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INTRODUCTION 

During the past decade, there has been a growing interest in the dark side of 

employees’ working experiences (Liu, Liao & Loi, 2012; Mathieu, Neumann, Hare & 

Babiak, 2014). An important reason is that negative perceptions of employees about their 

experiences in organizations will adversely impact their attitudes towards work, 

behaviors, and performance (Star & Strauss, 1999; Tepper, 2000; Tepper, 2007; Zellars, 

Tepper & Duffy, 2002). Previous studies have illustrated various negative experiences 

of employees, such as working insecurities (Collinson, 2003) and abusive supervision 

(Tepper, 2007). Most of those studies have analyzed such negative experiences from the 

aspect of organizational psychology.  

As part of this research stream, Snell & Wong (2009) developed a seminal concept 

of “representational predicament”, which pinpoints an unfavorable experience of 

employees that might commonly and frequently occur, and can cause adverse work 

attitudes that will be harmful for employee performance in workplace (Snell, Yi & Chak, 

2013). According to Snell & Wong (2009), a representational predicament for an 

employee is a negative experience in which that employee believes that a key authority, 

such as his/her supervisor, has unfavorable perceptions about himself/herself caused by 

misconception, bias, or ignorance. That implies he/she is likely to be experiencing 

injustice at the workplace. The concept of representational predicament reflects the state 

of mind arising among subordinates in contexts where here are power asymmetries 

between dominant authorities and employees. Representational predicaments arise, for 

example, when an employee believes that the supervisor overlooks his/her own work 

content, or disproportionately and unfavorably fails to appreciate his/her inputs (Snell & 

Wong, 2009). The study by Snell, Yi & Chak (2013) has shown that subordinates’ 

representational predicaments are quite common among Hong Kong employees. 
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Previous studies also suggest that Chinese subordinates are more likely to endure 

unpleasant treatment from superiors due to China’s culture of large power distance 

associated with social norms (Wang, Hinrichs, Prieto & Howell, 2013). However, few 

studies have investigated whether those kinds of unpleasant treatments are likely to cause 

representational predicaments, which also means that, despite its possible implications 

in the workplace, the concept of representational predicament hasn’t drawn people’s 

attention until recently (Snell, Yi & Chak, 2013). I shall argue that representational 

predicaments are likely to serve as a mediating factor giving rise to unfavorable 

workplace behaviors.  

In fact, when I first saw the definition of representational predicaments, it 

immediately reminded me lots of similar experiences I had during my 8 years working 

period in a Chinese state-owned enterprise. I became eager to know why representational 

predicaments happened to me and to my former colleagues. And I was determined to 

understand more about its underlying mechanism after thorough explorations. It should 

have strong practical implications. This is, therefore, the most important reason for me 

to choose this topic. 

The following section thus elaborates the main research questions in the present 

study, the objectives and contributions of this study, and the structure of the present thesis. 

Gaps in Literature 

Snell et al. (2012) contend that representational predicaments are the combination 

of contextual factors and personality traits (such as age and sensitivity), and they have 

already given some evidence, indicating that some contextual factors (e.g., leadership 

style lacking individualized consideration and/or benevolence, a leader-member 

relationship other than being intimate, supportive, and of mutual trust, unjust appraisal 

system, and feedback processes lacking of proper upward channels) can potentially lead 
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to subordinates’ representational predicaments or allow them to happen. They further 

argue that subordinates are more prone to experience representational predicaments if 

the supervisor’s leadership style is characterized by a low level of individualized 

consideration (Snell, Yi & Chak, 2013). 

Most previous studies have focused on exploring the reasons why employees suffer 

from representational predicaments (Snell & Wong, 2009; Snell et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, Snell & Wong (2009) used the EVLN (exit, voice, loyalty, and neglect) 

model in a qualitative study to identify potential consequences of representational 

predicaments. Further explorations of the behavioral impacts of representational 

predicaments (Snell & Wong, 2009) are nonetheless needed. How to recognize and 

reduce the negative impacts of representational predicaments appropriately is a challenge 

both for theory and for the practice of researchers and business managers. In this context, 

this study will investigate how representational predicaments impact employees’ actual 

behavior and its underlying mechanism.  

Meanwhile, the previous studies about representational predicaments, both 

quantitative and qualitative, have been mainly conducted in Hong Kong, thus there needs 

to be more empirical studies so as to establish their prevalence in other contexts. Besides, 

mainland China is a large economy which is a proper place for this research.  

As illustrated above, Snell et al. (2012) has, through qualitative research, proposed 

several factors which may contribute to representational predicaments. Due to some 

values in traditional ideology like Confucianism (Aryee, Chen, Sun & Debrah, 2007), 

China is a large power distance country with high power asymmetry, and, to some extent, 

most of the leaders in Chinese organizations display autocratic leadership behaviors. 

Therefore, I chose, among many factors identified by Snell et al. (2012), the factor of 

autocratic leadership, and attempts to establish, through quantitative methods, whether 

autocratic leadership is an antecedent of representational predicaments. 
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Research Questions for the Study 

Representational predicaments are negative experiences of an employee, who 

believes that he/she has been unrecognized or misunderstood by his/her supervisor. I 

shall argue that such adverse experiences can trigger feelings of inequity and injustice 

which can further lead to that employee’s unfavorable workplace behaviors, such as 

silence, lower level of work engagement, and counterproductive work behavior (CWB), 

as an informal way of getting even or restoring justice.  

Therefore, this study attempts to address the following research questions: First, 

does autocratic leadership act as an antecedent of representational predicaments? Second, 

since representational predicaments are negative experiences, will a subordinate in this 

situation engage in unfavorable workplace behaviors which might be harmful to other 

people and the organization? Third, what is the mechanism during this process? For 

example, does the experience of representational predicaments serve as a mediator 

between autocratic leadership and unfavorable workplace behaviors? 

Objectives of the Study 

The present study aims to achieve three main purposes. First, it seeks to establish, 

through quantitative methods, that autocratic leadership can lead to representational 

predicaments. Second, it tests whether and how representational predicaments relate to 

the following workplace behaviors: silence, work engagement, and CWB. Finally, it 

examines whether and how representational predicaments in turn channel the effect of 

autocratic leadership on subordinates’ workplace behaviors. 

Contributions of the Study 

Findings of this research bear both theoretical and practical implications.  
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First, it advances the understanding of representational predicaments and 

contributes to the existing literature by elaborating and examining the subtle relations 

among autocratic leadership, representational predicaments, silence, work engagement, 

and CWB. By doing so, this study also advances the understanding of the underlying 

mechanisms that explain the mediating effect of representational predicaments.  

Next, discriminant validity between representational predicaments and abusive 

supervision is demonstrated in the study. 

Third, since past studies about representation predicaments were mainly carried out 

in Hong Kong, through applying it in the mainland China, the present study examines 

representational predicaments in a new geographical context. 

Furthermore, by providing deeper insights into the adverse impacts of both 

autocratic leadership and representational predicaments to managers, those managers 

may be encouraged to seek to understand their subordinates better and thus avoid the 

adverse impacts that this research identifies. 

Structure of the Thesis 

This dissertation contains six parts. The part of Introduction describes the 

background, research questions, objectives, and contributions of this study. Chapter 1 

provides the theoretical background of the study, with a detailed literature review on 

related constructs. Chapter 2 introduces the arguments for the hypotheses development. 

Chapter 3 illustrates the methodology of this study, including samples, research design 

and procedures, measures, and the data analysis approach. Chapter 4 shows the results 

of the data analysis, and provides six case illustrations to support the hypotheses. Chapter 

5 discusses the results of the study, and summarizes the contributions to theory, 
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implications to practitioners, limitations and directions for future research, and 

conclusion of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 1 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter reviews the literatures of related theories and concepts. It first reviews 

the theories of interactional justice and equity as the underlying theoretical framework in 

developing the hypotheses in this study. Second, it illustrates the conceptualization and 

definition, types, antecedents and outcomes of representational predicaments. Third, it 

discusses the differences between representational predicaments and abusive supervision. 

Further, it reviews the definition of autocratic leadership, silence, work engagement, and 

counterproductive work behavior (CWB), followed by a brief summary of several of 

their antecedents explored in previous studies. 

Theory of Interactional Justice 

The concept of “interactional justice” was coined by Bies and Moag (1986) in the 

mid-1980s to encompass subordinates’ concerns about the “quality of interpersonal 

treatment exhibited by leaders during the enactment or implementation of decision 

procedures” (Bies & Moag, 1986; Aryee, Chen, Sun & Debrah, 2007). In other words, 

as a theory, it aims to lay due emphasis on the subordinates’ concerns about the fairness 

they receive from their supervisors during their communication in the workplace. The 

perception of interactional justice by subordinates is mainly based on the following two 

important elements: “(a) clear and adequate explanations of, or justifications for, 

allocation decisions, and (b) treatment of recipients with dignity and respect during the 

implementation of procedures” (Cropanzano & Ambrose, 2015; also see Tyler & Bies, 

1990; Bies, 2001; Bies, 2005). In fact, these two elements serve as basic criteria for 

assessing the quality of personal interaction between subordinates and superiors, the 

violation of which will accordingly account for “a salient category of unjust or 

provocative events” (Mikula, Petri & Tanzer, 1989). Findings of some early researches 

by Bies & Shapiro (1987; 1988) and Bies, Shapiro & Cummings (1988) supported the 
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notion that subordinates’ justice perception will be influenced by their supervisors’ 

behavior during the establishment of decision procedures, demonstrating a positive 

relation between supervisors’ justifications for unfavorable decisions and their 

subordinates’ justice perception. Since many studies on procedural justice also 

operationalized the concept of interactional justice in a way that encompasses the 

enactment of decision procedures, interactional justice was thus confounded with 

procedural justice (e.g., Folger & Martin, 1986; Folger, Rosenfield & Robinson, 1983). 

Moreover, many criteria of interpersonal justice were examined through the framework 

of procedural justice. Similarly, some studies also tended to broaden the scope of 

procedural justice to include examinations of interpersonal interactions (Tyler & Folger, 

1980; Lind & Tyler, 1988).  

Therefore, some debates arose on the distinction between the two. Bies and Moag 

(1986) argued that interactional justice will “generalize to the procedure itself only when 

a person attributes responsibility for the action to the organization, a systemic attribution, 

rather than the decision maker. On the other hand, if a person attributes the deception 

and rudeness solely to the decision maker and not the organization, then there should be 

less implications for the procedure itself” (Bies & Moag, 1986). Thus, subordinates’ 

interactional unfairness is not necessarily caused by procedural injustice; rather, it may 

also be a result of personal character of the supervisor. This indicates that a supervisor’s 

personal factors might play a more important role than procedural justice in facilitating 

interactional justice. As Bies and Shapiro (1988) put it, interactional fairness should be 

defined in the light of the “propriety of the decision maker’s behavior during the 

enactment of procedures” (Bies & Shapiro, 1988). Evidently, this view held that 

supervisors or decision makers play a central role in establishing interactional justice at 

work. More researches have supported the idea that interactional justice and procedural 
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justice are two dimensions of justice that will be related to different outcomes at 

workplace. Findings of an increasing number of studies (Aryee, Budhwar & Chen, 2002; 

Masterson et al., 2000; Niehoff & Moorman, 1993) have shown that, generally speaking, 

interactional fairness perceived by subordinates are connected with supervisor-related 

outcomes such as work performance, Organizational Citizenship Behavior, work 

engagement, and supervisor satisfaction (Aryee, Chen, Sun & Debrah, 2007), while 

procedural justice perceived by subordinates are connected with “organization-directed 

outcomes such as affective organizational commitment, OCBO, and turnover intentions” 

(Aryee, Chen, Sun & Debrah, 2007).  

Furthermore, Hui Lee & Rousseau (2004) argued that a strong relationship might 

be enough for reaching a reciprocity between the subordinates and their supervisors in a 

relation-oriented society, like the Chinese society. In line with Hui Lee & Rousseau 

(2004), a more recent study conducted by Aryee, Chen, Sun & Debrah (2007) thus 

support the idea that personal interactions between subordinates and their supervisors 

will serve as more vital “determinants of employee outcomes” (Aryee, Chen, Sun & 

Debrah, 2007) than procedural justice in a relation oriented society. Furthermore, they 

also validated that subordinates’ perceptions of interactional fairness rather than 

procedural justice are positively connected with “the work outcomes of affective 

organizational commitment, OCBO, and OCBI” (Aryee, Chen, Sun & Debrah, 2007). 

Moreover, subordinates’ perceptions of interactional justice also mediate the relation 

between abusive supervision and work outcomes (Aryee, Chen, Sun & Debrah, 2007). 

Equity Theory 

The equity theory championed by Adams (1963; 1965) was built upon Homans’ 

(1958; 1961; 1974) monumental construction of social exchange theory, Blau’s (1964) 

formulation of social exchange, and the social comparison theory put forward by 
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Festinger (1954).  In the equity theory, an individual is supposed to generate a feeling of 

inequity provided that he/she perceives unconformity between his/her and other people’s 

input/outcome ratios (Cropanzano & Ambrose, 2015). Since, psychologically, the 

experience of injustice (inequity) is rather depressing and sorrowful, the individual is 

activated to dispel it. In other words, equity is a desired end state for those who 

experience unfairness. The desire for escaping from such mental depression caused by 

equity thus motivate related reactive behaviors such as neglecting work duties, turnover 

intentions, and taking revenge. Thus, these behaviors are stimulated by individuals’ 

negative experience related to inequity (Cropanzano & Ambrose, 2015).  

In organizations, equity is generally considered as a central base of distributive 

justice (Morand & Meriiman, 2012). Equity theories in an occupational setting further 

suggest that employees will naturally react to “a state of felt injustice” (Sayles, 1958; 

Adams, 1965). And their reactions could be quite negative if they cannot expect a better 

solution of the inequity, which will in turn cause bad attitude or performance at work. 

Thus, negative or reactive behaviors motivated by inequity might include neglecting 

duties and taking revenge at work. The sense of not being treated equitably might even 

cause employee turnover (Griffeth & Hom, 1986).  

Representational Predicaments 

Conceptualization and Definition of Representational Predicaments 

A representational predicament for an employee is a negative experience in which 

that employee believes that a key authority, such as his/her supervisor, has unfavorable 

perceptions about himself/herself caused by misconception, bias, or ignorance. That 

implies he/she is experiencing injustice at the workplace (Snell & Wong, 2009). For 

example, representational predicaments arise when a subordinate believes that the 
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supervisor holds a misleading or incongruent picture about his/her work content. The 

basic context of employees’ representational predicaments is power asymmetries 

between dominant authorities and employees, particularly when the subordinate cannot 

determine which parts of his/her work and social identity to make visible or invisible 

(Snell & Wong, 2009). However, Snell and Wang (2009) also argue that power 

asymmetries do not necessarily result in representational predicaments. The reason is 

that a subordinate,who has an intimate working relationship or has “leader-member 

exchange” (LMX) (Yrle, Hartman & Galle, 2003) with his/her supervisor may become 

relationally connected to the supervisor (Wong and Leung, 2001). Under this 

circumstance, the way the supervisor sees the subordinate and his/her work may better 

match the subordinate’s own perceptions (Snell & Wong, 2009). Therefore, 

representation predicaments arise when a subordinate perceives that he/she is 

experiencing injustice and unfair discrimination from his/her supervisor. A subordinate 

may perceive fewer representational predicaments if he/she has a supportive relationship 

with his /her supervisor. 

Types of Representational Predicaments 

As is shown in the theoretical model of Snell et al. (2012), representational 

predicaments can be divided into two main categories: representational predicaments 

involving being neglected, and representational predicaments involving negative 

spotlighting. 

Representational predicaments involving being neglected 

Evidence has shown that, in some situations, certain important behaviors such as 

contextual performance might be prone to be “invisible” can be easily ignored by key 

authorities (Star & Strauss, 1999). The term “contextual performance” may be 
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understood through its comparison with the term “task performance”. In contrast to task 

performance that is directly connected to “the organization’s technical core, either by 

executing its technical processes or by maintaining and servicing its technical 

requirements” (Motowidlo & Scotter, 1994), behaviors of contextual performance “do 

not support the technical core itself as much as they support the broader organizational, 

social, and psychological environment in which the technical core must function” 

(Motowidlo & Scotter, 1994). Borman and Motowidlo (1993) specified five types of 

contextual performance as follows: “(a) volunteering to carry out task activities that are 

not formally part of the job; (b) persisting with extra enthusiasm when necessary to 

complete own task activities successfully; (c) helping and cooperating with others; (d) 

following organizational rules and procedures even when it is personally inconvenient; 

and (e) endorsing , supporting , and defending organizational objectives” (Motowidlo & 

Scotter, 1994). Therefore, the concept of contextual performance can capture most of 

“the helping and cooperating elements of organizational citizenship behavior” 

(Motowidlo & Scotter, 1994; also see Organ, 1988), “prosocial organizational behavior” 

(Motowidlo & Scotter, 1994; also see Brief & Motowidlo, 1986), and “organizational 

spontaneity” (Motowidlo & Scotter, 1994; also see George & Brief, 1992), which could 

be found absent in behaviors of task performance.  

According to previous studies, there are four types of employees’ contextual 

performance which are prone to be undervalued by their supervisors: relational practices 

which entail smoothing interpersonal conflicts, empathic listening, and taking on 

undesired tasks (Fletcher, 1995, 1998); compassion work that includes taking care of and 

easing others’ mental suffering (Kanov et al., 2004; O’Donohoe et al., 2006); embedded 

knowledge work that requires delicate judgment and ability to engage in conceptual 

puzzle solving (Barley, 1996; Hamilton & Manias, 2007; Orr, 1996; Star & Strauss, 
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1999); and articulation work that entails coordinating and integrating the flow of work 

from an underdog position (Hampson & Junor, 2005). These kinds of contextual work 

tend to be “invisible” to the supervisor, especially when the supervisor has a different 

occupational background from their subordinates. Therefore, if the supervisor does not 

spend time to observe closely their subordinates’ work, the latter’s’ contextual 

performance could easily be disregarded.  Thus, such kind of representational 

predicaments may reflect large power distance (Hofstede, 2001). Snell et al. (2012) 

argues that an autocratic leadership style which emphasizes dogmatism, an absence of 

“self-report” on contextual performance during the process of performance assessment, 

a lack of “individualized consideration” and/or a missing of “benevolence” in the leading 

style of the supervisors, a leader-member relationship other than being intimate, 

supportive, and of mutual trust, and subordinates who suppress themselves against using 

their voice to draw attention to their own situations are all likely to lead to supervisors’ 

underappreciation. 

Representational predicaments involving negative spotlighting 

Negative spotlighting refers to a supervisor’s disproportionate emphasis on a 

subordinate’s mistakes, shortcomings, and “the downplaying of virtues or achievements 

that might otherwise be praised” (Snell et al., 2012). This kind of negative feedback can 

be considered as interpersonally unjust in large power distance cultures (Snell, Yi & 

Chak, 2013). Snell et al. (2012) contend that negative spotlighting can reflect a 

supervisor’s propensity for performing his/her autocratic style of leading which lacks in 

both benevolence and morality, and/or his/her arbitrary preconception that a certain thing 

can only be done through one way, and/or his/her intention of demeaning the subordinate 

if the subordinate is seen as a rival. 

Antecedents of Representational Predicaments 
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Previous studies show that different factors may lead to different types of 

representational predicaments. According to Snell et al. (2012), representational 

predicaments involving being neglected may be attributed to the following reasons: 

1 The supervisor is unfamiliar with the contextual demands for the subordinate’s 

contextual performance. 

2 The supervisor does not consider the subordinate’s contextual performance as 

being salient for their organization. 

3 The performance review does not incorporate subordinates’ self-reports on their 

contextual performance. 

4 The supervisor does not demonstrate a high level of individualized consideration 

in his/her leadership style. 

5 The supervisor does not exhibit a high level of benevolence in his/her autocratic 

leadership style. 

6 Subordinates who do not have a close and trusting relationship with their 

supervisor will likely be restrained from expressing their opinions on the underestimation 

of his/her contextual performance so as to correct this. 

7 The subordinate is inhibited from voicing out to draw attention to their contextual 

performance. 

According to Snell et al. (2012), representational predicaments involving negative 

spotlighting may arise because: 

1 The supervisor demonstrates an abusive leadership style. 

2 The supervisor is an abusive leader without benevolence or morality, and, at the 

same time, showing an autocratic leadership style.  
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3 The supervisor uses authority to enforce rules, regulations, preferences, and 

decisions.  

4 The supervisor demonstrates a style of authoritarian leadership.  

5 The supervisor sees his subordinate as a career rival and thus tries to disparage 

him/her. 

6 Legal channels and fair procedures for subordinates to express their disagreements 

on negative spotlighting are absent in a society. 

7 The subordinate is inhibited from voicing their resentment on negative 

spotlighting, which gives space for subsequent negative spotlighting. 

Outcomes of Representational Predicaments 

Snell & Wong (2009) suggest that representational predicaments may have adverse 

psychological impact on employees’ work attitudes and company performance, 

depending on the depth and breadth of the associated unhappiness. Therefore, they argue, 

accordingly, that employees choose between four types of responses—exit, voice, loyalty 

and neglect — to deal with representational predicaments. The EVLN framework stems 

from Withey and Cooper (1989).  

Exit means a subordinate quits his/her job in the present organization. Snell & Wong 

(2009) suggests that exit may happen when a subordinate who suffers from 

representational predicaments cannot find enough compensatory factors (e.g., friendship 

with colleagues) to support him/her to stay. It may also happen when a subordinate finds 

out that there are unbridgeable and significant differences between his/her opinion and 

the views assumed by the supervisor about the work (Snell & Wong, 2009). 

Voice refers to the attempts the experiencers of representational predicaments have 

made to explain, communicate or discuss with their superiors in the hope of a better 
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solution for problems they confront. However, in high power distance organizations, 

subordinates will find it rather difficult to express their disagreements in face of unjust 

experience (Brockner, et al., 2001). According to Snell & Wong (2009), voicing is not 

only “a matter of rational argument based on objective evidence”, but also contains other 

elements such as “political processes of negotiating impressions, attributions, and social 

relations” (Snell & Wong, 2009; also see Suchman, 1995; Blomberg et al., 1996).  

A loyalty response is characterized by working wholeheartedly regardless of the 

representational predicaments the employees face. Employees are likely to choose 

loyalty either if they are compensated in some other aspects they deem important, or if 

they believe that the differences between “the images assumed by their dominant 

authority” and their own views are tolerably small (Snell & Wong, 2009). Consequently, 

they may tend to engage in self-examination in order to avoid mistakes whenever 

experiencing representational predicaments (Snell & Wong, 2009). 

        Neglect contains the employees’ psychological transference of concentration from 

work-related duties to non-work issues. This situation may be based on their perception 

of huge and unbridgeable divergences between their views and those of their dominant 

superiors (Snell & Wong, 2009). They are bound to the present job either due to social 

attachments, or because they are unable to locate a better alternative. 

Representational Predicaments and Abusive Supervision 

As elaborated above, for subordinates, representational predicaments are negative 

experiences through which they are convinced that their supervisor has unfavorable 

perceptions about them due to misunderstanding, prejudice, or ignorance. On the other 

hand, abusive supervision refers to “subordinates’ perceptions of the extent to which their 

supervisors engage in the sustained displays of hostile verbal or non-verbal behaviors, 

excluding physical contact” (Tepper, 2000). In other words, representational 
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Table 3   

Demographic Characteristics of Participants 

Dimension  Category  Code  
No. of  

Participants  
Percentage  Mean SD  

Gender 
Male 1 130 58.56% 

1.41 0.49 
Female 2 92 41.44% 

Age 

25 or Below 1 38 17.12% 

30.00 5.58 

26 - 29 2 82 36.94% 

30 - 39 3 85 38.29% 

40 - 49 4 15 6.76% 

50 or Above 5 2 0.90% 

Education 

Level  

High School 

Diploma 
1 36 16.22% 

2.25 0.75 College Degree 2 99 44.59% 

University Degree 3 82 36.94% 

Graduate Degree 4 5 2.25% 

Overall 

Working 

Experience 

1 Year or Less 1 2 0.90% 

7.90 5.73 

1 - 3 Years 2 40 18.02% 

3 - 5 Years 3 48 21.62% 

5 - 10 Years 4 85 38.29% 

10 Years or More 5 47 21.17% 

Years 

Worked in 

Current 

Organization 

1 Year or Less 1 7 3.15% 

5.51 4.41 

1 - 3 Years 2 64 28.83% 

3 - 5 Years 3 76 34.23% 

5 - 10 Years 4 54 24.32% 

10 Years or More 5 21 9.46% 

Organization 

Size 

100 or Less 1 1 14.29% 

1.40 1.50 

100 - 300 2 2 28.57% 

301 - 500  3 1 14.29% 

500 - 800 4 2 28.57% 

800 or More 5 1 14.29% 
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Research Design and Procedures 

Surveys and interviews were both used in this study. To be more specific, the 

present study collected data by using questionnaires to test the hypotheses, while also 

using qualitative case illustrations obtained through interviews.  

Although questionnaires and structured interview questions were conducted in 

Chinese, they were originally constructed in English. I strictly followed back-translation 

procedures (Douglas & Craig, 2007) to check whether the original meaning of the scales 

was distorted. In order to enhance the accuracy of translation, a pre-test study involving 

15 employees was also conducted to make sure that participants could understand the 

questions. Based on their feedback, some wordings were revised afterwards for clarity. 

In order to test the mediating effects and reduce the common method bias, I 

conducted the survey with the same sample on three occasions. All members of the 

sample of 222 took part in the three-round surveys. The first survey included measures 

of autocratic leadership, representational predicaments, and abusive supervision. In order 

to test the discriminant validity between representational predicaments and abusive 

supervision, I measured both of these two concepts in the first-round survey. The second-

round survey was conducted one month later, assessing the representational 

predicaments. The third-round survey, sent out 2 weeks after the completion of the 

second survey, assessed subordinates’ silence behavior, work engagement, and CWB. In 

each of the three-round surveys, participants were required to rate questionnaire items on 

5-point Liker-type scales (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) about their 

level of agreement to those items. Particularly, to test the discriminant validity between 

representational predicaments and abusive supervision, I used the first-round data of 

representational predicaments. However, in order to reduce the common method variance, 
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I used the second-round data of representational predicaments to examine the 

hypothesized model. 

By requiring participants to recall a particular incident in the past, people can report 

their experiences and emotions involved in that past event with more accuracy (Goodman, 

Fichman, Lerch & Snyder, 1995). Following the surveys, 12 subordinates who had 

scored high and 8 subordinates who had scored low on representational predicaments 

were interviewed one by one and face to face. Evidence shows that most previous 

research studies have already investigated representational predicaments in Hong Kong 

though a qualitative approach using interviews (Snell & Wong, 2009; Snell et al., 2012). 

The present study thus collected phenomenological critical incident illustrations of the 

theorized model through interviewing a relatively small number of participants (the 

number was 20). Each interview in this study lasted from thirty minutes to one hour. A 

widely-used approach in the discipline of industrial and organizational psychology 

(Butterfield, Borgen, Amundson & Maglio, 2005), namely, Critical Incident Technique 

(CIT) (Flanagan, 1954), was adopted in developing the interview structure for this 

research. CIT is “an observable human activity that is complete enough in itself to permit 

inferences to be made about the person performing the act” (Bitner, Booms & Tetreault, 

1990), which is useful for studying complex interpersonal phenomena (Walker & Truly, 

1992). To collect qualitative data by using CIT, one method is to invite a participant for 

an interview, during which he/she will be required to report or recall an extreme and 

typical incident that happened before (Flanagan, 1954). 

In the present study, participants were required to describe a concrete instance of a 

representational predicaments during the interview. I will choose some typical ones to 

report later. 
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I promised to every participant that I would keep their information confidential, that 

the results would only be used for academic purpose, and that I would destroy all the 

materials as soon as my program finishes. I also emphasized this point two to three times 

during each interview, in order to reinforce the trust of the participants.  

Measures 

As explained below, measures comprised the scales of power distance, 

representational predicaments, abusive supervision, silence, work engagement and CWB. 

All the scales in this study were developed from previous studies. Table 4 demonstrates 

detailed information --- the numbers and reliability of each scale. A full list of the 

measures used in the present study is presented in the Appendix. 

Autocratic Leadership 

Autocratic leadership was measured with the 6-item scale developed by Cheng et 

al. (2004), which defined it as “a leader’s behavior that asserts absolute authority and 

control over subordinates and demands unquestionable obedience from subordinates” 

(Cheng, Chou, Wu, Huang & Farh, 2004). Subordinates were required to rate on a 5-

point Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) about their level of 

agreement to the items.  A sample item is: “My supervisor always has the last say in the 

meeting.” Higher scores indicate more autocratic leadership behaviors. And the 

Cronbach’s alpha in current research is .85. 

Representational Predicaments 

Representational predicaments were measured with the 9-item scale developed by 

Snell, Yi & Chak (2013). This scale is to measure the experiences of representational 

predicaments of subordinates. Subordinates were required to rate on a 5-point Likert 

scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) on their level of agreement to the 
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items which indicate their interaction with their supervisor. An example item is: “There 

are important differences between the work that I have to do and what management 

thinks the work involves.” Higher scores present more experience of representational 

predicaments. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha of the scale is .90, which indicates that it 

has a quite good reliability. 

Abusive Supervision 

The present study assessed both representational predicaments and abusive 

supervision, in order to test the discriminate validity between the two concepts. Abusive 

supervision was captured with the 15-item scale developed by Tepper (2000). 

Subordinates were required to rate the abusiveness of their direct supervisor on a 5-point 

Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Samples item of abusive 

supervision are “My supervisor lies to me” and “My supervisor tells me my thoughts or 

feelings are stupid.” Higher scores indicate more serious abusive supervision. The scale 

has a Cronbach’s alpha of .94 in this study. 

Silence 

Silence was assessed with the 5-items scale adapted from Tangirala and Ramanujam 

(2008). The scale was used to measure subordinate silence. Respondents were required 

to rate on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) about 

their level of agreement to the statements which indicate their silence behaviors. One 

example sample is: “I choose to remain silent when I have concerns about my work.” In 

the present study, Cronbach’s alpha of this scale is .79. 

Work Engagement 

A 9-item scale developed by Schaufeli et al. (2006) was adopted to measure 

subordinates’ work engagement. Respondents were required to rate on a 5-point Likert 
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scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) about their level of agreement to 

the items which indicate their work engagement. A sample item for this is: “At my work, 

I feel bursting with energy.” The scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of .87. 

CWB 

CWB was measured with the 6-item scale developed by Dalal et al. (2009). In this 

scale, these 6 items measured supervisor-directed CWB. Supervisor ratings of CWB can 

be imperfect since at least some CWB might be concealed due to “halo, implicit theories, 

and other biases” and employees’ desires to hide their deviant behaviors (Spector et al., 

2010). Therefore, in this study, subordinates were required to rate on a 5-point Likert 

scale (1 = never to 5 = everyday) about their own CWB. High scores represent a high 

level of CWB. A sample item is: “I criticized my supervisor’s opinion or suggestion”. 

Cronbach’s alpha of CWB in this study is .88. 

Control Variables  

This study used demographic information including age, gender, overall full-time 

working experience (experience), current position working experience (tenure), and the 

number of people employed by current organization (size) as control variables. Past 

research shows that these factors might have different influences on representational 

predicaments. For instance, employees who worked in smaller institutions and those who 

have more working experiences reported lower incidences of representational 

predicaments (Snell, Yi & Chak, 2013). Therefore, these five factors were controlled 

during the study.  
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Table 4 

Reliability of Scales 

Measures No. of Items Cronbach's Alpha 

Autocratic Leadership 9 .85 

Representational Predicaments  9 .90 

Abusive Supervision  15 .94 

Silence 5 .79 

Work Engagement 9 .87 

Counterproductive Work Behavior 6 .88 

 

Data Analysis 

The present study employed both quantitative and qualitative analysis methods for 

the collected data.  

A series of analyses was conducted for the quantitative data from the three rounds 

of surveys. First, correlation analysis was adopted to examine the preliminary linkage of 

the variables. Descriptive statistics were obtained in this step and reliability analysis was 

also employed to test the consistency of each scale. Second, confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA) was carried out, to provide the construct validity and discriminate validity of the 

hypothesized measurement model. Finally, Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was 

applied to examine the hypotheses in the present study. Moreover, a bootstrapping 

technique by using SPSS syntax for testing Model 4 in Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS was 

applied to test the significance of indirect effects (Preacher & Hayes, 2004) in this study. 
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The qualitative data collected from the participants’ narrative accounts on the 

critical incidents were summarized and analyzed, to help us to understand the antecedents 

and consequences of representational predicaments. A summary of the qualitative data 

and five particular cases are presented in the next chapter. 

Besides, discriminant validity was tested, to illustrate the distinctions between the 

two concepts of representational predicaments and abusive supervision, by using AVE-

SE comparisons. The results of the discriminant validity are presented in Chapter 5. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 

A series of Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFAs) were conducted to determine 

whether the measurement component of the hypothesized model fits the data.  

CFA by employing AMOS 23.0 was used to assess the construct validity and 

discriminant validity of the five focal latent variables, namely, autocratic leadership, 

representational predicaments, silence, work engagement, and counterproductive work 

behavior (CWB). The proposed five-factor model encompassed five latent variables (i.e., 

autocratic leadership, representational predicaments, silence, work engagement, and 

CWB) and was marked as M0 (the baseline model). Subsequently, M0’s fitness indices 

were compared with several alternative models which contain different amounts of 

factors, i.e., four-factor, three-factor, two-factor, and one-factor models.  

The results of the series of CFAs provide relevant model fit indices, serving as a 

benchmark for testing construct and discriminant validity and the fitness of the models. 

Particularly, an adequate model fit can be obtained when Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 

reaches .95 or above, Incremental Fit Index (IFI) values .95 or above, Standardized Root 

Mean Square Residual (SRMR) values .10 or below, and at the same time Root Mean 

Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) is .08 or below (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 
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Furthermore, Kline (1998) suggested that the ratio of X2/df should be three or below, 

which is another index to see whether it is a good measurement model.  

Hypotheses Testing 

In order to have a preliminary overview of the relations between the variables, 

descriptive statistics and inter-correlations for all variables were examined first. Further, 

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was adopted to do the path analysis, in order to test 

the relationship among autocratic leadership, representational predicaments, silence, 

work engagement, and CWB.   

Then, to examine hypothesized mediation effect, a bootstrapping technique by using 

SPSS syntax for testing Model 4 in Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS was applied to test the 

significance of indirect effects (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). 

AVE-SE Comparisons 

Discriminant validity between representational predicaments and abusive 

supervision was evaluated to explore the overlap of the two concepts. At the construct 

level, a recommended approach to examine the discriminant validity is AVE-SE 

(Average Variance Extracted – Squared Error) comparisons (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 

Simulation tests show that it performs well for covariance-based Structural Equation 

Modeling, e.g. Amos (Voorhees et al., 2015; Henseler, Ringle & Sarstedt, 2014). “This 

criterion is associated with model parameters and recognizes that measurement error can 

vary in magnitude across a set of methods (i.e., indicators of the constructs)” (Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981). To fully meet the requirements of discriminant validity between 

construct 𝜂 and construct 𝜉, the average variance extracted 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜂)  > 𝛾2 and 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜉)  > 𝛾2 

(𝛾2 is the squared correlation of the two constructs). For the construct 𝜂, the average 

variance extracted 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜂) can be calculated as follows: 
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𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜂) =
∑ 𝜆𝑖

2𝑝
𝑖=1

∑ 𝜆𝑖
2𝑝

𝑖=1 + ∑ 𝑉𝑎𝑟(𝜀𝑖)
𝑝
𝑖=1

 

 

𝜆𝑖 is the factor loading of the individual indicator i of construct 𝜂. 

𝑉𝑎𝑟(𝜀𝑖) is the error variance of the individual indicator i of construct 𝜂. 

The results of the discriminant validity between the two constructs are presented 

in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS 

This chapter describes the findings of a series of data analyses, including both 

quantitative data from questionnaires and qualitative data from interviews. Firstly, 

descriptive statistics and correlations coefficients are reported. Next, results of CFAs are 

illustrated. Moreover, outcomes of hypotheses testing are presented. Finally, five 

representative incidents related to the proposed model are summarized in a narrative style. 

Correlation Analysis 

Correlation analysis was employed to provide an initial overview of the relations 

among all variables. Table 5 presents means, standard deviations, correlations, and 

coefficient alphas for all the multi-item measures. According to the results, the following 

part discusses the directions of the correlations among autocratic leadership, 

representational predicaments, silence, work engagement, and CWB. 

As we can see from Table 5, a high level of autocratic leadership by the superior is 

significantly associated with high incidences of subordinates’ representational 

predicaments (𝑟 =  .62, 𝑝 <  .01). Higher incidence of representational predicaments 

demonstrates both significantly positive relation with silence (𝑟 =  .40, 𝑝 <  .01) and 

CWB (𝑟 =  .42, 𝑝 <  .01), while having a significantly negative relation with work 

engagement (𝑟 =  −.18, 𝑝 <  .01).  

The alpha coefficient for all the measures is above .70, which means they are 

acceptable. The results of Cronbach’s Alpha also suggest that the items have acceptable 

internal consistency.  

In general, the results of correlation analyses indicate that Hypotheses 1 to 4 in this 

study are initially supported. To further examine the model fit indices of the hypothesized 
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measurement model and the proposed relationships as a whole, CFA, SEM and Model 4 

in Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS were conducted. 
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Notes: N = 222. Cronbach's Alpha are shown on the diagonal in brackets. 

           a Gender: 1 = male; 2 = female 

           b Education Level: 1 = High School Diploma; 2 = College Degree; 3 = University Degree; 4 = Graduate Degree 

           c Organization Size: 1 = 100 or Less; 2 = 100 – 300; 3 = 301 – 500; 4 = 500 – 800; 5 = 800 or More 

           CWB = Counterproductive Work Behavior 

           *p < .05, **p < .01, two tailed. 

Table 5 
 

Means, Standard Deviations, Bivariate Correlations, and Reliabilities  

  Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11  

1 Gender a 1.41 0.49 1            

2 Age 30.02 5.58 .11 1           

3 Education Level b 2.25 0.75 .07  -.01 1          

4 Experience 7.91 5.73 .05       .88**     -.19** 1         

5 Tenure 5.51 4.41     .19**       .62** -.13 .71** 1        

6 Organization Size c 3.33 1.50 -.12 -.12  .01 -.11 .05 1       

7 Autocratic Leadership 3.14 0.66 -.14*  -.13 -.01 -.09 -.01 .06 1 (.85)     

8 Representational Predicaments  2.68 0.68     -.26**  -.17* -.10 -.13* -.15* .04 .62** 1 (.90)    

9 Silence 2.72 0.69 .05 -.12 .02 -.14* -.07 -.06 .34** .40** 1 (.79)   

10 Work Engagement 3.28 0.57 .03     .13* .00 .13 .08 .03 -.11 -.18** -.22** 1 (.87)  

11 CWB 2.18 0.73 -.08  -.01 .05 -.00 .03 -.02 .37** .42**  .40** -.16* 1 (.88) 
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Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 

Prior to the Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), item parceling was used to 

maintain a favorable indicator-to-sample-size ratio (Bagozzi & Heatherton, 1994; 

Bagozzi & Edwards, 1998). Following the approach of Mayer et al. (2012), the 9 items 

that measured autocratic leadership were combined to form 3 parcels, in which each of 

them further consists of 3 items. The 9 items that captured representational predicaments 

were combined to form 3 parcels which consists of 3 items each. The 5 items that 

captured silence were combined to form 2 parcels, in which one of them consisted of 3 

items and the other consisted of 2 items. The 9 items that measured work engagement 

were combined to form 3 parcels, in which each of them consisted of 3 items. The 6 items 

that assessed CWB were combined to form 3 parcels, in which each of them consisted of 

2 items. 

Table 6 presents the results of the model fit indices of the proposed baseline model 

and several alternative models for validating that hypothesized measurement model. The 

proposed five-factor model (M0) fits the data well and provides an adequate model fit, 

with 𝜒2 = 158.50, df = 67; 𝜒2/df = 2.37; RMSEA = .08; CFI = .95, IFI = .96, and SRMR 

= .05 (Arbuckle, 1997; Bollen, 2014). And also, all the factor loadings (.70 or above) are 

statistically significant for each latent variable, which means that the indicators measure 

the constructs well. In general, the fit indices show that the hypothesized model is a good 

measurement model.  

Moreover, as shown in Table 6, compared with other alternative four-factor, three-

factor, two-factor, and one-factor models, the hypothesized five-factor model (M0) also 

demonstrated a better model fit. Particularly, both the CFI scores and IFI values of all 

the other models were lower. 
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Table 6 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

Models Measurement Models ᵡ2 dƒ ∆ᵡ2 IFI CFI RMSEA SRMR 

M0 Baseline 5-factor Model 158.50 67 - .96 .95 .08 .05 

M1 Combined AL and RPs 328.22 71 169.72** .87 .87 .13 .07 

M2 
Combined RPs and 

Silence 
254.90 71 96.40** .91 .91 .11 .08 

M3 Combined RPs and WE 427.51 71 269.01** .82 .82 .15 .11 

M4 Combined RPs and CWB 560.43 71 401.93** .76 .75 .18 .11 

M5 
Combined AL and 

Silence 
266.23 71 107.73** .90 .90 .11 .09 

M6 
Combined Silence and 

CWB 
254.90 71 96.40** .91 .91 .11 .09 

M7 
Combined Silence and 

WE 
298.50 71 140.00** .89 .89 .12 .13 

M8 
Combined Silence, WE 

and CWB 
521.26 74 362.76** .78 .78 .17 .13 

M9 
Combined RPs, Silence 

and CWB 
637.96 74 479.46** .72 .72 .19 .12 

M10 
Combined RPs, Silence 

and WE 
518.41 74 359.91** .78 .78 .17 .13 

M11 
Combined RPs, WE and 

CWB 
827.42 74 668.92** .63 .62 .22 .15 

M12 
Combined RPs, Silence, 

WE and CWB 
899.09 76 740.59** .59 .59 .22 .16 

M13 
Combined AL, Silence, 

WEand CWB 
870.38 76 711.88** .60 .60 .22 .18 

M14 
One-factor Measurement 

Model 
1055.93 77 897.43** .51 .51 .24 .16 

 

    Notes: N = 222.     **p < .01 

              AL = autocratic leadership 

              RPs = representational predicaments 

              WE = work engagement 

              CWB = counterproductive work behavior 
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Hypotheses Testing 

To examine the hypothesized measurement model in Figure 1, Structural Equation 

Modeling (SEM) was employed to provide the path analysis. Results of the path 

estimates are presented in Figure 2. The findings of the path analysis support the 

following relationships: (1) the effect of autocratic leadership on representational 

predicaments; (2) the effect of representational predicaments on silence; (2) the effect of 

representational predicaments on work engagement; (2) the effect of representational 

predicaments on CWB. During the SEM process, control variables were also included in 

the proposed measurement model. The details results are illustrated as follows. 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that a high level of autocratic leadership is associated with 

high incidences of subordinates’ representational predicaments. Figure 2 shows that 

autocratic leadership was positively related to representational predicaments (β = .80, p 

< .001). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. 

 Hypothesis 2, 3 and 4 proposed that higher incidence of representational 

predicaments increases subordinates’ silence and CWB, but reduces their work 

engagement. As shown in Figure 2, representational predicaments are positively related 

to silence (β = .31, 𝑝 < .001) and CWB (β = .32, 𝑝 < .001), and are negatively related to 

work engagement (β = -.18, 𝑝 < .01). Therefore, Hypothesis 2, 3 and 4 are supported. 

The bootstrapping technique by using SPSS syntax for testing Model 4 in Hayes’s 

(2013) PROCESS reveals the results of the mediation effects in the hypothesized model 

(see Table 7). Hypotheses 5, 6 and 7 proposed a mediating role of representational 

predicaments between autocratic leadership and the three outcome variables. As can be 

seen from Table 7, the indirect effect of autocratic leadership on silence through 

representational predicaments is significantly positive, and the indirect effect is .20, 95% 
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BCCI [.08, .34]. The indirect effect of autocratic leadership on work engagement visa 

representational predicaments is significantly negative, with an indirect effect of -.10, 95% 

BCCI [-.22, -.01]. The results of bootstrapping also revealed a significant positive 

indirect effect of autocratic leadership on CWB through representational predicaments, 

with an indirect effect of .21, 95% BCCI [.09, .33]. Therefore, Hypotheses 5, 6 and 7 

were supported. 

 

Table 7  

Bootstrapping Results for the Mediation Analysis  

Indirect Path Indirect Effect 
95% BCCIs  

Lower Upper 

H5: AL → RPs → Silence .20 .08 .34 

H6: AL → RPs → WE -.10 -.22 -.01 

H7: AL → RPs → CWB .21 .09 .33 

 

       Notes: N = 222.   5,000 bootstrap samples for bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals were 

employed. 

                    BCCIs = Bias-corrected Bootstrap Confidence Intervals 

                    AL = autocratic leadership 

                    RPs = representational predicaments 

                   WE = work engagement 

                   CWB = counterproductive work behavior 
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Nested-model Comparison 

Table 8 shows the model fit indices of the hypothesized fully mediated model (M0), 

compared to two other alternative models, which are, namely, the partially mediated 

model (Ma) and the non-mediated model (Mb). A fully mediated model proposes that the 

effects of independent variables on dependent variables arise indirectly and exclusively 

through the mediating variable, while a partially mediated model needs to add additional 

direct paths from the independent variable to all the dependent variables. In this study, 

the partially mediated model proposes that autocratic leadership not only influences 

subordinates’ workplace behaviors (i.e., silence, work engagement, and CWB) through 

representational predicaments, but also has direct effects on subordinates’ three kinds of 

workplace behaviors.  

As is illustrated in Chapter 4, a good measurement model should satisfy the 

following norms: CFI reaches .95 or above, IFI values .95 or above, SRMR values .10 

or below, RMSEA is .08 or below (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and at the same time, the ratio 

of X2/df should be three or below. The results of model fit indices in Table 8 revealed 

that both the proposed fully mediated model (M0) and the partially mediated model (Ma) 

fitted the data well. For Ma, 𝜒2 = 113.10, df = 65; 𝜒2/df = 1.74; RMSEA = .06; CFI = .97, 

IFI = .97, and SRMR = .06. And for M0, 𝜒2 = 120.90, df = 68; 𝜒2/df = 1.78; RMSEA 

= .06; CFI = .97, IFI = .97, and SRMR = .06. The fully mediated model does not have 

significantly poor model fit. Therefore, the fully mediated model is preferred due to 

parsimonious reason (MacKinnon, Coxe & Baraldi, 2012). 
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Table 8  

Results of Nested-Model Comparison 

  Models ᵡ2 dƒ ∆ᵡ2 ᵡ2/dƒ IFI CFI RMSEA SRMR 

Ma Partially Mediated Model  113.10 65 - 1.74 .97 .97 .06 .06 

M0 Fully Mediated Model 120.90 68 7.80 1.78 .97 .97 .06 .06 

Mb Non-mediated Model 284.53 71 158.76** 4.01 .89 .89 .08 .18 

 
         

Notes: N = 222.    **p < .01 

Representational Predicaments and Abusive Supervision 

As is illustrated above, I used AVE-SE comparison to address the discriminant 

validity between representational predicaments and abusive supervision. In this process, 

construct 𝜂  represents representational predicaments and construct 𝜉  on behalf of 

abusive supervision. Based on the results of Structural Equation Modeling by using 

AMOS 23.0, the squared correlation 𝛾2  between representational predicaments and 

abusive supervision is equal to .04, the average variance extracted 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜂) = .79, and the 

average variance extracted 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜉) = .74. To fully meet the requirements of discriminant 

validity between construct 𝜂 and construct 𝜉, both 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜂) and 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜉) should be greater 

than 𝛾2 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). As shown above, 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜂)  > 𝛾2 and 𝜌𝑉𝐶(𝜉)  > 𝛾2 in this 

study. Therefore, I can claim that discriminant validity exists between representational 

predicaments and abusive supervision. 

Summary of the Incidents 

A total of 20 subordinates were interviewed in this study. Specifically, 12 

subordinates who scored high and 8 subordinates who scored low in representational 

predicaments were interviewed one to one and face to face. All the interviews were 

audio-recorded with the consent of the participants. According to the participants’ rating 
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on the surveys and verbal illustrations by the participants, the incidents from the 

subordinates were classified into cases with high level of representational predicaments 

and cases with low level of representational predicaments. Some typical cases are 

summarized below, in order to understand employees’ representational predicaments and 

their underlying mechanisms in mainland China. On the whole, the illustrations provided 

by the participants supported the hypothesized model and were consistent with the 

research findings from the quantitative data analysis which is presented earlier.   

Cases Illustrations 

As is explained above, the qualitative data provided by the interviewees were 

classified into two categories: cases with a high level of representational predicaments 

and cases with a low level of representational predicaments. Five special incidents were 

selected to describe how autocratic leadership may lead to subordinates’ representational 

predicaments, as well as the subordinates’ subsequent workplace behaviors. 

Cases with a High Level of Representational Predicaments  

Cases A to D illustrate how high level of autocratic leadership by the supervisor 

may lead to high incidences of subordinates’ representational predicaments, which in 

turn impact that subordinate’s workplace behaviors. 

Case A 

Case A presents how autocratic leadership effects subordinate’s representational 

predicaments, which in turn causes that subordinate’s silence.  She is a bank clerk, who 

is in charge of loans to the customers, with an autocratic leader who is used to making 

instructions, while having little knowledge of his subordinates’ work in details. For 

instance, the supervisor insisted that they should immediately cut off the loans of those 

customers who have non-performing loans. He intended to do this because he wanted to 
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dramatically reduce the ratio of non-performing loans of our team, so as to achieve better 

performance than other teams in the company. However, in the real situation, most of the 

loans could not be cut immediately due to incomplete procedures of the customers. 

Furthermore, according to the superior department, the information and procedures of 

the customers should be complete, or it would be very risky. Without knowing this 

detailed information, the leader, however, strongly and stubbornly forced her to ask for 

instructions from the superior department. When this task was not achieved by her at his 

will, he came to the conclusion that she was incompetent and unfamiliar with their work, 

or, at least, she was too rigid and inflexible at work. What is worse, he criticized her 

much more severely every time when she attempted to explain, for he simply saw 

explanation as a sign of disobedience. All these behaviors of the leader made her quite 

helpless. Over time, she lost confidence in her superior and chose to keep silent, even if 

she had good solutions for the problems at work, such as having good suggestions on 

reducing non-performing loans. What prevented her from voicing was that, for one thing, 

she was afraid of being criticized or being punished by the autocratic leader, and, for the 

other, she also thought that her superior was not worth her fidelity due to his rudeness 

and prejudice on her. 

Case B 

Case B illustrates how a high level of autocratic leadership by the supervisor may 

lead to high incidence of subordinates’ representational predicaments, which in turn 

impacts that subordinate’s CWB. Case B is about a bank clerk who was once subject to 

a complaint by a customer about bad service attitude. According to the bank clerk, the 

real fact was that the customer deliberately created difficulties for the clerk during their 

business communication. Because of the complaint she received, her direct leader formed 

a serious prejudice about her and even criticized her in front of other colleagues at a 
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meeting. The clerk thus felt that she was being unfavorably and unfairly treated by her 

leader. According to the clerk, many senior or old employees were always goofing off at 

workplace. The leader, however, had drastically different attitudes towards those who 

make mistakes. Those whose relationship was close to the leader would be trusted and 

thus most of their mistakes would be tolerated, while those whose relationship was not 

intimate to the leader would be severely punished. According to the clerk, although the 

leader permitted his employees to express ideas at meetings, he always stubbornly 

insisted on his own ideas without trying to understand the problems that his employees 

might encounter at work. With the feeling of being treated unfavorably and unfairly, the 

clerk progressively formed a negative attitude toward her work, and kept silent in most 

of the occasions at work. She also tried her best to keep away from the leader so as to 

avoid face-to-face communication with him. Furthermore, she also began to belittle the 

leader in her private discussions with others. 

Case C 

Case C depicts the experience of a worker in a manufacturing industry. It is another 

kind of representational predicament caused by the supervisor’s autocratic leadership, 

which consequently impaired the subordinate’s work engagement. The worker is in 

charge of the color modulation of products in the factory. Since the raw color materials 

belonged to different batches, there were usually slight distinctions in color between the 

products he made, and it was very difficult to modulate and adjust. The direct superior 

of the worker was a newly appointed from other departments, who had no previous 

experience on similar work and thus was not familiar with the difficulty and complexity 

of this work. Therefore, the superior criticized the color differences of the new products 

every month, regardless of the worker’s explanations. Again and again, the superior 

merely stressed that the worker should be subject to his leadership and follow his 
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instructions without any excuses. Over time, the worker felt that his superior would never 

listen to his explanations, and that even if he worked hard to reduce the color differences 

between produces, there would be no difference in the eyes of his superior who believed 

that color difference should and could be completely eliminated. In other words, it was 

deemed to be all the worker’s fault on this issue. Finally, the superior even came to the 

conclusion that this worker seldom followed his instruction and was against his 

leadership. On the other hand, the worker also had a feeling that the superior would never 

be satisfied with his work, no matter how hard he tried, and there was no difference 

whether he made more efforts or not. Under such circumstances, this worker’s passion 

for the work was drastically destroyed, and he found no joy and self-fulfillment at work. 

Instead of seeking ways to complete tasks well, he exhibited rather negative attitudes 

towards the tasks he did each day. What is worse, when he got up every morning on 

weekdays, he felt great pressure from his job and from the superior he had to face.  

Case D 

Case D is about the representational predicaments caused by the difference between 

the perceived real content of the subordinate’s work and what her autocratic supervisor 

judge the content of her work, which in turn caused the subordinate’s CWB. She is an 

office clerk who works as a secretary of a HR director in a chemical company. Her 

routine work includes reporting the payrolls, and her supervisor believes that two days 

will be enough for finishing the work. On one occasion, when she did not finish the work 

on time, her supervisor severely blamed her in a departmental meeting without asking 

why, and demanded her to complete the work within the third day no matter how much 

extra work she might do, and, if not, her bonus of that month would be cut. During this 

period, the supervisor refused to listen to any of her explanations, and the supervisor just 

emphasized that the subordinate should complete her work on time, otherwise she should 



65 
 
 

be punished. In fact, the perceived real reason the report was postponed was that it was 

interrupted by another urgent task assigned by the supervisor! After the meeting, she 

came to her supervisor’s office and explained the reasons, but the supervisor still insisted 

that the subordinate’s work was not so complicated and considered her as being lazy. 

Therefore, the office clerk felt that the supervisor merely focused on the result rather than 

recognizing the process and criticized her without asking why, most importantly, the 

supervisor could not recognize her great effort. She then felt that she was being judged 

unfairly or unfavorably by her supervisor. Moreover, she also believed that the supervisor 

was acting selfishly and only cared about his own benefits rather than those of the 

subordinates and the company. In order to take revenge against her superior, she wrote 

many anonymous letters to let superior departments know his bad deeds. What is worse, 

she also made up many gossips and stories in order to frame him. 

Cases with a Low Level of Representational Predicaments 

Case E 

Case E is about a pleasant working experience of an employee from a large retailer. 

The employee is a marketing and sales director of the company, who is in charge of 

market research and reports. Although his superior emphasized his power of decision 

making in making marketing policies, he also understood his subordinates’ work. The 

superior often solved problems through personal communication after work, and 

believed that his subordinates would not make the same mistake twice at work. Once, the 

employee made a very severe data mistake in his report on market research, which led 

the superior to an erroneous decision. The decision mistake then caused considerable 

financial damage to the company. To the employee’s surprise, the superior shouldered 

all the responsibility. Afterwards, the superior discussed this issue with the employee and 
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analyzed the whole thing, so as to find the real reason for the mistake. Finally, the 

superior required he employee should take this issue as an important lesson in dealing 

with similar future tasks. In fact, the employee would have been fired by the company if 

his superior had not shouldered the responsibility for him. The superior totally 

understood the difficulty and complexity of the employee’s task and chose to forgive the 

latter’s infrequent error. The superior’s virtue of forgiveness touched the employee 

deeply. He had a feeling of being secure at work and thus worked wholeheartedly with 

great passion. Being motivated by his superior, he also realizes the duty of finishing every 

task carefully and actively seeks innovation. Most importantly, he sincerely respects his 

considerate and understanding superior. 

Figure 2 

Path Estimates 
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CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION 

This chapter aims to report the main findings of the present study, and discuss, on 

the basis of the findings, its theoretical and practical implications. Generally speaking, 

the present study fills in the gaps of literature on both representational predicaments and 

autocratic leadership. From both qualitative data based on interviews and quantitative 

data based on multi-wave questionnaire surveys, it provides the overall support for the 

mediated role of representational predicaments in the relation between autocratic 

leadership and subordinate’s negative workplace behaviors. It can therefore provide very 

valuable suggestions for leaders of organizations, who prefer the autocratic leadership 

style to achieve better supervision and more effective leadership roles. 

Theoretical Implications 

The present research contributes to the existing literature in the following aspects. 

First and foremost, it provides fresh evidence for the prevalence of representational 

predicaments at workplace in China. The collected data is proof that representational 

predicaments are very serious problems for Chinese incumbents that may cause 

subsequent negative behaviors of subordinates. Representational predicaments are 

significantly positively related to silence and CWB, while negatively related to work 

engagement. In line with Snell et al. (2012) and Snell, Yi & Chak (2013), the present 

study progressed beyond Hong Kong to explore this phenomenon in a new context: 

mainland China. 

The second of these contributions provides overall support for the relation between 

autocratic leadership and the representational predicaments, with the former serving as 

the antecedent of the latter. As suggested in the interview-based stories and the 

questionnaires, instances of Chinese employees’ representational predicaments are 
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attributable to their autocratic leaders whose style of leadership prevails in Chinese 

society (Cheng, Chou, Wu, Hwang & Farh, 2004), due to the culture of high power 

distance. As indicated in the study, various manifestations of autocratic leadership may 

lead to incumbents’ representational predicaments. In a word, the study has established 

through quantitative methods that autocratic leadership is a very important antecedent of 

representational predicaments. It is significantly positively related to representational 

predicaments 

The third of these contributions lies in that it is a further exploration of the 

behavioral impacts of representational predicaments. As suggested in the quantitative 

data, the representational predicaments can cause subordinates’ silence. Chinese 

subordinates are more indirect than Westerners in asserting their requests and concerns. 

In the Chinese culture with high power asymmetry, many employees are reluctant to 

voice their concerns and needs when facing unfavorable and unfair treatment. One 

important reason that prevents them from voicing is that they are afraid of being revenged 

or punished by their autocratic leader. In other words, one of the vital conclusions that 

we obtain, is that the underlying mechanism why representational predicaments lead to 

silence may be something like fear of punishment or disapproval in the event of speaking 

up and speaking out. What is also established in the present study is that representational 

predicaments will also cause low work engagement of subordinates and lead to very 

serious CWB among them. It should be noted that, the mediating role of representational 

predicaments between autocratic leadership and subordinates’ negative behaviors is very 

significant. 

The fourth theoretical contribution is the demarcation between representational 

predicaments and abusive supervision. The discriminant validity between them 

demonstrated in Chapter five serves as positive evidence that they are in fact different 
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phenomena. Despite some similarities that they share, the two phenomena differ in four 

major aspects: the definition, the inferred trigger, the aspects of content, and the means 

of experience. As the name suggests, abusive supervision is a type of leadership style, as 

opposed to other styles of leadership such as autocratic leadership and transformational 

leadership, which means that the focus is still on leaders’ behavior and its subsequent 

effects. The representational predicaments, on the other hand, contain the psychological 

state of the subordinate, perceived as caused by the behavior of his/her supervisor. To be 

more specific, there is a psychological response of the subordinate to the previous 

perceived behavior of his/her supervisor. In terms of definition, representational 

predicaments are a negative experience, regarding aspects of the relationship between 

the supervisor and the employee, while abusive supervision is a perception about the 

nature of the supervisor’s behavior. The two phenomena also differ in terms of their 

inferred trigger: representational predicaments are indirectly triggered by a supervisor’s 

negative behavior while the abusive supervision is directly triggered by a supervisor’s 

negative behavior. Moreover, the two phenomena have distinctions in aspects of their 

contents: the representational predicaments concentrate on the specific aspects that 

uniquely encompass “being neglected” or “negative spotlighting; while abusive 

supervision concerns general aspects of the supervisor’s perceived behavior. The 

subordinates with representational predicaments believe that they are judged unfavorably 

and unfairly by their superiors, while the experiencers of abusive supervision consider 

that they are being treated unfairly or with disrespect by their superiors. Besides, the two 

theories also differ in supervisors’ perceived intention. Generally speaking, 

representational predicaments are caused by supervisors’ indifference while abusive 

supervision is caused by their deliberate harm. Finally, the relationship between the two 

phenomena is that representational predicaments are a likely outcome of perceived 
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abusive supervision (Snell et al., 2012), and the perceived abusive supervision is a 

possible cause of representational predicaments. 

Practical Implications 

We shall first a discuss the practical implications of the findings demonstrated by 

the present research, that subordinate’s representational predicaments mediate the 

relationship between autocratic leadership and subordinates’ negative workplace 

behaviors, including silence, low work engagement, and CWB, which means that 

representational predicaments serve as a very important antecedents of many 

subordinates’ subsequent negative behaviors. Thus, the most important conclusion that 

we arrive at, is that leaders, especially those who prefer the autocratic leadership style, 

should take steps to reduce the likelihood that their subordinates experience 

representational predicaments. In order to avoid the situation of “being neglected” at 

workplace, leaders should enhance their individualized consideration (Snell, Yi & Chak, 

2013). We recommend that the autocratic leaders should strengthen their individualized 

consideration for their subordinates through taking part in training that can introduce 

them to the concept of individualized consideration, offer them more feedback of 

subordinates’ ratings, and lead them to engage in role plays and some other related action 

planning exercises (Barling, Weber and Kelloway 1996).  

Based on the findings of the present research, we understand the importance of 

leaders’ behavior on subordinates’ psychological states and their performance at the 

workplace. Therefore, we first suggest that the leaders should pay much attention to both 

their words and deeds, so as to create a pleasant and democratic atmosphere at workplace. 

They should place emphasis on the psychological situation and well-being of their 

subordinates. Therefore, organizations should harness their feedback system or channels 
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for appeals to protect subordinates’ rights to voice their concerns and needs. This is even 

more important for Chinese organizations, in which the authority of the leaders is much 

less likely to be challenged by subordinates than by their Western counterparts. We also 

observed during the research that many Chinese organizations are lacking an effective 

system for receiving feedback and appeals from both leaders themselves and the ordinary 

employees, and, as a consequence, a large majority of experiencers of representational 

predicaments choose to keep silent or conduct various kinds of CWB. It is thus more 

incumbent on those organizations to establish a sound and effective feedback system.  

Moreover, we suggest that organizations should pay more attention to candidates’ 

personal qualities and ability in personal communication when selecting senior managers. 

They should examine whether the candidates for higher positions tend to oppress their 

subordinates through power in their hands. They should also examine whether the 

candidates seriously lack benevolence, individualized consideration, and the “virtue of 

forgiveness” (Snell, Yi & Chak, 2013). 

Last but not least, supervisors and employees need more trainings to reduce the 

potential representational predicaments they might cause or encounter. Based on the 

interviews conducted in this research, many supervisors are not aware of their behaviors 

that might cause subordinates’ representational predicaments and the harm of 

representational predicaments. Subordinates, meanwhile, also do not pay enough 

attention to representational predicaments they might experience. Thus, we could give 

some examples about representational predicaments provided by the interviewees in this 

study (e.g., cases illustrated in Chapter 4) during the training section. Through these vivid 

cases illustrations, on the one hand, the supervisors could know what kind of behaviors 

might lead to subordinates’ representational predicaments and how to avoid them. 

Subordinates, on the other hand, could enhance their awareness of representational 
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predicaments and exercise their voicing behavior such as reminding the leader or filing 

an appeal (Kassing 2002; Landau 2009; Snell, Yi & Chak, 2013), especially in the 

context of the Chinese culture. As suggested by Snell, Yi & Chak, (2013), the 

experiencers of being neglected should be trained in using “strategies of direct-factual 

appeal, carefully timed repetition and solution presentation”. Besides, we also 

recommend Chinese organizations to provide additional developmental activities that are 

well designed for voice management (Landau 2009; Snell, Yi & Chak, 2013), because 

Chinese subordinates are not as direct as their Western counterparts in voicing their 

concerns and demands at the workplace (Fu and Yukl 2000; Leong, Bond and Fu 2007; 

Braithwaite, Westbrook and Mallock 2008).  

Limitations and Directions for Further Research 

We acknowledge that the present research has several limitations. One of these 

limitations lies in that all the interviews and multi-wave surveys are based on 

organizations in the Mainland China. As mentioned earlier, the present study is 

conducted in the mainland China, where power distance is considerably high. In other 

words, the relationship between autocratic leadership and representational predicaments 

in low power distance countries with low power asymmetry is yet to be examined in 

further research. For instance, a comparative study that encompasses different cultures 

with different levels of power distance is very much needed to further establish the role 

of power distance in the relationship between autocratic leadership and representational 

predicaments. Employing statistical techniques such as regression analysis, future studies 

that involves cross-cultural comparisons could try to differentiate the relative influence 

of power distance (Snell, Yi & Chak, 2013).   
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Another limitation is that the cross-sectional design in the present study has also 

limited our ability to make causal inferences according to the data set in hand. We 

therefore encourage longitudinal studies in the future in order to test how the influence 

of representational predicaments vary over time. 

Now that the present study has examined the consequences of representational 

predicaments in terms of silence, work engagement, and subordinates’ CWB, other 

possible consequences of representational predicaments are also worthwhile to be 

explored in this respect.  

Future studies aiming at exploring moderators to prevent and/or reduce the 

representational predicaments are also very much encouraged. For instance, the present 

study did not differentiate the in-groups from the out-groups. In actual situations, 

however, the in-groups are more likely to have less misunderstanding to their leaders 

than the out-groups due to their closer relation with the leaders. The intimate leader-

member relation might help reduce in-groups’ representational predicaments. In other 

words, the friendship or personal relationship between the supervisor and the 

subordinates may serve as a potential moderator between autocratic leadership and 

representational predicaments. Also, the leader’s benevolence could serve as another 

potential moderator for investigation in future research, for it might help reduce the 

incidence of representational predicaments in subordinates. As indicated by Snell, Yi & 

Chak (2013), benevolent leaders will show individualized consideration for subordinates. 

They are more likely to be responsive and patient if they are called upon to pay attention 

to or recognize their employees’ concerns on the contextual demands and performance, 

and such behaviors of their leaders will be interpreted as being respectful. In this situation, 

the subordinates are more likely to experience less representational predicaments.  
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Furthermore, echoing the supervisor and employee training mentioned in the part 

of practical implication, one possible direction for future research is to examine the 

effectiveness of such training in reducing representational predicaments. 

Finally, since the sample of 222 respondents was heterogeneous in the light of 

position, age group, type of occupation, educational background, and size of the 

organization, we regard it as a representative of the workforce of the mainland China as 

a whole. In other words, the sample can duly serve as an epitome of the Chinese 

organizations as a whole. Therefore, we have confidence that our findings have 

encapsulated the nexus of autocratic leadership, representational predicaments, and 

subordinates’ negative behaviors at workplace. However, since the current study was 

limited to the mainland China, we should thus be very cautious, if we try to generalize 

the findings to other locations, especially the non-Asian countries. 
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APPENDIX 

Measures 

*All scales were rated on five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 

agree) 

Authoritarian Leadership  

1. My supervisor asks me to obey his/her instructions completely. 

2. My supervisor determines all decisions in the organization whether they are important or not. 

3. My supervisor always has the last say in the meeting. 

4. My supervisor always behaves in a commanding fashion in front of employees. 

5. I feel pressured when working with my supervisor. 

6. My supervisor exercises strict discipline over subordinates. 

7. My supervisor scolds us when we can’t accomplish our tasks. 

8. My supervisor emphasizes that our group must have the best performance of all the units in 

the organization. 

9. We have to follow my supervisor's rules to get things done. If not, he/she punishes us 

severely. 

Representational Predicaments  

1. The management tends to pay more attention to my failures than to my successes. 

2. The management always puts undue emphasis on my weaknesses. 

3. The management never forgives the mistakes that I have committed. 

4. The management disregards many of the things that I do even though they are a necessary 

part of my job. 

5. There are important differences between the work that I have to do and what management 

thinks the work involves. 

6. The management tends to disregard my effort even when it helps to address, eliminate or 

prevent a company problem. 

7. The management tends to ignore my needs even when it is clear that I need help. 
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8. The management makes no allowances for troublesome problems that I have to face in my 

work. 

9. The management fails to appreciate how hard I have to work in order to get things to run 

smoothly. 

Abusive Supervision 

My supervisor  

1. Ridicules me.  

2. Tells me my thoughts or feelings are stupid.  

3. Gives me the silent treatment.  

4. Puts me down in front of others.  

5. Invades my privacy.  

6. Reminds me of my past mistakes and failures.  

7. Doesn't give me credit for jobs requiring a lot of effort.  

8. Blames me to save himself/herself embarrassment.  

9. Breaks promises he/she makes.  

10. Expresses anger at me when he/she is mad for an- other reason.  

11. Makes negative comments about me to others.  

12. Is rude to me.  

13. Does not allow me to interact with my coworkers.  

14. Tells me I'm incompetent.  

15. Lies to me.  

Silence 

1. I choose to remain silent when I have concerns about my work. 

2. Although I have ideas for improving work, I do not speak up. 

3. I say nothing to others about my work problems I noticed. 
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4. I remain silent when I have information that might have helped prevent an incident in my 

work. 

5. I keep quiet instead of asking questions when I want to get more information about work. 

Work Engagement 

1. At my work, I feel bursting with energy. 

2. At my job, I feel strong and vigorous. 

3. I am enthusiastic about my job. 

4. My job inspires me. 

5. When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work. 

6. I feel happy when I am working intensely. 

7. I am proud of the work that I do. 

8. I am immersed in my work. 

9. I get carried away when I am working. 

 

Counter-productive Work Behavior (CWB) 

1. I behaved in an unpleasant manner toward my supervisor. 

2. I tried to harm my supervisor. 

3. I criticized my supervisor’s opinion or suggestion. 

4. I excluded my supervisor from a conversation. 

5. I tried to avoid interacting with my supervisor. 

6. I spoke poorly about my supervisor to others. 
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