is reflected in the early concept of hostile aggression. 

Hostile aggression is characterized as impulsive and unplanned aggressive behaviour 

following perceived mistreatment with limited consideration of the long-term 

consequences of such behaviour (Bushman & Anderson, 2001). Indeed, experimentally 

invoked impulsiveness has been found to exacerbate retaliatory aggression in the short 

term (Stucke & Baumeister, 2006). Further, as discussed earlier, laboratory experiments 

have demonstrated immediate reactions to being the target of mistreatment (C. A. 

Anderson et al., 2008), and cross-sectional studies on workplace aggression suggest 

support for the proximity of retaliation to perceived mistreatment (Dupré & Barling, 2006; 

Hershcovis & Barling, 2007; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997; Skarlicki et al., 1999).  

Displaced Aggression Theory (Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000; N. Miller, Pedersen, 

Earleywine, & Pollock, 2003) also suggests that aggressive impulses emerge immediately 

following an act of perceived mistreatment. According to research and theory on displaced 

aggression, an individual with an impulse to retaliate can control this impulse in the short-

term (or perhaps constrain the intensity) if they have sufficient motivation to do so, such as 

a concern about negative personal consequences. For instance, in a workplace context, 

retaliating might be perceived to have negative implications for one’s job and/or 

interpersonal work relationships, thus encouraging the suppression of an aggressive 

response within that context. However, it takes a slight “trigger” for the individual to enact 
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aggression toward an innocent and seemingly less threatening target in a context where 

acting on an aggressive impulse is perceived as safer or unlikely to lead to negative 

personal consequences (Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000; N. Miller et al., 2003).  

Further evidence that aggressive retaliation occurs in the short term is gleaned from 

the plentiful cross-sectional workplace aggression research, largely based on frequency-

based measures of aggression. In these studies, employees reported perceived mistreatment 

and retaliatory aggression in the same period of time, supporting a short term timeframe for 

retaliation (e.g., Dupré & Barling, 2006; Inness et al., 2005, 2008; Mitchell & Ambrose, 

2012; Taylor & Kluemper, 2012). Based on this research, I propose: 

Hypothesis 1a: The frequency of experienced incivility at Time 1 will be positively 

related to enacted aggression frequency at Time 1. 

While the aforementioned theory and research suggests that the impulse to retaliate 

is likely to emerge following a provocation, it is unclear what factors impact on the 

intensity of the retaliatory aggression that emerges. Theoretical work suggests that 

individuals who perceive mistreatment or anger-inducing incidents may respond with more 

intense aggression (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; DeWall et al., 2011; Douglas et al., 2008). 

The limited research that has examined the intensity of workplace aggression suggests that 

intensity can increase through retaliatory behaviour. For example, a laboratory study found 

that individuals responded with higher intensity aggression in each successive trial of an 

experiment when provoked by a confederate (C. A. Anderson et al., 2008). Within the 

workplace, one study combined frequency and intensity and showed that frequency of 

lower level mistreatment (i.e., injustice) predicts frequency of psychological aggression, 

which in turn predicts more intense physical aggression (Dupré & Barling, 2006). Thus, 
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the intensity of mistreatment likely relates to the intensity of aggressive retaliation in the 

short-term and along with research suggesting that people can perceive and enact 

aggression with different levels of intensity, I present the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2a: The intensity of experienced incivility at Time 1 will be positively 

related to enacted aggression intensity at Time 1. 

 Considering aggressive retaliation over the longer term, if retaliation occurred early 

on, a pattern of aggressive exchanges between individuals that continues over time can 

emerge (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Douglas et al., 2008). Research in non-work 

contexts, such as intimate partnerships, has focused on ongoing dyadic relationships and 

has suggested that aggression in dyads can become a pattern in the relationship and be 

sustained long-term (e.g., Leonard, Winters, Kearns-Bodkin, Homish, & Kubiak, 2014). 

Aggression may intensify, remain stable, or de-intensify, but it often continues at least to 

an extent, as a couple’s strategy for managing conflict (Leonard et al., 2014).  

 The idea that individuals’ aggression can be persistent within relationships is 

buttressed by findings suggesting that aggression in a particular interaction can involve tit-

for-tat exchanges (C. A. Anderson et al., 2008; Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Other 

research on aggression intensity suggests that aggression (C. A. Anderson et al., 2008; 

DeWall et al., 2011), including workplace aggression (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; 

Douglas et al., 2008; Dupré & Barling, 2006), can to escalate in intensity over time as 

interactions become more negative and feelings of frustration and anger build. Taken 

together, these findings suggest that once aggression is enacted within a relationship, it 

may become normative or typical in the relationship and both frequency and intensity of 

aggression can persist or strengthen. Given this, I expect: 
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 Hypothesis 1b: The frequency of enacted workplace aggression at Time 1 will be 

positively related to the frequency of enacted workplace aggression at Time 2.  

 Hypothesis 2b: The intensity of enacted workplace aggression at Time 1 will be 

positively related to the intensity of enacted workplace aggression at Time 2. 

 Another consideration is longer separation between the initial experience of 

mistreatment and the retaliatory response. As discussed, research has suggested that 

following the experience of perceived mistreatment, there is an immediate impulse to 

retaliate, and that impulse may dissipate over time, making it less likely that an individual 

will retaliate later. However, it is also possible that an initial act of retaliation can occur 

later, distal from the initial provocation.  

 One major difference, however, between an early reactive impulse to be aggressive 

and an act of aggression that is initiated long after an initial provocation is that the latter is 

more likely to be based on secondary appraisal, and thus the individual is making a more 

conscious (and less impulsive) choice to retaliate. Research suggests that aggression that is 

more thoughtful and controlled when compared to impulsive aggression that occurs in the 

shorter term (Zhang, Wang, Liu, Song, & Yang, 2017). More intense aggression, such as to 

(re)gain social dominance (Barratt, Stanford, Dowdy, Liebman, & Kent, 1999), is the result 

of a build up of negative experiences over time with the target (Douglas et al., 2008). This 

type of aggressive behaviour may be at least as intense as the initial act or more intense 

(Douglas et al., 2008). It may be possible, then, that intensity of aggression shows a longer 

separation between the initial experience of mistreatment and the retaliatory response, 

while frequency increases more sequentially over time. Thus, it is plausible that it can still 

vary in terms of its frequency or intensity. I therefore propose that: 
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 Hypothesis 1c: There will be a positive relationship between experienced incivility 

and the frequency of enacted workplace aggression at Time 2, supporting full mediation.  

 Hypothesis 2c: There will be a positive relationship between experienced incivility 

at Time 1 and the intensity of enacted workplace aggression at Time 2, supporting partial 

mediation. 

 Overall, I expected and examined a fully mediated model for the relationship 

between experienced incivility at Time 1 enacted aggression at Time 2 for frequency of 

aggression. That is, for frequency, I expected that enacted aggression at Time 2 would 

result from experienced incivility at Time 1 and then enacted aggression at Time 1. In 

addition, I expected a partially mediated model for the relationship between experienced 

incivility at Time 1 and enacted aggression at Time 2 for intensity of aggression. That is, 

for intensity, I expected that enacted aggression at Time 2 would be the result of 

experienced incivility at Time 1 and/or enacted aggression at Time 1, thus creating a 

pattern of aggressive exchanges between people, or it can initially emerge at Time 2. 

Person and Situation Moderators 

Individuals can respond to experienced mistreatment in several ways including, 

non-aggressively or aggressively, aggressively at one time period without persisting long 

term, or in a tit-for-tat exchange of aggression over time (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 

The range of possible responses raises the question of when aggression is likely to occur 

and persist, and the potential role of moderating factors over the short and long term. 

Extant research on workplace aggression frequency highlights a role for both situation and 

person factors that influence aggressive retaliation (Inness et al., 2005). In this study, I 

explore workplace norms against mistreatment as a situational factor that may influence 
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the enactment of aggression in the work context (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Pearson, 

Andersson, & Porath, 2000). I also explore anger rumination as an individual difference 

(person) factor related to aggression and the culmination of anger over time (Anestis, 

Anestis, Selby, & Joiner, 2009; Peled & Moretti, 2010).  

Workplace norms for mistreatment. Norms are an important feature of the 

workplace that can influence the expression of aggression (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; 

Pearson et al., 2000). Norms are the unwritten rules that communicate acceptable and 

typical behaviour (Morrison, 2006) and workplace mistreatment norms refer to employee 

perceptions of how commonplace mistreatment is among workgroup members. Bandura’s 

(1978) work suggests that when interpersonal mistreatment becomes the norm in a group, 

individuals will be more likely to enact those behaviours themselves. Individuals learn 

about norms by observing others to learn what interpersonal behaviours are acceptable and 

unacceptable to the organization and to their coworkers (Hershcovis, Reich, Parker, & 

Bozeman, 2012; Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998). In a study of the impact of group-level 

coworker mistreatment on the enacted mistreatment of individual employees, results 

suggested that the coworker group influences individual behaviour (Robinson & O’Leary-

Kelly, 1998). Thus, the extent to which interpersonal mistreatment is perceived to be 

normative and acceptable in one’s workplace can predict whether individuals will respond 

to incivility with aggressive retaliation. Given that such norms are likely pervasive 

throughout the workgroup (Hackman, 1992), this moderator may influence both the 

frequency and intensity of aggression where stronger norms against aggression should 

curtail the likelihood of aggression immediately (at Time 1), as well as influence 

persistence of aggression over time (at Time 2).  
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Hypothesis 3 a, b, c. Workplace norms for mistreatment will moderate the effect of 

experienced incivility by a co-worker on frequency of aggression targeted toward 

that co-worker at Time 1 (H3a) and Time 2 (H3b), and between the frequency of 

enacted aggression at Time 1 and Time (H3c). 

Hypothesis 4 a, b, c. Workplace norms for mistreatment will moderate the effect of 

experienced incivility by a co-worker on intensity of aggression targeted toward 

that co-worker at Time 1 (H4a) and Time 2 (H4b), and between the intensity of 

enacted aggression at Time 1 and Time (H4c). 

 Anger rumination. Anger rumination involves a propensity to think about negative 

encounters, recall past anger-inducing events, fantasize about seeking revenge, focus 

attention on angry moods, and perseverate on the causes of an anger-inducing event 

(Sukhodolsky, Golub, & Cromwell, 2001). This behaviour begins during an anger-

inducing event and continues thereafter, often heightening arousal levels (Sukhodolsky et 

al., 2001). Anger rumination is distinguished from anger itself; whereas anger is an 

emotion, anger rumination refers to thinking about that emotion and incidents that elicit it, 

causing heightened arousal levels (Sukhodolsky et al., 2001). Studies have suggested that 

higher levels of anger rumination are associated with greater negative emotions (Wang et 

al., 2013) and with both greater frequency of aggression (Anestis et al., 2009; Maxwell, 

2004; White & Turner, 2014) and greater intensity of aggression, with intensity of 

aggression particularly concomitant with anger (Douglas et al., 2008).  

 Given that anger rumination is concomitant with a continuation of felt anger over 

time, it is reasonable to expect that its effects will be realized at a later, rather than 

immediately after the anger inducing event. Indeed, it is notable that research on anger 
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rumination suggests that there may be a delay in time between a first anger inducing 

incident and later revengeful behaviour. Across three studies, researchers found that 

participants, who were induced to ruminate, displayed higher intensity aggression in an 

competitive reaction time task (Bushman et al., 2005). However, while previous studies 

have examined effects of anger rumination after up to eight hours (Bushman et al., 2005), 

no studies, to my knowledge, have examined the effects of anger rumination over longer 

time frames. However, other researchers suggest that anger can continue to build over 

time, particularly if the individuals involved continue to have negative encounters with 

each other (Douglas et al., 2008). Further, the General Aggression Model suggests that 

anger-invoked aggression will occur with an intensity concomitant to the individual’s 

anger and could be an overreaction in comparison to the initial mistreatment they 

experienced (DeWall et al., 2011). Overall, in terms of the relationship between 

experiencing incivility at one point in time and enacting aggression in the longer term, 

research suggests that there may be some time between the first anger-inducing event and 

later revengeful behaviour under certain conditions, such as when anger rumination occurs. 

Given this research, I expect:  

 Hypotheses 5 a, b, c. Anger rumination will moderate the relationship between 

experienced incivility and the frequency of aggression targeted toward a co-worker at Time 

1 (H5a) and at Time 2 (H5b), and between the frequency of aggression at Time 1 and Time 

2 (H5c). 

 Hypotheses 6 a, b, c. Anger rumination will moderate the relationship between 

experienced incivility and the intensity of aggression targeted toward a coworker at Time 1 
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(H6a) and at Time 2 (H6b), and between the frequency of aggression at Time 1 and Time 2 

(H6c). 

Study Overview 

In the present study, I examined employees’ aggressive retaliation in response to 

experiencing workplace incivility from a particular coworker in the same time period, and 

at a later period of time (3 months later) in terms of both the frequency and intensity of the 

incivility and aggression involved. I examined customer aggression as an outcome variable 

and operationalized customers as an outgroup relative to the organization as an ingroup for 

the employee. Research has shown that employees can and do (occasionally) mistreat 

and/or provide poor service to customers (Skarlicki, van Jaarsveld, Shao, Song, & Wang, 

2016; Skarlicki et al., 2008; van Jaarsveld et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2011). Customers may 

be a relatively safe and readily available target of aggression as employees interact with 

many more organizational outsiders than insiders in a given day through service 

interactions. Further, customers have limited direct influence on employees’ long-term 

work experiences and employment as compared to insiders (Rupp & Cropanzano, 2002). 

Organizational outsiders also have relatively less influence than supervisors and coworkers 

over employees’ job satisfaction, affective commitment, and intentions to quit (Hershcovis 

& Barling, 2010).  

 At the time of this research, there were no existing validated measures of intensity 

of workplace aggression. As a result, I first conducted a pilot study to develop a way to 

measure the perceived intensity of different acts of incivility and aggression. Next, I 

examined the main hypotheses with a different larger sample.  
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Pilot study. In this research, intensity was operationalized as the average level of 

intensity of individual aggressive workplace behaviours based on rankings from pilot study 

participants. I conducted a pilot study to create an index of intensity for the workplace 

incivility and aggression behaviours. I based this index on measures that are typically used 

to measure workplace incivility frequency (Cortina, Magley, Williams, & Langhout, 2001) 

and workplace aggression frequency (L. Greenberg & Barling, 1999) by determining a 

relative intensity score for each scale item. The goal was to have an ordered list of average 

intensity rankings that I could then as an index of intensity in the main study.  

Method. To create the intensity index, I presented participants with the items from 

Cortina and colleagues’ (2001) and Greenberg and Barling’s (1999) scales. I instructed 

participants to sort uncivil and aggressive workplace behaviours. In the sorting task, 

participants arranged the behaviours from highest to lowest intensity. I then calculated 

average intensity ratings, numbered the behaviours from 1-25 for the workplace aggression 

scale items and 1-7 for the workplace incivility items, and used this numbered index to 

dummy code intensity in the main study. 

Participants. Participants were 72 individuals from a large public University in 

Canada who had signed up to receive email invitations to take part in research studies. To 

take part in the study, English was required to be participants’ first language as a strong 

understanding of the language was anticipated as necessary to recognize the nuances 

between the different items. Of the participants, 29 were female and 42 were male with a 

mean age of 20.56 (SD = 1.87). In addition, 36 of these individuals were students who 

were not otherwise gainfully employed, 33 were working students, and two were employed 

non-students. Further, I asked participants if they had ever experienced any of the 
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aggressive behaviours they had just sorted in a work-related context. Fifty-eight percent of 

participants reported that they had experienced or engaged in at least one of the behaviours 

in a work-related context. All participants were offered $5 cash in appreciation of their 

time spent completing the study. 

Measures. The workplace incivility items used in the pilot study were from Cortina, 

Magley, Williams, and Langhout (2001), a commonly used measure of workplace 

incivility in the literature. The workplace incivility scale includes seven behaviours that 

assess participants experienced incivility, including “put you down or was condescending 

to you” and “paid little attention to your statement or showed little interest in your opinion” 

(Cortina et al., 2001 p. 70). Although not used in this pilot study, the original scale was 

measured on a frequency-based scale from 0 (never) to 4 (most of the time).  

The aggression items used in the pilot study were taken from Greenberg and 

Barling’s (1999) employee aggression measure, one of the most commonly used measures 

in research on workplace aggression. This measure consists of 25 behaviours that assessed 

psychological aggression (e.g., “gossiped about”) and violence (e.g., “threatened to hit”; 

Greenberg & Barling, 1999). The range of aggressive behaviours assessed on this scale 

were intended to reflect some milder and more intense forms of aggression, including acts 

that are more psychological in nature and physical in nature, as reflected in the example 

item above. It is important to note, however, that this measure was developed to assess the 

frequency of one’s experiences with workplace aggression within a given period. Although 

not used in the pilot study, the original scale items were measured on a frequency-based 

seven-point scale (0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = twice, 3 = three to five times, 4 = six to ten 

times, 5 = eleven to twenty times, 6=more than twenty times). 
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Procedure. Participants completed the pilot study on a computer in a laboratory. 

The informed consent information and task were created in Qualtrics survey software and 

displayed on computers when participants entered the laboratory. Study instructions asked 

participants to arrange the behaviours from the most intense to the least intense, based on a 

definition of intensity.5 Participants were asked to keep the workplace context in mind 

when sorting the behaviours. 

Results. Each item was assigned a numeric dummy code based on the position the 

participants assigned it to. For example, if a participant ranked “choked” as the most 

intense behaviour, it was coded as “25”. As can be seen in Table 2.1, I computed mean 

rankings and standard deviations for each item to determine the relative average intensity 

of the behaviours. These rankings were then used to order the items from highest to lowest 

intensity. For the aggression items 1 = lowest intensity and 25 = highest intensity, while for 

the incivility items 1 = lowest intensity and 7 = highest intensity. Based on the mean 

rankings, the lowest aggression intensity behaviour was the “silent treatment”, while the 

highest intensity behaviour was “beating up”. In addition, the lowest incivility intensity 

behaviour was “demeaning or derogatory remarks” and the highest intensity behaviour was 

“making unwanted attempts to draw into discussion of personal matters”. The rankings 

from 1-25 and 1-7 were used in the main study to code for intensity of workplace 

aggression and incivility, respectively.  

                                                           
5
The intensity definition stated: “Intense and intenseness often refer to emotions and how we feel. Intense 

can be defined as “of extreme force, degree, or strength” or “having or showing strong feelings or opinions; 

extremely earnest or serious” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2014). I provided an example of workplace 

context, namely, to think of the behaviour coming from a coworker, supervisor, customer, patient, member of 

the public, or anyone else employees might encounter at work.  
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Main Study Method. I used a repeated measure design with two waves of survey 

data collection, wherein experienced incivility and aggressive retaliation were measured at 

one point, and aggressive retaliation was measured again three months later. Given that 

much of the mistreatment occurring in workplaces is underreported through formal 

channels (Painter, 1987; Snyder, Chen, & Vacha-Haase, 2007; Tutt, 1989), I adopted a 

self-report survey approach to maintain participants confidentiality and obtain their trust. 

Further, given that some of the behaviours I inquired about could be illegal (e.g., violence), 

I did not ask participants to reveal their name, email address, or their employer in the 

survey. 

To date, there is no theoretically-driven time frame in which to examine aggressive 

retaliation. Research on aggressive retaliation has examined aggression retrospectively, for 

example by asking participants to report all acts of aggression within the past six months or 

the past year (Douglas & Martinko, 2001; Glomb, 1998; L. Greenberg & Barling, 1999; 

Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998), implying workplace aggression often occurs within this 

timeframe. In the few multi-wave workplace mistreatment studies specifically, on incivility 

and bullying, researchers have used time lags of 2 months (Meier & Spector, 2013; 

Rodríguez-Muñoz, Baillien, De Witte, Moreno-Jiménez, & Pastor, 2009), 6 months 

(Rodríguez-Muñoz et al., 2009), and 12 months (Baillien, Rodriguez-Muñoz, Van den 

Broeck, & De Witte, 2011; Blau & Andersson, 2005) between observations.6,7 Further, 

                                                           
6 Bullying is defined as longer-term repeated negative acts from coworkers, supervisors, and subordinates 

(Ståle Einarsen, 2000) and is differentiated from other mistreatment constructs by its repetitive nature 

(Hershcovis, 2011) . 
7 Multiple observations have also been used to separate measurement of predictors and criteria to reduce bias 

(e.g., Morganson & Major, 2014) and to examine reliability (e.g., Leblanc & Kelloway, 2002; Robinson & 

O’Leary-Kelly, 1998). However, I did not include these here, as they were not focusing on workplace 

mistreatment or retaliation at multiple time points. 
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studies of intimate partner aggression have examined this behaviour with time lags of 12 

months (Schumacher & Leonard, 2005) and 18 to 20 months (O’Leary et al., 1989) 

between study waves. Taken together, this body of research suggests that retaliation can 

occur somewhere within 2-20 months.  

In the current study, participants were asked to reflect on their experiences over the 

past three months, and thus, the data encompassed employees’ experiences over a six-

month timeframe. The three-month time lag between waves of data collection was chosen 

for several reasons. First, I sought to allow enough time between waves for new 

interpersonal experiences to occur. Second, I chose a time frame at the earlier end of the 2-

20-month time frame used in the aggression research discussed above to be sensitive to the 

possibility that retaliatory aggression may occur in the shorter term. Third, as retrospective 

survey measures are subject to forgetting and memory errors, often referred to as 

retrospective memory bias (Jobe, Tourangeau, & Smith, 1993; Rubin & Wenzel, 1996), I 

sought to minimize the influence of this source of error. Studies examining time periods of 

2-3 months have shown substantially more accurate memory recall than studies with time 

periods of 10-12 months (Jobe et al., 1993).  

Participants. Participants were recruited through the Survey Sampling 

International’s participant pool (via Qualtrics Panel Research). There were 1164 

participants who completed the Time 1 survey and 328 participants who completed the 

Time 2 survey. The attrition rate between Survey 1 and 2 was 71.82%. Previous online 

survey research has reported attrition rates as high as 80% (O’Neil & Penrod, 2001; 

O’Neil, Penrod, & Bornstein, 2003). Researchers have suggested that often participants 

who dropout of online surveys express lower interest and higher perceptions of burden than 
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other participants (Galesic, 2006). Regardless, considerable differences between 

individuals who complete the study and those who do not could have suggested that the 

study sample did not represent the population of interest. To compare individuals who 

completed both surveys and those who only completed the Time 1 survey, I conducted 

independent samples t-tests to examine potential differences between the two groups on 

demographic variables, including gender, age, education, job tenure, hours worked per 

week, and country of residence. The groups were not significantly different on most 

variables with the exception of gender (Mcompleted = 1.59, Mdropouts = 1.52, t(509) = 2.07, p < 

.05). For gender, those that dropped out of the study were 52% female, while those who 

completed in the study were 58% female. Thus, men may have been somewhat less likely 

to complete the study. Gender was controlled for in the statistical analyses as it is related to 

the relationships of interest and may reduce the potential influence the sample’s gender 

composition may have on the results. 

Of the participants completing both Time 1 and Time 2 surveys, 139 were male and 

188 were female and ranged in age from 19 to 71 years old (M = 40.13, SD = 12.29). 

Participants worked an average of 37.40 hours per week (SD = 9.22) and earned an average 

of $22.69 hourly (SD = 19.99). Participants reported working in a range of occupations, for 

example, consulting, education, sales, and healthcare. In addition, 13.50% of participants 

reported holding a high school diploma, 20.86% reported having some college or technical 

school, 12.88% reported having a college diploma or technical school certificate, 7.10% 

reported completing some university, 28.53% of participants reported having a university 

degree, and 16.26% reported having a university post graduate degree. 
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 Measures and procedures. At each wave of data collection, participants completed 

an online survey in a location of their preference. In the two surveys, participants were 

asked to report on the incivility experienced from and aggression enacted toward one 

coworker. To ensure participants reported on the same coworker on both surveys, a 

question on Survey 1 asked them to enter some kind of reminder (e.g., nickname for the 

coworker) and this reminder was presented in the incivility and aggression scale 

instructions of the Time 2 survey. I examined these dyadic interactions to better isolate the 

tit-for-tat exchange of mistreatment behaviours characteristic of escalation (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999) or the pattern of aggression that may emerge in a particular relationship 

context, although admittedly the reporting was one-sided rather than from each party in the 

dyad. At Time 1, anger rumination and organizational sanctions were included in the 

survey, as well as, demographic and work information, including sex, age, job title, hourly 

wage, and tenure. Enacted aggression was measured at both Time 1 and Time 2. 

 All scales except demographic and work information, were presented in a 

randomized order to reduce potential item priming effects that might suggest to the 

participant that there is a causal relationship with other variables in the survey (Parkin, 

2008). To enhance data quality, survey completion was timed and speeders or individuals 

who completed the survey unreasonably quickly were flagged. Speeding is suggested to be 

an indicator of survey satisficing, low quality responses (Fricker, Galesic, Tourangeau, & 

Yan, 2005), and superficial thinking (Zhang & Conrad, 2013). Survey pre-tests showed 

that most participants took an average of 15 minutes to complete the survey. Qualtrics 

flagged participants who completed the survey in less than half of that time, that is, in less 
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than six minutes. These individuals were not invited to complete the Time 2 survey and 

were excluded from the final dataset. 

Workplace aggression. Workplace aggression was measured using Greenberg and 

Barling’s (L. Greenberg & Barling, 1999) measure.8 Frequency of workplace aggression 

was computed by totaling participants’ responses on a seven-point scale for all 25-items as 

is typically done with this scale and other measures of workplace aggression. The test-

retest reliability for frequency of enacted workplace aggression from Time 1 to Time 2 was 

r = .18. For intensity of workplace aggression, based on the Pilot Study data, I determined 

the most intense aggressive behaviour each participant endorsed as occurring and coded 

that behavior’s intensity value from 1-25 based on the Pilot Study results. I chose to use the 

most intense behaviour coding procedure to isolate intensity from frequency as much as 

possible. 

Workplace incivility. Workplace incivility experienced from the focal coworker 

was measured with the seven item Workplace Incivility Scale (Cortina et al., 2001). 

Participants were asked to indicate how often they had experienced uncivil behaviours 

from a particular coworker over a three-month period on the same seven-point scale used 

for the workplace aggression measure. Items asked how often participants had been in a 

situation where their coworker for example, “made demeaning or derogatory remarks 

about you” and “doubted your judgment on a matter over which you have responsibility.” 

Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the scale was excellent, r = .92. For intensity of workplace 

incivility, similar to intensity of workplace aggression, I identified the most intense 

                                                           
8 As this scale is a behavioural inventory, commonly used reliability indices, such as Cronbach’s alpha levels 

are not appropriate for assessing scale reliability (MacKenzie et al., 2005). 
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behaviour each participant endorsed as occurring and entered that behavior’s intensity 

value (from 1-7) from the Pilot Study. I coded the most intense behaviour to isolate 

intensity from frequency as much as possible. 

Workgroup norms for mistreatment. I examined workgroup norms for mistreatment 

using the four item civility norms questionnaire-brief (Walsh et al., 2012). Sample items 

state, “rude behavior is not accepted by your coworkers” and “angry outbursts are not 

tolerated by anyone in your unit/workgroup” (Walsh et al., 2012, p. 411). I added two 

additional items, “violence is not tolerated by your coworkers” and “harassment is not 

accepted by your coworkers”9 to include the more serious forms of mistreatment, that is, 

aggression and violence. This scale was measured on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 

(Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients were 

excellent, r = .92.  

Anger rumination. The Anger Rumination Scale (Sukhodolsky et al., 2001) is a 

trait-like measure of the extent to which individuals tend to think about anger-inducing 

events, recall past anger-inducing events, and have revenge fantasies. Example items 

include, “I re-enact the anger episode in my mind after it has happened” and “I keep 

thinking about event that angered me for a long time”. Items were measured on a 4-point 

scale ranging from 1 (Almost never) to 4 (Almost always). Cronbach’s alpha reliability for 

the scale was excellent, r = .95. 

 

 

                                                           
9 I chose not to use the word “aggression” in this item because much of the policy and government 

information for organizations uses other terms, such as harassment, violence, and bullying (Canadian Centre 

for Occupational Health and Safety, 2017; Occupational Health and Safety Administration, n.d.)  
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Results 

Prior to conducting the statistical analyses, the data was screened for outliers, out of 

range values, extensive missing values, normality, independence of observations, and 

linearity. Table 2.2 shows the correlations and descriptive statistics among all study 

variables. The mediation and moderated mediation models were tested using SPSS 

(Version 22.0) and the PROCESS Macro (Version 2.15). The PROCESS macro tests 

interactions and indirect effects using bias-corrected confidence intervals (Hayes, 2016), 

which more accurately estimates effects with non-normal distributions that were present in 

the aggression scale data in the current study. For all analyses, 10 000 bootstrapped 

samples were chosen and I entered gender and age as control variables as these factors 

have been shown to predict aggressive behaviour (Aquino, Grover, Bradfield, & Allen, 

1999; Hershcovis & Barling, 2007). For the mediation analysis, I examined the same 

model for frequency and intensity in separate analyses. That is, I tested the mediation 

model first with the frequency of workplace aggression variables and then the intensity of 

workplace aggression variables10. The PROCESS macro output displayed results for both 

partial and full mediation and thus results are reported for both direct and indirect effects 

for the mediation hypotheses. In addition, the moderated mediation analyses were 

conducted for each moderator for both the frequency and intensity variables and tested the 

                                                           
10 To determine if aggression intensity accounts for significant variance above and beyond aggression 

frequency, as a rationale for using this methodology, I examined the incremental validity of the aggression 

measures on employees’ psychosomatic strain (associated with increased levels of workplace mistreatment). I 

conducted a multiple regression with gender and age entered as control variables on Step 1, Time 1 

experienced aggression frequency at Step 2, and Time 1 experienced aggression intensity at Step 3 regressed 

on Time 2 psychosomatic health. At Step 3, Time 1 experienced aggression intensity accounted for 

significant variance over and above frequency, R2 = .08, ΔR2 = .02, β = -.20, p < .05. 
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moderators early on in the process (between experienced incivility and enacted aggression 

at Time 1) and later on (between Time 1 and 2 aggression).  

 Main results. Hypothesis 1a-1c examined the frequency of mistreatment 

relationships using mediation models. Hypothesis 1a was supported; The frequency of 

experienced incivility by a coworker at Time 1 was positively related to enacted aggression 

frequency towards that coworker at Time 1, B = .43, SE = .06, 95% CI [.32, .55], R2 = 

.17, F(3, 291) = 19.55, p < .001. Hypothesis 1b was also supported; The frequency of 

enacted workplace aggression at Time 1 was positively related to enacted workplace 

aggression at Time 2, B = .21, SE = .06, 95% CI [.10, .33], R2 = .09, F(4, 290) = 7.05, p < 

.001.  

 Hypothesis 1c predicted that there would be a non-significant relationship between 

the frequency of experienced incivility and enacted workplace aggression at Time 2. 

Results supported this hypothesis, finding a non-significant direct effect of X on Y, 

suggesting full mediation. That is, when it comes to workplace aggression frequency, 

following an experience with incivility, retaliation will only continue in the long-term (at 

Time 2) if it has already occurred in the shorter-term (at Time 1), B = .09, p = .16, 95% CI 

[-.04, .22]. Considering Hypothesis 1a-1c together, as Figure 2.1 illustrates, the indirect 

effect of Time 1 aggression on the relationship between experienced incivility and Time 2 

enacted aggression was significant. The bootstrapped indirect (mediation) effect was 

significant, B = .09, SE = .06, 95% CI [.001, .25], R2 = .05, F(3, 291) = 4.84, p < .001.  

 Hypothesis 2a-2c examined the intensity of mistreatment relationships in a 

mediation model. Hypothesis 2a was supported. The intensity of experienced incivility by 

a coworker at Time 1 was positively related to enacted aggression intensity towards that 
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coworkers at Time 1, B = .25, SE = .03, 95% CI [.19, .31], R2 = .21, F(3, 294) = 25.48, p < 

.001. Hypothesis 2b stated that the intensity of enacted workplace aggression at Time 1 

will be positively related to the intensity of enacted workplace aggression at Time 2. 

Results supported this hypothesis, B = .25, SE = .07, 95% CI [.11, .38], R2 = .11, F(4, 293) 

= 8.89, p < .001. Hypothesis 2c stated a direct positive effect of the intensity of 

experienced incivility on intensity of enacted workplace aggression at Time 2. Results 

showed a significant direct effect of experienced incivility on Time 2 aggression, 

controlling for Time 1 aggression, B = .25, SE = .07, p < .01, 95% CI [.11, .38]. 

As Figure 2.2 shows, the indirect effect was significant, B = .06, SE = .03, 95% CI 

[.001, .13], R2 = .10, F(3, 294) = 10.40, p < .001 and the direct effect was stronger when 

the mediator was included in the model, indicating partial mediation. Considering 

Hypotheses 2a-2c together, the intensity of enacted workplace aggression at Time 1 

partially mediated the relationship between the intensity of perceived workplace incivility 

experienced at Time 1 and the intensity of retaliatory workplace aggression enacted at 

Time 2. This finding suggests that workplace aggression intensity is related to the intensity 

of perceived incivility, and that it can emerge right away or over time.  

 Moderated mediation results. To examine the impact of my proposed moderators, 

I again used the PROCESS macro to examine whether the indirect effect (the mediation 

effect) is dependent on another variable (the moderating variable). PROCESS provides the 

index of moderated mediation, a test for models that incorporate moderation and mediation 

and where the moderator and indirect effect relationship is linear (Hayes, 2015). The index 

of moderated mediation examines whether there is a statistical difference between the 

conditional indirect effect when the moderator is low and the conditional indirect effect 
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when the moderator is high (Hayes, 2015). Put another way, it tests if the slope of the 

regression line in relation to the indirect effect to the moderator variable is significantly 

different from zero (Hayes, 2015). In this case, the test examines whether the indirect 

effect of experienced workplace incivility on Time 2 workplace aggression through Time 1 

workplace aggression differs between individuals low versus high in the moderators I 

tested. Product terms were mean centred for the analyses. I added the moderators 

individually to the mediated model and tested each moderator early on (between 

experienced incivility and enacted time 1 aggression) and then over time (between enacted 

workplace aggression at Time 1 and at Time 2) for the frequency and then for the intensity 

of aggression variables. 

 Norms for mistreatment. Supporting Hypothesis 3a, norms for workplace 

mistreatment significantly moderated the relationship between the frequency of 

experienced incivility at Time 1 and enacted aggression at Time 1, .02, SE = .02, 95% CI 

[.001, .08], B = .16, SE = .05, p < .001, 95% CI [.06, .25]. That is, as seen in Figure 2.3, 

higher norms were associated with more frequent enacted aggression when individuals 

experienced incivility. In addition, for Hypothesis 3b, norms for workplace mistreatment 

moderated the relationship between frequency of Time 1 enacted aggression and Time 2 

enacted aggression, B = .18, SE = .06, p < .01, 95% CI [.06, .29], but the index of 

moderated mediation was not significant, .08, SE = .07, 95% CI [-.02, .27], suggesting that 

the effect is marginally significant. For frequency, Hypothesis 3c was not supported; 

Norms for mistreatment did not moderate the direct relationship between experienced 

workplace incivility at Time 1 and enacted workplace aggression at Time 2, B = .03, SE = 

.05, p = .51, 95% CI[-.06, .12].  
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 For the intensity of mistreatment variables, contrary to Hypothesis 4a, norms for 

mistreatment did not significantly moderate the relationship between experienced incivility 

and Time 1 workplace aggression, .01, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.01, .05], B = .05, p =.50, 95% 

CI [-.09, .19]. However, for Hypothesis 4b, norms for mistreatment moderated the 

relationship between Time 1 and Time 2 enacted aggression, .12, SE = 05, 95% CI [.03, 

.21], B = .15, SE = .05, p < .01, 95% CI [.06, .24]. Higher workplace norms for 

mistreatment were associated with more intense levels of enacted aggression at Time 2 

when individuals enacted aggression at Time 1 (see Figure 2.8). For Hypothesis 4c, norms 

for mistreatment did not moderate the direct relationship between experienced workplace 

incivility at Time 1 and enacted workplace aggression at Time 2, B = .01, p = .86, 95% 

CI[-.15, .18]. Taken together, these results suggest that for frequency of mistreatment 

variables, norms for mistreatment only moderated the relationship early on between 

experienced incivility and enacted aggression at Time 1. For intensity of mistreatment 

variables, on the other hand, norms for mistreatment moderated the relationship later on 

between enacted aggression at Time 1 and 2 for intensity mistreatment variables (see Table 

2.3). These results suggest that frequency influences immediate aggressive retaliation, 

while intensity influences the continuation of aggressive retaliation over time.  

Anger rumination. Supporting Hypothesis 5a, anger rumination significantly 

moderated the relationship between frequency of experienced incivility and Time 1 enacted 

aggression, .08, SE = .06, 95% CI [.01, .30], B = .55, SE = .11, p < .001, 95% CI [.33, 77]. 

Greater anger rumination was associated with more frequent enacted aggression when 

individuals experienced incivility (see Figure 2.7). Contrary to Hypothesis 5b, anger 

rumination did not significantly moderate the relationship between frequency of Time 1 
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and Time 2 enacted aggression, .001, SE = .10, 95% CI [-.14, .25], B = .01, p = .91, 95% 

CI [-.14, .16]. Further, counter to Hypothesis 5c, anger rumination also did not moderate 

the direct relationship for frequency variables, B = -.08, SE = .11, p = .49, 95% CI[-.29, 

14]. 

 Supporting Hypothesis 6a, anger rumination significantly moderated the 

relationship between intensity of experienced incivility and Time 1 workplace aggression 

.25, SE = .12, 95% CI [.02, .49] B = .49, SE = .18, p < .01, 95% CI [.14, 84]. As seen in 

Figure 2.5, greater anger rumination was associated with higher intensity enacted 

aggression when individuals experienced incivility. Hypothesis 6b was not supported; 

anger rumination did not significantly moderate the relationship between Time 1 and Time 

2 enacted aggression, .09, SE = .11, 95% [-.12, .29], B = .11, SE = .08, p = .16, 95% CI [-

.05, .27]. Further, counter to Hypothesis 6c, anger rumination also did not moderate the 

direct relationship, B = .03, SE = .22, p = .17, 95% CI [-.13, .72]. Taken together, these 

results suggest that anger rumination moderated early on for both frequency and intensity 

of mistreatment (see Table 2.4).  

Discussion 

 This study examined the frequency and intensity of aggressive retaliation at two-

time points using a mediation model. First, following experienced workplace incivility (at 

Time 1) as a way of examining individuals’ initial retaliation, and second, three months 

later (at Time 2) as a way of examining whether aggression was ongoing or had initiated at 

a time distal from the initial experience of incivility. For frequency of workplace 

aggression, a full mediation effect was present with incivility leading to aggression at Time 

2 through aggression at Time 1. For intensity of workplace aggression, a partially mediated 
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effect was present, with incivility leading to aggression at Time 2 both directly and through 

aggression at Time 1. In addition, I examined norms for workplace mistreatment and anger 

rumination as situation and person factor moderators, respectively, of this mediation 

relationship.  

The mediation effects of experiencing incivility and enacted aggression. The 

significant indirect effects suggest that, consistent with Hypothesis 1a and 2a, workplace 

incivility relates to both retaliatory aggression frequency and intensity in the short term, 

proximal to experienced incivility. This finding is consistent with the General Aggression 

Model (DeWall et al., 2011), which suggests that the impulse to retaliate can occur 

immediately following a perceived mistreatment. The present findings also suggest that, in 

line with Hypothesis 1b and 2b, retaliatory aggression, once initiated, can persist in the 

longer term, as much as 3 months later. This finding is consistent with research suggesting 

that retaliatory aggression may set in motion a pattern of aggressive interactions in a 

particular relationship that is likely in an ongoing exchange in which aggression becomes 

typical, both in terms of frequency and intensity (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Douglas et 

al., 2008).   

One difference emerged between aggression frequency and intensity over time. 

That is, for frequency, contrary to Hypothesis 1c, there was no direct relationship between 

Time 1 experienced incivility and Time 2 frequency of enacted aggression three months 

later. This finding suggests that when it comes to frequency of aggression, retaliatory 

aggression is time sensitive meaning that if it emerges it will tend to do so shortly after 

perceiving mistreatment and may persist over time. This result is consistent with intimate 

partner aggression research showing that patterns of aggressive behaviours can emerge in 
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relationships and become the norm in the relationship (Leonard et al., 2014). This finding 

also suggests that as the initial impulse to retaliate dissipates, it becomes less likely that an 

individual will begin to retaliate with a similar frequency, as one may chose to ignore the 

incivility, suppress their response, or give the other person the benefit of the doubt 

(Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Bies & Tripp, 1996). That is, if aggressive retaliatory does 

not emerge in the shorter term, it is unlikely to emerge in the longer term. It is possible that 

within a relationship, the decision not to retaliate early on may prevent the continuation of 

mistreatment in the longer term, as suggested by researchers discussion of the continuation 

of workplace mistreatment (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Overall then, these findings 

suggest that frequency of aggressive behaviour is a feature of the relationship that may not 

emerge, but if it does it can continue over time. 

Consistent with Hypothesis 2c, for the intensity of workplace aggression, 

experiencing incivility at one point in time related to the intensity of retaliatory aggression, 

and this intensity can arise in the long term over the months that follow the initial 

experience of incivility. This finding suggests that the intensity of experienced 

mistreatment suggests a level of aggression that is acceptable in the relationship, but the 

emergence of this behaviour is not time bound and may occur at any time. Further, this 

finding suggests that the enacted aggression may be both impulsive and instrumental, 

consistent with researchers discussion that aggressive behaviour is likely motivated by a 

mix of different motives (Bushman & Anderson, 2001). For instance, it may be used as a 

means to restore a sense of lost equity (Bies & Tripp, 1996), to stop future mistreatment, 

and/or as an anger-motivated impulsive response. Aggression frequency, on the other hand, 

may be less thoughtful and more habitual and reactive.  
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Taken together, the mediation model hypotheses showed full mediation for 

frequency and partial mediation for intensity of aggression. These findings suggest that 

whether retaliation occurs and how intense retaliation becomes are two separate conceptual 

considerations and showed different results in terms of direct and indirect mediation 

relationships. Further, measuring the intensity of aggression may be an important 

component of developing our understanding of the construct of workplace aggression, 

particularly over longer time frames in longitudinal studies. 

From a practical standpoint, this study has implications for organizations seeking to 

prevent workplace aggression. If aggression frequency is normative within relationships 

and reactive in nature, it may be somewhat predictable in terms of its occurrence, and 

visible as an emerging norm within relationships, with implications for that behaviour 

beginning in other relationships through behavioural modeling processes. By contrast, 

aggression intensity can vary somewhat unpredictably, at least in terms of the time of is 

occurrence. What is predictable, however, is that the intensity of aggression can be 

perceived and reciprocated, with the potential for escalation of the intensity of the 

aggressive behaviours. Thus, this finding has practical implications for the prevention of 

more severe forms of workplace aggression. Organizations that provide opportunities for 

employees to seek support early in the mistreatment experience, such as through 24-7 call 

lines to discuss difficult situations with experienced clinicians, onsite chaplains, trained 

peer support teams, or onsite drop in counselling services, may prevent aggression 

behaviour within a work relationship from becoming more intense in the longer term. 

Taken together, in line with Social Learning Theory of Aggression (Bandura, 1973, 1978), 

these findings suggest that individuals assess the level of mistreatment behaviours 
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acceptable within the organization by observing others actions and consequences and 

might be willing to engage in those acceptable behaviour. 

 Moderation results. To shed more light on the distinctiveness of frequency and 

intensity, I examined norms for workplace mistreatment and anger rumination as 

moderators of these mediated relationships. I chose these moderators because of their 

demonstrated influence on aggression. I examined moderations of the likelihood of 

individuals’ aggressive retaliation and I expected to see little distinctions between the 

moderators when tested for the frequency and intensity models, though it was challenging 

to make hypotheses for the latter with great confidence given the paucity of research on 

workplace aggression intensity. 

 Results showed that the proposed moderators influenced the relationship between 

experienced incivility and aggression at Time 1 somewhat differently for frequency and 

intensity of aggression. Norms for workplace mistreatment was a significant moderator for 

frequency (but not intensity) of workplace aggression between experience incivility and 

enacted aggression at Time 1 and for both frequency and intensity of aggression at Time 2, 

but in the opposite way than hypothesized. Specifically, for frequency of aggression, when 

norms for mistreatment were low (i.e., aggression was not tolerated), people were more 

likely to respond to experiences of incivility with aggression or to continue to enact 

aggression over time. One possible explanation is that in these work environments, acts of 

incivility may be particularly troubling as they are counter to organizational culture, and 

retaliation may be more likely as a response. This finding is in line with work on group 

influence of individual behaviour (Hackman, 1992) and research on norm violation (S. Lee 

& Tedeschi, 1996; Tedeschi & Nesler, 1993), suggesting that when individuals violate 
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group norms, members aggressively coerce the individual to bring them back into line with 

the norm. For example, one study found that when individuals experience aggression at 

levels that violate norms, they retaliated aggressively at levels that also violated norms as a 

possible form of punishment (S. Lee & Tedeschi, 1996).  

 It is notable that norms for mistreatment did not moderate the relationship between 

intensity of experienced incivility and aggression at Time 1, suggesting that the experience 

of intensity of incivility related to intensity of aggression regardless of norms. That is, if 

the rules of interaction between the relevant parties are being set by the actors in the 

relationship rather than the pervasive workplace norms. This may suggest that the 

individual may think that because the other party ‘got away with’ their perceived incivility, 

then they should reasonably be able to respond in kind without unique personal 

consequences. However, the persistence of aggression intensity over time may involve 

more personal accountability. In addition, between Time 1 and Time 2 aggression, norms 

for workplace mistreatment significantly moderated for both frequency and intensity. This 

finding may suggest that once norms have been violated through acts of incivility, 

individuals respond with workplace aggression that is both more frequent and more 

intense, again, possibly as a means of bringing the coworkers behaviour in line with 

workplace norms (S. Lee & Tedeschi, 1996; Tedeschi & Nesler, 1993).  

 I expected that anger rumination would influence aggression in the short term and 

the continuation of aggression in the longer term. Anger rumination significantly 

moderated the indirect effect for the relationship between experienced incivility and 

enacted aggression at Time 1 for both frequency and intensity. This finding is in line with 

previous research on anger rumination and aggression that suggests higher levels of anger 
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rumination are positively associated with aggression (Anestis et al., 2009; Sukhodolsky et 

al., 2001). As anger rumination involves sustained anger, it is not surprising that 

individuals who experienced incivility at Time 1, responded with aggression at Time 1. It 

was more surprising that anger rumination did not moderate the relationship between 

individual’s aggression at Time 1 and Time 2. This finding is counter to expectation as 

researchers suggest individuals higher in anger rumination will experience exacerbated and 

prolonged anger (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002), and as a result will be more likely to 

engage in aggression (Anestis et al., 2009). However, studies of anger rumination and 

aggression have primarily focused on rumination occurring over time frames of 0-8 hours 

(C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Bushman et al., 2005) and not over the multiple month 

timeframe of the current study. Further, many experimental protocols for anger rumination 

include prompted recall of the anger-inducing event (Denson, Pedersen, Ronquillo, & 

Nandy, 2009) and showed displaced aggression as a possible outcome (Bushman et al., 

2005). Thus, there may be additional factors involved in these relationships that were not 

examined in these results, such as the recurrence of experienced mistreatment as an anger-

inducing experience that may prompt the recall of the initial anger-inducing event and 

motivate an immediate aggressive response. Another possibility is that once retaliation had 

occurred (in the form of enacted aggression at Time 1), anger rumination ceases. This 

would support the notion suggested by the General Aggression Model that shorter-term 

primary appraisal processes are more emotional and impulsive and correspond with levels 

of anger. This finding highlights the question of whether anger rumination is quelled 

following retribution behavior. Indeed, researchers suggest that retaliation may serve to 



EMPLOYEES RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT 59 

 

restore perception of equity (Bies & Tripp, 1996), and thus individuals may cease 

perseverating on their anger as a result.  

 Overall, the present study advances the literature by suggesting that aggression 

frequency tends to be influenced by norms, both in terms of what becomes typical within a 

particular relationship context and what is typical in the workplace. Thus, the question of 

how often mistreatment is exchanged depends on the emergence it as a pattern in a 

relationship. Aggression intensity is also established within a relationship and work 

context, but in a different way. The potential for aggression intensity, that is the question of 

how bad it can get, seems to be drive by perceptions of the intensity of mistreatment that 

has already occurred, and is thus tied to interpersonal history. However, how aggression 

intensity varies is less typical, sometimes merging more proximally to perceived 

mistreatment, and sometimes more distally, with the former likely driven by emotion-based 

primary appraisal processes and the latter driven by more thoughtful secondary appraisal 

processes (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002) or a build up of negative experiences that 

continue occurring and prompt aggressive reactions (Douglas et al., 2008).  

 In addition, understanding more about the timeframe of retaliatory aggression is 

important from a practical standpoint, as organizational efforts to reduce aggression may 

require different approaches. Organizations often focus on efforts to manage pervasive 

norms of aggression and should continue to do so. It is also important, however, for 

organizations to a way for those who experience mistreatment, should it occur, to quell 

their potential impulse to retaliate to prevent it from becoming a negative, established 

pattern in the relationship between the parties involved. For example, mediation procedures 

to communicate transparently about the conflict and reduce rumination. Further, measures 
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that prevent retaliation in the first place, such as developing emotional intelligence for 

seeking understanding of others’ emotions, motivations, and actions and interpersonal 

skills to diffuse conflict are important.  

Limitations. The current study included two waves of data collection to examine 

mistreatment at more than one time point and reducing the influence of common method 

bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). However, two-time points do not 

constitute a longitudinal study and as a result, I cannot make conclusions about the process 

of change in workplace aggression (Singer & Willett, 2003) or make causal conclusions 

about the relationships herein. The results reported herein are in line with previous research 

examining mistreatment escalation (Dupré & Barling, 2006), suggesting the results of this 

study are in line with previous research. However, future research should examine 

mistreatment escalation using three or more measurement intervals to examine workplace 

aggression and retaliatory responses longitudinally. 

 Further, given that this study was a self-report survey using the same measurement 

method for all variables, there is a possibility of monomethod bias inflating or deflating the 

study relationships (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Monomethod bias can contribute variance in 

the study relationships that is attributable to the measurement methods instead of the actual 

target constructs (Podsakoff et al., 2003), potential leading the misleading conclusions 

(Campbell & Fiske, 1959). To reduce the potential influence of monomethod bias, 

following the recommendation of Podsakoff and colleagues (2003), a number of steps were 

taken in the methodological design of the study. That is, the predictors and criterion were 

examined from the same sources at separate times, question order was randomized, and 
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participants confidentiality was protected to the best of our ability (i.e., participants names, 

email addresses, employer, or other personal information were not collected). 

In addition, one important methodological consideration in multi-wave studies is 

the time lag between survey administrations needed in order to observe the change that is 

of interest (Ployhart & Vandenberg, 2010). This study had a timeframe of three months 

between Time 1 and 2. Although existing studies of aggression with multiple time points 

were reviewed for guidance (Murphy & O’Leary, 1989; O’Leary et al., 1989), given a lack 

of theory on when workplace aggression interactions and retaliation should occur and how 

long that relationship should persist, I acknowledge that I may not have completely 

captured the effects this study aimed to examine. However, given the significant 

relationships reported in the study, the results suggest the relationships examined in this 

study may change in time lags of three months. Future theoretical work on workplace 

aggression should consider the timing of aggressive exchanges among parties to inform 

future longitudinal research. 

This study examined intensity of workplace aggression in addition to traditional 

frequency measures of this construct. Intensity was examined by identifying the most 

intense aggressive behaviours each participant experienced and assigning an intensity 

ranking of that behaviour from the pilot study. It is notable that in addition to the most 

intense behaviour experienced, participants likely also experienced less intense behaviours, 

but these behaviours were not explicitly accounted for in the measure or statistical 

analyses. Consistent with work exploring mistreatment over time (Andersson & Pearson, 

1999; Douglas et al., 2008), I assumed that participants most intense behaviour would be 

preceded by several lower-level behaviours rather than one spontaneous and high intensity 
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act of mistreatment. However, accounting for these behaviours may have confounded the 

intensity measure with frequency and I aimed to differentiate the intensity and frequency 

measures as much as possible.  

Future research. In addition to the future research opportunities suggested above, 

there are several avenues of future research. The results of this study suggest that greater 

understanding of the interplay of experienced and enacted workplace aggression is needed. 

This study examined experienced and enacted workplace aggression, addressing a call for 

research to examine of the relationship between these constructs (Hershcovis & Barling, 

2007). More research is needed to understand the dyadic or relational nature of workplace 

aggression (Hershcovis & Barling, 2007). Indeed, the legal approach of identifying a 

victim and perpetrator appears to be outdated, as suggested by this study and other research 

on retaliation and workplace mistreatment escalation (e.g., Andersson & Pearson, 1999; 

Douglas et al., 2008; Dupré & Barling, 2006). Future research examining work group 

interactions longitudinally using, for example, a diary approach could espouse more 

insights into the dyadic nature of workplace aggression. 

The intensity of workplace aggression is another fruitful area of future research. 

The findings of this study suggest that intensity shows a different path than frequency of 

workplace aggression when examined at two time points, and thus future research should 

further investigate intensity as a way of measuring workplace aggression. An interesting 

area of future research would be to examine what influences variations in intensity within 

relationships. A study of intimate partner aggression showed that while aggressive 

behaviour was largely one-sided in many early marriages, over time the other partner 

become more aggressive to an equal level of intensity to the initially aggressive partner 



EMPLOYEES RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT 63 

 

(Leonard et al., 2014). This suggests one’s intensity of workplace aggression may increase 

over time due to the intensity and persistence of mistreatment from the other party.  

Further, the results of this study suggest that workplace aggression escalation can 

occur relatively quickly. That is, aggressive retaliation and escalation of aggression 

behaviours can occur within three months or less. As many commonly used self-report 

scales ask participants to report behaviours that occurred over the past year (L. Greenberg 

& Barling, 1999) or five years (Cortina et al., 2001), future research examining escalation 

with self-report measures may need to consider and possibly modify the time frame of 

these scales. This study found aggression occurred with time lags of three months between 

measurement occasions, however there was little theoretical guidance in selecting the time 

lags for this study. Theoretical development is needed to understand the timing of 

workplace aggression escalation to guide future research. 

Conclusion. This study examined workplace aggression at two time points, looking 

at the retaliatory responses of employees at two time points, in retaliation after being 

treated uncivilly by a coworker. Further, I examined the intensity of aggressive behaviours, 

in addition to the conventional frequency measures that consider all acts of aggression 

equivalent. Results suggested that experiencing mistreatment can result in retaliatory 

behaviours in the short and longer term. Further, this study found that the person and 

situation factors of anger rumination and norms for mistreatment, respectively, influence 

immediate retaliatory behaviour, and situation factors influence retaliatory behaviour over 

time. These findings reinforce the importance of organizations adopting supports and 

practices that intervene early on, before incivility escalates into aggression. 
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Table 2.1 

Pilot study means and standard deviations indicating average intensity ratings. 

Item No. Item Summary Mean  SD 

Incivility 1 Put down or condescending  2.91 1.51 

Incivility 2 Little attention or interest 5.07 1.69 

Incivility 3 Demeaning or derogatory remarks 1.77 1.39 

Incivility 4 Addressed unprofessionally 3.86 1.69 

Incivility 5 Excluded 4.52 1.77 

Incivility 6 Doubted judgement 4.59 1.65 

Incivility 7 Unwanted personal discussion 5.27 1.76 

Aggression 1 Silent treatment 3.02 3.51 

Aggression 2 Rude 4.77 2.87 

Aggression 3 Cried  5.06 3.81 

Aggression 4 Rude gestures 6.60  2.81 

Aggression 5 Spite 6.70  2.88 

Aggression 6 Insulted/name-called 8.48 3.28 

Aggression 7 Swore 9.06  3.93 

Aggression 8 Throw 9.35  4.04 

Aggression 9 Yelled 9.37  4.28 

Aggression 10 Damaging information 9.94 6.31 

Aggression 11 Bumped 11.73 3.74 

Aggression 12 Threat to hit 11.91 3.62 
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Aggression 13 Smashed 11.97 4.61 

Aggression 14 Damaged property 15.58  5.02 

Aggression 15 Pushed 16.25  3.87 

Aggression 16 Threw 16.39  3.28 

Aggression 17 Grabbed 16.43 3.65 

Aggression 18 Hit or tried to 17.47 4.43 

Aggression 19 Spit 18.07 3.58 

Aggression 20 Slapped 19.21 2.75 

Aggression 21 Threat to kill 20.39 5.19 

Aggression 22 Kicked 20.41 2.20 

Aggression 23 Bit 20.49 2.73 

Aggression 24 Choked 23.39 2.75 

Aggression 25 Beat up 23.61 1.98 

Notes. Incivility items were assessed on a scale ranging from 1 to 7, while 

aggression items were assessed on a scale ranging from 1 to 25. 
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Table 2.2 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations Among All Study Variables 

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

1. Gender 1.59 .49 -          

2. Age 40.26 12.27 -.06 -         

3. Time 1 Experienced 

Incivility - Frequency 

14.93 8.68 .06 -.10 (.92)        

4. Time 1 Enacted 

Aggression - Frequency 

29.23 11.06 -.09 -.15** .38** (.92)       

5. Time 1 Experienced 

Incivility - Intensity 

4.38 2.97 .01 -.12* .69** .28** (.92)      

6. Time 1 Enacted 

Aggression – Intensity 

3.77 5.40 -.08 -.17** .43** .76** .26** (.92)     

7.Time 1 Anger 

Rumination 

1.69 .60 .02 -.24** .37** .40** .28** .40** (.95)    

8. Time 1 Workplace 

Norms for Mistreatment 

5.23 1.38 -.01 .06 -.33** -.07 -.14* -.30** -15** (.92)   

9. Time 2 Enacted 

Aggression - Frequency 

28.42 9.21 -.07 -.11 .17** .23** .20** .25** .28** -.14* (.92)  

10. Time 2 Enacted 

Aggression – Intensity  

3.58 5.72 -.01 -.15** .18** .25** .74** .24** .29** .24** -.20** (.92) 

Notes. n = 294. Internal consistency reliabilities (via Cronbach’s coefficient alphas) are reported in parentheses on the diagonal. 

On all scales, higher values indicate more of the construct.  

* p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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Table 2.3 

Results from Moderated Mediation Analysis for the Moderator, Norms for Mistreatment, 

on the Mediation Model of Experienced Incivility, Enacted Workplace Aggression at Time 

1, and Enacted Workplace Aggression at Time 2. 

Predictor B SE B LLCI ULCI F R2 

Frequency Variables       

Time 1 experienced incivility 

X norms for mistreatment 

.16** .05  .06 .25 14.22 .20 

Time 1 enacted aggression X 

norms for mistreatment 

.16 .05 -.25 1.51 14.22** .20 

Intensity Variables       

Time 1 experienced incivility 

X norms for mistreatment 

.05 .07 -.09 .19 17.23** .23 

Time 1 enacted aggression X 

norms for mistreatment 

-.63** .23 -.11 -.16 8.65** .15 

Note: n = 296. Predictors were centered at their means. 

*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. 
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Table 2.4 

Results from Moderated Mediation Analysis for the Moderator, Anger Rumination, on the 

Mediation Model of Experienced Incivility, Enacted Workplace Aggression at Time 1, and 

Enacted Workplace Aggression at Time 2. 

Predictor B SE B LLCI ULCI F R2 

Frequency Variables       

Time 1 experienced incivility 

X anger rumination  

.55** .11 .33 .77 24.59** .30 

Time 1 enacted aggression X 

anger rumination  

.01 .07 -.14 .16 5.53** .10 

Intensity Variables       

Time 1 experienced incivility 

X anger rumination 

.49** .18 .14 .84 24.74** .30 

Time 1 enacted aggression X 

anger rumination 

.11 .08 -.05 .27 6.28** .11 

Note: n = 296. Predictors were centered at their means.  

*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. 



EMPLOYEE RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT    69 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1. Unstandardized regression coefficients for Hypothesis 1 frequency of workplace aggression mediation analysis; The 

relationship between Time 1 frequency of experienced incivility and Time 2 frequency of enacted aggression, mediated by Time 

1 frequency of enacted aggression. In parentheses is the unstandardized regression coefficient Time 1 frequency of experienced 

incivility and Time 2 frequency of enacted aggression, controlling for Time 1 frequency of enacted aggression.   

Frequency of Enacted 

Aggression Time 1 

Frequency of Enacted 

Aggression Time 2 

Frequency of 

Experienced Incivility 

Time 1 

c’ 

a b b = .41* 

b = .08, n.s.  

(c: b = .17*) 

b = .22* 
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Figure 2.2. Unstandardized regression coefficients for Hypothesis 2 intensity of workplace aggression mediation analysis; The 

relationship between Time 1 intensity of experienced incivility and Time 2 intensity of enacted aggression, mediated by Time 1 

intensity of enacted aggression. In parentheses is the unstandardized regression coefficient between Time 1 intensity of 

experienced incivility and Time 2 intensity of enacted aggression, controlling for Time 1 intensity of enacted aggression. 

  

Intensity of 
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b = .24* 
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Figure 2.3. Unstandardized regression coefficients for Hypotheses 4a, 4b, 4c, 6a, 6b, and 6c examining the intensity of 

workplace aggression moderated mediation relationships. ** p < .01     
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Figure 2.4. Unstandardized regression coefficients for Hypotheses 3a, 3b, 3c, 5a, 5b, and 5c examining the frequency of 

workplace aggression moderated mediation relationships. ** p < .01     
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Figure 2.5. Workplace norms for mistreatment moderating the relationship between 

experienced incivility at Time 1 frequency and enacted workplace aggression at Time 1 

frequency.  
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Figure 2.6. Moderating effect of anger rumination on the relationship between experienced 

incivility frequency and Time 1 enacted aggression frequency. 
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Figure 2.7. Anger rumination moderated the relationship between experienced incivility 

intensity and enacted aggression at Time 1 intensity. 
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Figure 2.8. Norms for mistreatment moderated the relationship between enacted 

aggression at Time 1 intensity and enacted aggression at Time 2 intensity. 
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CHAPTER 3: Below the belt or above and beyond? Employee responses to social and 

personal identity threats 

We all pursue a positive image of ourselves and of the groups to which we belong. 

In all aspects of life, including at work, we have both personal identities and social 

identities. Our personal identities are drawn from our own unique talents and 

characteristics, while our social identities are drawn from group memberships. The work 

we do and context in which we do it can have implications for our personal and social 

identities. Work experiences, such as our sense of accomplishment for a job well done and 

competence as a professional, inform our personal identity in part. Social group 

memberships at work (Ashforth & Mael, 1989), including the organization itself, a unit or 

department one is member of, or a group of close work friends, apprise our social 

identities.  

While previous research has outlined that organizations play an important role in 

shaping one’s identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; He & Brown, 2013), more research is 

needed to understand the role of personal and social identity threats on individuals’ 

behaviour at work (Petriglieri, 2011). Work-related personal and social identities can be 

threatened (Petriglieri, 2011). Researchers suggest that there are times when we receive 

information that counters or threatens the positive image of we have of ourselves, such as 

being insulted or having our competence questioned, leading us to perceive a personal 

identity threat (Bies, 1999; Steele, 1988). There are also times when we receive 

information that counters the positive image of a social group we belong to, such as when a 

group is devalued, likely resulting the perception of social identity threat (Tajfel & Turner, 

1986). Along with these threats to our identity come concomitant implications for 
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workplace behaviour, such as mistreatment and aggression (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; 

Aquino & Douglas, 2003).  

Identity threats motivate restoration of a positive sense of self by defending the 

threatened identity (Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996; Felson, 1992; Inzlicht & Kang, 

2010; Maass, Cadinu, Guarnieri, & Grasselli, 2003). There are two probable identity 

defense strategies. Research has suggested that individuals aggressively retaliate against 

the source of the threat (Inzlicht & Kang, 2010). Further, individuals may engage in 

behaviors that strengthen the threatened identity (Branscombe et al., 1999). For instance, 

research has found that engaging helping behaviours reinforce ones own group’s positive 

status (Levine, Prosser, Evans, & Reicher, 2005). 

The first goal of this study is to extend work on identity threats at work by 

examining two behavioural responses to it: A defensive and negative response in the form 

of workplace aggression and an identity-fortifying and positive response, OCB. OCB refers 

to employees’ discretionary courteous and team-oriented behavior that positively 

contributes to the overall functioning of the organization (Organ, 1988). Examining OCB 

as a response to identity threat allows for exploration of whether negative experiences, 

such as identity threats, motivate positive discretionary work behaviors. The notion that a 

negative experience can motivate a more positive set of behaviours in response has 

received limited research attention in the organizational behavioural literature. 

Organizational behavior research has generally examined positive traits and organizational 

contexts that make positive contributions to organizations (e.g., Borman, Penner, Allen, & 

Motowidlo, 2001; Organ & Ryan, 1995) and negative traits and organizational contexts 

that predict counterproductive behaviors (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hershcovis et al., 
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2007). However, researchers have called for examinations of the positive outcomes of 

identity (Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar, 2009), and to advance extant work (e.g., Aquino & 

Douglas, 2003), by examining the connection between identity threats, organizational 

experiences, and workplace behaviour (Petriglieri, 2011). 

The second goal of this study, in line with calls for more nuanced examinations of 

the conditions under which identity threats lead to both positive and negative outcomes 

(Petriglieri, 2011), was to examine the theoretically-relevant moderators of narcissism and 

identification with one’s organization on the relationship between identity threats and 

aggression or OCB. Both moderators represent a form of investment. Narcissism represents 

a high level of investment in one’s personal sense of self; identification with one’s 

organization represents an investment in one’s connection to their employing organization. 

For both moderators, individuals are likely to place a high degree of importance on 

maintaining a positive perception of one’s self or one’s work group, respectively. 

 In the present study, I examined personal identity threats by looking at identity 

threatening behaviours from others at work. I also looked at social identity threats by 

investigating identity threatening behaviours directed toward one’s workgroup by an 

outgroup, namely customers, clients, and/or patients. Customers, clients, and patients are 

commonly described as organizational outsiders in organizational behaviour research (e.g., 

Grandey et al., 2007; Hershcovis & Barling, 2010; Schat & Kelloway, 2005) inasmuch as 

they are not employed by the organization, may have different behavioural conduct 

expectations than employees (e.g., the more the customer complains and is abusive, the 

more the organization is willing to give into their demands; Andreasen, 1988), and are 

often defined as a distinct group to which the employee is providing service (Gutek, 1995). 
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Identity and Work-Related Identities 

Identity refers to one’s sense of self and is made up of personal and social aspects 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1986).11 Personal identity refers to an individual’s personal sense of self 

and is derived from one’s unique features, including personal characteristics (e.g., hair 

color, height), abilities (e.g., cognitive reasoning, physical ability), and traits (e.g., 

conscientiousness, trait anger) (Erez & Earley, 1993). Social identity, on the other hand, 

refers to the aspects of one’s self-concept derived from social group memberships (Tajfel, 

1981). One can identify with several social groups simultaneously (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), 

for example, there are social groups based on gender identity, cultural group, and 

organizational membership to name a few.  

Work can be an important source of identity (M. G. Pratt, 1998). People spend 

considerable time at work, and their organization, occupation, work itself, and coworkers 

often become central to individuals’ personal and social identities (Elsbach, 1999; M. G. 

Pratt, 1998). At work, aspects of one’s personal identity become salient while performing 

the job. For example, one’s abilities, strengths, traits, job-related knowledge, competence, 

and conscientiousness are applied in performing job tasks. Social identity also contributes 

to individuals’ self-concept through associations with social groups (Tajfel, 1974). When 

identification with a group occurs, the individual perceives characteristics of the group as 

personal characteristics and often behave consistent with group norms (Ellemers, De 

                                                           
11 Researcher have suggested that there is some overlap between social and personal identities (Elsbach, 

1999). For example, one’s personal identity may include one’s individual competence or conscientiousness as 

a university professor, and social identity for that same individual may include identification as a member of 

the peer group of professors, who may be judged as a group. However, the focus of personal identity is on 

one’s self as a unique individual that is subject to others’ interpersonal treatment and scrutiny, and the focus 

of one’s social identity is the groups to which one belongs, also subject to others’ scrutiny. Further, an 

individual chooses which identities they wish to associate with in a given situation (Erez & Earley, 1993). 

For example, an individual may emphasize their competence as a professor at a job interview and their 

connection with their family at a community picnic.  



EMPLOYEE RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT 81 

Gilder, & Haslam, 2004). Further, individuals are particularly likely to identify with a 

group when that group contributes to their sense of self in a positive way (Ellemers, 1993), 

such as a high performing team. In the workplace, one can identify with many social 

groups, including workgroups, departments, unions, social clubs, or the organization as a 

whole (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). 

The way we are treated by others is an important source of identity validation for 

individuals as it signals whether (or not) we are held in positive regard (Lind & Tyler, 

1988; Steele, 1988). Negative interpersonal workplace interactions, then, can indicate that 

this positive regard is being called into question and/or that one’s identity is of lower value 

relative to others (Aquino & Douglas, 2003; Petriglieri, 2011) and thus may result in 

identity threat (Fine, 1996; Roberts, 2005; Rothbard, 2001). Personal identity threats can 

occur if one’s competence as an individual contributor to the organization (based on their 

characteristics, ideas, judgment, or abilities, performance or work ethic) is called into 

question (Erez & Earley, 1993). Social identity threats, on the other hand, are likely to be 

perceived when a social group one belongs to, such as one’s organization or work group, is 

derogated (Branscombe et al., 1999) or portrayed as relatively undervalued as compared to 

another group (Elsbach, 1999).  

Identity Threats and Individual Responses 

The General Aggression Model posits that perceptions of mistreatment, in this case 

threats to one’s personal or social identity, are formed through a cognitive appraisal 

process that includes immediate and secondary appraisal of a precipitating event (C. A. 

Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Petriglieri, 2011). Immediate appraisal involves a relatively 

automatic and effortless process (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002) and involves a quick 
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judgement of whether the event is relevant to one’s identity and whether the situation is 

beneficial or potentially harmful to identity. Immediate appraisal occurs without awareness 

or any purposeful thought (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002). Personal identity threat 

may be perceived if the event is seen as negative and personal (e.g., they do not like me), 

detrimental to one’s sense of personal fairness, dignity or respect, or makes the individual 

feel undervalued (Bies, 1999; Lind & Tyler, 1988). To illustrate, an individual who sees 

someone in the audience yawning during their presentation will only perceive it as an 

identity threat if immediate appraisal leads them to conclude that the audience member 

found them boring. If the individual believes that the yawn was due to the audience 

member not sleeping well, the behavior will be seen as irrelevant to their personal identity. 

This process is akin to attributional processes in which individuals decide whether an event 

is the result of internal (personal) or external (situational) forces (Martinko, Harvey, & 

Dasborough, 2011; Weiner, 2011). 

Next, if a potential for harm to one’s identity to perceived following immediate 

appraisal and the individual has the time and cognitive resources needed, secondary 

appraisal follows (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002). In the secondary appraisal process, 

individuals determine the actions they will take to respond to the threat by engaging in 

more thoughtful consideration of the situation, the possible behavioural responses, and 

outcomes as well as consideration of the options for coping with the threat (Folkman, 

Lazarus, Gruen, & DeLongis, 1986). Possible negative behavioural outcomes of this 

process are judgement-driven and affect-driven behaviours (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). 

Judgement-driven behaviour are the result of well considered decisions (Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996), such as withdrawal (Bunk & Magley, 2013). Affect-driven behaviours, 
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on the other hand, are more direct reactions to emotion-invoking experiences (Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996), such as finding ways to sabotage other’s work and engaging in 

deviance towards the organization (Bunk & Magley, 2013). In addition, positive coping 

behaviours include personal control or mastery, which is marked by whether the 

individuals feel able to control or influence the outcome of the situation (Thompson, 1981) 

and seeking social support from coworkers as a way of feeling valued and cared for by 

others (Wills, 1991). Thus, both positive and negative responses are possible outcomes of 

the perceptions of identity threats (Petriglieri, 2011). In the present study, I examine two 

behavioral responses to identity threats, one negative and one positive: Aggression and 

OCB. 

Aggression as a response to personal identity threat. When faced with personal 

identity threats, individuals may be motivated to retaliate for several reasons, including the 

desire to reaffirm a damaged identity, to restore fairness, to deter future threats, and/or they 

may believe that there is no longer an obligation to be polite (Baumeister et al., 1996; 

Felson & Steadman, 1983; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). Regardless of the motivation, it is 

clear that identity threat can result in involuntary stress reactions (Schmader & Beilock, 

2012) that can deplete the self-regulatory resources typically governing control over 

aggressive behavior (DeWall, Baumeister, Stillman, & Gailliot, 2007; Stucke & 

Baumeister, 2006). Indeed, studies have reported that individuals were more likely to 

retaliate aggressively following a personal insult (Felson, 1992) or being humiliated (Toch, 

1993). Further, employees who frequently experienced identity threats at work, such as 

challenges to their competence, dignity, or self-worth, were more likely to engage in higher 

levels of antisocial behavior (Aquino & Douglas, 2003). In this study, I extend previous 
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research by examining the temporal order of the personal identity threat-workplace 

aggression relationship, that is, does personal identity threat precede workplace 

aggression? I propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Experiencing personal identity threats from others in the work 

environment will have a positive relationship with enacted workplace aggression towards 

customers. 

Aggression as a response to social identity threat. Individuals seek to maintain a 

positive image of the social groups to which they belong (i.e., their ‘ingroup’). When 

individuals perceive that a member of their outgroup has done something belittling to their 

ingroup (Flippen, Hornstein, Siegal, & Weitzman, 1996), they may respond by 

discriminating against, derogating, or engaging in other forms of retaliation towards an 

outgroup (Inzlicht & Kang, 2010; Maass et al., 2003). For instance, one study 

demonstrated that employees’ who experienced social identity threats and were part of a 

collectivist national culture (that places a value on social group membership), reported 

feeling more driven to seek revenge when they experienced social identity threat (Kim, 

Shapiro, Aquino, Lim, & Bennett, 2008). Another study found that when men’s gender 

identity was threatened they were more likely to send a harassing email to a female (Maass 

et al., 2003). In addition, research has examined women who reported an awareness of the 

stereotype that women (as a social group) are poorer in mathematical ability than men 

(Inzlicht & Kang, 2010). These women took a math test and were given negative feedback 

on their performance, thus reinforcing their stereotype about women’s math ability and 

resulted in the perception of identity threat among the women (Inzlicht & Kang, 2010). To 

examine responses to identity threat, the researchers provided one group with coping 
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resources to deal with the social identity threat and no resources to the other. The group 

without coping resources was more likely to be aggressive in a subsequent laboratory task 

(Inzlicht & Kang, 2010). Other research reported that when Belgian Flemish speakers 

encountered an out-group member who insulted their social identity they were more likely 

to retaliate with obscenities directed towards the out-group member than those in an 

experimental control group (Bourhis, Giles, Leyens, & Tajfel, 1979). Overall, these 

findings suggest that individuals may react aggressively to social identity threat. Therefore, 

I propose a positive relationship between these two variables and examine the temporal 

order of them with the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: Experiencing social identity threats from customers (an outgroup) 

will be positively associated with aggression towards customers. 

 Social identity threats and OCB. Another possible response to social identity 

threats is positive and seeks to fortify ones’ in-group. When a social identity threat is 

perceived, individuals have shown increased group solidarity and cohesion with their 

ingroup (Grant & Brown, 1995; Hogg, 1992) to oppose the threatening outgroup (Brewer, 

1999) and protect and fortify the positive perceptions of the ingroup (Branscombe, Wann, 

Noel, & Coleman, 1993; Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998). As mentioned 

earlier, positive coping responses to experiences, such as identity threats, include seeking 

control and/or influence over the outcome of the situation (Thompson, 1981). One way to 

exercise a sense of control is taking action to reduce the stress, referred to as problem 

focused coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Engaging in helping behaviour to reaffirm the 

group’s threatened positive value (Ellemers et al., 1999; Haslam et al., 2000; van 

Knippenberg, 2000) and social position (Ouwerkerk, de Gilder, & de Vries, 2000) while 
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providing social support for coping with the identity threat is one way of regaining a sense 

of control. Several studies have suggested that individuals were more likely to help people 

who they perceived to be an ingroup member (Dovidio et al., 1997; Levine et al., 2002; 

Sturmer, Snyder, & Omoto, 2005), and some research has demonstrated that experiencing 

mistreatment encouraged helping behaviour (Wang et al., 2011). Specifically, in a recent 

study, employees who experienced mistreatment by customers were more likely to help 

others on the following day (Yue et al., 2017). However, what is not clear is whether social 

identity threats motivate helping behaviour. 

In the present study, I examine OCB as a form of employee helping behaviour 

directed toward coworkers and the organization that is discretionary. Examples of OCB 

include mentoring new employees without a formal assignment to do so, taking on extra 

tasks to help a sick coworker, or completing work assignments before the deadline. 

Employees use OCB to strengthen the effectiveness and performance of their organization 

(Koys, 2001; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997) as well as to strengthen social relationships 

within the workplace (Bolino, Turnley, & Bloodgood, 2002).  Given the research 

suggesting that people are motivated to help ingroup members and that helping may be 

particularly motivated when their ingroup is derogated, I propose: 

 Hypothesis 3: Experiencing social identity threats from customers (an outgroup) 

will have a positive relationship with OCB towards coworkers and the organization (an 

ingroup).12 

                                                           
12 There are no hypotheses examining a potential relationship between personal identity threat and 

organizational citizenship behaviour. Personal identity threats are individually-focused and increases self-

serving bias, where individuals tend to use external attributions to explain events, such as luck, unfair 

outcomes, or difficulty (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999). In response, individuals are likely to enact defensive 

behaviours, which may occur at the expense of one’s coworkers (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999). Unlike, 

social identity threat, there is little theoretical guidance on potential positive outcomes from personal identity 

threat. 
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Moderators of the identity threat-behavioral outcomes relationship. Individuals’ 

responses to identity threats may depend on relevant moderating factors (Turner, 1982). 

Herein, I look at two moderators of the relationships of identity threats with workplace 

aggression and OCB, respectively, narcissism and organizational identification. I propose 

that narcissism will moderate the relationship between personal identity threat and 

aggression, and that organizational identification will moderate the relationships between 

social identity threats and both aggression and OCB. Each of these constructs represent a 

personal investment in one’s sense of identity. Narcissism represents an investment in 

maintaining a very high level of self-esteem, and therefore I see it as particularly relevant 

to an individuals’ reaction to personal identity threat. Organizational identification involves 

and investment in one’s place or fit within a social group, and therefore I see it as 

particularly relevant to an individuals’ reaction to social identity threat. 

Narcissism as a moderator of the personal identity threat and workplace 

aggression relationship. Individuals with a highly inflated and unstable self-esteem, 

referred to as narcissism, are more likely to exhibit aggression, and to do so at higher levels 

(Baumeister, Bushman, & Campbell, 2000; Baumeister et al., 1996). Narcissists are often 

described as seeking attention, feeling self-important, asserting dominance in social 

situations, and having a grandiose sense of self (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

In addition, those high in narcissism tend to have an unstable sense of self (Bushman & 

Baumeister, 1998). That is, when narcissists encounter evidence that counters their inflated 

self-perceptions, they are more sensitive to the possibility of personal identity threats 

during primary appraisal. As a result, they are more reactive when they encounter 

situations that threaten their self-image, making it more likely that they will respond to 
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identity threats with aggression (Baumeister et al., 2000, 1996). In line with this 

perspective, researchers have found that narcissists reported higher levels of anger, 

hostility proneness (Kernis, Grannemann, & Barclay, 1989), and aggression in response to 

personal identity threat (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998). For instance, research has 

suggested that individuals with elevated levels of narcissism were more likely to drive 

aggressively because they perceived common negative driving situations as personal 

insults (Schreer, 2002). Based on this research, I propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4: Narcissism will moderate the relationship between personal identity 

threats from others in the work environment and workplace aggression towards customers. 

Specifically, personal identity threats will be more strongly related to workplace 

aggression when narcissism is high. 

Organizational identification as a moderator of the relationship between social 

identity threat and workplace aggression. Researchers have suggested that individuals 

attended to and were more likely to respond to identity-related information when that 

information pertained to an identity that they considered important (Stryker & Serpe, 

1994). Though an individual may be a member of many social groups, not every group is 

equally important to the individuals’ identity. Individuals who are highly identified with a 

particular social group define themselves, at least partially, in terms of the group, see the 

group membership as important to their sense of self, and will internalize the group’s 

successes and failures as their own (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). These individuals also think 

and behave in ways that enhance or restore their group’s positive image and by extension, 

their own image (Branscombe et al., 1999).  
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For this reason, it is reasonable to expect that individuals with strong organizational 

identification are more likely to strongly defend the organization (through aggression) 

and/or attempt to restore the integrity of the organization (through OCBs) when threatened 

as the threat is of greater concern to their own identity (Bourhis et al., 1979; Branscombe et 

al., 1999). Indeed, with respect to aggression, research has suggested that individuals who 

were highly identified with a religion who perceived a conflict between their religious in-

group and an out-group were more likely to have aggressive intentions towards the out-

group (Struch & Schwartz, 1989). Further, sports spectator aggression research has 

suggested that stronger group identification is a critical determinant of arousal, hostility, 

and aggression towards out-groups particularly when the in-group is defeated, a threat to 

team success and competence (Branscombe & Wann, 1992). As such, I expect:  

 Hypothesis 5. Organizational identification will moderate the relationship between 

social identity threats and workplace aggression such that when organizational 

identification is high, individuals who experience greater social identity threats will be 

more likely to engage in workplace aggression. 

Organizational identification as a moderator of the relationship between social 

identity threat and OCB. With respect to OCB, people who are highly identified with their 

organization, by definition, see the organization’s reputation, successes, and failures to be 

particularly important to their sense of self.  When one’s organization is criticized, an 

individual who is highly identified with the organization holds their own identity on the 

line, and they are particularly motivated to seek ways to reaffirm the threatened identity 

and put their group in a more favourable light (Dietz-Uhler & Murrell, 1998). These 

actions serve to restore the ingroup’s position relative to the outgroup (Branscombe et al., 
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1999; Ouwerkerk et al., 2000; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Studies have found that highly 

identified individuals preferred giving rewards to an in-group versus an outgroup (Hackel, 

Zaki, & Van Bavel, 2017), and gave more to an in-group than an outgroup when the 

ingroup was under threat (Ellemers, Speakers, & Doosje, 1999). Further, within the 

workplace, individuals who were more committed to their organization and had a strong 

sense of self, were more likely to engage in OCB (Johnson & Chang, 2010). Based on this 

research, it is possible that, within the workplace, highly identified employees facing social 

identity threat towards their organization, would respond through the discretionary effort of 

OCB to fortify favorable views of their organization. Thus, I propose the following 

hypothesis: 

 Hypothesis 6. Organizational identification will moderate the relationship between 

social identity threats and OCB such that when organizational identification is high, 

individuals who experience greater social identity threats will be more likely to engage in 

OCB. 

Overview of the Present Study 

 The methodological approach for this study was to measure identity threats, 

aggression, and OCB longitudinally on three measurement occasions with three weeks 

between each measurement occasion. Personal identity threats were measured by assessing 

participants threats experienced from others in the work environment, while social identity 

threats focused on threats from an outgroup, namely customer, patients, or clients, directed 

towards an ingroup, one’s organization. Outgroup-targeted aggression and ingroup-

targeted OCB were measured as the outcomes. A longitudinal design was used to examine 

patterns in participants’ behaviour over time and to assess temporal order (Burkholder & 
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Harlow, 2003; Kenny, 2014). I used cross-lagged models to test the hypotheses. These 

models are a type of structural equation model commonly used with longitudinal data 

(Selig & Little, 2012). Cross-lagged models test autoregressive effects within variables 

across time and the cross-effects between two sets of variables across time. In the current 

study, as can be seen in Figure 3.1, the autoregressive effects within identity threats at 

Time 1, 2, and 3 as well as the autoregressive effects within discretionary behaviours at 

Time 1, 2, and 3 are shown. Further, the cross-effects between Time 1 identity threats and 

Time 2 discretionary behaviours and Time 2 identity threats and Time 3 discretionary 

behaviours are also shown. This approach also allows the testing of reciprocal effects or 

reverse causality (Selig & Little, 2012), potentially reducing  the suspicion of reverse 

causation in the tested models. 

Method. To examine the hypothesized relationships, I adopted a self-report online 

survey. This approach was chosen due to underreporting of workplace mistreatment 

through formal channels, such as grievances towards one’s employer (Painter, 1987; 

Snyder et al., 2007; Tutt, 1989). Using this approach, I examined the relationships between 

personal and social identity threats, the moderators, and resulting discretionary behaviours 

longitudinally over three measurement occasions with three weeks between survey 

administrations. At each time point, the online survey was administered to the same 

participants.  

Participants. Participants were recruited through Qualtrics Panels from Precision 

Sample’s pool of potential participants. At the time of data collection, Precision Sample 

had over 2 800 000 individuals in the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, and 

Australia who had signed up to take part in research studies. To determine the target 
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sample size, I reviewed common guidelines for sample size in structural equation models, 

which suggested at least 200 observations (Tomarken & Waller, 2005) and between 5:1 to 

10:1 ratio of sample size to parameters estimated in the model (Bentler & Choi, 1987). 

From these guidelines, I estimated a target sample size of over 200 or between 90 to 360 

observations (parameters in the models ranged from 18 to 36 with the moderator models 

having high numbers of parameters). To account for potential poor-quality data, outliers, 

and missing data, I set a target sample size of 250. Precision Sample used 250 as a 

guideline in recruiting participants along with 30% oversampling anticipating that not 

everyone invited would choose to participate. Precision Sample randomly invited 

individuals from their pool who were residents of the United States and Canada until the 

survey completion neared the target number of participants. At Time 1, Precision Sample 

invited 70% more individuals to participate in the survey as they anticipated initial 

response rates of 20-30%, in line with Precision Samples average response rates and 

previous research using online surveys (Sax, Gilmartin, & Bryant, 2003). In addition, to 

aid with data quality, Precision Samples checked IP addresses to ensure participants had 

not already completed the study as a different user and that individuals were completing 

the survey from the United States and Canada. 

At Time 1, 758 individuals completed the survey, at Time 2, 524 individuals 

completed the survey, and at Time 3, 341 individuals completed the survey. Attrition 

between survey waves was between 30-35%. This rate is in line with previous longitudinal 

mistreatment studies, for example, studies reported attrition rates between 30-60%, albeit 

attrition rates varied depending on the time between study waves (Hoobler, Rospenda, 

Lemmon, & Rosa, 2010; Nielsen, Hetland, Matthiesen, & Einarsen, 2012; Rodríguez-
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Muñoz et al., 2009; Tepper, 2000). To check for the potential influence of selection bias 

and if study variables were influenced by attrition, I compared responses to demographic 

variables using independent samples t-tests among those who completed the study and 

those who did not (Cavallari, Eisen, Wegman, & O’Neill, 2011). I compared these groups 

on gender, age, education, job tenure, hours worked per week, and country of residence 

using t-tests. The t-test results showed that the groups were not significantly different in 

their demographic makeup.  

As discussed below, initial data quality checks reduced the final sample to 254 full-

time employees from the United States and Canada.13 Of these individuals, 132 identified 

as male and 122 identified as female. Participants ranged in age from 20 to 69 (M = 47.53, 

SD = 13.23). Participants tenure with their current organization ranged from 1 year to 46 

years (M = 13.76, SD = 10.29). As a thank you for time spent completing the study, 

Precision Sample assigned points to participants that can be traded for gift certificates from 

several companies.  

Measures. At all three time points, identity threats, organizational identification, 

narcissism, OCB, and workplace aggression were measured with three weeks between 

survey administration. At Time 1, demographic variables, including age and gender were 

measured as well as work information, including industry, job, and tenure. Measures were 

administered to participants in an online survey format and all participants were asked to 

review the informed consent information prior to beginning each survey. 

                                                           
13 Data from Study 2 and 3 were collected in the same surveys, using different scales. That is, although some 

variables are measured in both studies (e.g., workplace aggression), two scales were used to measure the 

construct with one used in Study 2 and one used in Study 3. 
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 Personal identity threats. To measure personal identity threats, I used Aquino and 

Douglas’(2003) nine-item measure of personal identity threat. Participants rated how often 

they experienced personal identity threats from others in the work environment (e.g., 

supervisors, coworkers or customers/clients/patients) over the past month on a five-point 

scale (1 = Never, 2 = 1–3 times, 3 = 4–6 times, 4 = 7–9 times, and 5 = 10 or more times). 

For example, participants were asked how often someone “did something to make you look 

bad” or “criticized you unfairly” while they were at work. Across the three waves of the 

study, Cronbach’s alphas were greater that .93, suggesting acceptable reliability. 

 Social identity threats. For social identity threats, I used adapted items from three 

existing scales. I adapted two items from Aquino and Douglas’ (2003) scale, two items 

from Crocker and Luhtanen’s (1992) scale, and one item from Wilson and Holmvall’s 

(2013) scale (see Table 3.1). I chose items that closely reflected the definition of social 

identity threats, that is, items that described the value of one’s social group being 

threatened (Tajfel, 1981). Participants rated how often they experienced social identity 

threats targeting their organization (an ingroup) from customers, clients, and/or patients (an 

out group) over the past month on the same five-point scale as for personal identity threats 

(1=Never, 2=1–3 times, 3=4–6 times, 4=7–9 times, and 5=10 or more times). An example 

social identity threat item states, “someone made negative remarks about your 

organization” and “someone questioned your organization’s ability to get things done.” To 

examine the scale’s initial factor structure and reliability, I computed item-total statistics, 

Cronbach’s alpha, and conducted exploratory factor analyses. Analyses showed 

Cronbach’s alphas at Time 1, 2, and 3, were .81, .83, and .83, respectively. All corrected 

item-total correlations were above .39, indicating that the items had a sufficient level of 
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discrimination (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). Exploratory factor analyses suggested the 

presence of two factors. However, the second factor included the two items that were the 

only positively worded items on the scale, despite these items being recorded in the 

dataset. This finding may suggest that the presence of a construct is different from the 

absence of a construct. For example, a lack of positive praise for an organization is 

different from explicit criticism of the organization, even if an item is recoded for data 

analysis. As a result, I deleted items 5 and 6 from the final scale. Cronbach’s alphas for the 

final scale were .92, .92, and .91 across the surveys in this study, suggesting good 

reliability. 

Workplace aggression. Greenberg and Barling’s (1999) adapted 25-item measure 

of workplace aggression was used to measure the frequency of aggressive behaviours 

towards customers. Participants were asked about the frequency of experiencing aggressive 

behaviors while at work on a seven-point scale (0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = twice, 3 = 3-5 

times, 4 = 6-10 times, 5 = 11-20 times, 6 = more than 20 times). Scale items were averaged 

to calculate the composite variable. Sample items asked the frequency in which 

participants “swore at” or “threatened to hit” customers. As this scale is a behavioural 

inventory, some reliability indices, such as Cronbach’s alpha are not appropriate 

(MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Jarvis, 2005). Test re-test reliability was instead examined 

(MacKenzie et al., 2005), showing moderate levels of reliability, ranging from r = .50, p < 

.001 to r = .63, p < .001. 

 OCB. I adopted the 16-item scale by Lee and Allen (2012) on OCB directed toward 

individuals working in the organization (e.g., coworkers) and the organization itself. 

Participants reported how often they engaged in a series of helping behaviors on a seven-
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point scale (1 = Never, 7 = Always). Sample items asked, how often participants “help 

others who have been absent” and “attend functions that are not required but that help the 

organizational image.” Cronbach’s alphas across the three time points were greater than 

.94, suggesting acceptable reliability. 

 Organization identification. Employees’ identification with their organization was 

measured with Mael’s (1988) 6-item Identification with Psychological Group measure 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989). The scale was adapted to say my company rather than my school. 

The items were measured on a 5-item agree-disagree scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = 

Strongly agree). An example item stated, “When someone criticizes my company, it feels 

like a personal insult.” Cronbach’s alphas across the three waves of the study were above 

.91, suggesting good reliability.  

 Narcissism. A 13-item short version of the Narcissism Personality Inventory 

measured narcissism (Gentile et al., 2013). Participants were asked to respond where the 

statement was true or false for them. Sample items stated, “I like to look at my body” and 

“I am a born leader.” Cronbach’s alphas across the three waves of the survey were .77, 

suggesting acceptable reliability. 

 Procedure. All measures, except demographic and work questions, were presented 

in a randomized order to reduce potential item priming effects (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 

Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Item priming effects refer to the position of the variables in a 

survey and can cause earlier variables in the survey to be more salient to the participants 

and suggest to the participant that there is a causal relationship with other variables in the 

survey (see for example, Podsakoff et al., 2003). 
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To control data quality, two procedures were followed during data collection. First, 

two attention check questions were included in each survey. These questions stated, 

“Attention check: If you are reading this question, please select strongly disagree”.  

Participants who failed the two attention checks on the survey were flagged for closer 

screening. Second, participants who completed the survey much quicker than pre-testing 

times were also flagged for closer screening. Pre-testing suggested that completing the 

surveys took approximately 15 minutes. As such, individuals taking five minutes or less to 

complete the survey were more closely screened. Many of these participants also failed 

attention checks and provided repetitive responses to questions (i.e., answered many items 

in a row with the same response). In total, 15 participants were excluded from analyses 

following data quality checking for data quality concerns. 

Results 

All variables were screened for out of range values, outliers, linearity, normality, 

independence of observation, and multicollinearity. There were multivariate outliers 

identified by Mahalanobis’ and Cook’s Distance. As the outliers did not influence the 

significance of the results, they were included in the statistical analyses. I used cross-

lagged autoregressive structural equation model analyses to examine the hypotheses. 

Mplus version 8.0 was used to test the cross-lagged autoregressive models. Positive 

skewness is typical in workplace aggression research as participants commonly report no 

or lower frequency of aggression. As a result, I used an estimator that can better handle 

non-normal data, called MLR. This estimator uses maximum likelihood estimation with 

robust standard errors needed for the workplace aggression data’s characteristic non-
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normal distribution. In addition, the data was standardized using z-scores to further correct 

the non-normal distribution for analysis. 

Correlations, means, and Cronbach’s alpha reliability for all study variables are 

presented in Table 3.2. For each hypothesis, I tested three structural equation models using 

Mplus (see Figure 3.1). First, a stability model tested whether the same variable predicted 

itself across the three-time points. For example, Time 1 personal identity threat predicting 

Time 2 personal identity threat, and in turn, predicting Time 3 personal identity threat. 

Second, to examine reverse causation, I added cross-lagged paths to the initial stability 

model in the opposite than direction to what I expected (i.e., from the dependent variables 

to the independent variables). Third, I added cross-lagged paths to the initial stability 

model in the hypothesized directions. For each model, I used Hu and Bentler’s (1999) 

recommendations for fit indices levels in structural equation modeling to assess acceptable 

fit. Namely, I used fit indices levels for CFI and TLI values of close to or greater than .95 

and RMSEA and SRMR values of lower than .06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). After testing the 

stability, reversed causation, and hypothesized models, I conducted chi-square difference 

tests to determine whether the hypothesized model showed superior fit to the stability and 

reversed causation models. To correct the chi-square value under non-normality, I used the 

Satorra-Bentler scaled chi square test (Satorra, 2000; Satorra & Bentler, 2001). In addition, 

the moderation hypotheses were tested by using the multiplicative products of the 

moderator variable and independent variable and adding the moderator and the 

multiplicative product variables to the model. The effect of the product term indicates 

whether moderation exists (Selig & Little, 2012).  
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Main hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 stated that personal identity threat would predict 

aggression experienced in the workplace across the three-time points. As can be seen in 

Table 2.3, results showed that the hypothesized model fitted the data. The chi square value 

was 4.64 (2, n = 239), the CFI is .97, TLI is .80, RMSEA is .07, p = .23, and SRMR = .02. 

The cross-lagged model showed significantly better fit to the auto-regressive stability 

model, X2
diff = 18.47, p < .01, dfdiff = 8, suggesting that there was a cross lagged 

relationship between personal identity threat and workplace aggression. The cross-lagged 

model yielded significantly superior fit to the reversed causation model, suggesting that 

reversed causation could be ruled out, X2
diff = 11.63, p < .01, dfdiff = 4. Figure 3.3 shows 

standardized coefficients and standard errors for Hypothesis 1. These findings suggested 

that experienced personal identity threats at one point in time predict enacted workplace 

aggression at a later point in time and that the hypothesize order was the likely order of the 

relationship, that is, there was weak evidence for the reverse causation model (workplace 

aggression predicting personal identity threat).  

 Hypothesis 2 stated that social identity threat would predict workplace aggression 

across three time points. As can be seen in Table 2.3, results showed that the cross lagged 

model fitted the data. For the cross lagged model, the chi square value was 3.17 (2, n = 

238), the CFI is 1, TLI is 1, RMSEA is .0, p = .92, and SRMR is .005. The cross-lagged 

model showed significantly better fit to the auto-regressive stability model, X2
diff = 25.94, p 

< .01, dfdiff = 8, suggesting there was a relationship between the social identity threats 

(predictor) and workplace aggression (outcome) over time. In addition, the cross-lagged 

model yielded significantly superior fit to the reversed causation model, suggesting that 

reversed causation could be ruled out, X2
diff = 15.31, p < .01, dfdiff = 4. Figure 3.4 shows 
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standardized coefficients and standard errors for Hypothesis 2. These findings supported 

that experienced social identity threats at one point in time predicted enacted workplace 

aggression at a later point in time, and that there was weak evidence for a reverse 

relationship between these variables. 

 Hypothesis 3 stated that social identity threat would predict OCB across the three-

time points. As can be seen in Table 2.3, results showed support for this hypothesis. For 

the cross lagged model, the chi square value was 2.22 (2, n = 233), the CFI is .99, TLI is 

.98, RMSEA is .02, p = 52, and SRMR is .02. In comparison to other models, the cross-

lagged model showed significantly better fit to the auto-regressive stability model, X2
diff = 

18.93, p < .01, dfdiff = 8, suggesting there was a relationship between the social identity 

threats (predictor) and OCB (outcome) over time. In addition, the cross-lagged model 

yielded significantly superior fit to the reversed causation model, suggesting that reversed 

causation can be ruled out, X2
diff = 10.37, p < .05, dfdiff = 4. Figure 3.5 shows standardized 

coefficients and standard errors for Hypothesis 3.  Taken together, these findings suggested 

that experienced social identity threats at one point in time predict enacted OCB at a later 

point in time, and that there was weak evidence for a reverse temporal relationship between 

these variables.  

Moderation results. Hypothesis 4 stated the narcissism would moderate the 

relationship between personal identity threats and workplace aggression, such that when 

narcissism was high, individuals who experienced greater personal identity threats would 

be more likely to engage in workplace aggression. The results showed that the test of 

absolute fit did not show adequate fit between the data and the model, X 2 (25, n = 204) = 

82.82, p < .001, RMSEA = .11, p = .001, 90% CI[.08, .13], SRMR = .10. The comparative 
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fit indices also did not show adequate fit, CFI = .87, TLI = .69 according to commonly 

accepted levels (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Standardized coefficients and standard errors for 

Hypothesis 4 can be seen in Figure 3.6. Thus, Hypothesis 4b was not supported; 

Narcissism was not a significant moderator of the relationship between personal identity 

threats and retaliatory workplace aggression over time. 

Hypothesis 5 stated that organizational identification would moderate the 

relationship between social identity threats and workplace aggression. Specifically, I 

expected that when organizational identification was high, individuals who experienced 

greater levels of social identity threats would be more likely to engage in workplace 

aggression. Results showed good fit, X2 (26, n = 205) = 32.13, p = .19, RMSEA = .03, p = 

.75, 90% CI[.00, .07], SRMR = .06, CFI = .98, TLI = .96. In addition, the cross-lagged 

model yielded significantly superior fit to the stability (X2 = 53.90, df = 27, p < .01) and 

reverse causation model (X2 = 62.85, df = 20, p < .01). Further, the multiplicative product 

of identity threat X organizational identification from standardized coefficients 

significantly predicted workplace aggression, Time 2→3: β = -.14, p < .05, but not Time 

1→Time 2: β = .10, p = .90. Figure 3.7 shows standardized coefficients and standard errors 

for Hypothesis 5. Taken together, organizational identification significantly moderated the 

relationship between experienced social identity threats and retaliatory workplace 

aggression between Time 2 to Time 3, but not from Time 1 to Time 2.  

Post hoc multiple regression analyses examined the significant organizational 

identification moderation relationships more closely. First, I examined Time 1 to Time 2 

moderation relationships on workplace aggression at Time 2. On step 1, I entered control 

variables, including Time 1 workplace aggression, Time 2 social identity threat, and Time 
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2 organizational identification. On Step 2, I entered social identity threat and 

organizational identification as main effects. On Step 3, I entered the social identity threat 

X organizational identification interaction term with retaliatory workplace aggression at 

the next time point as the dependent variable. On step 3, the omnibus results were 

statistically significant, R2 = .59, F(6, 151) = 13.68, p < .001. However, social identity 

threat X organization identification did not account for significant variance over and above 

the main effects, β = -.06, t (157) = -.88, p = .38, ΔR2 = .003, ΔF (1, 151) = .38.  

Second, the Time 2 main and interaction effects of social identity threat and 

organizational identification were regressed on Time 3 retaliatory workplace aggression, 

controlling for Time 2 retaliatory workplace aggression, Time 1 social identity threat, and 

Time 1 organizational identification. Time 2 workplace aggression, Time 1 social identity 

threat and organization identification were entered as control variables on step 1. On step 

3, the omnibus results were statistically significant, R2 = .43, F(6, 158) = 19.48, p < .001. 

Figure 3.2 shows the Time 2 social identity threat X organizational identification 

interaction that made a statistically significant contribution to the equation, β = -.15, t (164) 

= -2.38, p < .05, ΔR2 = .02, ΔF (1, 158) = 5.64, p < .05. Taken together, these post hoc 

findings showed that Time 2 organizational identification moderated the Time 2 social 

identity threat and Time 3 retaliatory workplace aggression relationship, but not between 

Time 1 with retaliatory workplace aggression at Time 2. This finding indicated partial 

support for Hypothesis 5, higher levels of experienced social identity threat and 

organizational identification was associated with higher levels of enacted workplace 

aggression towards customers, later on in the model. 
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Hypothesis 6 stated that organizational identification would moderate the 

relationship between social identity threats and OCB. I expected that when organizational 

identification was high, individual who experienced greater levels of social identity threats 

would be more likely to engage in greater levels of OCB. Results showed marginally 

acceptable fit for the tests of absolute model fit, X2 (25, n = 216) = 53.19, p < .001, 

RMSEA = .07, p = .08, 95%CI[.05, .10], SRMR = .05. The comparative fit indices showed 

good fit, CFI = .94 and marginal fit, TLI = .87. In addition, the cross-lagged model yielded 

significantly superior fit to the stability and reverse causation models. However, the 

multiplicative product of identity threat X organizational identification did not significantly 

predict OCB from Time 1→Time 2: β = -.07, p = .40, nor from Time 2→3: β = .06, p = 

.22. Thus, Hypothesis 6 was not supported. Figure 3.8 shows standardized coefficients and 

standard errors for Hypothesis 6. 

Discussion 

This research aimed to advance understanding of the organizational behaviours that 

result from experiencing personal and social identity threats in the workplace. In this 

longitudinal study, I examined the role of personal identity threats in motivating workplace 

aggression, with narcissism as a moderator of the relationship. Personal identity threat 

predicted workplace aggression, but counter to my expectation, narcissism was not a 

significant moderator of the relationship. In addition, I examined the role of social identity 

threats in predicting negative (aggression) and positive (OCB) discretionary employee 

behaviors with organizational identification examined as a moderator of these 

relationships. Social identity threat predicted workplace aggression and OCB. 

Organizational identification was a significant moderator of the relationship between social 
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identity threats and workplace aggression between Time 2 and 3, but not between Time 1 

and 2 and not in the relationship between social identity threats and OCB. 

Identity threats and discretionary behaviours. The findings of the present study 

generally supported the assertion that experiencing identity threats exacerbated 

participants’ aggression and OCB. With respect to personal identity threat, these threats 

experienced from others at work predicted participants’ levels of aggression towards 

customers. Similarly, results showed that social identity threats targeted at the organization 

from outgroup members (i.e., customers) also predicted workplace aggression towards 

customers. These findings are in line with the extant literature that has reported that 

individuals have engaged in aggression to defend a threatened identity (Felson, 1978; 

Swann, 1990) with the goal of maintaining a positive sense of self (Baumeister et al., 1996; 

Felson, 1978; Inzlicht & Kang, 2010; Maass et al., 2003), regardless of whether that sense 

of self came from one’s personal image or a social group. In either case, it is important to 

the individual to defend their identity. Further, these findings are consistent with Social 

Identity Theory and work on stereotype threat positing that once an individual has 

perceived an identity threat they exhaust important cognitive resources to cope with the 

threat (Schmader & Beilock, 2012), resulting in impulsivity (Schmader & Beilock, 2012) 

and aggression (DeWall et al., 2007; Inzlicht & Kang, 2010; Stucke & Baumeister, 2006).  

Social identity threats from customers predicted OCB enacted to support the 

organization, an ingroup, over time, and the results supported this temporal order of the 

variables. This finding is in line with previous research that suggested that when one’s 

group was under threat, individuals had a desire to strengthen and fortify their group 

(Wohl, Branscombe, & Reysen, 2010). Indeed, a recent study showed that employees’ 
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experiences of customer mistreatment predicted higher levels of coworker helping the 

following day (Yue et al., 2017). The findings herein suggest that employees may go above 

and beyond for their employer when they experience identity threatening behaviour from 

the people they serve.  

Considered together, the social identity threat results suggest that negative work 

experiences, specifically identity threats, can motivate both positive and negative 

discretionary work behaviors, namely aggression and OCB. Organizational behavior 

research has generally examined positive person and situation factors that, rationally, 

positively contribute in organizations (e.g., Borman et al., 2001; Organ & Ryan, 1995) and 

negative person and situations factors that, also rationally, counter productively contribute 

in organizations (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hershcovis et al., 2007). This finding extends 

current workplace identity threat and aggression research to suggest that positive, 

organizationally-supportive behaviour results from negative experiences, namely social 

identity threats. Not only do mistreated employees respond positively through helping 

others (Yue et al., 2017), but they also acted in ways that help the organization in this 

study. This study, however, highlights that when employees experience social identity 

threats, they can also respond positively in ways that contribute to the organization and 

support their own coping by acting to reduce the impact of the threat via problem-focused 

coping.  

In addition, to my knowledge this was the first study that examined the impact of 

social identity threats on workplace aggression. This study contributed to work exploring 

the relationships between identity threat and organizational outcomes (Aquino & Douglas, 

2003; Petriglieri, 2011). The longitudinal relationship between social identity threats and 
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workplace aggression, supports Anderson and Pearson’s (1999) incivility spiral model. The 

incivility spiral model suggested that when individuals experience identity threat, the 

mistreatment exchanged between the parties involved will escalate into increasingly 

harmful behaviours, such as aggression, as found in this research. Further, the longitudinal 

social identity threat relationships  with aggression and OCB found in this research also 

lend support to the pervasive influence of social groups in the workplace (Hackman, 1992), 

and suggest that intergroup relations influence workplace aggression. 

Moderation relationships. I also examined whether narcissism and organizational 

identification moderated the identity threat—discretionary behaviors relationships. For 

narcissism, I predicted that this person factor would show that those high in this trait would 

be particularly susceptible to aggressive behaviour under threat. Contrary to this 

hypothesis, narcissism did not significantly moderate the relationship between personal 

identity threat and retaliatory workplace aggression towards customers over time. Results 

showed limited variability for this variable across the time points of the study. One 

possible explanation for this finding may be that the scale used in the study was 

dichotomous (yes, no), resulting in lower variability in the data. Another possible issue is 

that narcissism has a diagnosis incidence rate of only 1-6% in the general population 

(Reich, Yates, & Ndvaguba, 1989; Stinson et al., 2008).  

For organizational identification, I predicted that this feeling would moderate the 

relationships between social identity threats and discretionary behaviour, including 

workplace aggression and OCB. Organizational identification significantly moderated the 

relationship between social identity threats and retaliatory aggression towards customers 

between Time 2 to 3, but not between Time 1 and 2. Counter to expectation, results for 
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Time 2 to 3 suggested that when highly identified individuals experienced social identity 

threats, they were less likely to respond with customer aggression. This finding suggests 

that highly identified employees may suppress their aggressive retaliation in response to 

social identity threat. This is somewhat contrary to previous research as researchers have 

found that stronger identification is associated with defensive behaviour (Bourhis et al., 

1979; Branscombe et al., 1999; Inzlicht & Kang, 2010). However, it is possible that 

individuals who are highly identified with their organization, who desire to cast their 

organization in a positive light, would actively refrain from negative behaviors, such as 

aggression, following a social identity threat. This finding may be construed as a form of 

OCB in and of itself, that is, remaining calm in the face of a negative and anger-invoking 

experience to show the organization in a more positive light. It is notable that there may be 

other situational factors at play limiting aggressive responses to identity threat for highly 

identified individuals, such as management responses to misconduct, the likelihood of 

being punished, and modeling of aggressive behaviour by superiors. However, the 

organizational identification moderation results should be interpreted cautiously as they 

were not observed at all time points in the study.  

Organizational identification did not significantly moderate the relationship 

between social identity threat and OCB. This finding was counter to earlier research 

suggesting that people who identified highly with a social group were more likely to help 

others in their group when under social identity threat (Branscombe & Wann, 1992). OCB 

is directed towards the organization and other employees, however engaging in this 

behaviour also means that customers will benefit. For example, customers would 

experience increased service because employees are helping each other and going above 
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and beyond to support the organization and each other in doing their jobs. Considering the 

results of the current study, to potentially buffer the impact of the social identity threat, 

highly identified employees may engage in other positive behaviours that do not contribute 

as directly to the outgroup (customers), but will support the ingroup (the workgroup) in the 

short term, such as efforts to build their sense of belonging to their in-group (Shnabel, 

Purdie-Vaughns, Cook, Garcia, & Cohen, 2013) by providing and receiving support to 

peers after customer mistreatment (Baranik, Wang, Gong, & Shi, 2017). 

This research contributes to knowledge of workplace aggression and organizational 

behavior by examining the role of identity threats in organizations (Petriglieri, 2011). The 

results of this study suggest that the temporal order of the perception of identity threats 

precede retaliatory workplace aggression for both personal and social identity threats. This 

finding lends support to theoretical models of mistreatment increasing in intensity between 

individuals over time (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; DeWall et al., 2011; Douglas et al., 

2008). However, for employees who highly identify with their organization, there seems to 

be an organizational-protection effect as individuals were less likely to respond 

aggressively to social identity threats from customers. This finding has practical 

implications for organizations. There are many noted benefits of highly identified 

employees (e.g., He & Brown, 2013), and this study contributes an additional benefit; there 

is a protective feature of organizational identification that may lower the likelihood of 

aggressive retaliation when employees are mistreated. 

In addition, this study extended work on identity threats in organizations by 

examining positive responses to negative experiences. Organizational behavior research 

has focused on positive factors that positively contribute to organizations (e.g., Borman et 
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al., 2001; Organ & Ryan, 1995) and negative factors that counter productively contribute 

to organizations (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hershcovis et al., 2007). However, the findings 

of this study suggest that the negative experience of social identity threats can result in 

behaviour that is inherently positive for the organization, namely OCB. From a practical 

standpoint, recommending organizations increase levels of identity threats to encourage 

OCB is, rationally, not advisable. However, this finding does suggest that good things can 

come out of a bad situation.  

In addition, researchers have suggested that identity threats could occur anytime a 

cue suggests that one’s identity or one of their social identities are devalued and 

disregarded (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). Further, the possibly of being in identity 

threatening situations is likely abundant in the workplace, particularly considering the 

extant research on the frequency of rudeness and entitlement of customers and clients 

(Grandey et al., 2007; Leblanc & Kelloway, 2002). The results of this study support the 

notion that perceptions of identity threat are an important area of study in organizational 

behaviour research. 

Limitations. The cross-lagged models used in this study examine whether one 

variable precedes another or temporal order (Campbell & Kenny, 1999), lending support to 

personal identity threat and social identity threat preceding workplace aggression. 

However, cross lagged models are not able to establish cause and effect, meaning that the 

results of this study do not confirm that identity threats cause employee behaviour 

(Campbell & Kenny, 1999), a notable limitation of these results. However, this study does 

take a step towards understanding the temporal order among the variables of interest.  
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Further, given that this study used a self-report survey, the same measurement 

method was used for all variables. As a result, monomethod bias may have inflated or 

deflated the relationships in this study (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Monomethod bias may 

contribute variance to statistical results that is attributable to the measurement methods 

instead of the actual target constructs (Podsakoff et al., 2003), potential leading to 

misleading conclusions (Campbell & Fiske, 1959). To reduce the potential influence of 

monomethod bias, following the recommendation of Podsakoff and colleagues (2003), 

several steps were taken in the methodological design of the study. In particular, the 

predictors and criterion were examined at separate times with three weeks between 

measurement occasions, question order was randomized in the surveys, and participants 

were informed of the anonymity of their responses to the researchers. 

In addition, as noted in Study 1, specification of the time lag between survey waves 

is crucial to observe the change that is of interest (Ployhart & Vandenberg, 2010). This 

study had a timeframe of three weeks between survey administrations. Although existing 

aggression and violence studies were reviewed for guidance (Murphy & O’Leary, 1989; 

O’Leary et al., 1989), given a lack of theory on when workplace aggression interactions 

and retaliation should occur and how long that relationship should persist, I acknowledge 

that I may not have completely captured the effects this study aimed to examine. However, 

given the significant relationships reported in the study, the results suggest the 

relationships examined in this study may have been captured within this timeframe. Future 

theoretical work on workplace aggression should consider the timing of exchanges of 

aggressive behaviour to inform future longitudinal research. 



EMPLOYEE RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT 111 

Future Research Directions. To date, much of the literature on personal and social 

identity threats is experimental (for an exception see Aquino & Douglas, 2003). However, 

there are many fruitful opportunities to examine identity threats in context. For example, to 

observe group development, the effects of organizational change, and interpersonal 

treatment over time, such as the impact of changes in group membership, dealing with new 

intergroup relationships in the organization, or negative social comparisons, among groups 

with histories and futures (Doosje, Spears, & Ellemers, 2002, p. 73). Further, several 

threatening environments have been found to reduce performance (Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 

2000; Steele et al., 2002), suggesting that identity threats in organizations may be 

associated with diminished job performance, with concomitant implications for 

organizations. Thus, future research should examine the types and sources of identity 

threats that may lead to decreased job performance as well as increases in positive 

behaviours, as suggested by this study. 

In addition, researchers have examined the important role that authorities, such as 

supervisors, play in distributing resources, promotion decisions, and work assignments 

(Rupp & Cropanzano, 2002) as well as the serious impact abusive supervisors have on 

employees (Tepper, 2000). However, social identity perspectives suggest that authorities 

also provide information on the individual’s value to the group (Smith, Tyler, & Huo, 

2003) and the quality of treatment from authorities indicates identity-relevant information 

to individuals (Tyler & Smith, 1999). For example, mistreatment from authorities 

communicates that individuals are marginal or excluded from the group or organization 

(Smith et al., 2003). Therefore, future research should examine identity threats from 

organizational authorities, such as supervisors, as this type of mistreatment may predict 
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employees’ discretionary behaviours to reinforce their value to the group in their 

supervisor’s eye. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study aimed to extend workplace identity threat research by 

examining discretionary behavioral outcomes of personal and social identity threats and 

moderators of these relationships. In this research, workplace aggression and OCB as 

negative and positive behavioural outcomes, respectively, of identity threats were 

examined. Results showed that personal identity threats led to retaliatory workplace 

aggression, and that workplace aggression and OCB were outcomes of social identity 

threats.  

  



EMPLOYEE RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT 113 

Table 3.1 

Social Identity Threat Scale Items 

No. Item Source Adapted 

From 

Time 1 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

Time 2 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

Time 3 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

1 Made negative remarks 

about your organization 

Wilson & 

Holmvall, 2013 

.68 .68 .72 

2 Questioned your 

organization’s ability to 

get things done 

Aquino & 

Douglas, 2003 

.70 .73 .69 

3 Judged your organization 

in an unfair manner 

Aquino & 

Douglas, 2003 

.67 .74 .70 

4 Said your organization 

was ineffective compared 

to others 

Luhtanen & 

Crocker, 1992 

.66 .68 .63 

5 Said your organization 

was good* + 

Luhtanen & 

Crocker, 1992 

.40 .45 .50 

6 In general, your 

organization is respected 

by others* + 

Luhtanen & 

Crocker, 1992 

.39 .39 .49 

7 In general, others think 

that your organization is   

unworthy. 

Luhtanen & 

Crocker, 1992 

.53 .54 .45 

Note. *Item recoded for analysis.  

+ Item subsequently removed from the final scale. 
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Table 3.2 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations Among the Study Variables 

            

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

1. T1 PID 

Threat  

1.40 .69 (.94)                  

2. T1 SID 

Threat  

1.68 .90 .57* (.92)                 

3. T1  

Aggression  

1.15 .42 .54* .35* -                

4. T1 OCB  3.77 .94 .21* .12 .10 (.94)               

5. T1    

    Narcissism  

1.54 .24 -.08 -.04 .04 -.09 (.77)              

6. T1 Org ID  3.64 .87 .20* -.12 -.13** .15* -.16* (.91)             

7. T2 PID  

    Threat  

1.32 .59 .71* .52* .45* .15* -.04 -.21* (.93)            

8. T2 SID  

    Threat  

1.62 .92 .38* .72* .21* .06 .01 -.08 .42* (.92)           

9. T2   

    Aggression  

1.12 .36 .27* .28* .63* -.05 -.09 -.08 .41* .29* -          

10. T2 OCB  3.71 .94 .26* .11 .15** .66* -.04 .22* .24* .09 .07 (.95)         

11. T2   

      Narcissism  

1.55 .25 -.07 -.001 -.08 -.13* .78 -.16* -.07 .01 -.11 -.04 (.77)        

12. T2 Org ID  3.63 .85 .21* -.20* -.15** .05 -.21* .76* .20* -.19* -.13** .20* -.16* (.91)       

13. T3 PID  

      Threat  

1.28 .57 .71* .52* .37* .22* -.03 -.19* .72* .42* .41* .23* -.06 -.20* (.94)      

14. T3 SID   

     Threat  

1.56 .85 .36* .61* .27* .16* .01 -.01 .39* .71* .24* .13* .02 -.12 .45* (.91)     

15. T3  

     Aggression  

1.14 .46 .33* .17* .50* -.01 -.11 -.16* .40* .18* .46* .02 -.08 -.17* .38* .38 -    

16. T3 OCB  3.68 .92 .12 -.03 .01 .64* -.07 .22* .06 -.004 .03 .67* -.21* .28* .11 .08 .03 (.95)   

17. T3  

      Narcissism  

1.54 .25 -.10 -.04 .07 -.09 .83* -.15* -.03 .01 -.09 -.07 .83* -.25* .02 -.08 .01 -.15** (.77)  

18. T3 Org ID  3.58 .98 .15 -.17* -.16** .04 -.14* .75* .15* -.11 -.07 .15* -.14* .82* -.19* -.02 -.16* .24 -.22* (.94) 

Notes. n = 218. Where relevant internal consistency reliabilities (Cronbach’s coefficient alpha) in parentheses on the diagonal. Personal identity threat, social identity threat, and organizational 

identification were measured on a five-point scale. Aggression and OCB were measured on a seven-point scale. Narcissism was measured on a two-point scale. Higher values for all measures 

indicate more of the construct. T1 = Variable measured at Time 1, T2 = Variable measured at Time 2, T3 = Variable measured at Time 3. 
* p < .01., ** p < .05. 
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Table 3.3 

Structural Equation Model Results for Competing Models Testing Hypothesis 1-3. 

Model X2 Df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR ΔX2 Δdf 

Hypothesis 1         

  Hypothesized 4.64 2 .05 .97 .80 .02   

  Stability 23.10* 10 .08 .86 .80 .12 18.47* 8 

  Reverse 11.47** 6 .05 .94 .87 .06 11.63* 4 

Hypothesis 2         

  Hypothesized .32 2 .001 1.0 1.0 .05   

  Stability 28.94 10 .09** .83 .77 .09 25.94* 8 

  Reverse 19.92 6 .08 .89 .72 .08 15.31* 4 

Hypothesis 3         

  Hypothesized 2.22 2 .02 .99 .97 .02   

  Stability  22.07* 10 .07 .84 .77 .11 18.93* 8 

  Reverse 14.07 6 .06 .91 .78 .08 10.37** 4 

Notes: *p < .01, ** p < .05  
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Table 3.4 

Structural Equation Model Results for Competing Models Testing Hypothesis 4-6. 

Model X2 Df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR Δ X2 Df 

Hypothesis 4         

 Hypothesized 82.82* 25 .11 .87 .69 .10   

  Stability 196.86* 52 .12 .68 .63 .13 109.37* 27 

  Reverse 138.30* 40 .09 .79 .66 .11 53.48* 15 

Hypothesis 5         

 Hypothesized 53.19* 25 .07 .94 .87 .05   

 Stability  106.55* 52 .07** .89 .88 .09 53.90* 27 

 Reverse 109.29* 46 .06* .84 .77 .10 62.85* 20 

Hypothesis 6         

  Hypothesized 53.19* 25 .07 .94 .87 .05   

  Stability 106.55* 52 .07 .89 .87 .09 53.90* 27 

  Reverse 105.04* 46 .08 .89 .85 .08 50.00* 21 

Notes: *p < .01, ** p < .05 

 

  



EMPLOYEE RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE MISTREATMENT 117 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1. Structural equation models testing cross-lagged models. I tested the solid lines 

for the stability model. I tested the solid and dotted lines for the hypothesized models. For 

the reversed causation models, I tested the solid lines and the dotted lines in the opposite 

direction than the hypothesized model. For Hypothesis 1, I tested personal identity threats 

and workplace aggression as a discretionary behaviour. For Hypothesis 2, I tested social 

identity threats and workplace aggression as a discretionary behaviour. For Hypothesis 3, I 

tested social identity threats and organizational citizenship behaviour as discretionary 

behaviour.  
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Figure 3.2. The structural equation model testing the moderating effects on the relationship 

between identity threats and discretionary behaviour. I tested the solid lines for the stability 

model. I tested the solid and dotted lines for the hypothesized models. For the reversed 

causation models, I tested the solid lines and the dotted lines in the opposite direction than 

the hypothesized model. 
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Figure 3.3. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 1 model examining the relationship between 

personal identity threat and workplace aggression towards customers. 
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Figure 3.4. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 2 model examining the relationship between social 

identity threat and workplace aggression towards customers. 
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Figure 3.5. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 3 model examining the relationship between social 

identity threat and OCB. 
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Figure 3.6. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 4 model examining the moderating effect of 

narcissism on the relationship between personal identity threat and workplace aggression towards customers. 
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Figure 3.7. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 5 model examining the moderating effect of 

organizational identification on the relationship between social identity threat and workplace aggression towards customers. 
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Figure 3.8. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 6 model examining the moderating effect of 

organizational identification on the relationship between social identity threat and OCB. 
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Figure 3.9. Moderating effect of Time 2 organizational identification on the relationship 

between Time 2 social identity threats and Time 3 retaliatory workplace aggression. 
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CHAPTER 4: Customer as Punching Bag? Employees’ Retaliatory and Displaced 

Aggression Towards Customers 

Despite the industry mantra, the customer is always right, employee mistreatment 

of customers appears to be commonplace in customer service organizations (Mullen & 

Kelloway, 2013; Skarlicki et al., 2008; van Jaarsveld et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2011). 

However, the mistreatment of customers is unlikely to occur spontaneously. Employees are 

often mistreated while on-the-job (Grandey et al., 2007), and while this mistreatment is 

sometimes at the hands of frustrated or dismissive customers (Grandey et al., 2004; Rafaeli 

et al., 2012; Yagil, 2008), at other times, it is at the hands of their own colleagues (Grandey 

et al., 2007). Employees may, therefore, experience mistreatment from both organizational 

outsiders and insiders. In this study, I examined customer-targeted aggression by front line 

employees as both a form of retaliation for experienced aggression by customers (direct 

aggression), and as a form of displaced aggression toward customers following 

experiencing mistreatment by insiders (displaced aggression). Both outsider and insider 

workplace aggression has serious negative consequences for employees’ well being and 

organizational performance (Hershcovis & Barling, 2010; Leblanc & Kelloway, 2002). 

To further understand the conditions under which retaliation and displacement 

occur, I examined two moderators of these direct and displaced aggression relationships. 

First, I examined whether surface acting, by showing faked emotions on the outside, 

influences the direct and displaced aggression relationships. Second, I look at the degree to 

which employees were expected to satisfy, placate, and avoid upsetting customers 

(customer sovereignty) on these relationships as a means to understand the influence of 

organizational factors in direct and displaced aggression.  
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Customer-Targeted Workplace Aggression 

Customer service employees are expected by their employer to follow a customer is 

always right mantra in many customer service organizations (e.g., Craven, 2010), 

suggesting that employees fear reprimand or discipline from their organization for not 

pleasing customers. Despite this, extant research has shown that employees (occasionally) 

mistreated and/or provided poor service to customers (Skarlicki et al., 2016, 2008; van 

Jaarsveld et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2011). In fact, organizational ‘outsiders’, such as 

customers, may be a relatively safe and readily available target of aggression in 

comparison to organizational insiders for several reasons. Employees who work in service 

industries interact with many more organizational outsiders than insiders in a work day 

given that they spend considerably more time interacting with outsiders through service 

interactions than with insiders. In one study, among the types of events that induced anger 

due to rude or aggressive interpersonal encounters in a two week period, the greatest 

number of events stemmed from customer interactions (Grandey, Tam, & Brauburger, 

2002b). Notably, researchers have argued that organizational outsiders have limited direct 

influence on employees’ long-term work experiences and employment as compared to 

insiders, with superiors, in particular, having considerable control over important aspects 

of employees’ jobs, including promotions, pay allocation, and discipline (Rupp & 

Cropanzano, 2002), making them a high-power influencer for employees. Further, research 

have demonstrated that organizational outsiders also have relatively less influence than 

supervisors and coworkers over employees’ job satisfaction, affective commitment, and 

intentions to quit (Hershcovis & Barling, 2010). In some cases, customers may have the 

recourse of filing a complaint against an employee, however organizations vary in their 
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responses to these complaints. Thus, organizational outsiders have limited direct influence 

over individual employees. 

The nature of the service encounter is also important to consider. In some types of 

service jobs, such as those that involve encounter-type customer interactions, as in the case 

of large retail stores, call centers, and taxi companies to name a few, employees are likely 

to interact with a particular customer only once and rarely, or never, see them again, 

creating a sense of anonymity (Gutek, 1995; Gutek, Bhappu, Liao-Troth, & Cherry, 1999). 

Researchers have claimed that this sense of anonymity leads to higher levels of 

mistreatment from customers toward employees (Grandey et al., 2007; Yagil, 2008). With 

this sense of anonymity, the opposite may also occur. That is, employees may mistreat 

customers. Indeed, research on customer-directed sabotage(Ambrose, Seabright, & 

Schminke, 2002; Skarlicki et al., 2016, 2008), retaliation (Mullen & Kelloway, 2013), and 

counterproductive work behaviour (Hunter & Penney, 2014) has shown that employees do 

treat customers poorly.14 Taken together, previous research has suggested that customers 

are relatively available and viable targets for mistreatment from employees. 

Retaliatory (direct) aggression toward organizational outsiders. In the 

organizational behaviour literature, retaliatory aggression refers to aggression that is 

targeted towards the culprit of a perceived provocation (Dupré & Barling, 2006; Skarlicki 

                                                           
14 Sabotage refers to behaviour that “damages or disrupts the organization’s operations by creating delays in 

production, damaging property, the destruction of relationships, or the harming of employees or customers” 

(Crino, 1994, p. 312). Example behaviours include “intentionally put a customer on hold for a long period of 

time” and “told a customer that you fixed something but didn’t fix it”. Sabotage is thought to be a form of 

workplace deviance that is seen as more subtle and covert than other types of deviance, such as aggression 

(Ambrose et al., 2002). Sabotage is often investigated as a retaliatory response to mistreatment (e.g., 

Ambrose et al., 2002; Skarlicki et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2011) and may be directed towards the organization, 

individuals, or organizational units (Giacalone et a. 1997, p. 121). Workplace aggression on the other hand is 

investigated in retaliatory and non-retaliatory situations and is always interpersonally directed (Schat & 

Kelloway, 2005). 
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& Folger, 1997). Several lines of evidence have suggested that working with aggressive or 

abusive customers may lead to customer-targeted retaliation (Mullen & Kelloway, 2013; 

Skarlicki et al., 2008; van Jaarsveld et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2011) as a result of depleted 

of coping resources (Ben-Zur & Yagil, 2005; Yagil, Luria, & Gal, 2008), increased 

burnout (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Grandey, Fisk, & Steiner, 2005), induced anger 

(Grandey et al., 2002b), and several other motivators including seeking to restore one’s 

self-image (Bies & Tripp, 1996, 2005), restore or gain power (Cortina & Magley, 2003; 

Vallade, Booth-Butterfield, & Vela, 2013), or restore equity (Cropanzano, Goldman, & 

Folger, 2003; Skarlicki & Folger, 2004). 

One line of evidence has proposed that working with customers can deplete coping 

resources. Conservation of Resources Theory (Hobfoll, 1989) proposes that stressful 

experiences, such as being mistreated, can deplete the resources individuals have to cope 

with stressors (for a discussion see Brotheridge & Lee, 2003; Grandey et al., 2004). 

Further, mistreatment has been shown to reduce self-regulation, including an individual's 

ability to regulate their aggressive behaviour (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 

1998; Scheichel, Vohs, & Baumeister, 2003). One study showed that dealing with 

customers was a major source of strain for employees (Ben-Zur & Yagil, 2005; Grandey et 

al., 2004), and several studies showed that customer service workers experienced high rates 

of incivility (Kern & Grandey, 2009; Sliter et al., 2010; Wilson & Holmvall, 2013) and 

aggression from customers (Ben-Zur & Yagil, 2005; Grandey et al., 2007; Karatepe, 

Yorganci, & Haktanir, 2009; Rafaeli et al., 2012; Yagil, 2008). In a qualitative study of 

customer service employees, employees sought ways to regain control following the stress 
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of customer mistreatment and reported responding unpleasantly or ignoring customers 

(Lawless, 2014). 

Dealing with ongoing stressors on-the-job, particularly those of an interpersonal 

nature, can lead to burnout. In human service work, rates of burnout are particularly high 

(Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Singh, Goolsby, & Rhoads, 1994), as a result of the 

“interpersonal and emotional challenges of working intensively with other people” in roles 

such as service provider or caregiver (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001, p. 407). Burnout 

researchers have suggested that individuals’ experiencing high levels of burnout may begin 

to dehumanize those they serve (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Seeing others as less than 

human is suggested to coincide with perceptions that they are deserving of callousness 

(Bandura, 1978) and contributes to a rationalization of one’s own cruel behaviour towards 

others who are construed as sub-human objects, without feelings, hopes, and concerns 

(Bandura et al., 1975). And this perspective may, in turn, lead to aggressive behaviour 

(Bandura et al., 1975).  

The General Aggression Model and associated research has shown that anger 

resulting from a perceived provocation is the strongest predictor of aggressive behaviour 

(C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002). Researchers have found higher anger, frustration, 

(Rupp & Spencer, 2006), and anger rumination (Wang et al., 2013) among employees who 

experienced mistreatment from customers. In addition, in a study of call centre employees, 

a strong positive correlation was found between mistreatment from customers, and 

employees retaliated directly towards customers by sabotaging their service experience 

(van Jaarsveld et al., 2010). This finding was also reported in an analysis of daily surveys 

from call centre employees (Wang et al., 2011). Typical retaliatory behaviours toward 
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customers in these studies included hanging up on customers, keeping customers on hold 

for extended periods, and telling the customer a problem was fixed when it was not 

(Skarlicki et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2011). Another study reported that experiencing stress-

induced mistreatment from customers predicted customer-directed counter productive 

work behaviours among employees, including insults, arguments, and threats towards 

customers (Hunter & Penney, 2014). This finding supports the notion that when employees 

are mistreatment by customers, they can retaliate. 

In service work, individuals may interact with a number of customers in a given 

day, and rather than seeing those they serve as individuals, over time they may begin to 

view customers as unidentified and nameless instances of a broader group (Gutek, 1995). 

Thus, “the customer” as a group may be seen increasingly as a source of stress as negative 

interactions accumulate. Indeed, researchers have suggested that workplace stressors, such 

as mistreatment, can accumulate (Zapf, Dormann, & Frese, 1996), resulting in less 

adaptive coping strategies over time, as supported by studies that examined the 

relationships between chronic customer abuse and lower helping (Shao & Skarlicki, 2014), 

sabotage (Wang et al., 2011), and retaliation (Morganson & Major, 2014). Taken together, 

this research has suggested that employees may be more volatile towards customers they 

have only just met because of previous interactions, built up emotions, and maladaptive 

coping strategies. As a result, these lines of research converge to support a positive 

relationship between experienced mistreatment and direct retaliation towards that party. As 

such, I expect: 
Hypothesis 1. Employees’ experiences of customer aggression will be related to 

their direct retaliatory aggression towards customers. 
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Displaced aggression toward organizational outsiders. The Displaced 

Aggression Hypothesis is one model within the General Aggression Model (C. A. 

Anderson & Bushman, 2002) and has argued that when there is a perception that retaliating 

against the source of mistreatment is somehow risky or is not possible, displaced 

aggression may occur (Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001; Bushman et al., 2005; N. E. Miller, 

1941). Displaced aggression refers to aggression that, due to aspects of the situation, is 

directed towards a secondary target or someone other than the initial source of provocation 

(Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000; Tedeschi & Norman, 1985). This secondary target may be 

innocent of any wrongdoing (Bushman et al., 2005). That is, secondary targets may trigger 

aggressive behaviour following a seemingly minor perceived provocation (relative to the 

initial provocation) or no provocation at all (Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000). Displaced 

aggression is most likely when direct retaliation is not feasible due to some kind of 

constraint within the situation, such as when the primary target is not physically available 

or when subsequent retaliation or punishment of the primary target is a concern (N. E. 

Miller, 1941). In these circumstances, individuals are likely to control their aggression 

towards the primary target and may displace it toward less powerful and/or more readily 

available targets (N. E. Miller, 1941).  In the current study, I examined employees’ 

experiences of aggression at the hands of other organizational insiders (i.e., their 

supervisors, coworkers, subordinates) and their retaliatory, displaced responses towards 

customers. 

Workplace aggression from organizational insiders has been extensively studied, 

and includes such behaviour by those employed by the organization, including aggression 

by supervisors, peers, and subordinates (L. Greenberg & Barling, 1999; Inness et al., 2008; 
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Leblanc & Barling, 2004; Schat et al., 2006). Organizational insiders have existing and 

ongoing relationships. Researcher have suggested that insiders influence the individual’s 

access to organizational resources, such as desirable work assignments, promotions, or 

wage raises, and their feelings of belongingness to the coworker group and thus can induce 

a stress reaction (Hershcovis & Barling, 2010). Meta analytic evidence has demonstrated 

that aggressive behaviour from organizational insiders was more impactful on individuals’ 

job satisfaction and well being than that from customers (Hershcovis & Barling, 2010), 

likely due to the ongoing nature of the relationships and the organizational resources 

insiders may influence. Further, the concept of abusive supervision, or ongoing hostile 

psychological treatment from one’s supervisor, also suggests supervisors enact workplace 

aggression and such experiences have considerable impact on employees job attitudes and 

stress (Tepper, 2000; Tepper et al., 2009).  

To my knowledge, this study is the first to examine the impact of employees’ 

experiences of insider aggression on displaced aggression targeted toward organizational 

outsiders. However, there have been studies looking at displaced workplace aggression 

between other parties. In one study, supervisor aggression predicted retaliatory aggression 

displaced towards coworkers (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2012). Further, employees who 

experienced abuse from their supervisors were more likely to displace their aggression 

towards family members in another study (Hoobler & Brass, 2006). In a daily diary study, 

researchers found that morning work-family conflict was related to afternoon emotional 

exhaustion, which in turn predicted displaced aggression towards supervisors, coworkers, 

and family members in the afternoon and evening, respectively (Liu et al., 2015). Thus, 

displaced aggression research has suggested that interpersonal stressors and perceived 
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mistreatment in the workplace exacerbates aggression towards non-organizational 

members.  

Extant research has proposed that unjust treatment from the organization or its 

agents may lead employees’ aggression to spillover to customers. This spillover may occur 

through projection of anger toward anyone significant to the organization, including 

customers, or to get even with the insider who mistreated them in the first place (Jawahar, 

2002). For example, the employee have called customers names, ignored their requests, or 

argued with them in previous research and in the longer term, negative experiences are 

associated with lower levels of repeat business and organizational reputation (Zeelenberg 

& Pieters, 1999, 2004). Customer-targeted aggression could also serve as a means to expel 

anger as well as retaliate towards the organization as the individual may see the 

organization as responsible for allowing insider aggression as, for example, the 

organization did not discipline the culprit (Jawahar, 2002). That is, customers may be used 

as a punching bag or as a means to some other end, suggesting that they are seen as less 

powerful. Taken together, displaced aggression theory and customer research suggests that 

employees are likely to displace experienced insider aggression towards customers. 

Therefore, I propose:  

Hypothesis 2: Employees’ experiences of insider aggression will be related to their 

displaced aggression towards customers. 

Moderators of the Displaced and Direct Aggression Relationships 

Organizations have expectations for employees conduct, and these expectations are 

reinforced when peers and superiors model and reinforce that expected behaviour 

(Bandura, 1978). In this study, I examined two situational factors as moderators that reflect 
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organizational ‘rules’ regarding service encounters and the emotional influences of these 

rules. First, I examine faking emotions (surface acting), a type of emotional labour (Ben-

Zur & Yagil, 2005; Grandey et al., 2004). Second, I examined organizational expectations, 

written or unwritten, regarding the extent to which employees are expected to satisfy, 

placate, and avoid upsetting customers, referred to as customer sovereignty (A. C. H. 

Schat, 2010, personal communication).  

The moderating role of surface acting. Organizations seek to increase customer 

loyalty and satisfaction by communicating, explicitly or implicitly, that employees 

conform to certain rules regarding the display of emotions to customers, which are most 

often positive even in the face of rude or disrespectful customers (Ashforth & Humphrey, 

1993; Ben-Zur & Yagil, 2005; Diefendorff, Richard, & Croyle, 2005; Grandey et al., 

2004). In alignment with display rules, emotional labour involves expressing or 

withholding emotions that may be felt or not felt (Glomb & Tews, 2004). One type of 

emotional labour that is commonly studied is surface acting. 

Surface acting involves manipulation of external emotional displays (e.g., body 

language, facial expression, and tone of voice), while internal emotion is unchanged 

(Hochschild, 1983). Surface acting is particularly stressful as it creates a disconnect 

between the emotions felt and the emotions displayed (Hochschild, 1983) and has been 

shown to be associated with increased levels of depression, negative emotions (Brotheridge 

& Grandey, 2002; Erickson & Wharton, 1997) and emotional exhaustion (Grandey, 2003). 

Over time, research has demonstrated that negative emotions are associated with greater 

distancing of oneself from customers and treating customers as objects, called 
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depersonalization (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002), which, as discussed earlier, predicts 

aggressive behaviour.  

Regarding direct, retaliatory aggression from and to customers, surface acting is 

more often used when employees experience customer aggression. To conform with 

display rules in customer service interactions, the negative emotions employees experience 

following aggression from customers will need to be hidden (Grandey, 2000; Grandey, 

Tam, & Brauburger, 2002a). Previous research has suggested that negative emotions result 

from the dissonance of surface acting and, in turn, these negative emotions motivate 

employees negative behaviours towards customers (Kumar Madupalli & Poddar, 2014). A 

study of call centre employees found that mistreatment from customers predicted surface 

acting and that negative emotions predicted retaliation behaviour, but the study did not 

directly test surface acting as a moderator of retaliation (Kumar Madupalli & Poddar, 

2014). Taken together, given that engaging in greater surface acting was associated with 

increased negative emotions in previous research, these emotions may inhibit regulation 

and thus, direct retaliation may be more likely. Based on this research, I expect that: 

Hypothesis 3a: Surface acting will strengthen the relationship between aggression 

from customers and enacted aggression towards customers. Specifically, greater surface 

acting will be associated with higher levels of retaliatory aggression towards customers 

when employees experience customer aggression. 

Given that forms of emotional labour increased negative emotions and aggression, 

if an individual cannot enact the aggression through direct retaliation, they may re-direct it 

towards another target. Considering experienced aggression from insiders, if direct 

retaliation is not viable due to power differences and/or availability of the target, the 
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negative emotions invoked from surface acting may motivate the employee to re-direct 

their aggression towards customers as a more readily available target. Thus, I expect that:   

Hypothesis 3b: Surface acting will moderate the displaced aggression relationship 

between aggression from insiders and enacted aggression towards customers. Specifically, 

greater surface acting will be associated with higher levels of displaced aggression towards 

customers when employees experience insider aggression. 

The moderating role of customer sovereignty on aggression towards 

customers. The concept of customer sovereignty comes from literature in the field of 

marketing and refers to the organization’s imperative to meet customer demands, including 

to what extent employees are expected to act in ways that satisfy, appease, and avoid 

upsetting customers (Korczynski & Ott, 2004). Phrases, such as “the customer is always 

right” and “the customer is king” are characteristic of customer sovereignty and are 

commonly used to convey expectations of courtesy, politeness, and fulfilling customer 

desires as important to good customer service (e.g., Craven, 2010). Organizations have 

adopted these approaches with the goal of preventing customer dissatisfaction (Lerner, 

1972; Reynolds & Harris, 2006). 

Customer sovereignty expectations and practices reinforce acceptable employee 

responses to mistreatment from customers (Yagil, 2008), and not surprisingly, are 

negatively associated with customer aggression (Schat, Holmvall, & Stevens, 2014). Thus, 

if customer sovereignty is high, employees’ response to customer mistreatment is more 

likely to be focused on placating the customer by going above and beyond to satisfy 

customers rather than retaliating. As such, I hypothesize: 
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Hypothesis 4a: Customer sovereignty will buffer the relationship between 

aggression from customers and enacted aggression towards customers. 

Regarding displaced aggression, experiencing insider aggression in an organization 

with higher customer sovereignty may motivate employees to direct their displaced 

aggression away from customers and potentially to another source. As customer service 

organizations often expect employees to satisfy customers, organizations with higher levels 

of customer sovereignty, may give more power to customers compared to employees, 

encouraging employees to displace aggression elsewhere or respond in more covert ways. 

Therefore:  

Hypothesis 4b: Customer sovereignty will buffer the relationship between 

aggression from insiders and enacted aggression towards customers. 

Current Study  

The methodological approach for Study 3 was parallel to Study 2. I measured 

experienced aggression from insiders and customers, enacted aggression towards 

customers, as well as the moderating variables longitudinally, that is, on three 

measurement occasions with three weeks between each time point. I used cross-lagged 

models to test the hypotheses, as commonly used to analyze longitudinal data (Selig & 

Little, 2012) to examine patterns and the temporal order of the variables of interest 

(Burkholder & Harlow, 2003; Kenny, 2014). As can be seen in Figure 4.1, I examined 

experienced aggression at Time 1 predicting enacted aggression three weeks later at Time 

2, and Time 2 experienced aggression predicting enacted aggression at Time 3. 
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Method 

A longitudinal design with three-time points over six weeks was used. A self-report 

online survey was administered at each time point. All measures were included in each of 

the survey time points, except demographics and work variables, which were only 

measured at Time 1. As in Study 2, participants were recruited from Precision Samples’ 

online participation pool.  

Participants. The same data set was used for this study as for Study 2, however 

different scales were used for Study 2 and 3. Participant recruitment, attrition rates, and 

quality data procedures are reported in Study 2. There were 254 full-time employees from 

the United States who completed the study. Of these individuals, 122 identified as male 

and 132 identified as female. Participants ranged in age from 20 to 69 (M = 47.53, SD = 

13.23). Participants tenure with their current organization ranged from 1 year to 46 years 

(M = 13.76, SD = 10.29). Participants were given points by Precision Sample that they can 

trade in for gift certificates from a selection of companies. 

Measures. The measures of study variables are summarized below. Measures of 

workplace aggression and the moderating mechanisms were measured at all time points. 

Demographic and work variables were measured in the Time 1 survey only.  

Workplace aggression. I used Greenberg and Barling’s (L. Greenberg & Barling, 

1999) measure of employee aggression. The measure consisted of 25 behaviours that 

assessed psychological aggression (e.g., “gossiped about”) and violence (e.g., “threatened 

to hit”) on a seven-point scale (0=never, 1=once, 2=twice, 3=three to five times, 4=six to 

ten times, 5=11 to 20 times, 6=more than 20 times) over the past year. The workplace 

aggression scale measured three types of aggression: (1) employee aggression directed at 
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customers, (2) customer aggression directed at employees, and (3) coworker and supervisor 

aggression directed at employees. Thus, the surveys included the same scale three times 

with slightly modified instructions. For experienced insider aggression, instructions asked 

participants to focus on treatment from “people that you work with, such as coworkers, 

subordinates, and supervisors/management”. For experienced outsider aggression, the 

instructions asked participants to report on treatment from “customers, clients, and/or 

patients”. For enacted customers aggression, instructions asked participants, “how often 

they have experienced the following behaviours by customers, clients, and/or patients”. 

Also, the items themselves were slightly modified to reflect different targets (e.g., “threw 

something at a customer/client/patient” and “grabbed someone you work with”). The scale 

items were randomly ordered to reduce influence of potential recall biases associated with 

completing the same scale multiple times. As this scale is a behavioural inventory, some 

reliability indices, such as Cronbach’s alpha are not appropriate (MacKenzie et al., 2005). 

Test re-test reliability was instead examined (MacKenzie et al., 2005). Test re-test 

reliabilities for the workplace aggression variables were moderate, ranging from r = .45, p 

< .001 to r = 66, p < .001. 

Surface acting. Participants’ surface acting was measured with the 15-item 

Emotional Labour Scale (Brotheridge & Lee, 2003). The scale measured duration of 

interactions with customers, frequency of emotional displays, intensity of expressed 

emotions, variety of emotions expressed, surface acting, and deep acting, although only 

surface acting items were used in the analyses for this study. A sample surface acting item 

asked how often, on an average day of work, individuals “hide [their] true feelings about a 

situation”. Items were measured on a 5-point scale with labels of never (1), rarely (2), 
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sometimes (3), often (4), always (5). Cronbach’s alphas were .86, .87. and .89 across the 

surveys in this study, suggesting good reliability. 

Customer sovereignty. The Perceptions of Customer Sovereignty Scale was used to 

measure this construct (Schat, Richards, Bedi, Ababneh, & Mirowska, unpublished scale). 

This 9-item scale asked participants the extent to which statements are true in their 

organization on a 5-point scale, with labels of not at all true (1), a little true (2), somewhat 

true (3), quite true (4), and very true (5). A sample item stated, “In my organization 

employees are told, “The customer is always right”. Two items from this scale showed low 

item total correlations with the rest of the items on the scale. These items were removed 

from the scale. Cronbach’s alphas were .75, .79, and .77 across the surveys in this study, 

suggesting acceptable levels of reliability. 

Results 

All variables were screened for out of range values, outliers, linearity, normality, 

independence of observation, and multicollinearity. There were multivariate outliers 

identified by Mahalanobis’ and Cook’s Distance. As the outliers did not influence the 

significance of the results, they were included in the data for all statistical analyses. I used 

cross-lagged autoregressive structural equation models analyses to examine the 

hypotheses. Mplus version 8.0 was using to test the cross-lagged autoregressive models. 

The MLR estimator was used and the data was standardized as z-scores as the workplace 

aggression data was non-normally distributed; positive skewness is typical in workplace 

aggression research. 

Correlations, means, and Cronbach’s alpha reliability for all study variables are 

presented in Table 4.1. For each hypothesis, I conducted the following analyses using 
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Mplus (see Figure 4.1). First, a stability model tested whether the same variable predicted 

itself across the three time points. That is, Time 1 experienced aggression predicting Time 

2 experienced aggression, and in turn, predicting Time 3 experienced aggression. Second, 

to examine reverse causation, I added cross-lagged paths to the stability model in the 

opposite direction to what I expected (i.e., from the Time 3 dependent variables to the 

Time 2 independent variables and from the Time 2 dependent variables to the Time 1 

independent variables). Third, to the stability model, I added cross-lagged paths in the 

hypothesized directions (i.e., Time 1 independent variables to the Time 2 dependent 

variables, and Time 2 independent variables to Time 3 dependent variables). Finally, I 

conducted chi-square difference tests to determine whether the hypothesized model 

showed superior fit to the stability and reversed causation models. To correct the chi-

square value under non-normality, I used the Satorra-Bentler scaled chi square test 

(Satorra, 2000; Satorra & Bentler, 2001). To determine the fit of the models, I used Hu and 

Bentler’s (1999) recommendations for fit indices in structural equation modeling. Namely, 

CFI and TLI values close to or greater than .95 and RMSEA and SRMR values lower than 

.06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999).  

Main results. The main hypotheses examined retaliatory and displaced aggression 

towards customers using cross lagged structural equation modeling, as described above 

(see in Figure 4.1). Contrary to Hypothesis 1, employees’ experienced customer aggression 

did not significantly predict their direct retaliatory aggression towards customers. Results 

showed that the hypothesized model did not fit the data, X2 (4, n = 232) = 27.19, p < .01, 

the CFI is 84, TLI is .45, RMSEA is .16, p = .001, and SRMR is .12. Standardized 

coefficients and standard errors for Hypothesis 1 can be seen in Figure 4.2. Thus, there was 
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no support for a longitudinal relationship between experienced aggression from 

organizational outsiders and enacted aggression towards that same group (organizational 

outsiders).  

 Hypothesis 2 stated that employees’ experienced insider aggression would predict 

their displaced aggression towards customer. As can be seen in Table 4.2, results 

demonstrated that the model fits the data. The chi square value was X2 (4, n = 230) = 3.33, 

p = .50, the CFI is 1.0, TLI is 1.0, RMSEA is .01, p = .74, and SRMR is .03. The cross-

lagged model yielded significantly superior fit to the reversed causation model, suggesting 

that reversed causation can be ruled out, X2
diff = 36.02, p < .001, dfdiff = 3. Also, the cross-

lagged model showed significantly better fit to the auto-regressive stability model, X2
diff = 

31.32 p < .001, dfdiff = 6. Figure 4.3 shows standardized coefficients and standard errors for 

Hypothesis 2. Thus, there was support for a longitudinal association between experienced 

aggression from organizational insiders and enacted aggression towards organizational 

outsiders. 

Moderation results. For each moderation hypothesis, moderation was tested by 

computing the multiplicative product of the moderator variable, and then adding the 

independent variable, the moderator, and the multiplicative product to the model. The 

effect of the product term indicates whether moderation exists (Selig & Little, 2012). The 

results of this approach are summarized for each moderation hypothesis below. 

Hypotheses 3a and 3b proposed that surface acting would moderate the relationship 

between experienced and enacted aggression for direct and displaced aggression, 

respectively. The hypotheses were not supported. For Hypothesis 3a, surface acting did not 

moderate the relationship between aggression experienced at the hands of customers and 
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customer-targeted aggression (i.e., the direct aggression relationship) as the model showed 

poor fit to the data, X2(28, n = 202) = 67.34, p < .01 the CFI is .90, TLI is .79, RMSEA is 

.08, p = .02 and SRMR is .08. Figure 4.4 shows standardized coefficients and standard 

errors.  For Hypothesis 3b, surface acting also did not moderate the relationship between 

insider aggression and customer-targeted aggression (i.e., the displaced aggression 

relationship) as this model also showed poor fit to the data, X2 (28, n = 209) = 140.96, the 

CFI is .78, TLI is .53, RMSEA is .14, p < .01 and SRMR is .13. Figure 4.5 shows 

standardized coefficients and standard errors for Hypothesis 3b.   

 Hypotheses 4a and 4b proposed that customer sovereignty would moderate the 

relationship between experienced and enacted aggression for direct and displaced 

aggression, respectively. Hypothesis 4a was not supported; the customer sovereignty did 

not moderate the direct aggression relationship, which examined the relationship between 

aggression experienced at the hands of customers and customer-targeted aggression as the 

model did not show good fit to the data, X2 (28, n = 242) = 330.14, p < .01, the CFI is .79, 

TLI is .55, RMSEA is .21, p < .01 and SRMR is .24. Standardized coefficients and 

standard errors for Hypothesis 4a can be seen in Figure 4.6. Hypothesis 4b was also not 

supported. Customer sovereignty also did not moderate the relationship between 

aggression experienced at the hands of insiders and customer-targeted aggression (i.e., the 

displaced aggression model) as this model did not show sufficient fit to the data, X2 (28, n 

= 220) = 175.38, p < .01, the CFI is .63, TLI is .20, RMSEA is .16, p < .01 and SRMR is 

.12. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for Hypothesis 4b can be seen in Figure 

4.7. 
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Discussion 

The purpose of the current study was to examine the longitudinal relationships of 

retaliatory and displaced aggression and the moderating mechanisms of these relationships. 

Previous research has shown that organizational insiders (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; 

Hershcovis et al., 2007) and outsiders (Grandey et al., 2004, 2007; Rafaeli et al., 2012; 

Yagil, 2008) are aggressive towards employees, and in response, employees may retaliate 

directly towards the source (Dupré & Barling, 2006; Kumar Madupalli & Poddar, 2014; 

Mitchell & Ambrose, 2012) or displace the aggression to a more readily available and 

relatively safe target (Hoobler & Brass, 2006; Liu et al., 2015; Marcus-Newhall et al., 

2000). Extant research suggested that employees enact more covert forms of mistreatment 

towards customers, such as sabotaging the service encounter (Skarlicki et al., 2016, 2008; 

Wang et al., 2011), and that overt aggression towards customers is also possible (Jawahar, 

2002). This present study explored whether employees would be more likely to enact 

aggression towards customers if they had experienced aggression from other employees of 

the organization (i.e., displacing aggression to the customer) or experienced aggression 

from customers themselves (i.e., directly retaliating against the customer). 

Retaliatory and Displaced Aggression. Contrary to Hypothesis 1, the model that 

tested the experienced customer aggression and enacted customer aggression over time did 

not show acceptable fit. In service organizations, employees are often expected to follow 

organizational expectations to respond calmly and provide good service even when 

mistreated by customers (Grandey et al., 2004). When these expectations are salient, 

customers are likely given higher legitimate power (by the organization) in customer-

employee encounters, which is further bolstered when customers are aggressive as a form 
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of coercive power over employees. As a result, employees may not retaliate directly 

towards customers as, under the circumstances, they do not feel customers are a “safe 

target”. Further, employees may also not enact aggression as they may be given formal 

training or informally receive guidance and support from coworkers to cope with negative 

treatment from customers. It is also possible that employees retaliate towards customers in 

more covert ways, such as sabotage (Ambrose et al., 2002; Skarlicki et al., 2008; Wang et 

al., 2011).  

 Hypothesis 2 examined displaced workplace aggression and was supported; 

Experienced insider aggression at one point in time was related to enacted customer 

aggression at a later time. This finding suggests that, in line with displaced aggression 

theory (Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000), customers may be a relatively safer target of 

aggression than fellow insiders. Indeed, this finding lends support to the notion that 

organizational insiders have more control over employee outcomes (Bies & Tripp, 1996) 

and is in line with previous research that found that insider aggression was more impactful 

than outsider aggression for a number of work and well being factors (Hershcovis & 

Barling, 2010). It is also possible that in the face of mistreatment by organizational 

insiders, the individual may start to perceive that interpersonal mistreatment is acceptable 

or tolerated by the organization, making aggression towards customers seem less risky. In 

addition, this finding is consistent with other studies that have suggested that employee 

conflicts can spillover to others who are not part of the organization. For instance, studies 

have found that workplace aggression can be displaced towards family (Hoobler & Brass, 

2006; Liu et al., 2015).  
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Taken together, these results suggest that employees may not to engage in direct 

retaliatory aggression towards customers after experiencing aggression from customers, 

but rather when experiencing aggression from other insiders, they may displace their 

aggression towards organizational outsiders. This research extended research on displaced 

aggression in organizations by examining another potential target of displaced aggression, 

namely customers of the organization. These findings highlight a potentially important 

practical implication regarding insider workplace aggression for organizations. That is, 

aggression between employees of a given workplace does not remain inside the 

organization, rather it may spillover to outsiders, with the most obvious and available 

targets being customers.  

Undoubtably employees engaging in aggression towards those they serve has 

implications for organizations. Organizations may be subject to lawsuits, reputational 

concerns, and loss of customers, for example. Research has reported that higher numbers 

of customers reporting negative experiences is associated with lower unit sales (Schneider, 

Ehrhart, Mayer, Saltz, & Niles-Jolly, 2005). Further, dissatisfied customers have been 

shown to be less likely to be repeat customers and is associated weaker organizational 

reputation (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 1999, 2004). Thus, organizational efforts to reduce 

aggression are important. Organizations should continue efforts to prevent workplace 

aggression and doing so may be two-fold, reducing the aggression among insiders and that 

which may spillover to outsiders. 

Moderation Relationships. I expected that surface acting and customer 

sovereignty would moderate the direct and displaced aggression relationships. Each of 

these moderators explores a different aspect of the types of interactions employees are 
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expected to engage in with customers. I tested these moderators to help to shed light on the 

retaliation and displaced aggression relationships. 

I hypothesized that surface acting, or displaying organizationally expected 

emotions on the outside, regardless of actual internal feeling, would strengthen both the 

retaliatory and displacement aggression relationships. Neither hypotheses were supported. 

This finding was somewhat surprising given that previous research suggested that 

performing emotional labour, such as surface acting, played an important role in the stress 

response to experiencing mistreatment from customers (Grandey, 2000; Grandey et al., 

2007). Surface acting inquired about the extent to which participants modified their 

emotional displays as required in their organization. It may be the case that customer 

service workers modify their emotional displays routinely and it has become so routinized 

that they do not recognize that they are doing so, and thus reported lower levels of surface 

acting. Of course, employees may also change their internal emotions to be in line with 

display rules for customer service work, and thus may have engaged in deep acting more 

so than surface acting. As deep acting is not associated with the same levels of dissonance, 

stress, and impulsivity, it is unlikely that workplace aggression would result from higher 

levels of this emotional strategy. 

 Contrary to Hypothesis 4a and 4b, customer sovereignty did not moderate the 

retaliatory and displaced aggression relationships. This finding was unexpected given that, 

in organizations with high customer sovereignty, I would have expected lower rates of 

customer-targeted aggression given that high-quality service to customers is paramount 

even when customers are abusive. However, employees may not perceive that customers 

are a safe target for aggression even though they have been mistreated by them due to the 
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organizational expectations to smooth over difficult interpersonal interactions with 

customers. As a result, employees may focus more on determining what customers want 

and giving it to them versus swearing and yelling back at the customer or ending the 

service encounter. Alternatively, in organizations that take extensive steps to placate 

customers, employees may only be motivated to keep customers happy up to a point. It is 

possible that when customers are aggressive, employees may no longer worry about 

pleasing the customer, but rather provide a minimal level of service to complete the 

transaction and end the service encounter, thereby ending the mistreatment.  

Future Research Directions. This research contributed to workplace aggression 

literature by examining direct (outsider-initiated) and displaced (insider-initiated) 

aggression toward organizational outsiders. This study proposed that employees who had 

experienced aggression from outsiders would enact retaliatory aggression directly towards 

this same group. However, this hypothesis was not supported, suggesting there are other 

factors that may contribute to customer-targeted aggression. For example, it may be the 

case that employees follow organizational expectations to remain polite even in the face of 

experienced aggression from outsiders (Grandey et al., 2004, 2005) and thus find other, 

less obvious and more easily deniable ways to seek revenge (Mccoll-Kennedy, Patterson, 

Smith, & Brady, 2009; Skarlicki et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2011). However, one study 

found that more obvious and public forms of poor service towards customers were reported 

more often than more covert forms of such behaviour (Harris & Ogbonna, 2002). Of the 

obvious and public forms of poor service, employees chose to engage in acts where they 

could deny their intent to the customer (although their behaviour was intentional), such as 

purposely spilling beverages or food on customers or placing hot plates into customer’s 
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hands (Harris & Ogbonna, 2002). Thus, it appears that more work is needed to understand 

the types of mistreatment behaviours that employees deem “safe” as these appear to be 

dependent on deniability, covertness (as is characteristic of sabotage), and workgroup 

norms (Harris & Ogbonna, 2002). Future research should examine the mechanisms 

involved in employees’ responses to mistreatment from customers, including workplace 

incivility (given its ambiguous intent), workplace aggression, sabotage, and withdrawal of 

service.  

 Researchers suggest that within a target group, aggression may spillover to another 

person within the same group. For example, Groth and Grandey (2002) suggested that 

negative exchanges with customers create a negative exchange spiral and this negativity 

may spillover to other encounters with customers or to employees. Indeed, previous 

research have reported that customer service workers carry negative emotions following 

negative customer service encounters (Barger, 2010), and negative emotions, such as 

anger, are key predictor of aggression (C. A. Anderson & Bushman, 2002). Examining 

individual customer encounters to understand better the spillover of negative exchanges 

from one customer encounter to another would shed more light on within-target displaced 

aggression (i.e., aggression displaced from one customer encounter to a subsequent 

customer encounter). Practically speaking, this research would contribute to our 

understanding of whether one bad customer encounter stays with the employee for 

subsequent service encounters. 

Limitations. As this study drew from the same data set, methodological approach, 

and statistical methodology as Study 2, this study is susceptible to the limitations of cross 

lagged models, self-reported data from the same source, and lack of theoretical guidance 
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for time between survey waves, as discussed in Study 2. An additional limitation of Study 

3 is that the same scale was used to measure multiple variables. That is, the workplace 

aggression scale, administered three different times within the same survey, was used to 

measure three types of aggression: (1) experienced aggression from organizational insiders, 

(2) experienced aggression from organizational outsiders, and (3) enacted aggression 

towards organizational outsiders. For each type of aggression, I modified the instructions 

and items. I also randomized the order of the questions in the scales to reduce the potential 

for participants perceiving that the scale was mistakenly repeated and to lessen potential 

familiarity effects. Correlations among these variables were below .65, well below .90 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013) and close to 1 (Le, Schmidt, Harter, & Lauver, 2010) 

guidelines for assessing redundancy, suggesting that the aggression variables were distinct. 

However, these scales are still susceptible to common method bias as they used the same 

method as well as similar items (Podsakoff et al., 2003).   

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this study sought to examine the role of employee direct and 

displaced retaliation after experiencing workplace aggression. Results suggested that 

aggression from organizational insiders spilled over to customers (displaced aggression), 

but employees did not directly retaliate towards customers when they experienced 

aggression from this source. In addition, the moderators of surface acting and customer 

sovereignty were investigated, however these variables did not show a significant effect in 

the direct and displaced aggression relationships. Taken together, this research lends 

support to the notion that insider aggression may not remain within the organization, rather 

it may spillover to organizational outsiders, including customers. 
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Table 4.1 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations Among the Study Variables 

             

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1. T1 outsider aggression 1.24  .52 -               

2. T1 insider aggression 1.18 .43 .61* -              

3. T1 aggression to outsiders 1.04 .14  .54* .46* -             

4. T1 surface Acting 7.91 2.81 .25* .27* .29* (.86)            

5. T1 Customer Sovereignty 2.70 .83 .26* .20* .14** .22* (.75)           

6. T2 Outsider Aggression 1.20 .52 .66* .50* .52* .24* .13** -          

7. T2 Insider Aggression 1.16 .47 .38* .58* .39* .19*  .23 .67* -         

8. T2 Aggression to Outsiders 1.08 .42 .27* .46* .52* .29* .15* .74* .78* -        

9. T2 Surface Acting  7.69 2.99 .30* .31* .23* .16* .22* .25* .27* .21* (.87)       

10. T2 Customer Sovereignty 2.76 .88 .26* .24* .15** .13** .55* .18* .26* .17* .21* (.79)      

11. T3 Outsider Aggression 1.14 .38 .63* .37* .55* .29* .20* .69* .33* .47* .25* .22* -     

12. T3 Insider Aggression 1.12 .34 .36* .45* .45* .20* .07 .64* .73* .78* .25* .12** .62* -    

13. T3 Aggression to  

      Outsiders 
1.05 .27 .33* .50* .63* .16* .04 .52* .39 .68* .16* .13** .68* .67* -   

14. T3 Surface Acting 7.44 3.05 .21* .27* .23* .18* .20* .28* .27* .24* .57* .22* .26* .29* .18* (.89)  

15. T3 Customer Sovereignty 2.64 .96 .19* .19* .14** .10 .52* .06 .17* .10 .15* .69* .24* .18* .10 .20** (.77) 

Notes. n = 218. Where relevant, average internal consistency reliabilities (Cronbach’s coefficient alpha) across the study time points are reported in parentheses 

on the diagonal. Workplace aggression variables were measured on seven-point scales, surface acting and customer sovereignty were measured on five-point 

scales. Higher values for all measures indicate more of the construct. T1 = Variable measured at Time 1, T2 = Variable measured at Time 2, T3 = Variable 

measured at Time 3. 

*p < .01., ** p < .05. 



EMPLOYEE RESPONSES TO MISTREATMENT 153 

Table 4.2 

Structural Equation Model Results for Competing Models Testing Hypothesis 1 and 2. 

 

Model X2 df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR ΔX2 Δdf 

Hypothesis 1         

  Hypothesized   27.19**   4 .16** .84 .45 .13   

  Stability 148.12** 10 .24 .07 .31 .30 158.74* 6 

  Reverse 688.52**  7 .55 .06 .7 .06 152.31* 3 

Hypothesis 2         

  Hypothesized 3.33   4 .01 1.0 1.0 .03   

  Stability 43.01* 10 .12 .54 .35 .29 31.32* 6 

  Reverse 50.86*  7 .14 .49 .10 .11 36.02* 3 

Notes: *p < .01, ** p < .05  
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Table 4.3 

Structural Equation Model Results for Competing Models Testing Hypothesis 3a-4b. 

 

Model X2 df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR ΔX2 Δdf 

Hypothesis 3a         

  Hypothesized 67.34* 28 .08 .90 .79 .08   

  Stability 354.70* 52 .17 .23 .12 .29 128.32* 24 

  Reverse 409.39* 40 .17 .33 .11 .13 522.72* 12 

Hypothesis 3b         

  Hypothesized 140.96* 28 .14 .78 .53 .13   

  Stability 487.37* 52 .20 .16 .03 .29 328.02* 24 

  Reverse 305.43* 40 .14 .69 .49 .16 152.67* 12 

Hypothesis 4a         

  Hypothesized 330.14* 28 .21* .79 .55 .24   

  Stability 1111.82* 52 .29* .27 .16 .31 781.67* 24 

  Reverse 477.57* 40 .18* .72 .55 .27 145.05* 12 

Hypothesis 4b         

  Hypothesized 233.86* 34 .16* .23 .03 .23   

  Stability 210.38* 52 .12* .39 .29 .31 36.02 18 

  Reverse 215.39* 40 .12* .71 .53 .21 17.60 6 

Notes: *p < .01, ** p < .05  

 

  



EMPLOYEE RESPONSES TO MISTREATMENT 155 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1. Structural equation models testing cross-lagged effects. For Hypotheses 1 and 

2, I tested the solid lines for the stability model. I tested the solid and dotted lines for the 

hypothesized models and the solid and dotted lines in the reverse direction for the reversed 

causation model. Experienced aggression at Time 1, 2, and 3 were correlated with each 

other in all models tested. 
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Figure 4.2. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 1 model examining the relationship between 

experienced aggression from customers and direct, retaliatory customer-targeted aggression.  
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Figure 4.3. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 2 model examining the relationship between 

experienced aggression from insiders and displaced aggression towards customers.  
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Figure 4.4. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 3a model examining the moderating role of surface 

acting on the relationship between experienced aggression from customers and direct, retaliatory aggression towards customers.  
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Figure 4.5. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 3b model examining the moderating role of surface 

acting on the relationship between experienced aggression from insiders and displaced aggression towards customers.  
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Figure 4.6. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 4a model examining the moderating role of 

customer sovereignty on the relationship between experienced aggression from customers and direct, retaliatory aggression 

towards customers.  
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Figure 4.7. Standardized coefficients and standard errors for the Hypothesis 3a model examining the moderating role of 

customer sovereignty on the relationship between experienced aggression from insiders and displaced aggression towards 

customers.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

The studies presented in this dissertation examined employee aggression in 

response to being mistreated in the workplace, and did so in new ways, examining intensity 

of aggression (Study 1), the use of negative and positive behaviour to cope with identity 

threats (Study 2), and displaced aggression towards another target (Study 3). I also 

investigated the situation and person factors as moderators of these relationships. Overall, 

the results of these three studies have several implications for research and theory. For 

Study 1, intensity (as well as frequency) is a viable and potentially important way to 

measure workplace aggression and may have a different path over time than commonly 

used frequency measures of aggression. For Study 2, aggression is one possible response to 

identity threats, and a set of more positive discretionary behaviours, OCB, is another. For 

Study 3, aggression that occurs within an organization between coworkers can be displaced 

to customers, and therefore does not remain within the organization.  

In addition, another goal of this work was to examine the moderating mechanisms 

of the relationships in each study. In Study 1, stronger climates of mistreatment moderated 

the relationships, such that aggression was buffered. Previous research suggested that 

sanctions for aggressive behavior and management’s reinforcement of sanctions (Inness et 

al; Dupre & Barling 2008) as well as the behavior of coworkers (Robinson & O-Leary 

Kelly, 2008) are important situational predictors of workplace aggression. Study 1 

reinforces the importance of creating a climate of interpersonal respect as an important 

prevention strategy. In Study 2, the relationship between social identity threat and 

workplace aggression was moderated by organizational identification, such that people 

who highly identified with the organization were less likely to enact aggression at later 
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points in the study. This finding suggests that organizations who provide employees with a 

sense of identity or membership may also have an advantage when it comes to the 

prevention of aggression. In Study 3, the factors I hypothesized would moderate the 

relationships between experienced and enacted aggression towards customers (either direct 

or displaced), were not significant. I had opted to examine factors that reflected the 

organization’s expectations for customer interactions: customer sovereignty (the extent to 

which the organization reinforces the customer is always right) and surface acting (the 

display of an appropriate array of emotions when dealing with customers). It is possible 

that, as with Studies 1 and 2, factors that may moderate customer-targeted aggression may 

be those more explicitly related to aggression reduction, such as organizational sanctions, 

or more intensely personal, such as identification with the organization, or anger-related 

emotions. 

Theoretical Contributions 

This research makes several contributions to the theoretical work in organizational 

behaviour by advancing understanding of how employees respond to mistreatment in the 

workplace. Much research has examined the retaliatory behaviour of employees following 

mistreatment (e.g., Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Dupré & Barling, 2006; Kumar Madupalli 

& Poddar, 2014; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). This research examined measurement 

approaches to understanding retaliatory responses (Study 1), a specific type of provocation 

of retaliation, identity threat (Study 2), and particular targets of retaliatory behaviour, 

namely coworkers (Study 1) and customers (Study 2 and Study 3). Each of these will be 

discussed in turn. 
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First, this research advanced understanding of the intensity of workplace 

aggression, aiming to shift the focus from examining how much aggression occurs to how 

bad it gets in the context of interpersonal interactions in the workplace. Much aggression 

research in the field of organizational behaviour has measured aggression by assessing the 

frequency of representative behaviours, while research in the social psychology tradition 

has tended to measure aggression by assessing behavioural intensity (e.g., C. A. Anderson 

& Bushman, 1997). The current research examined both frequency and intensity measures 

of workplace aggression and moderators of these relationships at two time points. Results 

showed that both the frequency of mistreatment and intensity of mistreatment models were 

significant, suggesting that both methods of measuring workplace mistreatment are valid. 

Moderation results showed that, for both frequency and intensity, stronger norms against 

workplace mistreatment were associated with greater aggression, suggesting that 

employees may punish those who violate norms to bring those individuals in line with the 

group. Further, norms for mistreatment moderated the incivility-enacted aggression 

relationship in the short term for frequency variables, while moderating the enacted 

aggression Time 1-Time 2 relationship in the longer term for intensity variables, 

suggesting that at higher intensities of aggression employees may be even more likely to 

punish others to thwart future aggression. Anger rumination moderated the incivility-

enacted aggression relationship for both frequency and intensity, but not between Time 1 

and 2, suggesting that anger rumination was more important in initial retaliation than 

longer term aggression. Taken together, the results of this study suggest that it is not only 

important for researchers to examine how often mistreatment happens but also how severe 

it gets.  
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 Second, this research advanced workplace aggression research by examining the 

influence of one type of mistreatment, identity threats, in motivating employees’ 

discretionary behaviour. To my knowledge, this was the first study to examine social 

identity threats in the workplace. Results showed that both individually-focused personal 

identity threats and group-focused social identity threats predicted enacted workplace 

aggression longitudinally. Further, while much of the theory and research on workplace 

aggression focuses on negative responses, this research showed that social identity threats 

also motivated a positive response in participants, namely OCB. From a social identity 

threat perspective, researchers have suggested that individuals are motivated to engage in 

OCB to cast their group in a more positive light following a social identity threat towards 

that group (Ellemers et al., 1999; Haslam et al., 2000; van Knippenberg, 2000). Further, 

this research advanced the literature by demonstrating positive employee responses to 

mistreatment that have been ignored in workplace aggression theories and the General 

Aggression Model. The primary focus of much of the theoretical work to date has been on 

negative responses to mistreatment. Although the General Aggression Model has 

articulated that there are several possible negative outcomes of mistreatment, it does not 

explore the potential positive outcomes of such behaviour. Study 2 suggests that these 

positive outcomes of mistreatment are indeed possible. Further, by examining 

organizational identification as a moderator this research advanced understanding of the 

conditions under which behavioural responses to identity threats occur. Individuals who 

highly identified with the organization and who experienced social identity threats were 

less likely to retaliate aggressively, suggesting that these individuals may find other ways 

to reinforce their organizations positive value. 
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Third, Study 3 advanced the literature on displaced aggression in the workplace as 

well as the literature on customer mistreatment. Displaced Aggression Theory is a classic 

in the psychology literature, however little research has examined displaced aggression in 

workplace settings (for an exception see Hoobler & Brass, 2006). This study extended the 

literature on displaced aggression in organizations by examining the dynamics in the 

service encounter and results showed that employees can and do displace their aggression 

to those they serve. Further, the workplace aggression literature has examined several 

possible sources and targets of aggression and this study contributes to the literature by 

examining customers as targets of employee aggression. Customer-targeted mistreatment 

has primarily focused on more covert behaviours, such as sabotage, to date (e.g., Harris & 

Ogbonna, 2006; Skarlicki et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2011). This study found that while 

employees did not directly retaliate aggressively towards customers, they did displace their 

aggression. That is, after experiencing aggression from organizational insiders, employees 

displaced aggression towards organizational outsiders. Taken together, the results of Study 

3 suggest that workplace aggression does not necessarily stay inside the organization, but 

rather can spillover to those outside of the organization. 

Practical Implications 

This research has practical implications for understanding aggression in 

organizations at more than a single point in time (e.g., longitudinally). First, this research, 

in line with earlier work (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Douglas et al., 2008; Dupré & 

Barling, 2006), suggests that the tit-for-tat exchange of mistreatment behaviours indicates 

that the typical legal approach focusing on identifying a single perpetrator and a single 

victim in a given incident may not provide the full picture of the mistreatment behaviours 
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between the individuals involved. Rather, there may be multiple incidents leading up to the 

reported incident and the individuals involved may be both be a victim and a perpetrator of 

aggression. As a result, all parties may be deserving of some level of disciplinary action. 

However, it is preferable for organizations to recognize when negative or aggression 

interactions are occurring and intervene before the mistreatment escalates into more serious 

forms of aggression and violence. Further, organizations can provide employees with the 

training and supports to handle interpersonal situations that have the potential to become 

negative, for example skill development in handling negative conflict, self-awareness, and 

bystander intervention as well as clear organizational policies and consequences aggressive 

colleagues and customers. 

Second, extant research suggests that when things “get personal” (as is the case for 

identity threats), mistreatment quickly escalates in terms of the intensity of the behaviours 

involved (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Identity threatening behaviour may be a common 

problem in workplaces, particularly for those where members or groups of people engage 

in social comparisons of the value or competence of individuals or groups. Derogation of 

others is a precursor to aggression as a form of retaliation. As one possible approach, 

organizations may consider the common conflict management advice to “attack the 

problem, not the people”. This is consistent with Social Identity Theory in that when 

people feel their ideas, competence, or character are attacked, the discussion gets personal, 

an identity threat may be perceived, and, as a result, the conversation may deteriorate into 

insults and more personal attacks. Rather, active listening to understand others point of 

view and pointing out where their thinking is similar as commonly recommended. It is also 
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important that organizations create a cooperative and respectful culture where derogation 

of individuals or groups is unlikely in the first place.  

On the positive side, though, this research suggested that members of derogated 

groups work to fortify their own group as a response to identity threats, thus potentially 

strengthening their group over time. I caution organizations in taking away from these 

results that identity threats are ‘good’ for employees, organizations, or customers. Rather, I 

believe this finding is an example of where employees can turn a bad situation into 

something good. 

Third, the results of Study 3 suggested that not only do employees retaliate after 

experiencing aggression, but they take it out on others in the work environment who were 

not involved in the first experience of mistreatment, namely customers. That is, employees 

can turn the tables on those who they serve, enacting aggression towards customers due to 

the mistreatment they experience within the organization, from their own colleagues. Much 

research has found that mistreatment from customers is frequent and has considerable 

influence on employees well being (Grandey et al., 2004; Rafaeli et al., 2012; Yagil, 2008), 

and research suggests employees also mistreat customers. Research has even reported that 

employee can potentially displace the aggression they experience while on the job to 

organizational outsiders, such as their spouse (Hoobler & Brass, 2006; Liu et al., 2015). 

Customers experiences of aggression could influence organizations in a negative way, such 

as loss of repeat business, reputational concerns, poor word of mount advertising 

(Zeelenberg & Pieters, 1999, 2004), reductions in unit sales (Schneider et al., 2005) as well 

as potential law suits. Taken together, the results of this study suggest that organizations 
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should focus inside on their prevention of aggression in addition to reinforcing customer 

service expectations and supports for when service encounters are negative.  

Future Research 

 There are several interesting new directions for research illuminated by these 

studies that can continue to extend workplace mistreatment theory and research. First, 

Study 1 suggested that the intensity of workplace aggression, in addition to the frequency, 

offers opportunities to understand the workplace aggression over time and may be 

important in understanding and advancing the measurement of workplace aggression. 

Future research should further examine the role of intensity of workplace aggression in the 

predictors, outcomes, moderating and mediating mechanisms, and aggression over time. 

For example, examining the intensity of workplace aggression longitudinally may shed 

more light on whether aggression occurs spontaneously with a single highly intense event 

or if it involves a slower tit-for-tat escalation with more frequent aggression that increases 

in intensity slowly over several exchanges of aggression. Certainly, this research suggests a 

slower tit-for-tat escalation occurs, and future research could examine the escalation 

longitudinally to observe change in aggression over time. Further, by using existing 

measures of aggression to form the basis of a measure of aggression intensity, researchers 

can use archival data to begin to explore questions around aggression intensity, its causes 

and consequences, and potentially its occurrence over time.  

 Second, Study 2 examined the role of identity threats in motivating discretionary 

behaviours in response (aggression and OCB) and identified several avenues for future 

research. Examining social identity threats and workplace aggression has many fruitful 

opportunities to merge the literatures on teams and workgroups with that of workplace 
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aggression. For example, it may be of interest to explore the varying roles that social 

identity threats play in intergroup relations, particularly among different groups working 

for the same organization. Indeed, research have reported that when an individual ingroup 

is mistreated, others in that group may seek retribution towards the outgroup (Lickel et al., 

2006). A potential area of future study is whether employees find ways to seek retribution 

for customers mistreating their coworkers towards customers as group as a form of 

bystander retaliation. This notion supports that workplace aggression may be target 

specific (e.g., customers), but not person specific (e.g., the aggressive customer) in some 

circumstances. That is, individuals may seek retaliation towards the group to which the 

perpetrator belongs, but not necessarily the individual themselves.  

 In addition, this research examined positive employee responses, namely OCB, 

following being the target of social identity threat, opening a promising area of research. It 

is counterintuitive to think of bad behaviour motivating good. However, Social Identity 

Theory provides guidance for understanding the underlying motivation of why employees 

may respond to mistreatment positively. That is, when ingroup members feel that their 

group identity has been threatened, they seek to show that the group’s value and worth. It 

may be of interest for future research to examine possible links between identity threats 

and how group connections may be strengthened following mistreatment, such as group 

cohesion and identification. Future research could also examine additional positive 

responses as a possible way of responding to mistreatment. For example, are there 

circumstances under which an employee might engage positive behaviours towards an 

outgroup, such as attempting to openly communicate with the outgroup or build cooperate 

relationships, with the goal of fortifying the ingroup. Social psychological research have 
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found that outgroup helping is a possible response to identity threat, especially when the 

outgroup is facing misfortune (Nadler, Harpaz-Gorodeisky, & Ben-David, 2009; Van 

Leeuwen & Täuber, 2010). 

 Third, with respect to Study 3, outsider-targeted aggression is one possible response 

to mistreatment from insiders. Future research could examine additional factors that may 

influence whether employees enact mistreatment towards organizational outsiders. For 

example, researchers suggests that customer’s sense of anonymity may influence their 

likelihood of mistreating employees (Gutek, 1995; Gutek, Bhappu, Liao-Troth, & Bennett, 

1999). Based on this, the reverse may be true, research could examine whether employees’ 

own sense of anonymity (e.g., all employees wear the same uniform, employees and 

customers do not get to know each other due to brief service encounters) might influence 

employees’ mistreatment of customers.  

Further, all three studies examined mistreatment behaviours at multiple time points. 

Although the time lags were rationally decided based on previous research and what 

theoretical guidance was available, there was a lack of clear theoretical guidance on the 

timeframe for aggression escalation and retaliation after experiencing workplace 

mistreatment. Experimental research suggests that aggressive responses can be invoked 

very quickly (e.g., C. A. Anderson et al., 2008; Stucke & Baumeister, 2006) and theories 

suggest aggression can impulsively occur shortly after provocation (C. A. Anderson & 

Bushman, 2002). Displaced Aggression Theory, on the other hand, suggests that 

individuals can suppress their aggressive behaviour in the moment and when they 

experience a minor triggering event, respond with aggression at a later point (Marcus-

Newhall et al., 2000; N. E. Miller, 1941). Further, earlier longitudinal aggression research 
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has examined multiple instances of aggression over time frames of 1 to 30 months 

(Murphy & O’Leary, 1989; O’Leary, Barling, Arias, Rosenbaum, Malone, & Tyree, 1989; 

Rodriguez-Munoz, Baillien, De Witte, Moreno-Jimenez, & Pastor, 2009). As researchers 

seek to understand how workplace aggression changes over time and seek to understand 

the escalatory nature of aggression, guidance on the time frame of this change will help to 

isolate these patterns. In addition, it is likely that situational factors, such as power 

differential between those involved and the nature of the mistreatment (e.g., uncivil 

behaviour that leaves the target wondering whether the behaviour was intentionally 

harmful, joking, or poorly stated), may influence the type of retaliation behaviour and the 

time lags of aggression. For example, if aggressive behaviour is not perceived as safe 

towards one’s supervisor, it may be suppressed, but then when the aggression continues the 

employee may eventually become fed up or think that they can get away with retaliating 

and become aggressive. More theoretical guidance is needed to understand and to more 

accurately examine workplace aggression over time. 

Conclusion 

 Overall, this dissertation examined workplace mistreatment over time drawing on 

the General Aggression Model. I examined the responses to aggressive behaviour and the 

moderating mechanisms influencing the likelihood of behavioural responses. Together, the 

current three studies advanced the workplace aggression literature by showing employees’ 

responses to workplace mistreatment at multiple time points. Study 1 compared measures 

of frequency and intensity of workplace mistreatment and found that employees 

aggressively responded to experiencing workplace incivility from a coworker. Study 2 

showed that employees’ respond to personal identity threats with aggression and to social 
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identity threats with both aggression and OCB. Study 3 found that employees’ experiences 

of aggression can motivate direct retaliation towards the source and re-directing of anger 

towards another target. The findings herein suggest that organizations should take 

whatever steps they can to prevent their negative retaliatory behavior in response when 

they are mistreated. In addition, organizations should identify workplace aggression early 

on to be able to intervene before a tit-for-tat exchange of mistreatment escalates into 

increasingly intense mistreatment behaviours.  
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