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abusive supervision on emotional exhaustion and LMX, we argue that abusive

supervision damages employees’ organization-based identities as well. Consequently,

we predicted that affective commitment mediates the abusive supervision–job
performance relationship, even after incorporating emotional exhaustion and LMX
as competing mediators. This led to our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Affective commitment mediates the relationship between abusive

supervision and job performance.

The moderating role of FWSS

According to the identity-based perspective, there are different levels or types of self-

identities (e.g., identity on the individual, interpersonal, or collective level; Lord, Brown,
& Freiberg, 1999) and their salience may vary (Turner & Onorato, 1999). Ashforth (2000)

further suggested that differences in the salience of identities could allow individuals

behave differently in the same social context. Following this perspective, we proposed

that FWSS, the salience of the individual work-based identity in the future (Strauss et al.,

2012), would influence employees’ identities in the organization in response to abusive





Method

Participants and procedures
We collected data from 717 telesales agents in a telemarketing centre of a large insurance

company in China. Participants were from 97 teams; each team worked in an office unit

and reported directly to a specific supervisor. Participation was voluntary, and all

participants were assured of the anonymity of their responses. Data were gathered in

three waves. At Time 1, employees evaluated their levels of FWSS and LMX and their

supervisors’ abusive supervision. One week later, at Time 2, participants evaluated their

affective commitment, themeaning of work, and emotional exhaustion. Job performance

data collected at Time 3 were employees’ monthly sales performance for the month
following Time 2.

In the first twowaves, 579participants completed the Time 1questionnaires, ofwhich

480 also completed questionnaires at Time 2, for a response rate of 66.95%. Their

demographic data were as follows: 60.20% of the employees (n = 289) were female; the

average agewas 24.94 years (ranging from 19 to 49); and 46.50% had high school degrees

and 41.00% had college degrees. To explore the possibility of differences between

participants who completed both phases of the study (n = 480) and those who dropped

after the Time 1 (n = 99), we tested for a non-response bias using analysis of variance
(ANOVA). There was no significant difference found between the groups on gender, F(1,

577) = 1.51,ns; age, F(1, 577) = 0.33,ns; educational level, F(1, 576) = 1.17,ns; abusive

supervision, F(1, 577) = 1.63, ns; or FWSS, F(1, 577) = 0.00, ns. Thus, no evidence of

non-response bias was found.

Measures

Abusive supervision

Abusive supervision was rated by employees on a 5-item scale developed by Mitchell

and Ambrose (2007). This shortened version of an abusive supervision measurement
has been shown to represent the content of abusive supervision (Tepper et al., 2009)

and has acceptable reliability and validity (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). Respondents

were asked to rate their agreement on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree,

7 = strongly agree). An example item is ‘My supervisor ridicules me’. Higher scores

represent higher levels of abusive supervision. Cronbach’s a for abusive supervision

in this study was .91.

Future work self salience

Future work self salience was measured by Strauss et al.’s (2012) 5-item FWSS scale.

The scale was modified from the measure of salience of possible selves (King &

Patterson, 2000; King & Raspin, 2004). Participants were asked to ‘mentally travel into

the future’ and, while imagining their future work selves, rate the salience of the future

work selves. Respondents were asked to rate their agreement on a 7-point scale

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Sample items include ‘I am very clear about

who and what I want to become in my future work’, ‘This future is very easy for me to
imagine’, and ‘The type of future I want in relation to my work is very clear in my mind’.

Higher scores represent more salience in the future work self. Cronbach’s a for FWSS in

this study was .87.

Abusive supervision and performance 33



Affective commitment

Affective commitment was measured by the 6-item affective dimension of the organiza-

tional commitment scale (Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001). Respondents were asked to rate

their agreement on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). A sample
item is ‘I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization’.

Higher scores represent higher commitment to the organization. Cronbach’s a for

affective commitment in this study was .62.

Job performance

We obtained job performance data for a period of 1 month after Time 2 from company

records. Total contracted sales of employees in the 1-month period were used as
indicators of their job performance. The performance datawe receivedwere standardized

from the raw data of the company for confidentiality.

Control variables

Participants’ demographic characteristics, including gender, age, and education level,

were measured as control variables, because they may affect employee responses to

interpersonal mistreatment (Aquino & Douglas, 2003).
To examine the mediating effect of affective commitment in the abusive supervision–



individual level. However, as all participants in the current research were working in

teams, it was possible that the data we collected were non-independent. We computed

intraclass coefficients (ICCs; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979) to test this possibility. The ICC1s,

which indicate the amount of variance explained by group membership, were .05 for
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considering that participants were nested in groups with a common supervisor for each

team, we built a model that included the random effect of group and analysed it using the

hierarchical linear modelling approach of Mplus 7 (Muth�en & Muth�en, 1998–2012).
Hypothesis 1 proposed that affective commitment mediates the abusive supervision–

job performance relationship. First, we examined the mediating effect of affective

commitment by controlling for gender and age. To account for the impact of group

variance, we added the correlations of all study variables to the group level. The results of

mediation analysis showed that the indirect effect of abusive supervision on job

performance through affective commitment was �.024 (SE = .008, p < .01, 95%

confidence interval [CI] = [�0.040, �0.009]), which suggested a significant mediating

effect. Next, after incorporating emotional exhaustion and LMX as competing mediators

and controlling for gender, age, and meaning of work, the indirect effect of abusive
supervision on job performance through affective commitment was remained significant

(Estimate = �.013, SE = .006, p < .05, 95% CI = [�0.026, �0.0003]). In contrast, the

indirect effect through emotional exhaustion was �.002 (SE = .008, ns, 95%

CI = [



significant. In contrast, the conditional indirect effect via emotional exhaustion
(difference = �.002, SE = .010, ns, 95% CI = [�0.021, 0.016]) and via LMX (differ-

ence = �.009, SE = .009, ns, 95% CI = [�0.025, 0.008]) was not significant. Thus,

Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Discussion

Drawing upon the identity-based perspective (Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995; Tajfel, 2010;

Turner, 1999), the current research examined the role of affective commitment and FWSS

in the relationship between abusive supervision and job performance. Specifically, lagged

data were collected from multiple sources to examine whether affective commitment

Table 2. Regression results incorporating emotional exhaustion and LMX as competing mediators and

controlling for gender, age, and the meaning of work

Predictor

AC EE LMX Job performance

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Gender .23* .11 �.02 .13 �.03 .08 .30** .08

Age .02 .01 �.04** .01 �.01 .01 .03* .01

AS �.06* .03 .16** .05 �.09** .03 .04 .03

FWSS .13** .04 �.16** .05 .31** .04 �.02 .04

MOW .39** .05 �.24** .06 .33** .06 .06 .05

AS 9 FWSS �.08** .03 .09* .04 .07** .03

AC .14** .05

EE �.01 .04

LMX �.05 .04

R2 .30** .17** .33** .08**

Notes. N = 480.



mediates the abusive supervision–job performance relationship and how FWSS moder-

ates the indirect relationship between abusive supervision and job performance via

affective commitment.
The findings of the current research supported our mediation hypothesis. Consistent

with the identity-based perspective (Tajfel, 1982; Turner, 1999), we found that affective



reveal how employees’ self-identity salience affects the impact of working events and

situations on their work-based identity. As a post-hoc sensitivity test, we reviewed a

possiblemoderating effect of themeaning ofwork (which indicates the centrality ofwork-

based identity) while controlling for FWSS and found that the meaning of work did not
moderate the relationship between abusive supervision and affective commitment

(B = �.35, ns). This result implies that, beyond the centrality of identity, the salience of

identity plays a unique role in the identity process.

Second, we investigated the possible adverse effect of high FWSS at work. FWSS is a

concept based on hoped-for possible selves, which represents an individual’s hoped-for

self in the future (Markus&Nurius, 1986). As a representative of amore specific andwork-

based future self, FWSS is regarded as a positive construct. Employees with higher FWSS

have a clear picture of their future selves and have higher motivation for career
development and proactive behaviour (Strauss et al., 2012). However, as shown in the

current study, the current affective commitment of employees with high FWSS is more

easily affected by an adverse environment, namely abusive supervision. This result may

have important implications for research on FWSS or other identity-related constructs in

organizations.

Third, while previous research had primarily taken either a stress perspective and

examined emotional exhaustion as a mediator (Aryee et al., 2008; Harris et al., 2007) or a

social exchange perspective and examined LMX as a mediator (Xu et al., 2012) in the
abusive supervision–job performance relationship, we incorporated these two variables

as competing mediators in the identity-based model and the mediating effect of affective

commitment and the moderating effect of FWSS in the abusive supervision–job
performance relationship were demonstrated. The results showed that the identity path

explained more variance than the paths grounded in a stress or social exchange

perspective. Furthermore, FWSS, an indicator of the salience of the hoped-for work-based

identity, was found to moderate the identity-based path of the abusive supervision–sales
performance relationship via affective commitment, but not via other potential mediation
paths. These findings hint that the identity component accounts for a considerable part of



have their affective commitment and job performance affected by abusive supervision,

organizations should pay special attention to leaders’ abusive behaviours or intentions in

teams with a majority of high-FWSS employees and provide a less abusive work

environment to increase affective commitment of those employees high in FWSS.

Limitations and directions for future research

We also must consider some limitations of the current study, and we simultaneously

suggest directions for future research. First, drawing upon an identity-based perspective

(Tajfel, 1982; Turner & Onorato, 1999), we argued that affective commitment mediates

the relationship between abusive supervision and sales performance. Although affective

commitment was expected to be associated with the organization-based identity, we
acknowledge that they are not synonymous (vanKnippenberg& Sleebos, 2006). Affective

commitment here acted as a proxy for organization-based identity. We recommend that

future research directly measures identity as a mediator in the relationship between

abusive supervision and outcomes. Doing so will provide a clearer understanding of the

identity path through which abusive supervision affects organizational outcomes.

Second, we reasoned that employees who have salient hoped-for work-based identity

are more likely to direct their actions accordingly and will be less tolerant to adverse

aspects of the organization (e.g., abusive supervision), which act as obstacles on their way
to the positive future identity. In other words, a high level of FWSS explains amore severe

decrease in affective commitment under abusive supervision. While the current study

focused on one type of identity salience (hoped-for work-based identity salience), future

research could address other types of identity salience – such as the leader-related identity
salience and the current team-based identity salience – to obtain a clearer picture of the

identity-based mechanism of the relationship between abusive supervision and job

performance.

Third, we chose to study the effect of abusive supervision on job performance in the
current research because the goal of improving performance is a crucial objective for

organizations (Gupta & Govindarajan, 1984). In addition to performance, the high-FWSS

employees may also be more likely to leave the organization under abusive supervision

because of their decreased affective commitment. Future research should focus on

turnover intentions or behaviours of high-FWSS employees who are under abusive

supervision. This line of investigation would clarify the identity consequences of abusive

supervision and the impact of identity salience on workplace outcomes.

Conclusion

In summary, the current research drew on the identity-based perspective to investigate

the role of affective commitment and FWSS on the effect of abusive supervision on job

performance. The findings revealed that affective commitment mediated the relationship

between abusive supervision and job performance even after incorporating emotional

exhaustion and LMX as competing mediators. In addition, the identity-based path of

abusive supervision to job performance via affective commitment was stronger for
employees with high FWSS than for those with low FWSS, providing evidence of the

impact of identity salience. With these findings on the identity-based process of the

abusive supervision–job performance relationship and suggested future directions, we

hope this research will serve as a catalyst for a more advanced and comprehensive

understanding of the mechanisms of abusive supervision–outcome relationships.
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