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Abusive supervision is a growing concern in high-pressure environments such as
Information Technology (IT) organizations. Guided by displaced aggression
theory, this study investigates how such supervisory mistreatment can lead
employees to engage in workplace deviance, defined as voluntary behavior that
violates organizational norms and causes harm. When direct confrontation with
abusive supervisors is perceived as risky or inappropriate, employees may redirect
their frustration toward the organization through deviant actions. Furthermore, the
study examines the moderating role of power distance orientation, the extent to
which individuals accept and expect unequal power distribution. Employees with
a high-power distance orientation are more likely to tolerate hierarchical authority
and refrain from retaliatory behavior. In contrast, those with a low power distance
orientation may be less accepting of unjust authority and more prone to react
negatively. A cross-sectional, quantitative approach was employed using a
structured, self-administered questionnaire. A total of 300 surveys were
distributed among employees in Sri Lankan IT organizations, yielding 230 valid
responses through convenience sampling. Validated scales were used to measure
abusive supervision, organizational deviance, and power distance. Hierarchical
regression analysis was conducted using SPSS to test direct and interaction
effects. Abusive supervision was positively associated with organizational
deviance (p = 0.41, p < 0.001), indicating that higher levels of supervisory abuse
led to increased deviant behaviors toward the organization. The interaction term
between abusive supervision and power distance was significant (B = -0.19, p <
0.01), confirming the moderating effect. A simple slope analysis revealed that the
relationship between abusive supervision and deviance was stronger among
employees with low power distance orientation (simple slope = 0.52, p < 0.001),
while the relationship was weaker for those with high power distance (simple
slope = 0.28, p < 0.05). The model explained 38% of the variance in workplace
deviance (R? = 0.38). The findings support displaced aggression theory by
showing that abusive supervision fosters organizational deviance, especially
among employees who do not accept hierarchical inequality. Power distance plays
a buffering role in this relationship. Managers must recognize the hidden costs of
abusive behaviors and consider employees’ cultural orientations.
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Background and Theoretical Framework

Abusive supervision, characterized by sustained hostile verbal and nonverbal
behaviors from supervisors (Tepper, 2000), presents a significant challenge in high-
pressure work environments such as Information Technology (IT) organizations.
These negative supervisory behaviors often lead to workplace deviance, defined as
voluntary actions that violate organizational norms and potentially harm the
organization or its members (Robinson & Bennett, 1995). This study draws upon
displaced aggression theory (Dollard et al., 1939), which posits that employees who
are unable to directly confront abusive supervisors may redirect their frustration
through deviant behaviours against the organization. In addition, Social Exchange
Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) is used to explain how abusive supervision undermines
reciprocal trust and fairness in the workplace, fostering retaliatory behavior among
employees. The study also examines power distance orientation, a cultural
dimension introduced by Hofstede (1980), as a moderating factor. Power distance
reflects the extent to which individuals accept and expect unequal power
distribution within organizations. Employees with high power distance orientation
are more likely to tolerate supervisory abuse due to respect for authority, while
those with low power distance are more likely to resist or retaliate.

Over the past two decades, abusive supervision has received increasing attention in
organizational behavior research (Martinko et al., 2013), highlighting its relevance
in contemporary workplaces. However, much of the existing research has been
conducted in Western contexts (Tepper et al., 2011; Khan, 2014), where cultural
norms and employee behavior patterns may differ significantly from those in non-
Western societies. Given the increasing globalization of the workforce, relying
solely on Western findings may lead to incomplete or inappropriate conclusions
when managing culturally diverse employees (Tepper et al., 2007). In response,
scholars have called for more empirical investigations into abusive supervision
within Asian cultures (Aryee et al., 2008; Martinko et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2012;
Lin et al., 2012). This need is particularly important as Western cultures tend to
exhibit low power distance, while many Asian countries, such as Pakistan, China,
and India, are characterized by high power distance values (Hofstede, 2013). Thus,
this study seeks to address the cultural gap by examining the role of abusive
supervision and power distance orientation in the Sri Lankan IT sector.
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Research Objectives

v To investigate the impact of abusive supervision on organizational deviance
directed at the organization in IT organizations in Sri Lanka

v' To examine the moderating role of power distance orientation in the
relationship between abusive supervision and workplace deviance in Sri
Lanka

Hypothesis Development

Abusive supervision has been widely recognized as a detrimental leadership
behavior that negatively impacts employee attitudes and behaviors. Defined by
Tepper (2000) as sustained displays of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors by
supervisors, abusive supervision can lead to psychological distress and perceptions
of injustice among employees. According to Displaced Aggression Theory (Dollard
et al., 1939), when employees feel unable to retaliate directly against an abusive
supervisor due to hierarchical power or fear of repercussions, they may redirect
their frustration through deviant behaviors aimed at the organization. This deviance
includes actions such as withholding effort, damaging property, or violating
organizational norms, which ultimately harm the organization. In line with this
theoretical perspective, prior research has found a positive relationship between
abusive supervision and workplace deviance (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007).
Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1: Abusive supervision is positively related to organizational deviance directed at
the organization in IT organizations.

While abusive supervision may generally lead to deviance, individual and cultural
differences influence how employees respond. One such cultural variable is power
distance orientation, which reflects the extent to which individuals accept unequal
power distribution (Hofstede, 1980). Employees with high power distance
orientation are more likely to accept authority without question and tolerate
supervisory mistreatment, thereby reducing the likelihood of deviant responses.
Conversely, employees with low power distance orientation are less accepting of
hierarchical disparities and more inclined to retaliate against perceived injustice.
This suggests that power distance orientation may moderate the relationship
between abusive supervision and workplace deviance. Accordingly, the second
hypothesis is proposed:

H2: Power distance orientation moderates the relationship between abusive
supervision and workplace deviance, such that the relationship is stronger for
employees with low power distance orientation and weaker among those with high
power distance orientation.
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Methodology

A guantitative, cross-sectional research design was employed for this study. Data
were collected through structured questionnaires administered to 230 employees
working in Sri Lankan IT organizations, yielding a response rate of 76.6%. The
study utilized validated instruments to measure abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000;
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.86), organizational deviance (Bennett & Robinson, 2000; a =
0.89), and power distance orientation (Dorfman & Howell, 1988; a = 0.80).
Hierarchical regression analysis was conducted using SPSS to test both the direct
effects of abusive supervision on deviance and the interaction effects of power
distance orientation. Simple slope analysis was used to explore the nature of the
moderation effect.

Key Findings

The results revealed that abusive supervision significantly predicts organizational
deviance (f = 0.41, p < 0.001), supporting the first hypothesis. Employees subjected
to supervisory abuse were more likely to engage in deviant behaviors such as
sabotage, theft, or deliberately reducing their work effort. The analysis also
supported the moderating role of power distance orientation, which was found to
weaken the relationship between abusive supervision and workplace deviance
(interaction term: = -0.19, p < 0.01). Specifically, the relationship was stronger
among employees with low power distance orientation (simple slope = 0.52, p <
0.001) and weaker for those with high power distance orientation (simple slope =
0.28, p < 0.05). The overall model explained 38% of the variance in deviant
behavior (Rz = 0.38), indicating a satisfactory model fit.

Discussion and Implications

The findings offer several theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, the
study extends displaced aggression theory by demonstrating how cultural values
such as power distance influence retaliatory behaviors in organizational contexts. It
also affirms the applicability of Social Exchange Theory in non-Western settings by
revealing how perceptions of fairness and reciprocity are disrupted under abusive
supervision, leading to deviant acts. Practically, the findings underscore the
importance of implementing comprehensive anti-abuse policies, develop supervisor
training programs focused on ethical leadership, and introduce anonymous reporting
mechanisms. For managers, the study highlights the need to foster equitable power
dynamics and be aware of cultural differences in how employees perceive and react
to authority. Human resource professionals are encouraged to promote
psychological safety and cultivate low-power-distance norms to reduce the
likelihood of deviant responses.
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Limitations and Future Research

Despite its contributions, the study is not without limitations. The cross-sectional
nature of the research design limits the ability to draw causal inferences.
Additionally, the reliance on self-reported data may introduce social desirability or
recall bias. Future research could adopt longitudinal designs to better capture the
evolving dynamics between abusive supervision and workplace deviance over time.
Moreover, examining additional potential moderators such as organizational justice,
emotional intelligence, or leadership style may provide a more nuanced
understanding of the mechanisms at play. Comparative studies across different
industries or cultural contexts would also enhance the generalizability of these
findings.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study underscores the detrimental effects of abusive supervision
on workplace deviance in IT organizations. It highlights the critical role of power
distance orientation as a cultural buffer that shapes employee responses to abuse. In
high-power-distance cultures like Sri Lanka, employees are less likely to retaliate
against abusive supervision, whereas in low-power-distance settings, the likelihood
of deviance increases. The study emphasizes the need for proactive organizational
measures to address abusive behaviors and foster inclusive, respectful, and
psychologically safe work environments. Such efforts are essential for sustaining
employee well-being and organizational integrity in the global IT sector.

References

Aryee, S., Chen, Z. X., Sun, L. Y., & Debrah, Y. A. (2008). Antecedents and
outcomes of abusive supervision: Test of a trickle-down model. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 93(4), 721-732. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.4.721

Bennett, R. J., & Robinson, S. L. (2000). Development of a measure of workplace
deviance. Journal of Applied Psychology, 85(3), 349-360.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.85.3.349

Blau, P. M. (1964). Exchange and power in social life. Wiley.

Dollard, J., Doob, L. W., Miller, N. E., Mowrer, O. H., & Sears, R. R. (1939).
Frustration and aggression. Yale University Press.

Dorfman, P. W., & Howell, J. P. (1988). Dimensions of national culture and
effective leadership patterns: Hofstede revisited. Advances in International
Comparative Management, 3, 127-150.

ISSN 3093-6470 © The Open University of Sri Lanka 5



B
Proceeding of the International Research Conference of the Open University of Sri Lanka (IRC-OUSL 2025) ;\& 7

_%

B

Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s consequences: International differences in work-
related values. Sage.

Hofstede, G. (2013). Culture's consequences: Comparing values, behaviors,
institutions and organizations across nations (2nd ed.). SAGE Publications.

Khan, A. (2014). The relationship between abusive supervision and organizational
citizenship behavior: The moderating role of power distance. International Journal
of Business and Management, 9(11), 13-26. https://doi.org/10.5539/ijbm.vOn11p13

Lin, W., Wang, L., & Chen, S. (2012). Abusive supervision and employee well-
being: The moderating role of power distance orientation. Applied Psychology: An
International Review,  61(2), 233-259. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-
0597.2011.00463.x

Martinko, M. J., Harvey, P., Brees, J. R., & Mackey, J. (2013). A review of abusive
supervision research. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 34(S1), S120-S137.
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1888

Mitchell, M. S., & Ambrose, M. L. (2007). Abusive supervision and workplace
deviance and the moderating effects of negative reciprocity beliefs. Journal of
Applied  Psychology, 92(4), 1159-1168. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-
9010.92.4.1159

Robinson, S. L., & Bennett, R. J. (1995). A typology of deviant workplace
behaviors: A multidimensional scaling study. Academy of Management Journal,
38(2), 555-572. https://doi.org/10.5465/256693

Tepper, B. J. (2000). Consequences of abusive supervision. Academy of
Management Journal, 43(2), 178-190. https://doi.org/10.5465/1556375

Tepper, B. J.,, Moss, S. E., & Duffy, M. K. (2011). Predictors of abusive
supervision: Supervisor perceptions of deep-level dissimilarity, relationship
conflict, and subordinate performance. Academy of Management Journal, 54(2),
279-294. https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2011.60263085

Tepper, B. J., Duffy, M. K., Henle, C. A., & Lambert, L. S. (2006). Procedural
injustice, victim precipitation, and abusive supervision. Personnel Psychology,
59(1), 101-123. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.2006.00725.x

Wang, A. C., Chiang, J. T. J., Tsai, C. Y., Lin, T. T., & Cheng, B. S. (2012). Gender
makes the difference: The moderating role of leader gender on the relationship

ISSN 3093-6470 © The Open University of Sri Lanka 6



[S5e]
PN
=

Proceeding of the International Research Conference of the Open University of Sri Lanka (IRC-OUSL 2025) :‘L—%

between abusive supervision and subordinate upward influence behavior. The
Leadership Quarterly, 23(3), 514-529. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2011.12.005

ISSN 3093-6470 © The Open University of Sri Lanka 7



