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Abstract 
 

Research to date has largely been unclear about the relationship between supervisor incivility and employee 

revenge. In the current research, based on the negative norm of reciprocity, we examine the extent to which 

hostile attribution moderates the relationship between supervisor incivility and employee revenge. Collecting 319 

employee’s data, we show that supervisor incivility is associated with employee revenge. Moreover, we find that 

hostile attribution moderates the main effect positively, such that the higher employees with hostile attribution, 

the stronger the association between supervisor incivility and employee revenge; the lower employees with hostile 

attribution, the weaker the association between supervisor incivility and employee revenge; Implications for 

theory and practice are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The research shows that workplace incivility is widespread among the USA organizations and becomes a 

significant source of stress for employees (Cortina et al., 2001; Cortina & Magley, 2009). Comparing with the 

western countries, China is the state of Confucian culture, which emphasizes on "harmony", "zhongyong" and 

"face". People are more engaged in workplace incivility than other different destructive behaviors such as deviant 

behavior, aggressive behavior. Empirical studies have found that workplace incivility is prevalent in Chinese 

organization, especially supervisor incivility. Supervisor incivility is discourteous behavior from a supervisor that 

is targeted at a subordinate, is usually low intensity, and has ambiguous intent to harm (Anderson & Pearson, 

1999). This deviant and rude behavior from supervisors is associated with negative personal and organizational 

costs. Exposure to supervisor incivility at work is associated with reduced physical health (Lim et al., 2008) and 

job satisfaction (Liu et al., 2011) and organization performance (Caza & Cortina, 2007) and increased depression 

(Lim & Lee, 2011; Miner et al., 2012) and turnover intention (Liu et al., 2017b) and creativity (Liu et al., 2018). 

Moreover, the impacts of supervisor incivility can spill over into employees’ personal lives, leading to increased 

work-family conflict (Lim & Lee, 2011), and reduced marital satisfaction (Ferguson, 2012).  
 

In particular, recent studies find that experiencing incivility is associated with engaging in revenge, such as taking 

long breaks, doing work incorrectly, or engaging in interpersonal hostility (Penney & Spector, 2005; Porath & 

Pearson, 2013; Sakurai & Jex, 2012). Revenge refers to an action in response to some perceived wrongdoing by 

another party that is intended to inflict damage, injury, discomfort, or punishment on the party judged responsible 

(Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001; Frijda, 1994). Revenge can be either active, in the form of directing harm toward 

another person, or passive, in the form of withholding support (Ferrari & Emmons, 1994; Miller, 2001).  
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Additionally, it is usually the victim of the initial harm who seeks revenge. Such behavior may be organization-

ally or interpersonally targeted (Robinson & Bennett, 1995) and can include interpersonal abuse, production 

deviance and sabotage, theft, and withdrawal (Spector et al., 2006). Revenge can be extremely costly for 

organizations, leading to substantial financial losses (Coffin, 2003; Vardi & Weitz, 2004).  
 

Given these organizational repercussions, it is critical for companies to be aware of employees to engage in 

revenge in response to the experience of supervisor incivility. Yet only a few studies have explored the 

relationship between incivility and revenge (e.g., Sakurai & Jex, 2012; Sliter et al., 2012). Further, due to the 

nascent stage of this area of research, little is known about the conditions that either strengthen or weaken the 

relationship between these constructs. Based on norm of reciprocity, we aim to examine the extent to which the 

expected relationship between supervisor incivility and revenge is moderated by condition of hostile attribution in 

the current research. We focus our study on hostile attribution because it has the potential to heighten employee 

responses to supervisor incivility (Liu et al., 2017a). hostile attribution refers to individuals automatic and long-

term hostile interacting with others, which includes denigrating, resenting, negative comments and opinions on 

others. It has a negative impact on employee behavior, and will reduce the belongingness, psychological security 

and identification with supervisor (Cortina, 2001). Meanwhile, employees with hostile attribution will invest more 

resources to cope with supervisor incivility so as to beat even. 
 

We propose that employees who are highly hostile attribution will experience a stronger stressor-strain 

relationship between supervisor incivility and revenge, such that they are more likely to respond to supervisor 

incivility with revenge, compared to employees with low level of hostile attribution. In the following section, we 

develop the theoretical background and basis for our hypotheses. We then present the methodology and results of 

our study, and discuss its theoretical and practical implications. 
 

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses 
 

2.1 The effect of supervisor incivility on employee revenge 
 

Gouldner (1960) in a classic article postulated a generalized positive norm of reciprocity, stipulating that (1) 

people should help those who have helped them, and (2) people should not harm those who help them. Extending 

this premise, Helm, Bonoma, and Tedeschi demonstrated that a negative norm of reciprocity exists: the " 

frequency of reciprocated (counter aggression) was a direct and linear function of frequency of initial aggression 

delivered" (1972,97). Further, they found that when initial aggression is perceived by the target as unprovoked, 

the target employs counter aggression for revenge, rather than as a counter deterrence. According to the negative 

norm of reciprocity, when the subordinates are subjected incivility from their supervisors, they will employ 

incivility or other severe deviant behavior as a reciprocity. If they think the revenge can’t cause consequence, they 

will be in revenge toward their supervisors. If they think their revenges toward supervisor lead to severe outcomes, 

they will direct harm toward coworkers or organizations because the supervisors are the “face” of the organization. 

In China, the subordinates usually retaliate their supervisors implicitly because of power distance. 
 

Studies have shown that supervisor incivility has positive relationship with organizational-oriented employee 

revenge (destruction and theft of corporate property, negative absenteeism, and handling private affairs during 

working hours). Tepper et al. (2006) found that when employee acquiescence revenge and show more revenge 

behavior, perceived supervisor incivility will affect employee revenge behavior through subordinate emotional 

commitment. Dupre et al. (2006) pointed out that supervisor incivility can cause employees to produce superior-

level retaliation, but the purpose of the work can adjust the relationship between supervisor incivility and revenge. 

If the employee's job is to obtain an economic source, the relationship will be stronger; if the employee's job is to 

achieve his own value, the relationship will be weakened. Mitchell et al. (2010) considered that supervisor 

incivility is an aggression, and the negative feedback principle regulates the positive relationship between 

supervisor incivility and superior-level employee revenge, which means that when the employee suffers from 

supervisor incivility, they will directly retaliate against the superior or organization. Therefore, we predict that: 

Hypothesis 1: Supervisor incivility has positive relationship with employee revenge. 
 

2.2 The moderating effect of hostile attribution 
 

It is a long-term concern in organization behavior that how employees' perceptions of supervisors affect their 

attitudes and behaviors. In common, employee’s attribution to motivation of supervisor incivility is very 

important to their behaviors. The employee with high hostile attribution regards supervisor incivility as malicious 

harm, while the employee with low hostile attribution treats supervisor incivility as promoting performance. 
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According to negative norm of reciprocity, if individuals attribute supervisor incivility as malicious harm, they 

will fight back against the supervisor and organization in proportion. This attribution will increase employee 

revenge. On the contrary, if individuals attribute supervisor incivility as promoting their performances, they will 

have less negative emotion and take less retaliation. Hostile attribution may moderate the association between 

supervisor incivility and employee revenge. 
 

Zhang (2009) believes that when suffered from supervisor incivility, the employee will use information 

processing to discern the intention of the superior behavior. When employees attribute the motivation of 

supervisor incivility to harming themselves, they will consider such supervisor incivility to be immoral. In this 

situation, employees will form various negative emotions, lose interest in work and reduce job performance, and 

even produce biased behavior. Guan (2014) believes that employees will resist such unethical and harmful 

behaviors of supervisors by retaliating. It can be seen that employee’s hostile attribution to supervisor incivility 

will aggravate the positive effect of the relationship between supervisor incivility and employee revenge. 

Therefore, we predict that: 
 

Hypothesis 2: hostile attribution will moderate the relationship between supervisor incivility and employee 

revenge. such that the positive relationship will be stronger when the employee with high hostile attribution 

compared to the employee with low hostile attribution. Based on the above analysis, this research establishes 

conceptual model in follow figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1 Conceptual model 

 

3. Research Design 
 

3.1 Sample and data-collection procedure 
 

The sample of this study mainly comes from eight private company’s employees in Hunan province of China. In 

2018, we received a total of 380 responses using electronic and papery questionnaires, attaining 319 valid data, 

and the validity questionnaire rate was 83.9%. 121 respondents (37.93%) were men. The age of participants 

ranges from 20 to 50(M=32.79). 217 respondents (68.02%) were employees, 62 respondents (19.43%)were 

supervisors, and 40 respondents(12.53%) were senior managers. With regarded to education, 227 respondents 

were undergraduates (71.15%), 16 respondents were masters or doctors (5.01%). With regarded to work seniority, 

201 respondents have been working less than one year(63.00%), 76 respondents have been working 1-3 

years(23.82%), 34 respondents have been working 3-5 years(10.65%), 8 respondents have been working over 5 

years(2.51%). 
 

3.2 Measures 
 

In order to ensure the reliability of measurement tools, we used the mature scales which other researchers have 

developed. All scales were scored by Likert 5 points (1= “strongly disagree”; 5= “strongly agree”). All scales in 

this study are described as following. 

(1) Supervisor Incivility. Supervisor incivility was measured by Liu and Dai (2012), modifying the original scale 

developed by Cortina and Magley (2001), which consisted of twelve items that gauge the frequency with which 

the respondents experienced workplace incivility in dealing with supervisor during the past time. Sample items 

include “My supervisor put me down or was condescending to me” and “My supervisors made demeaning or 

derogatory remarks about me.” and so on. Cronbach’s α for this scale was .913. 

(2) Employee Revenge. Seventeen items from the employee revenge Questionnaire (Skarlicki,&Folge,1997) 

were used to measure employees’ retaliation from work. Participants were asked to indicate to what degree items 

reflected their retaliation during past time on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). Example items include “I damaged company’s property” and “I disobeyed supervisor”. Cronbach’s α for 

this scale was .936. 

(3) Hostile attribution. Seven items referred to hostile attribution, an example of which is “My supervisor 

wanted to hurt my feelings.” and “My supervisor wanted me to feel bad”.  

Supervisor Incivility Employee Revenge 

Hostile Attribution 
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Response options ranged from 1 (very seldom or never) to 5 (very often or always). Participants were asked to 

indicate how frequently they had experienced each indicator over the past time. Cronbach’s α for this scale 

was .921. 
 

(4)Control Variables. We controlled for respondents’ demographic variables, including gender, age, position, 

education and work seniority in the organization. As previous research suggested that these variables affect 

employees' behavior (Thau et al., 2009). To ensure the accuracy of the results, these variables are controlled. 
 

4. Results 
 

4.1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis 
 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for all study variables are reported in Table 1. In line with past 

research, supervisor incivility (r= .772, p< .01) were positively associated with Hostile attribution, respectively. 

Supervisor incivility, r= .549, p< .01, and Hostile attribution, r= .648, p< .01, were positively associated with 

employee revenge. 
 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 
 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1.gender 1.62 .486        

2.age 2.11 .448 .005       

3.position 1.22 .581 -.090 .048      

4.education 1.81 .437 .048 -.164** .029     

5 work seniority 1.03 .207 -.006 -.300** .125* -.039    

6.Supervisor incivility 1.81 .705 -.099 -.055 -.010 .169
**

 -.039   

7.Hostile attribution 1.54 .741 -.093 -.028 -.001 .121
*
 -.034 .772

**
  

8.Employee revenge 1.66 .728 -.119
*
 -.052 -.056 .054 -.032 .549

**
 .648

**
 

Note.
＊＊＊

p＜0.001；
＊＊

 p＜0.01；
＊

 p＜0.05；the same below. 
 

4.2Common method bias 
 

To ensure the results, this study used harman single factor to analyze data. This study made un scaled principal 

component analysis for all variables (Zhou & Long, 2004). According to the number of factor precipitation or 

common factor interpretation to determine the size of the common method of deviation, in this study, seven 

common factors (eigenvalue>1) were extracted from the test results, and the first factor explained variation is 

17.57%, less than 50% (recommended explained variation). It indicated that bias problem of the common method 

was not serious. 
 

4.3Reliability and validity analysis 
 

The study uses SPSS21.0 statistical analysis software to analyze the reliability and validity of scales. The results 

are shown in table 2. Cronbach alpha coefficients of all scales were above 0.90, indicating that the reliability of 

the scale is quite high. The KMO values of each scale were all greater than 0.60, and the results of Bartlett 

spherical test were significant, and each scale cumulative variances were greater than 50%, indicating good 

validity. 
 

Table 2 Reliability and Validity Analysis 
 

Variable Cronbach's Alpha KMO Cumulative Interpretation Variance 

supervisor incivility 0.913 0.842 62.7% 

Hostile attribution 0.921 0.851 80.3% 

Employee revenge 0.936 0.827 71.2% 
 

Confirmatory factor analyses were conducted to justify the examination of supervisor incivility (SI), hostile 

attribution (HA) and employee revenge(ER) as independent constructs. Regarding the former comparison, The 

results show that the three-factor model assumed in this study has reached the acceptance criteria (X2/df=1.621<2, 

RMSEA=0.065<0.08, IFI, TLI, CFI are greater than 0.9). The results of these confirmatory factor analyses 

indicate three variables have good convergent validity and discriminant validity. 

 

http://www.baidu.com/link?url=HFntP9ZZfx2A1Bs72iNeQe4R6Cxxj9JFPP6fQzPeArSJFHamHLTkVaBcEZddVIL2fc1Y7R4kqR-jAYUaf-Fd2_a_f3UXQb203M8rK5ydtFM9UIfusfbYzud5ZsWZiA_q
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Table 3 Confirmatory Factor Analyses 
 

Model Factor X
2
/df RMSEA IFI TLI CFI 

1 three-factor model 1.621 0.065 0.973 0.970 0.973 

2 two-factor model 1 2.398 0.087 0.919 0.910 0.918 

3 two-factor model 2 6.139 0.160 0.724 0.694 0.723 

4 one-factor model 10.330 0.213 0.511 0.460 0.509 
 

4.4 Hypothesis testing 
 

Main effects results. This study uses the method of hierarchical regression analysis to verify the hypothesis, as 

shown in Table 4, the gender, age, position, education and seniority as a control variable into the regression model. 

Then, the stepwise entry method is used to put the supervisor incivility into the regression model. As shown in 

Table 4, the supervisor incivility was positively correlated with employee revenge significantly (β=0.544,P＜
0.001, M2). Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported. 
 

Table 4 Regression analysis of direct effects 
 

Moderation results . As shown in table 5, supervisor incivility has a significant positive correlation to employee 

revenge (M4,β=.544,P＜0.001), after entering the interactions term between supervisor incivility and employee 

revenge in model 6, and the interaction coefficient is significant(β=.340, P＜0.01),R
2
=.583(P＜0.001), Which 

indicate that hostile attribution play a positively moderating role between supervisor incivility and employee 

revenge. 
 

Table 5 Moderated Regression Results 
 

Note. Supervisor incivility (SI), hostile attribution (HA) and employee revenge(ER)  
 

To show and explain the moderating role of hostile attribution in the entire model, the study draws on widely used 

figure of the moderating role. According to the methods and procedures proposed by Aiken et al (1991), we draw 

figure of moderating role that the relationship of hostile attribution between supervisor incivility and employee 

revenge. We can see the extent to which from this figure, low hostile attribution (M-1SD) and high hostile 

attribution (M+1SD) have influence on employee revenge. As shown on Figure 1.  

Type of the Variable 
Employee Revenge 

M1 M2 

 

 

Control variable 

gender -.137 -.070 

age .038 -.012 

position -.069 -.055 

education .030 -.042 

work seniority 0.012 .007 

independent supervisor incivility  .544
***

 

 F 1.902 20.085 

 R
2
 .035

***
 .311

***
 

 △R
2
 .017 .296 

Type of the Variable 
Employee Revenge 

M3 M4 M5 M6 

 

control 

variable 

gender -.137 -.070 -0.067 -.071 

age .038 -.012 -0.011 -.012 

position -.069 -.055 0.046 -.056 

education .030 -.042 0.038 -.036 

work seniority .012 .007 0.012 .008 

independent SI  .544*** 0.689*** .474*** 

moderator HA   0.026*** .136*** 

Interaction item SI×HA    .340*** 

 F 1.626 69.763 59.751 53.897 

 R
2
 0.025*** 0.575*** 0.575*** 0.583*** 

 △R
2
 0.010 0.566 0.565 0.572 
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Therefore, compared with the low hostile attribution, the employees with high hostile attribution can strengthen 

the relationship between supervisor incivility and employee revenge, and the hypothesis 2 is supported.  
 

 
Figure 2 Hostile attributions as a moderator of the relationship 

 

5. Discussion 
 

This paper mainly focuses on the effect of supervisor incivility on employee revenge, especially on the moderator 

role of hostile attribution. It shows that:(1) supervisor incivility significantly has a positive effect on employee 

revenge;(2) hostile attribution moderates the main effect positively, such that the higher employees with hostile 

attribution, the stronger the association between supervisor incivility and employee revenge; the lower employees 

with hostile attribution, the weaker the association between supervisor incivility and employee revenge. 
 

5.1Theoretical implications  
 

Our research mainly contributes to literature in two aspects. First, based on the norm of reciprocity, we explore 

the association between supervisor incivility and employee revenge. Our findings in support of supervisor 

incivility significantly have a positive effect on employee revenge. The study enriches the outcome of supervisor 

incivility. Second, due to the nascent stage of this area of research, little is known about the conditions that either 

strengthen or weaken the relationship between these constructs. Liu et al (2017a) showed that hostile attribution 

can lead to aggressive behavior and antisocial behavior of employees. Therefore, we take this variable as a 

moderator between supervisor incivility and employee revenge, which has an important influence on the 

employee's behavior. This study suggests that hostile attribution moderates the association between supervisor 

incivility and employee revenge. Hostile attribution is a negative attribution style. The findings of this study are 

helpful in understanding how the degree of employee hostility attribution affects the process of supervisor 

incivility and employee revenge in the context of Chinese culture. Meanwhile, it is of great significance to a 

comprehensive understanding of the individual attitudes and behaviors changes in workplace. 
 

5.2Management implications 
 

The results of this study show that supervisor incivility has an obvious positive effect on employee revenge. 

Therefore, the organization should pay more attention to the leadership behavior (especially the destructive 

leadership). The organization can assess the supervisor regularly and get the assessment data through anonymous 

survey. It’s suggested to conduct reward and punishment mechanism and put the leadership behavior into the 

performance appraisal system. In addition, when recruiting or promoting the managers, the organization should 

consider incivility as an important indicator. Meanwhile, the organization need pay more attention to train 

manager’s communication skills and prevent the supervisor incivility. At the same time, we also point out that 

hostile attribution aggravates the association between supervisor incivility and employee revenge. Therefore, it is 

necessary to guide employees to establish correct cognition in the organization.  
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For employees with high hostility attribution, the organization should conduct training interventions or carry out 

employee assistance programs, which can help them to correct their attitude, maintain an optimistic and positive 

attitude, actively seek ways to solve problems, and reduce the negative impact of superior incivility. 
 

5.3 Potential Limitations and Future Directions 
 

As with all research, our study has some limitations. First, we only collect the cross-sectional data and ignore the 

impact of time effects on variables, which makes it difficult to test the dynamic impact of supervisor incivility on 

employee revenge. But our hypothesis model agrees with the research conclusion, namely the leadership behavior 

can be used as a predictor of employee revenge.  
 

The conclusion is consistent with the findings of negative side of leadership in organizations. The future 

researchers can use time series design, and through empirical sampling or field test method to collect horizontal 

and vertical data, which will make it more accurately to grasp the relationship among variables; second, it uses the 

single-source data measurement methods and the conclusions will be influenced easily by the deviation of 

common method. In this study, employee self-evaluation is used to obtain employee revenge data. However, 

employees are likely to consider their own face problems and have reservations in filling in questionnaire. 

Therefore, the other evaluation ways are more likely to restore the essence of employee revenge. In order to 

reduce measurement deviation, the suggestions of Podsakoff can be taken. Through protecting the privacy of 

interviewees, the concern to employees’ evaluation will be lower. At the same time, confirmatory factor analysis 

was conducted on the data, and the results showed that there was a good distinction between the main variables. 

Therefore, future research can use multi-source or other assessment methods to obtain data to avoid the impact of 

homologous error. 
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