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General Introduction
Organizations endure, however, in proportion to the breadth of the morality
by which they are governed. Thus the endurance of organizations depends
upon the quality of leadership; and that quality derives from the breadth of
the morality upon which it rests.
– Chester Irving Bernard
Following the collapse of Enron because of a series of fraudulent
activities committed by company leaders, media headlines have delivered a
relentless litany of accounts revealing unethical, abusive, or otherwise
questionable leader behavior. Such leader behavior, it seems, is everywhere,
afflicting for-profit and not-for-profit organizations, and, to the dismay of
many, even the scientific community. The proliferation of corporate ethical
scandals has spurred research on the negative effects of unethical leader
behavior. Not surprisingly perhaps, empirical findings demonstrating the
detrimental impact of unethical leadership and abusive supervision have
been accumulating. For instance, abusive supervision has been estimated to
affect 13.6% of U.S. workers and to result in financial losses up to $23.8
billion annually for US-companies alone. Moreover, it has been found to be
related to employee deviance, employee turnover, and reduced job
satisfaction (e.g., Tepper, 2007). In contrast, ethical leadership has
consistently been found to be associated with favorable outcomes in the
workplace, such as increased job satisfaction, organizational commitment,
and organizational citizenship behavior (e.g., Koh & Boo, 2004; Mayer,
Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009; Schminke, Ambrose, &
Neubaum, 2005). Provided that leaders create the ‘tone at the top’ and
thereby shape the organization’s ethical culture as well as subordinates’
behavior (e.g., Treviño, Butterfield, & McCabe, 1998), it appears to be
particularly crucial to understand what causes leaders to behave
(un)ethically.
Despite increased research attention devoted to the topic of
(un)ethical leadership, much remains to be understood about the
antecedents of (un)ethical leader behavior, its consequences, and the
10
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conditions under which it may occur. To this end, the present dissertation is
intended to identify factors and conditions that may motivate leaders to
behave (un)ethically.
What is (Un)ethical Leader Behavior?
Before moving on to discussing the ethicality of the behaviors
displayed by leaders, it is important to consider what characterizes a leader.
In most contexts, a leader typically is someone who holds a higher
hierarchical position vis-à-vis (a group of) people who are in a hierarchically
subordinate position (i.e., “followers”;; Wisse, Rus, & Tanghe, 2015).
Generally speaking, the leader’s task is to influence others and to aid in
individual and collective efforts towards the accomplishment of shared goals
(Yukl, 2010). Although this may formally be the leader’s appointed task, the
normative expectation of what a leader ought to do does not necessarily
align with the actual behavior displayed during task enactment. Indeed,
leaders may, at times, fail to pursue shared objectives and act in an abusive,
harmful or otherwise unethical way. At this point the ethicality of the
leader’s acts become a matter of concern.
Throughout the years scholars have postulated several different
definitions of (un)ethical (leader) behavior. For instance, Jones (1991)
defined unethical behavior as acts that have harmful effects on others and
are “either illegal or morally unacceptable to the larger community” (p. 367).
Although definitional debates exist, a common theme that seems to be
reflected in all definitions of (un)ethical (leader) behavior is the tension
between egoistic versus altruistic behavior. Specifically, unethical leader
behavior is argued to entail a focus on egocentric needs and a lack of
sensitivity to other people’s (e.g., followers) needs (cf. Howell & Avolio,
1992), whereas ethical leader behavior is characterized by

social

responsiveness to the needs and interests of others (cf. Eisenberg, 2000;
Gilligan, 1982; Kant, 1785/1959). A wide variety of behaviors could be
classified as either unethical or ethical leader behavior. Yet, in the present
11
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dissertation I mainly (but not exclusively) focus on abusive supervision and
ethical leadership as specific instantiations of, respectively, unethical and
ethical leader behavior vis-à-vis subordinates. Abusive supervision is
defined as “the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors,
excluding physical contact” (Tepper 2000, p. 178) and incorporates
behaviors such as, lying and being rude towards subordinates. In contrast,
ethical leadership is defined as “the demonstration of normatively
appropriate

conduct

through

personal

actions

and

interpersonal

relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through twoway communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” (Brown, Treviño,
& Harrison, 2005, p. 120) and includes behaviors such as keeping the best
interests of employees in mind.
From a Cognitive Perspective Towards an Emotional Basis of
(Un)Ethical Behavior
Echoing a general trend in the field of psychology, research on
business ethics has been dominated by a cognitive approach that has viewed
emotions as disruptive to rational moral thought. Specifically, Kohlberg’s
(1969) theory of cognitive moral development – which states that higher
rationality and deliberation yields higher levels of morality – and Rest’s
(1986) four-stage model of the moral decision-making process have been
used as a starting point to examine why some leaders seem to function
without a fully developed moral compass. This cognitive approach especially
stimulated research on the influence of leaders’ moral judgment and moral
awareness on their (un)ethical behavior in the workplace (e.g., Jordan,
Brown, Treviño, & Finkelstein, 2011; Reynolds, 2006b). Yet, the proposed
cognitive antecedents of unethical behavior in the workplace yielded
inconsistent findings. Some scholars have argued that this could be due to a
neglect of taking into account affective determinants of ethical behavior
(Kish-Gephart, Harrison, & Treviño, 2010).

12
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In addition, recent insights from inside and outside the disciplines
of psychology raised concern about the exclusive focus on conscious moral
reasoning. For instance, moral motivation and moral behavior alike often
appear to be detached from explicit moral reasoning (e.g., Bergman, 2004;
Blasi, 1980, 1999, 2004, 2005). Cases of sociopaths – who are capable of
correct moral reasoning but nevertheless fail to experience a sense of
obligation to act in line with their reasoning (Roskies, 2003) – demonstrate
that moral reasoning alone is not always sufficient to foster ethical conduct
nor is it always necessary (Treviño, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006). Possibly
inspired by the more general affective revolution in psychology (Zajonc,
1980) and findings demonstrating that emotionally impaired individuals are
incapable of making moral decisions (Damasio, 1994), scholars began to
highlight the overlooked but important role of emotions as determinants of
(un)ethical behavior.
Moral Emotions
Although emotions are no longer viewed as antithetical to ethical
conduct per se, the leadership literature, to date, has hardly concerned itself
with a systematic inquiry of the role that distinct emotions may play in
predicting (un)ethical leader behavior. Given the potentially important role
of emotions as antecedents of (un)ethical leadership, I aimed to further our
understanding of the emotional determinants of (un)ethical leadership with
the research conducted in the present dissertation.
Emotions have been found to influence thinking, decision-making
and behavior, and are argued to permeate organizations because of their
presence in the interdependent relationships between organizational
members. For instance, Barsade and Gibson (2007) state that:“Affective
processes (more commonly known as emotions) create and sustain work
motivation. They lurk behind political behavior, they animate our decisions;
they are essential to leadership”. In general, emotions can be defined as
being elicited by a particular target or cause, often including physiological
13
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reactions and action sequences, and being relatively intense and short-lived
(Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991). Because emotions can differ in their unique
constellation of quintessential antecedents and consequences, they have
come to be viewed as discrete (Barsade & Gibson, 2007). That is, discrete
emotions, such as anger, fear, sadness, and disgust, are linked to specific
action tendencies (e.g., avoid contact with the object of one’s disgust). This
implies, that distinct discrete emotions may differentially influence (ethical)
behavior.
Discrete emotions can generally be classified into four different
categories by crossing the dimension of affect focus (self versus other) with
the dimension of affect valence (positive versus negative). Self-focused
emotions are evoked by self-reflection and self-evaluation (Tangney,
Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007) meaning that the self is the object of the
experienced emotion. These self-focused emotions can either have a positive
or negative valence. For instance, pride can be viewed as a positive selffocused emotion (e.g., feeling proud of your own behavior), whereas guilt can
be viewed as a negative self-focused emotion (e.g., feeling guilty about one’s
own transgressions). Self-focused emotions can provide a feedback
mechanism by punishing or reinforcing behavior. For example, individuals
may experience a sense of punishment by experiencing negative emotions
after sinning, whereas they may feel reinforcement by experiencing positive
self-relevant emotions after ‘doing the right thing’ (cf. Tangney et al., 2007).
In contrast to self-focused emotions, other-focused emotions are evoked by
the evaluation of a person other than the self, meaning that someone else is
the object of the experienced emotion. Similar to self-focused emotions,
other-focused emotions can either have a positive or negative valence. For
instance, sympathy and gratitude can be viewed as a positive other-focused
emotion (e.g., feeling sympathy/gratitude for someone), whereas contempt
and anger can be viewed as a negative other-focused emotion (e.g., feeling
contempt/anger for someone else). Experiencing positive feelings for
someone else typically goes hand in hand with taking into account this
14
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person’s needs, whereas the experience of negative feelings towards
someone else is oftentimes accompanied by a disregard of the other person’s
needs.
Hence, some emotions may be more motivating of pro-social
behavior than others. Haidt (2003) discusses these emotions as moral
emotions. Moral emotions are those emotions that provide the motivational
force to do good and to avoid doing bad. Specifically, moral emotions are
defined as those emotions that are “linked to the interests or welfare either
of society as a whole or at least of persons other than the judge or agent” (p.
276). Conversely, some emotions could be considered to be more ‘immoral’
than others, that is, motivating individuals to forgo other people’s interests
and welfare.
Interestingly, emotions do not necessarily have to be actually felt in
order to influence (un)ethical behavior. As can be inferred from the words of
Robert Frank (1988) “People who do not cheat when there is almost no
possibility of getting caught would be better of by cheating and they know it.
They refrain not because they fear the consequences of being caught, but
because they would feel bad if they cheated ”, the mere anticipation of
experiencing a particular emotion (e.g., guilt) in the future may already
exert a strong influence on ethical intentions and actual behavior (cf.
Tangney et al., 2007). Furthermore, aside from immediate felt emotions,
dispositional tendencies to experience certain emotions across a range of
situations in everyday life may also have an impact on (un)ethical conduct.
As such, the present dissertation includes research assessing actual felt
emotions, anticipated emotions, and propensities to experience certain
emotions. In particular, I zoom in on the effects of three distinct emotions
that may impact (un)ethical behavior in their own unique way: the positive
self-focused emotion of pride, the negative other-focused emotion of
contempt, and the negative self-focused emotion of guilt. Each of these three
emotions is discussed in more detail below.
15
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Pride. The popular media has repeatedly pointed to pride as one of
the key factors leading leaders—like Jeffrey Skilling—to go astray (e.g.,
Farell, 2006). Yet, of all the emotions, pride appears to be somewhat of a
black sheep (Michie, 2009) and little research attention has been devoted to
the effects of pride on (un)ethical behavior. Notably, pride has been
paradoxically pictured as both a pro-social virtue and a deadly sin. Tracy
and Robins (2007) tried to reconcile this paradox by teasing apart the prosocial form of the emotion from the self-aggrandizing antisocial form and
postulated two distinct facets of pride. The facet of pride that has been
named authentic pride is characterized by feelings of accomplishment and
confidence, whereas the facet that is named hubristic pride is characterized
by an immodest excessive display of pride (note that recent research has
instigated a debate about the labels and correlates of these two facets of
pride; Holbrook, Piazza, & Fessler, 2013). Overall, authentic pride appears
to motivate pro-social behavior, whereas hubristic pride does not. For
instance, Michie (2009) found that leader’s self-reported tendency to
experience feelings of authentic pride was positively related to the display of
pro-social behavior. That is, authentically proud leaders’ scored higher on
altruistic behavior, and the use of social justice principles in their decisionmaking. In contrast, hubristic pride seems to be related to unethical leader
behavior, such as engaging in financial reporting fraud (Magnan, Cormier,
& Lapointe-Antunes, 2008).
Contempt. Contempt is an other-condemning emotion that tends to
arise in hierarchical relationships, such as those often found in the workcontext (Melwani & Barsade, 2011). It involves a basic feeling of superiority
over others (e.g., Miller, 1997) and it has been portrayed as a cold emotion
that depersonalizes and objectifies the other, making it easier to commit
hurtful acts towards the subject of one’s contempt (Izard, 1977). Not
surprisingly, therefore, contempt has been associated with interpersonal
aggression (cf. Melwani & Barsade, 2011). Nevertheless, research on the

16
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effects of contempt in a work-context is still very scarce and a measure to
assess tendencies to experience contempt is still missing.
Guilt. Guilt is known as the quintessential moral emotion, and a
host of research findings attest to its function as a motivator of pro-social
behavior (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1994; Haidt, 2003; Tangney
et al., 2007). Although guilt itself is a negative experience – it elicits feelings
of remorse about the adverse impact of one’s actions on others – it has
beneficial consequences because it motivates individuals to put the concerns
of others above their own (e.g., De Hooge, Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 2007;
Haidt, 2003; Ketelaar & Au, 2003; Nelissen, Dijker, & De Vries, 2007). For
instance, feelings of guilt stimulate people to make amends for past
transgressions (e.g., Roseman, Wiest, & Swartz, 1994; Schmader & Lickel,
2006; Tangney, 1993; Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996; Zeelenberg
& Breugelmans, 2008). Indeed, most research, to date, has focused on the
effects of feelings of guilt that arise after having made a moral
transgression or having violated a (social) norm. Yet, as is illustrated by the
above-mentioned words of Robert Frank (1988), the mere anticipation of
feeling guilty may already steer individuals away from actions that can
have an adverse impact on others and trigger actual feelings of guilt (cf.
Steenhaut & Van Kenhove, 2006). The present dissertation taps into the
role that each of the three discussed discrete emotions play in predicting
(un)ethical behavior in the workplace.
Overview of the Dissertation
In addition to the current introductory chapter, this dissertation
consists of four empirical chapters as well as a final chapter that embodies
the findings and general conclusions of the present research. All four
empirical chapters broadly tap into the role of emotional factors in
predicting (un)ethical behavior in the workplace. The common goal of these
four empirical chapters is to shed light on distinct emotive factors that may
(in interaction with other factors) serve as precursors of leaders’ (un)ethical
17
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behavior (Chapters 2, 3, and 4) or may play a role in explaining employee
reactions to (un)ethical leadership (Chapter 5). In each chapter, we
employed a multiple-study multiple-method approach – replicating the
findings using different measures, manipulations, or tasks – to increase the
confidence in our findings.
Each chapter was written as an individual paper and, as such, they
can be read independent of each other. Yet, they may contain some overlap
in theoretical reasoning and methodology. Furthermore, all research
reported in this dissertation has been conducted in collaboration with
others. Accordingly, I will use “we” instead of “I” from this point on to
express the thoughts and ideas that were developed in collaboration with
my co-authors.
Part One: Antecedents of (Un)Ethical Leadership
As was already alluded to, feelings of authentic pride may motivate
ethical behavior on the part of leaders, whereas feelings of hubristic pride
and contempt may motivate unethical behavior. In this part, we will
propose two different factors that may pose an asset or burden to the
display of (un)ethical leader behavior. In particular, we will look at the role
of moral identity and power. We incorporated these two variables in our
research, because previous research has consistently demonstrated that
moral identity plays a crucial role in fostering ethical conduct, whereas
power has been found to align people’s behavior with their feelings and
preexisting tendencies. Indeed, a growing body of research shows that moral
identity is a powerful regulator and motivator of ethical leadership (Mayer,
Aquino, Greenbaum, Kuenzi, 2012), whereas it negatively impacts moral
disengagement and the occurrence of unethical leader behavior (e.g., lying
in business negotiations; Aquino & Reed, 2002; Reed & Aquino, 2003; Sage,
Kavussanu, & Duda, 2006). Regarding the role of power, recent findings
refine the long held notion that ‘power makes people corrupt’ and
demonstrate that power does not necessarily make people corrupt but
18
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rather makes them relatively more sensitive to their own subjective
experiences, feelings, and preexisting tendencies (Weick & Guinote, 2008).
Hence, tendencies to act (un)ethically arguably come more to the foreground
with higher levels of power.
Chapter 2. In Chapter 2, the first empirical chapter of this
dissertation, we examined the impact of two different forms of pride –
authentic pride and hubristic pride – on leader ethical behavior.
Specifically, we predicted that authentically proud leaders show higher
levels of ethical behavior (e.g., keeping in mind followers’ interests, being
honest, and providing ethical leadership) than hubristically proud leaders
when their moral identity is salient. This because emotions that motivate
ethical behavior (such as authentic pride) may especially translate into
actual ethical behavior when behaving ethically has implications for one’s
self-concept (i.e., the set of beliefs people have about themselves). Indeed, it
has been argued that moral identity is an important element in the
transformation of a tendency or urge to act ethically into actual ethical
behavior (cf. Hardy & Carlo, 2005; Aquino, Freeman, Reed, Lim, & Felps,
2009). Phrased differently, factors that motivate individuals to act ethically
are more likely to translate into ethical behavior when it is essential for
one’s self-identity to be a moral person (e.g., Brebels, De Cremer, Van Dijke,
& Van Hiel, 2010). As such, we predicted that authentically proud leaders
are more motivated to and act more ethically than hubristically proud
leaders when their moral identity is salient. Chapter 2 reports the results of
two experimental studies (Study 2.1 and Study 2.2) and one field survey
(Study 2.3). The aim of this chapter was to demonstrate that (1) even two
different forms of the same emotion can prompt leaders to behave
differently in terms of ethics, (2) leaders’ moral identity plays a moderating
role in the relationship between pride and leader ethical behavior, and (3)
the motivation to act ethically mediates the interactive effects of pride and
moral identity on leader ethical behavior.

19
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Chapter 3. In Chapter 3, we build further on the notion that
leaders’ moral identity represents an important factor that may help leaders
to regulate their (un)ethical behavior in the workplace. Nevertheless, moral
identity’s capacity to translate motivators of ethical behavior into actual
ethical behavior may be vulnerable to factors that deactivate its function.
The influence of any particular identity will vary in accordance with its
activation or salience (e.g., Bergman, 2004). That is, when one’s identity as
a parent is salient one might behave differently than when one’s identity as
a competitive sportsman or sportswoman is salient. Likewise, only when
one’s moral identity is activated or salient would it influence actions related
to ethicality. Consequently, factors that deactivate the salience of one’s
moral identity simultaneously reduce its positive influence on ethical
behavior. As contempt represents a factor that steers people in the direction
opposite to the ethical course of actions dictated by a working identity-based
moral compass, we argue that feelings of contempt reduce the salience of
one’s moral identity, and, as a consequence, shuts down the positive effect of
moral identity on ethical behavior. Specifically, we predicted that contempt
(either measured as a propensity to experience the emotion in daily life or
situationally induced) moderates the relationship between leaders’ moral
identity and their unethical behavior, such that the negative link between
moral identity and unethical behavior becomes weaker when feelings of
contempt are stronger. In Chapter 3, we first report the convergent,
nomological, and discriminant validity of the scale we developed to assess
leaders’ propensity to experience contempt (Study 3.1). Next, we tested the
above-mentioned prediction across three studies (Study 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4)
employing different methods and relying on different samples. In short, the
aim of this chapter was two-fold: (1) to test the validity of a self-developed
contempt scale, and (2) to show that the self-regulating function of leaders’
moral identity may be deactivated by the negative other-directed emotion of
contempt.

20
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Chapter 4. In Chapter 4, we zoom in on the potential detrimental
effects of leaders’ feelings of contempt. Specifically, we integrate the
insights from Chapter 3 regarding the positive association between
contempt and unethical supervisory behaviors with findings from the power
literature. Social power, defined as the relative capacity to modify the
behaviors and outcomes of other individuals by providing or withholding
resources (Fiske, 1993; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003; Magee &
Galinsky, 2008), is inherently related to the leader role. Yet, while leaders
may typically have more power than subordinates, not all leaders will have
the exact same amount of power at their disposal within their position (Rus
et al., 2010). Given that power has implications for how people process
information, how they feel, and how they behave (Anderson & Berdahl,
2002), differential amounts of power may have an influence on leader
behavior, including their (un)ethical behavior. Indeed, it has been argued
and shown that power reduces the dependence on others, group norms, and
rules, and increases the correspondence between internal traits, states, and
behavior (Bargh, Raymond, Pryor, & Strack, 1995; Chen, Lee-Chai, &
Bargh, 2001; DeCelles, DeRue, Margolis, & Ceranic, 2012; Galinsky, Magee,
Gruenfeld, Whitson, & Liljenquist, 2008; Maner & Mead, 2010; Niemann,
Wisse, Rus, Van Yperen, & Sassenberg, 2014; Rus, van Knippenberg, &
Wisse, 2010). Hence, power seems to align people’s behavior with their
preexisting tendencies. Therefore, we argue that those with preexisting
tendencies that dampen concern for others (e.g., those with a tendency to
experience contempt for others) are more likely to show unethical or selfserving behavior at the expense of others. Specifically, we posit that the
negative effects of contempt may particularly come to the foreground when
leaders have higher levels of power. Accordingly, across three field studies
(Study 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3), we tested the prediction that contempt is
negatively associated with leaders’ people orientation and ethical leadership
when leaders have higher levels of power, whereas contempt is positively
associated with powerful leaders’ dehumanization and self-serving behavior.
The aim of this chapter was to (1) further test the role of contempt in
21
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predicting supervisory behavior, and (2) to shed light on the conditions
under which feelings of contempt may guide leaders’ behavior vis-à-vis their
subordinates astray.
Part Two: Consequences of (Un)Ethical Leadership
In part two, we focus on the consequences of (un)ethical leader
behavior and examine the role of anticipated feelings of guilt in the
relationship between (un)ethical leadership and employee deviance. So far,
we focused on the role of moral emotions in predicting leader behavior. Yet,
leadership is a dynamic process that involves both leaders and followers
(e.g., Thoroughgood, Padilla, Hunter, & Tate, 2012), and followers are often
affected by the manner in which they receive supervision from their leader.
Indeed, different theories and perspectives such as social exchange theory
(Homans, 1961), social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), and the selfregulation impairment perspective (Thau & Mitchell, 2010), predict that
employees’ supervisor-directed deviance is a direct consequence of
supervisors’ treatment (e.g., Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). Accordingly,
empirical findings provide support for the notion that abusive leader
behavior is positively associated with supervisor-directed deviance on the
part of employees (e.g., Mawritz, Mayer, Hoobler, Wayne, & Marinova,
2012; Mayer, Thau, Workman, Van Dijke, & De Cremer, 2012; Mitchell &
Ambrose, 2007). Specifically, employees are more likely to deviate against
abusive supervisors than against ethical ones. However, relatively little is
known about why this is the case. In the present dissertation, we argue that
this consistently happens because employees of abusive supervisors – but
not employees of ethical supervisors – fail to anticipate feeling guilty about
harming their supervisor. In doing so, this second part zooms in on the
effects of (un)ethical leadership on employee behavior, as well as on the role
of anticipated feelings of guilt as a predictor of employee reactions to ethical
versus unethical leadership.

22

Chapter 1
Chapter 5. In Chapter 5, the focus of our attention moves away
from

the

antecedents

of

(un)ethical

leader

behavior

towards

its

consequences for employee behavior. Previous research has demonstrated
that in reaction to abusive leadership, but not in reaction to ethical
leadership, employees’ start to demonstrate deviant behavior in the
workplace (e.g., Mayer, Kuenzi, & Greenbaum, 2010; Mitchell & Ambrose,
2007). Yet, these conclusions are largely based on correlational data.
Furthermore, little research attention has been devoted to understanding
why employees deviate against abusive bosses but not against ethical ones.
Being a quintessential moral emotion, we put forward the anticipation of
guilt as an underlying mechanism explaining why employees only deviate
against abusive leaders. Specifically, we tested the prediction that faced
with an abusive supervisor as compared with an ethical supervisor,
employees experience less anticipated guilt about deviating against their
supervisor, which, in turn, leads to higher levels of deviant behavior. We
tested our prediction using an experimental-causal-chain design (Study 5.1a
and Study 5.1b) as well as a measurement-of-mediation design (Study 5.2
and Study 5.3), and aimed to (1) provide insight in the mechanism
explaining the relationship between supervision styles and employeedeviance, and (2) provide first experimental evidence for the causal order of
the effects.
General Discussion. This section summarizes the main findings of
the empirical chapters, and it discusses how our research – focusing on the
determinants, conditions, underlying processes, and effects of (un)ethical
leader behavior – adds to a more elaborate theoretical understanding of
moral behavior in organizations. It specifically focuses on the role of
emotion in understanding why some leaders act (un)ethically, whereas
others do not. In addition, this chapter presents a discussion of the
strengths and weaknesses of our research, it provides suggestions for future
research to follow up on our findings, and it presents the practical
implications of our results.
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On Ethically Solvent Leaders:
The Roles of Pride and Moral Identity in
Predicting Leader Ethical Behavior

This chapter is based on: Sanders, Wisse, Van Yperen, & Rus. On ethically solvent
leaders: The roles of pride and moral identity in predicting leader ethical behavior.
Manuscript in preparation.
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Abstract
The popular media has repeatedly pointed to pride as one of the key factors
motivating leaders to behave unethically. However, given the devastating
consequences that leader unethical behavior may have, a more scientific
account of the role of pride is warranted. The present study differentiates
between authentic and hubristic pride and assesses its impact on leader
ethical behavior, while taking into consideration the extent to which leaders
find it important to their self-concept to be a moral person. In two
experiments we found that with higher levels of moral identity,
authentically proud leaders are more likely to engage in ethical behavior
than hubristically proud leaders, and that this effect is mediated by leaders’
motivation to act selflessly. A field survey among organizational leaders
corroborated that moral identity may bring the positive effect of authentic
pride and the negative effect of hubristic pride on leader ethical behavior to
the forefront.
Keywords: authentic pride; hubristic pride; moral identity; leader ethical
behavior
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A recurring theme in corporate scandals, such as those at Enron and
Olympus, is that leaders focused on personal gain, while they lost sight of
the needs and interests of others (van Gils, van Quaquebeke, & van
Knippenberg, 2010). This resulted in leader behavior in which the balance
of ethics tipped towards egoism at the expense of altruism (e.g., Bass &
Steidlmeier, 1999). Behavior that demonstrates social responsiveness to the
needs and interests of others is generally considered to be ethical (e.g.,
Eisenberg, 2000; Gilligan, 1982; Kant, 1785/1959) 1 , whereas a focus on
egocentric needs and a lack of sensitivity to other people’s needs is
considered to be unethical (Howell & Avolio, 1992). Not surprisingly,
leaders’ unethical behavior is associated with negative outcomes, such as
employee workplace deviance (Thau, Bennett, Mitchell, & Marrs, 2009),
whereas leaders’ ethical behavior is related to positive outcomes, such as
increased employee job satisfaction and organizational commitment
(Schminke, Ambrose, & Neubaum, 2005). Given the broad impact that
leaders may have on the collective, it is essential to understand the
conditions that prompt leaders to behave ethically. The present research
integrates research on the moral emotion of pride with research on moral
identity, and aims to explain why some leaders seem to function with a fully
formed moral compass while others do not.
Pride and Leader Ethical Behavior
Several scholars have highlighted the important role of discrete
emotions to ethical decision-making and behavior (e.g., Haidt, 2001; Pizarro,
2000; Salvador & Folger, 2009). Yet, not all emotions are considered equally
relevant to ethical behavior, that is, some emotions are considered to have
more “moral” connotations than others do. According to Haidt (2003), an
emotion is a more “moral” emotion to the extent that it elicits pro-social
1

In the current paper we use the term ethical behavior to refer to behaviors in
which the needs and interests of others are taken into consideration. As such, we
adopt the term ethical behavior in our introduction and discussion section as an
umbrella term for the several measures we used in the current paper: selfless
behavior, honesty, and ethical leadership.
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action tendencies. Moral emotions can be powerful motivators, providing
individuals with the desire to behave in an ethical manner (Kroll & Egan,
2004). So far, research has largely focused on (negative) moral emotions,
such as guilt and embarrassment (e.g., Eisenberg, 2000, Keltner & Buswell,
1997), and findings pertaining to their capability to elicit pro-social action
tendencies go relatively undisputed. Yet, there is one emotion that
sometimes elicits pro-social action tendencies and sometimes elicits antisocial tendencies, and that is the emotion of pride.
In fact, pride has been associated with both negative and positive
interpersonal consequences (Ashton-James & Tracy, 2012; Leary, 2007;
Michie, 2009; Williams & DeSteno, 2009). For instance, on the one hand,
pride has been associated with leaders’ engagement in financial reporting
frauds (Magnan, Cormier, & Lapointe-Antunes, 2008). On the other hand,
pride has also been depicted as an emotion motivating altruistic behavior on
the part of leaders (Michie, 2009). To solve pride’s paradoxical nature,
researchers have made a theoretical as well as an empirical distinction
between two facets of pride (Lewis, 2000; Tracy & Robins, 2007), with the
one

facet—authentic

pride—being

characterized

by

feelings

of

accomplishment and confidence, and the other facet—hubristic pride—being
marked by arrogance and conceit.
These two facets of pride are differentially related to causal
attributions and behavioral outcomes. Authentic pride requires an
attribution to internal, unstable, controllable causes (e.g., I won because I
practiced) and is positively associated with skills enhancement, genuine
self-esteem, and perseverance at difficult tasks (Williams & DeSteno, 2008).
Moreover, authentic pride has been positively associated with pro-social
personality traits, such as conscientiousness, agreeableness (Tracy &
Robins, 2007) and self-control, and negatively with anti-social personality
traits, such as hostility and anger (Carver, Sinclair, & Johnson, 2010).
Furthermore, recent research shows that individuals who verbally express
authentic pride, as compared to hubristic pride, are perceived as having
acted more pro-socially (Wubben, De Cremer, & van Dijk, 2012), and
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organizational leaders’ authentic pride has been positively related to their
display of altruistic behavior (Michie, 2009).
In contrast, hubristic pride requires an attribution to internal,
stable, uncontrollable causes (e.g., I won because I am always great) and is
positively associated with self-enhancement, which can result in uncaring,
exploitative

behaviors

towards

others

(Tracy,

Cheng,

Robins,

&

Trzesniewski, 2009). Moreover, hubristic pride has been positively
associated with anti-social personality traits: anger and aggression, and
negatively

with

pro-social

personality

traits:

agreeableness,

conscientiousness, and self-control (Carver et al., 2010). Furthermore,
previous research has positively associated hubristic pride with leader
unethical behavior such as leaders’ engagement in corporate illegal acts
(Mishina, Dykers, Block, & Pollock, 2010).
Based on these findings, we argue that, of the two facets of pride,
authentic pride is the true “moral emotion”, triggering a pro-social action
tendency that provides the motivational “spark” for leaders to act ethically.
Specifically, we assert that authentically proud leaders are motivated to act
selflessly and therefore also more likely to behave ethically, whereas
hubristically proud leaders are less likely to take others’ welfare into
account and to display ethical behavior.
Pride, Moral Identity, and Leader Ethical Behavior
Interestingly, although emotional states generally do affect people’s
behavior, the strength of this association has been found to be contingent on
several intra-individual variables (e.g., Nelissen, Dijker, & de Vries, 2007;
Tanghe, Wisse, & van der Flier, 2010). A potential critical factor in this
respect is the set of beliefs that people have about themselves, or their selfconcept (cf. Hardy & Carlo, 2005). A self-conception that is particularly
relevant in the context of ethical behavior is one’s moral identity, defined as
a self-conception organized around a set of moral traits (Aquino & Reed,
2002).
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The more central a person’s moral identity is to the sense of self, the
more important it is to the person to be moral. Not surprisingly therefore, a
growing body of research shows that moral identity is a powerful regulator
and motivator of ethical (Detert, Treviño, & Sweitzer, 2008; Hardy & Carlo,
2005; Lapsley & Lasky, 2001; Shao, Aquino, & Freeman, 2008), and prosocial behavior (e.g., donating food to the needy, contribute to a public good;
Aquino & Reed, 2002). Moreover, research also shows that moral identity is
positively associated with leaders’ display of ethical leadership (Mayer,
Aquino, Greenbaum, & Kuenzi, 2012) and use of fair procedures (Brebels,
De Cremer, Van Dijke, & Van Hiel, 2010), and negatively impacts moral
disengagement and the occurrence of unethical leader behavior (e.g., lying
in business negotiations; Aquino & Reed, 2002; Reed & Aquino, 2003; Sage,
Kavussanu, & Duda, 2006).
Important to the present discussion, moral identity may not only
have a direct effect on ethical behavior. It has been suggested that moral
identity is an important element in the transformation of a tendency or urge
to act ethically into actual ethical behavior (cf. Hardy & Carlo, 2005;
Aquino, Freeman, Reed, Lim, & Felps, 2009). Accordingly, we argue that
moral identity impacts the motivational and subsequent behavioral
consequences of emotional experiences, in particular of those emotions that
are self-conscious, like pride. In fact, it has been argued that a distinctive
characteristic of self-conscious emotions is that they require the ability to
focus attention on self-representations (i.e., to self-reflect;; “I”), and that selfconscious emotions motivate behavioral action toward the goals embodied in
these self-representations (Tracy & Robins, 2007). Thus, particularly when
we understand cognitively that ‘playing nice’ is the right thing to do, the
psychological force of emotions like guilt and (authentic) pride will actually
make us do so. Phrased differently, emotions that motivate individuals to
act ethically are more likely to translate into ethical behavior when it is
essential for one’s self-identity to be a moral person. In contrast, when
ethical behavior does not reflect on the self-concept, that is, when being a
moral person is not important to the sense of self, moral drivers are less
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likely to translate into heightened motivation to act selflessly and into
actual ethical behavior. As such, we hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 1a: With higher levels of moral identity, authentically
proud leaders show higher levels of ethical behavior than
hubristically proud leaders.
Hypothesis 1b: The interactive effect of pride and moral identity
on leader ethical behavior is mediated by the motivation to act
selflessly.
Overview of the Present Research
To investigate the combined effects of pride and moral identity on
leader ethical behavior, we conducted two experimental studies (Study 1
and 2) and one field study (Study 3). We opted for a multiple-study,
multiple-method approach in order to establish causality and to increase
external validity. In both experimental studies, we induced feelings of pride
(i.e., authentic vs. hubristic pride), measured the motivation to act
selflessly, and assessed leader ethical behavior using behavioral measures.
In Study 1, we measured participants’ self-importance of moral identity,
and in Study 2, we manipulated the salience of participants’ moral identity.
Both experimental studies are in particular suitable for the purposes of
establishing causality between the manipulated factors and the outcome
variables. Because we can only assume that the same relationships could
exist outside the laboratory (Goodwin, Wofford, & Boyd, 2000), in Study 3,
we sought to bring the test of our hypotheses closer to a real-life setting by
using a sample of organizational leaders. We measured leaders’ trait like
tendency to experience feelings of authentic and hubristic pride, leaders’
self-importance of moral identity, and their ethical behavior displayed in a
work-context.
Study 1
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Method
Participants

and design.

Fifty-three undergraduate Dutch

psychology students (15 males, 38 females) participated voluntarily in
exchange for partial course credits or €8 (approximately US $12).
Participants’ mean age was 20.04 years (SD = 2.22) and they were randomly
assigned to one of two pride conditions (authentic vs. hubristic pride). Moral
identity centrality was added to the design as a continuous variable.
Procedure and experimental set-up. Participants were invited
to participate in a computer-mediated experiment and were seated in
individual cubicles. They were told that the experiment consisted of two
unrelated parts. In what was labeled “Study 1”, participants filled out some
questionnaires including the self-importance of moral identity (henceforth
moral identity) measure (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Labeled as an independent
“Study 2”, participants were informed that they were to work with another
participant in a leader-follower relationship and that a network connection
among participants would be established. In reality, interaction was
simulated via the experimental set-up. Based on a purported leadership
style test, all participants were assigned to the leader role. Moreover, prior
to the task (which included an asymmetrical ultimatum game), participants
completed the pride manipulation—allegedly to keep them busy while
waiting for a connection to be established with their follower—and
answered some questions. Finally, after answering some demographic
indicators participants were debriefed, thanked, and paid for their
participation.
Moral identity measure. Moral identity was measured using the
five-item internalization subscale of Aquino and Reed’s (2002) validated
self-importance of moral identity questionnaire. These items assess the
extent to which moral trait associations are rooted in a person’s sense of
self, and are previously shown to be internally consistent and to have a
stable factor structure (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Reed & Aquino, 2003).
Participants are presented with nine characteristics that describe a person
(e.g., Caring, Compassionate, Fair, and Friendly), and are asked to visualize
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this person for a moment. Subsequently, participants respond to items
including: “Being someone who has these characteristics is an important
part of who I am”. Responses on all five items were assessed using a 7-point
Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and were
averaged into a single moral identity score (α = .71, M = 5.86, SD = 0.59).
Task. Leader ethical behavior is often depicted as behavior that
reflects the tension between egocentrism and responsiveness to the needs
and interests of others (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Turner, Barling,
Epitropaki, Butcher, Milner, 2002). Therefore, we adopted a paradigm in
which both self-serving and other-serving behaviors are plausible options.
Ultimatum games, characterized by the choice of acting in one’s self-interest
or to sacrifice one’s interests to the benefit of others, represent such a
paradigm (van Dijk & Vermunt, 2000). Moreover, as business settings
usually involve asymmetric information, with the allocator knowing more
than the recipient (Ackert, Church, Kuang, & Qi, 2011), we opted for an
asymmetrical ultimatum game in the present study (e.g., Moran &
Schweitzer, 2008). Moreover, the asymmetry of the game provides
participants with the opportunity to act self-interested or selflessly outside
the awareness of the follower. This makes the division less likely to be
influenced by impression management concerns.
As a leader, participants had to divide fifty lottery tickets between
themselves and their follower. Participants were told that the follower
would have the opportunity to either accept or reject the proposed division.
If the proposed division would be accepted, both follower and leader would
earn the amount proposed. If the follower would reject the offer, then both
would earn nothing. Every ticket counted as one lottery-entry for one of
three prizes (of 50, 20, and 10 Euros). Hence, the more tickets one obtained
the higher the chances of winning one of these three prizes. Participants
were told that the follower was not aware of the exact number of lottery
tickets they had at their disposal. Allegedly, the follower thought that there
were only twenty lottery tickets to divide instead of fifty, which gave
participants the possibility to unobtrusively award more tickets to
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themselves. At the end of the experiment, three participants received a
prize of 10, 20, or 50 Euros.
Pride manipulation. Prior to the asymmetrical ultimatum game,
pride was manipulated using a Relived Emotion Task (Ekman, Levenson, &
Friesen, 1983; for a similar type of manipulation see Ashton-James & Tracy,
2012). Specifically, participants were asked to vividly recall and to provide a
written report of a particular incident in their lives where they experienced
a feeling of authentic pride, or a feeling of hubristic pride.
In the authentic pride condition participants read:
“Please recall a particular incident in which you felt really proud
of your own behavior. That is, remember a situation in which you
felt accomplished, fulfilled, and/or confident. In this situation you
were very successful as a consequence of your own exertion, effort or
hard work; a situation in which you excelled by trying hard.”
In the hubristic pride condition participants read:
“Please recall a particular incident in which you felt really proud
of yourself. That is, remember a situation in which you felt stuck-up,
conceited, and/or arrogant. In this situation you were very
successful as a consequence of your own natural talent, intelligence
or personality; a situation in which you excelled without even trying
hard.”
Dependent measures.
Manipulation checks. To assess the success of the pride
manipulation, participants answered one multiple-choice question with
three answer alternatives (i.e., “I was asked to describe a situation in which:
I felt proud due to my own hard work and effort vs. my own natural talent,
intelligence, or personality vs. none of these two alternatives”). Additionally,
on a scale ranging from zero (not at all) to hundred (completely) participants
indicated to what degree their feelings of pride could be attributed to their
own effort (M = 80.63, SD = 12.41). A higher score is considered to indicate
stronger authentic pride (cf. Carver et al., 2010; Tracy & Robins, 2007).
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Motivation to act selflessly. Participants’ motivation to act
selflessly was measured with four items (i.e., “I am motivated to help the
other person”;; “I think the tickets should be distributed fairly”;; “In the end,
I am only focused on having as many lottery tickets as possible for myself”
(R);; “I want to make a strategic decision solely based on what is best for
me”(R)) using a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree, α = .86, M = 3.39, SD = 1.27).
Number of tickets awarded to follower. The number of lottery
tickets leaders awarded to their follower comprised our main dependent
variable of leader ethical behavior (M = 14.15, SD = 6.15).
Results
In all subsequently reported hierarchical regression analyses we
followed the guidelines of Aiken and West (1991). Pride was dummy coded (.5 and .5 for hubristic pride and authentic pride respectively) and moral
identity was centered by subtracting the mean from each score. In Step 1
the main effects of the predictor variables (i.e., pride and moral identity)
were entered into the analysis, in Step 2 the interaction effect was added.
Manipulation checks. All participants answered the multiplechoice question correctly. Moreover, a hierarchical regression analysis on
our source of pride score revealed, as expected, only a main effect of pride, b
= 7.73, SEb = 3.25, t(50) = 2.38, p = .02 (other ps > .13), with authentically
proud individuals attributing their feelings of pride to a larger extent to
their own effort (M = 84.50, SD = 12.49) than hubristically proud
individuals (M = 76.60, SD = 11.19).
Number of tickets awarded to follower. To test Hypothesis 1a,
we conducted a hierarchical regression analysis on the number of lottery
tickets leaders awarded to their follower. Step 1 explained a significant
proportion of variance, ΔR2 = .20, ΔF (2, 50) = 6.37, p = .03, and it unveiled a
main effect of pride, b = 3.36, SEb = 1.54, t(50) = 2.18, p = .03, indicating
that authentically proud leaders (M = 15.89, SD = 7.56) acted more ethically
than hubristically proud leaders (M = 12.35, SD = 3.57). We also found a
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main effect of moral identity, b = 3.60, SEb = 1.32, t(50) = 2.18, p < .01,
indicating that leaders for whom moral identity was central to their selfconcept showed higher levels of ethical behavior. More importantly, Step 2
explained an additional significant proportion of variance in leader ethical
behavior, ∆R2 = .06, ΔF (1, 49) = 4.15, p = .05, and it revealed our predicted
pride × moral identity interaction, b = 5.24, SEb = 2.57, t(49) = 2.04, p = .05
(see Figure 2.1). Follow-up analyses indicated that with higher levels of
moral identity (1 SD above the mean), authentically proud leaders acted
more ethically than hubristically proud leaders, b = 6.49, SEb = 2.14, t(49) =
3.03, p < .01. Pride did not differentially impact ethical behavior for leaders
with a low moral identity (1 SD below the mean), b = 0.30, SEb = 2.12, t(49)
= 0.14, p = .89.
Assessment of conditional indirect effects. Bootstrapped
estimation of conditional indirect effects (see Preacher, Rucker, Hayes,
2007) was used to test Hypothesis 1b. Following the recommendations of
Preacher et al. (2007), our analysis specified a mediated moderation model
including three steps. In Step 1, we conducted a hierarchical regression
analysis on the motivation to act selflessly to test whether the interaction of
pride and moral identity influenced the mediator variable. This analysis
revealed a significant main effect of pride, b = 0.75, SEb = 0.32, t(50) = 2.36,
p = .02, indicating that authentically proud leaders (M = 3.78, SD = 1.37)
were more motivated to act selflessly than hubristically proud leaders (M =
2.99, SD = 1.03). We also found a main effect of moral identity, b = 0.68, SEb
= 0.27, t(50) = 2.50, p = .02, indicating that leaders with a high moral
identity were more motivated to act selflessly. More importantly, we found a
significant pride × moral identity interaction effect, b = 1.10, SEb = 0.53,
t(49) = 2.07, p = .04. Follow-up analyses revealed a pattern similar to our
findings on leader ethical behavior (see Figure 2.2). With higher levels of
moral identity (1 SD above the mean), authentically proud leaders were
more motivated to act selflessly than hubristically proud leaders, b = 1.41,
SEb = 0.44, t(49) = 3.18, p < .01. In contrast, with lower levels of moral
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identity (1 SD below the mean), pride did not differentially impact leaders’
motivation to act selflessly, b = 0.11, SEb = 0.44, t(49) = 0.25, p = .80.
In Step 2, we found that the motivation to act selflessly was
positively associated with leader ethical behavior, b = 3.78, SEb = 0.43, t(51)
= 8.89, p < .001.
In Step 3, we tested the conditional indirect effects of pride via the
motivation to act selflessly on leader ethical behavior for low levels of moral
identity (1 SD below the mean) and high levels of moral identity (1 SD
above the mean) separately. To assess these indirect effects we used 5,000
bootstrap samples and 95% bias corrected and accelerated confidence
intervals (BCa CI’s;; Efron & Tibshirani, 1993;; Stine, 1989). Bootstrapping
confirmed that with higher levels of moral identity, authentically proud
leaders act more ethically than hubristically proud leaders, through higher
levels of motivation to act selflessly (estimate: 4.69; BCa CI: 1.69 to 8.95).
Pride did not differentially impact leader ethical behavior via motivation to
act selflessly for leaders with lower levels of moral identity (estimate: 0.19;
BCa CI: -2.01 to 3.24).

Figure 2.1 Number of Tickets Awarded to the Follower as a Function of Pride and
Moral Identity in Study 1
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Figure 2.2 Motivation to Act Selflessly as a Function of Pride and Moral Identity in
Study 1

Study 2
The main goal of Study 2 was to replicate the findings of Study 1
with manipulations of both pride and moral identity. In addition, we aimed
to extend the findings of Study 1 by adding a dependent measure to our
design, namely the degree to which participants communicated honestly to
their follower. Honesty is often considered to be the hallmark of ethical
behavior (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002; Lapsley & Laskey, 2001), and, as such,
constitutes another important indicator of leader ethical behavior.
Method
Participants and design. One hundred and fifteen undergraduate
Dutch psychology students (23 males, 92 females) participated voluntarily
in exchange for partial course credits. Participants’ mean age was 20.37
years (SD = 2.39) and they were randomly assigned to a 2 (Pride: authentic
vs. hubristic) × 2 (Moral identity: salient vs. non-salient) between-subjects
design.
38

Chapter 2
Procedure and experimental set-up. We followed the same
procedure as in Study 1 with minor modifications. The main difference was
the introduction of our moral identity manipulation. Moreover, we slightly
adapted the asymmetrical ultimatum game (see van Dijk & Vermunt, 2000,
Experiment 1), to create the opportunity for participants to communicate
(dis)honestly about their decision to the follower. Participants were asked to
propose a division of 250 fiches to their follower, and they learned that the
fiches were worth twice as much to them as to their follower (i.e., 0.2 lottery
tickets per fiche vs. 0.1 lottery tickets per fiche). Importantly, participants
were told that the follower was not aware of this differential value of the
fiches. In addition to the number of fiches that were awarded to the follower
(our dependent measure of leader ethical behavior in Study 1), in Study 2,
we also asked the participants to write an e-mail to their follower in which
they could elaborate on the proposed division (Honesty of leaders’
communication to their follower).
Moral

identity

manipulation.

Prior

to

the

asymmetrical

ultimatum game, we manipulated moral identity using a computerized
version of the manipulation developed by Aquino, Reed, Thau, and Freeman
(2007). This manipulation has previously been shown to successfully
activate moral identity within the working self-concept (Aquino et al., 2007;
Aquino et al., 2009; Reed, Aquino, & Levy, 2007). Participants were
presented with a 9 × 5 matrix that contained nine words listed in the
column of each row. In the salient moral identity condition, these words
reflected moral traits (e.g., caring, compassionate); in the non-salient moral
identity condition, these words denoted everyday household objects without
moral content (e.g., book, chair). Participants were asked to type the words
in the remaining four columns so that each participant typed in each of the
words four times. Next, participants were instructed to take a few moments
to think about each of these words, and to write a brief story about
themselves with the use of these words.
Pride manipulation. The pride manipulation was identical to the
one used in Study 1.
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Dependent measures.
Manipulation checks. To assess the success of our pride
manipulation, we used the same measures as in Study 1. To check the
success of our moral identity manipulation, we asked the participants to
indicate the extent to which the following two statements accurately
described their story (0 = not at all, 100 = completely): “In the story about
myself, I depict myself as a moral person”, and “Moral characteristics are
central in the story I wrote about myself” (α = .87, M = 52.39, SD = 27.82).
Motivation to act selflessly. The items were identical to the ones
used in Study 1 (α = .72, M = 3.58, SD = 1.03).
Leader ethical behavior was indicated by the number of fiches
leaders awarded to their follower (M = 123.71, SD = 15.33) and the honesty
of leaders’ communication to their follower (M = 4.09, SD = 1.53). As part of
the ultimatum game, participants were asked to inform their follower about
the proposed division of fiches via the e-mail. Two independent raters, who
were blind to the conditions, coded the content of all the e-mails for the
degree of honesty. They used a 7-point scale that was accompanied by
specific descriptions for each anchor (1= giving false information to the
follower, 7 = telling the exact truth). For example, “My fiches are worth twice
as much as yours” was coded as seven, whereas “I will divide the fiches in
half. Both you and I will then have an equal amount of fiches, and we will
have the exact same chance of winning one of the three prizes” was coded as
one. To make sure that both raters applied the same standards, both raters
independently coded a subset of fifteen e-mails, and afterwards discussed
their ratings with each other. The independent coding of the remaining emails resulted in a high inter-rater agreement, Kendall’s W = .94, and the
scores of the two independent raters were averaged into a single score.
Results
In all analyses of variance (ANOVAs) pride (authentic vs. hubristic)
and moral identity (salient vs. non-salient) were factors in the design.
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Manipulation checks. First, 96.5% of the participants answered
the multiple-choice question regarding the pride manipulation correctly 2 .
Second, a two-way ANOVA revealed only a main effect of pride on our
source of pride score, F (1, 111) = 258.60, p < .001, η2p = .70 (other ps > .13),
indicating that authentically proud individuals attributed their feelings of
pride to a larger extent to their own effort (M = 79.63, SD = 19.59) than
hubristically proud individuals (M = 25.57, SD =16.73). A two-way ANOVA
on our moral identity score, revealed only a main effect of moral identity, F
(1, 111) = 92.54, p < .001, η2p = .46 (other ps > .29), with participants in the
salient moral identity condition scoring higher (M = 70.94, SD = 18.63) than
participants in the non-salient moral identity condition (M = 33.53, SD =
22.44). We conclude that our manipulations were successful.
Number of fiches awarded to follower. A two-way ANOVA on
the number of fiches leaders awarded to their follower revealed a main
effect of pride, F (1, 111) = 5.35, p = .02, η2p = .05, showing that
authentically proud leaders acted more ethically (M = 127.16, SD = 16.43)
than hubristically proud leaders (M = 120.55, SD = 13.62). In line with the
results of Study 1, this main effect was qualified by our predicted pride ×
moral identity interaction, F (1, 111) = 4.21, p = .04, η2p = .04. Simple main
effects analysis indicated that in the salient moral identity condition
authentically proud leaders acted more ethically (M = 131.52, SD = 19.78)
than hubristically proud leaders (M = 119.45, SD = 10.00), F (1, 111) = 9.65,
p < .01, η2p = .08. In the non-salient moral identity condition, no differential
effects for pride were found, F (1, 111) = 0.03, p = .85.
Honesty of leaders’ communication to their follower. A twoway ANOVA on our honesty score controlling for the number of words
leaders used in their e-mail to their follower, showed a marginally
significant pride × moral identity interaction, F (1, 110) = 3.90, p = .051, η2p
= .03 (ps main effects > .26). In the salient moral identity condition
2

Analyses conducted on a sample excluding participants who did not answer the
multiple choice question correctly, revealed largely the same results (i.e., significant
results remained significant and showed the same pattern) as the ones reported on
the full sample.
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authentically proud leaders were more honest (M = 4.62, SD = 1.46) than
hubristically proud leaders (M = 3.67, SD = 1.67), F (1, 110) = 4.76, p = .03,
η2p = .04. No differential effects for pride were found in the non-salient
moral identity condition, F (1, 110) = 0.34, p = .56.
Mediated

moderation.

First,

we

conducted

a

mediated

moderation analysis on the number of fiches awarded to the follower. In
Step 1, we tested whether the interaction of pride and moral identity
influenced the motivation to act selflessly. A two-way ANOVA on the
motivation to act selflessly revealed a significant pride × moral identity
interaction, F (1, 111) = 4.85, p = .03, η2p = .04. In Step 2, we found that the
motivation to act selflessly was positively associated with the number of
fiches awarded to the follower, b = 7.42, SEb = 1.21, t(113) = 6.12, p < .001.
In Step 3, bootstrapping confirmed that only in the salient moral identity
condition (1 SD above the mean), authentically proud leaders awarded more
fiches to their follower than hubristically proud leaders, through higher
levels of motivation to act selflessly (estimate: 2.20; BCa CI: 0.33 to 4.83).
Pride did not differentially impact leader ethical behavior via motivation to
act selflessly in the non-salient moral identity condition (1 SD below the
mean, estimate: -0.70; BCa CI: -2.63 to 0.82).
Second, we conducted a mediated moderation analysis on the
honesty of leaders’ communication to their follower. The results of Step 1 are
identical to the one described above. In Step 2, we found that the motivation
to act selflessly was positively associated with the honesty of leaders’
communication to their follower, b = 0.40, SEb = 0.13, t(113) = 3.02, p = .003.
In Step 3, bootstrapping confirmed that only in the salient moral identity
condition authentically proud leaders were more honest than hubristically
proud leaders, through higher levels of motivation to act selflessly (estimate:
0.11; BCa CI: 0.10 to 0.30). Pride did not differentially impact honesty via
motivation to act selflessly in the non-salient moral identity condition
(estimate: -0.03; BCa CI: -0.14 to 0.04).
Discussion Study 1 and 2
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Studies 1 and 2 focused on the interactive effects of pride and moral
identity in predicting leader ethical behavior. These two studies consistently
provide first empirical evidence that with higher levels of moral identity,
authentically proud leaders act more ethically (i.e., act in a more selfless
and honest way) than hubristically proud leaders (Hypothesis 1a).
Additionally, the results indicate that with higher moral identity,
authentically proud leaders are more motivated to act selflessly than
hubristically proud leaders, which, in turn, positively predicts ethical
behavior (Hypothesis 1b).
Study 3 was designed to contribute to Study 1 and 2 in several
ways. First, to increase external validity we gathered data on organizational
leaders. Second, in Study 3, we measured leader ethical behavior with the
ethical leadership scale (Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005), and, thereby,
broadened the measure of leader ethical behaviors (e.g., fairness, trust, and
other-serving behavior) as compared with the measures used in Study 1 and
2. Third, in Studies 1 and 2, we induced the emotional state-like experience
of authentic or hubristic pride by having participants relive an incident in
their lives in which they felt this way. However, Tracy and Robins (2007a)
showed that some people are more prone to experience feelings of authentic
or hubristic pride than others. Hence, the experience of both forms of pride
may have a trait-like as well as a state-like basis. Therefore, in Study 3, we
measured leaders’ trait-like tendency to experience feelings of both
authentic and hubristic pride.
Study 3 thus aims to assess the independent effects of leaders’
tendency to experience both authentic and hubristic pride on their ethical
behavior as moderated by their moral identity. Based on the findings of
Study 1 and 2, we anticipated that authentic pride would be positively
associated with leader ethical behavior, but particularly so among high
moral identifiers. Hubristic pride appears to diminish any pro-social
tendencies that people may have (e.g., Tracy et al., 2009). As a consequence
moral identity’s function as a transformer of lingering tendencies to act prosocially into actual ethical behavior will only reveal itself when hubristic
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pride is low. Hence, with higher levels of moral identity, leader ethical
behavior is more likely to the extent that feelings of hubristic pride are less
strong. Specifically, we tested the following hypotheses in Study 3:
Hypothesis 2a: With higher levels of moral identity, authentic pride
is positively associated with leader ethical behavior.
Hypothesis 2b: With higher levels of moral identity, hubristic pride is
negatively associated with leader ethical behavior.
Study 3
Method
Procedure. The study was conducted online as a leadership survey
amongst leaders with at least three direct subordinates. Respondents were
recruited via Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk. Previous research has shown
that the data obtained via the online platform Mechanical Turk are at least
as reliable as those obtained via traditional methods (e.g., Buhrmester,
Kwang, & Gosling, 2011).
Sample. One hundred and thirty-eight respondents (44% women)
completed the survey online in exchange for $1. Respondents’ ages ranged
from 20 to 65 with an average of 32.93 years (SD = 9.04). Respondents’
average work experience was 13.51 years (SD = 8.53), average tenure in a
supervisory position was 5.46 years (SD = 5.14), average tenure on the
current job was 4.50 years (SD = 4.03), and average number of direct
subordinates was 10.07 (SD = 10.41).
Measures. Unless stated otherwise, all responses were assessed
using a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
Authentic pride was measured using Tracy and Robins’ (2007) seven-item
trait authentic pride scale (e.g., “I generally feel accomplished”). Hubristic
pride was measured using Tracy and Robins’ (2007) seven-item trait
hubristic pride scale (e.g., “I generally feel snobbish”). Analogous to Study 1,
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leaders’ moral identity was measured with the five items of the moral
identity internalization subscale (Aquino & Reed, 2002).
The 10-item Ethical Leadership Scale (Brown et al., 2005)
comprised our dependent measure of leader ethical behavior. The original
items were slightly adapted for the purposes of the current study in which
leaders were asked to rate themselves on their ethical leadership (e.g.,
“Discusses business ethics or values with employees” was changed to “I
discussed business ethics or values with employees”). For each of the ten
items respondents indicated the number of times they had performed the
described behavior during the past year (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 =
sometimes, 4 = usually, 5 = always). Means, standard deviations,
reliabilities, and correlations for all study variables are displayed in Table
2.1.
Results
Prior to conducting a hierarchical regression analysis we performed
a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on our predictor variable items (i.e.,
authentic pride, hubristic pride, and moral identity) as well as our
dependent variable items (i.e., leader ethical behavior) using AMOS
(Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999). We defined and compared five different factor
structures, ranging from a one-factor model in which all items were
indicative of one larger factor, to a four-factor model in which each of the
study variables was indicative of their own factor. The four-factor model
seems to have better fit (CFI = .84, IFI = .84, RMSEA = .08, C.I. RMSEA .07
- .09) (χ²(371, N = 138) = 675.45, p < .001) than all other models3. As a rule
of thumb, RMSEA values of .08 and smaller are indicative of acceptable fit

3

The four-factor model has a better fit than the first three-factor model (CFI = .78, IFI = .78,
RMSEA = .09, C.I. RMSEA .08 - .10)  (χ²(375,  N = 138) = 789.31, p <  .001),  ∆χ²(4)  =  113.86,  p <
.001, the second three-factor model (CFI = .54, IFI = .55, RMSEA = .13, C.I. RMSEA .12 - .14)
(χ²(374,  N = 138) = 1234.59, p <  .001),  ∆χ²(3)  =  559.14,  p < .001, the two-factor model (CFI =
.48, IFI = .49, RMSEA = .14, C.I. RMSEA .13 - .15)  (χ²(377,  N = 138) = 1349.00, p < .001),
∆χ²(6)  =  673.55,  p < .001, or the one-factor model (CFI = .36, IFI = .37, RMSEA = .15, C.I.
RMSEA .15 - .16)  (χ²(378,  N = 138) = 907.52, p <  .001),  ∆χ²(7)  =  232.07,  p < .001.
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(Browne & Cudeck, 1993). In other words, the four-factor model had acceptable fit and confirmed that our study variables
were not only theoretically, but also empirically distinct.
Table 2.1 Means, Standard deviations, Reliabilities, and Intercorrelations for Study 3

M

SD

(1)

(2)

(3)

(1) Age

32.93

9.04

—

(2) Sex

—

—

-.11

—
-.11

—

(4)

(5)

(6)

(3) Number of subordinates

10.07

10.41

.20*

(4) Authentic pride

5.86

0.75

.06

.03

.06

(.88)

-.16

-.20*

.14

-.24**

(.90)

.03

.28**

-.24**

(.75)

.02

.30**

-.38**

.51**

(5) Hubristic pride
(6) Moral identity
(7) Leader ethical behavior

1.90
6.37
4.09

0.84
0.74
0.48

.08
.12

.16
.14

Note. N = 138. Cronbach’s alphas are displayed on the diagonal. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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Leader ethical behavior. We conducted a hierarchical regression
analysis to test Hypothesis 2a and Hypothesis 2b. In line with previous
research, we controlled for several variables that could potentially relate to
our study variables, namely respondents’ age, gender (-1 = male, 1 =
female), and number of direct subordinates (cf. Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum,
Bardes, & Salvador, 2009; Turner et al., 2002). Hence, leader ethical
behavior was predicted by main effect terms for the control variables at
Step 1, main effect terms for our independent variables (authentic pride,
hubristic pride, moral identity) at Step 2, the two-way interaction terms at
Step 3, and the three-way interaction term at Step 4.
Step 1 did not explain a significant proportion of variance in leader
ethical behavior (see Table 2.2). Step 2 explained a significant proportion of
variance and it unveiled the main effects of authentic pride, hubristic pride,
and moral identity. Positively associated with leader ethical behavior were
leaders’ trait-like authentic pride, b = .13, SEb = 0.05, t(131) = 2.81, p < .01,
and leaders’ moral identity, b = .24, SEb = 0.05, t(131) = 4.98, p < .001. In
contrast, leaders’ trait-like hubristic pride was negatively associated with
ethical behavior, b = -.16, SEb = 0.04, t(131) = -23.89, p < .001. More
interestingly, Step 3 explained an additional significant proportion of
variance in leader ethical behavior and it revealed our predicted authentic
pride × moral identity, and hubristic pride × moral identity (see also Table
2.2) interactions. In line with Hypothesis 2a, authentic pride was positively
associated with leader ethical behavior for leaders with a high moral
identity (1 SD above the mean), b = .28, SEb = 0.08, t(128) = 3.64, p < .001,
but showed no relationship to ethical behavior for leaders with a low moral
identity (1 SD below the mean), b = .01, SEb = 0.07, t(128) = 0.12, p = .90
(see Figure 2.3). We also found empirical support for Hypothesis 2b,
hubristic pride was negatively associated with ethical behavior for leaders
with a high moral identity, b = -.25, SEb = 0.06, t(128) = -4.17, p < .001, but
showed no relationship to ethical behavior for leaders with a low moral
identity, b = -.07, SEb = 0.06, t(128) = -1.08, p = .28 (see Figure 2.4). These
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two-way interactions were not qualified by the three-way interaction in Step 4.
Table 2.2 Summary of Regression Analysis for Authentic Pride, Hubristic Pride, and Moral Identity (MI) Predicting Leader Ethical
Behavior in Study 3

Variable
Age
Sex
Number of subordinates
Authentic pride
Hubristic pride
MI
Authentic × Hubristic pride
Authentic pride × MI
Hubristic pride × MI
Authentic × Hubristic × MI
ΔR2
R2
F
df

b
.01
.15
.00

Step 1
β
SE b
.01
.14
.08
.15
.00
.01

.24

.02
1.74
134

Note. N = 138 (listwise). * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

48

b
.00
.02
.00
.13
-.17

Step 2
β
SE b
.00
.03
.07
.02
.00
.03
.05
.20**
.04
.29***
.05
.38***

.33
.34
12.85***
131

b
.00
-.00
.00
.15
-.16
.29
.07
.19
-.12

Step 3
β
SE b
.00
.06
.07
-.00
.00
.04
.05
.24**
.04
.28***
.05
.44***
.06
.09
.08
.19*
.06
-.15*
.05
.37
10.10***
128

b
.00
-.01
.00
.15
-.14
.29
.06
.18
-.12
-.14

Step 4
β
SE b
.00
.06
.07
-.01
.00
.02
.05
.23**
.05
-.24**
.05
.06
.08
.06
.10
.01
.38
9.33***
127

.45***
.08
.18*
-.15*
-.10
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Figure 2.3 Leader Ethical Behavior as a Function of Leaders’ Authentic Pride and
Moral Identity in Study 3

Leader Ethical Behavior

5

High Moral Identity (p = .001)
4
Low Moral Identity (ns)

3
Low authentic

High authentic

Pride
Figure 2.4 Leader Ethical Behavior as a Function of Leaders’ Hubristic Pride and
Moral Identity in Study 3

Leader Ethical Behavior

5

4

High Moral Identity (p < .001)
Low Moral Identity (ns)

3
Low hubristic
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Pride
Discussion Study 3
Study 3 replicates the interactive effects observed in Study 1 and 2
by showing that with increasing importance of being a moral person to the
self-concept, stronger feelings of authentic pride moves leaders towards
higher levels of ethical behavior, whereas stronger feelings of hubristic
pride moves leaders towards lower levels of ethical behavior. This
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replication with a different methodology, and a sample from a different
country provides compelling evidence for the robustness of our findings.
General Discussion
The rash of corporate scandals has instigated societal and scientific
interest in (un)ethical leader behavior. Clearly, leaders’ lack of ethical
conduct negatively impacts followers, organizations and society at large.
Hence, an increased understanding of the antecedents of leader ethical
behavior, as well as an understanding of when and why these antecedents
tap into leader ethical behavior is particularly crucial. In the present
research we aimed to contribute to the extant
literature by taking an integrated approach by looking at the combined
effects of pride and moral identity on leader ethical behavior.
We found first empirical evidence that particularly when moral
identity is central to leaders’ sense of self (a) authentically proud leaders
are more likely to engage in ethical behavior than hubristically proud
leaders (Study 1 and 2; Hypothesis 1a), (b) authentic pride is positively
related to leader ethical behavior (Study 3; Hypothesis 2a), and (c) hubristic
pride is negatively related to leader ethical behavior (Study 3; Hypothesis
2b). Moreover, the finding that leaders’ motivation to act selflessly mediates
the interactive effect of pride and moral identity on leader ethical behavior
(Study 1 and 2; Hypothesis 1b) constitutes another unique contribution to
the extant literature. Although we focused on leader ethical behavior in the
current paper and leaders may be particularly apt to experience feelings of
pride (Bodolica & Spraggon, 2010), we suspect similar patterns for people
who are not in a leadership position.
Implications for the Study of Leader Ethical Behavior
The present study contributes to knowledge about the role of
emotions and its interplay with moral identity in promoting leader ethical
behavior in several ways. First, prior theorizing on the role of emotions in
business ethics, primarily focused on the role of general affect (Gaudine &
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Thorne, 2001). Although a focus on general affective states in predicting
ethical behavior can lead to important insights, our study shows that two
different facets of the same emotion (i.e., authentic pride vs. hubristic pride)
can already differentially impact leader ethical behavior. Specifically, we
showed that of the two facets of pride, authentic pride is the more moral
emotion. That is, in combination with higher levels of moral identity,
authentic pride, not hubristic pride, promotes leader ethical behavior. As
such, a systematic inquiry of how different discrete moral emotions impact
leader ethical behavior may provide us with a more fine-grained picture of
the influence of moral emotions on leader ethical behavior (cf. Angie,
Connelly, Waples, & Kligyte, 2011 for a meta-analytic review on discrete
emotions; Connelly, Helton-Fauth, & Mumford, 2004; Treviño, Weaver, &
Reynolds, 2006).
Second, historically research has primarily focused on a cognitive
approach to explaining ethical behavior (e.g., Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007).
Not surprisingly, therefore, scholars first started to investigate the
influence of social cognitive factors, such as moral identity, on the link
between cognitive antecedents and ethical behavior. For instance, Reynolds
and Ceranic (2007) found that moral identity moderates the effects of moral
judgment on moral behavior. However, moral emotions play at least an
equally important role in explaining (un)ethical behavior as conscious
reasoning (Haidt, 2010). To our knowledge, no prior research has examined
the moderating role of moral identity on the emotion-leader ethical behavior
link. So, we are the first to demonstrate that moral identity is also critical
in translating the pro-social action tendency triggered by feelings of
authentic pride into actual ethical behavior. These findings illustrate that
to fully understand the influence that emotions can have on leader ethical
behavior an integrative account, combining research on moral emotions and
more (social) cognitive factors, is necessary.
Third, our finding that leaders’ motivation to act selflessly can
function as a mediator, is in line with the feeling-is-for-doing approach
(Zeelenberg, Nelissen, Breugelmans, & Pieters, 2008). This approach states
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that emotions motivate people in their decisions and subsequently guide
their behaviors. However, motivation to act selflessly is not the only
possible underlying mechanism that could link the interactive effects of
pride and moral identity to leader ethical behavior. Although not addressed
in the present study, moral emotions and moral identity alike are argued to
increase moral awareness (e.g., DeCelles, DeRue, Margolis, & Ceranic,
2012; Gino, Schweitzer, Mead, & Ariely, 2011; Sumanth, Mayer, & Kay,
2011). Moral awareness refers to the identification of an issue as a moral
one (Rest, 1986), and, can be defined as “a person’s determination that a
situation contains moral content and legitimately can be considered from a
moral point of view” (Reynolds, 2006a, p. 233). As a result, moral awareness
increases the likelihood that moral implications of one’s actions are taken
into account, which could lead to subsequent adjustments in one’s behavior
(DeCelles et al., 2012). Future research may focus on whether moral
awareness indeed is another mediator variable linking the interactive
effects of pride and moral identity to leader ethical behavior.
On a more practical note, the present study provides some
suggestions as to how to promote leader ethical behavior. We found that the
tendency to experience feelings of authentic pride and to have a central
moral identity positively relates to leader ethical behavior. To this end,
organizations might benefit from including measures of leaders’ tendencies
to experience feelings of authentic and hubristic pride, as well as a measure
of leaders’ chronic self-importance of moral identity in their battery of
leader selection criteria. As our findings denote, in terms of leader ethical
behavior, organizations are likely to benefit from hiring leaders with high
levels of authentic pride (or at least low levels of hubristic pride), and a
highly central moral identity.
Strengths and Limitations
Inevitably, each of the study designs used to test our theoretical
predictions has its own drawbacks. Therefore, a strength of the present
research is the multiple-study, multiple-method approach in which the
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strengths of one method compensate for the limitations of the other method
(Dipboye, 1990). Studies 1 and 2 yielded experimental evidence with high
internal validity, but could raise questions concerning external validity. In
contrast, for Study 3, external validity poses less of a problem, but due to its
correlational nature, it can be criticized for not providing evidence
concerning causality.
The use of self-report measurements in Study 3, and the fact that all
variables were assessed using a single questionnaire makes common
method variance a potential problem. Although we acknowledge that the
cross-sectional single-source design of Study 3 is suboptimal, previous
research suggests that self-reports of undesirable behavior can be as
accurate as more objective measures (Aquino & Douglas, 2003; Hindelang,
Hirschi, & Weiss, 1979). Moreover, the replication of our findings across
studies employing different methodologies (i.e., two laboratory experiments
and a field survey), measurements, and samples (i.e., Dutch students, and
business leaders in the United States) strengthens the confidence in our
findings.
To Conclude
The current findings highlight both the differential role of authentic
pride and hubristic pride in predicting ethical behavior and the importance
of integrating knowledge from research on (moral) emotions with research
on social cognitive factors. By showing that authentic pride only motivates
ethical behavior amongst high moral identifiers, we hope that the current
findings inspire researchers to investigate the joint influence of emotive and
(social) cognitive factors in explaining ethical behavior.
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On Ethically Bankrupted Leaders:
Feelings of Contempt can Disrupt
Leaders’ Identity Based Moral Compass

This chapter is based on: Sanders, Wisse, Van Yperen, & Rus. On ethically
bankrupted leaders: Feelings of contempt can disrupt leaders’ identity based moral
compass. Manuscript invited to revise and resubmit.
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Abstract
The current rash of corporate scandals has instigated societal and scientific
interest in unethical leader behavior. Moral identity has been put forward
as an important factor regulating unethical conduct. However, we posit that
the self-regulating function of moral identity may be deactivated by
contempt,

a

largely

neglected,

other-condemning

emotion

that

is

inconsistent with the demands of one’s moral identity. In Study 1, we
developed and validated a short measure of contempt. In the subsequent
series of studies, we indeed found that contempt weakened the negative
association between moral identity and the reported probability of
displaying unethical supervisory behaviors (Study 2), as well as leaders’
display of abusive supervisory behaviors (Study 3 and 4). These findings
suggest that the extent to which leaders are guided by their identity-based
moral compass is contingent on their feelings of contempt.
Keywords: unethical leader behavior; abusive supervision; moral identity;
contempt
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Defined as acts that have harmful effects on others and are “either
illegal or morally unacceptable to the larger community” (Jones, 1991, p.
367), unethical leader behavior incorporates acts ranging from abusive
supervision to fraud. The upsurge of media-covered high-profile corporate
ethical scandals, such as the LIBOR scandal and the Olympus accounting
scandal, has led the general public to conclude that some leaders are
ethically bankrupted. Moreover, empirical findings clearly relate unethical
leadership to various negative consequences, ranging from unethical
behavior on the part of subordinates (for a meta-analysis see Schyns &
Schilling, 2013) to leader ineffectiveness (e.g., De Cremer & van
Knippenberg, 2004). However, the causes of leaders’ ethical derailment are
still unclear. Hence, the current study aims to shed more light on what
drives leaders to behave unethically, and to refrain from steering by moral
compass.
Moral identity, a self-conception that is organized around a set of
moral traits (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Reed & Aquino, 2003), is a kind of selfregulatory mechanism that has been shown to activate ethical behavior
(e.g., procedural justice enactment; Brebels, De Cremer, Van Dijke, & Van
Hiel, 2010) and to inhibit unethical behavior (e.g., lying in a business
negotiation; Aquino, Freeman, Reed, Lim, & Felps, 2009). In general
therefore, a salient moral identity is considered to guard leaders from
behaving unethically. However, it has been argued that when one’s moral
identity is deactivated or not readily accessible, its self-regulating function
is hampered, resulting in less ethical behavior even among high moral
identifiers (Aquino et al., 2009). So far, the literature on moral identity has
mainly focused on the deregulating potential of situational factors (e.g.,
financial incentives) to explain a lessened impact of individuals’ moral
identity on their ethical behavior (Aquino et al., 2009). Yet, if we want to
explain why some leaders act in line with their moral identity whereas
others do not, even though the circumstances in which they operate are
quite similar, a focus on intra-individual factors instead of on situational
factors may be particularly helpful.
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Previous research indicates that affective states have a profound
influence on the extent to which self-regulatory mechanisms operate
effectively (cf. Leith & Baumeister, 1996). By calling attention to subjective
experiences, prioritizing certain goals, and giving direction to behavior
(Bagozzi, Baumgartner, Pieters, & Zeelenberg, 2000; Frijda, 1986, 2006),
emotions can disrupt the accessibility of existing knowledge structures, such
as one’s moral identity. In particular, emotions that motivate behavior that
is not in line with the self-regulatory demands of one’s moral identity are
likely to undermine moral identity’s inhibition of unethical behavior. One
emotion that has received little research attention but may be particularly
relevant to explaining unethical behavior displayed by leaders in business
settings is contempt (Pelzer, 2005).
Contempt is an other-condemning emotion that tends to arise in
hierarchical relationships, such as those often found in the work-context
(Melwani & Barsade, 2011), and it involves a basic feeling of superiority
over others (e.g., Miller, 1997). Based on previous theorizing portraying
contempt as a cold emotion that depersonalizes and objectifies the other,
making it easier to commit hurtful acts towards others (Izard, 1977), we
argue that contempt motivates behavior that opposes moral identity’s selfregulatory demands. Consequently, our main prediction is that leaders’
contempt weakens the negative association between leaders’ moral identity
and their unethical behavior.
Moral Identity
Mental representations of the self are critical for processing social
information and providing guidelines for behavior (e.g., Brown & Smart,
1991; Markus, 1977). Particularly relevant in the context of ethical behavior
is one’s moral identity (Blasi, 1984;; Damon & Hart, 1992;; Erikson, 1964).
Moral identity is the mental representation people have about their own
moral character. Aquino and Reed (2002) proposed that an individual’s
moral identity is a cognitive schema of the moral self that is organized
around a set of moral trait associations (e.g., caring, compassionate,
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friendly, fair; Aquino & Reed, 2002). This trait-based approach assumes
that moral traits are part of a network of connected components that ‘fire
together and wire together’ (cf. Kihlstrom & Klein, 1994). The moral selfschema of individuals with a highly central moral identity is activated more
strongly and more frequently than the other self-schemas that are part of
an individual’s network of self-identities (Higgins, 1989).
Previous theorizing has identified self-consistency as the primary
underlying principle responsible for the powerful role of moral identity in
regulating ethical behavior (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002; Aquino et al., 2009).
In general, people have the desire to act in a self-consistent manner (Blasi,
1980; 1993; 2004). This internal demand for self-consistency motivates a
person with a highly central moral identity to behave in an ethical manner,
because that suits the behavioral prescriptions associated with their moral
self-schemas. In contrast, for a person with a less central moral identity
there are no self-consistency demands that urge towards more ethical and
less unethical behavior (Aquino et al., 2009). Hence, the stronger one’s
moral identity is, the more powerfully it regulates one’s ethical behavior
(Aquino & Reed, 2002; Hardy & Carlo, 2005; Lapsley & Lasky, 2001; Shao,
Aquino, & Freeman, 2008).
Indeed, a growing body of research consistently shows that moral
identity motivates ethical behavior (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002; Brebels et
al., 2010) and inhibits unethical behavior (e.g., Aquino et al., 2009; Gino,
Schweitzer, Mead, & Ariely, 2011; Reed & Aquino, 2003). For instance,
moral identity has been shown to inhibit cheating behavior (Gino et al.,
2011), and to be negatively associated with unethical supervisory behaviors
(i.e., lying in a business negotiation; Aquino et al., 2009), self-interested
work-behavior (DeCelles, DeRue, Margolis, & Ceranic, 2012) and anti-social
behavior in a sports setting (Sage, Kavassanu, & Duda, 2006). In
accordance with these findings we hypothesize that:
Hypothesis

1:

Moral

identity

is

negatively

associated

with

unethical supervisory behaviors.
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Deactivation of Moral Identity’s Self-regulatory Demands
Social-cognitive models of moral identity suggest that the influence
of moral identity on ethical behavior is bounded to its activation (e.g.,
Aquino et al., 2009). Put differently, defining oneself as a moral person will
only motivate ethical behavior or inhibit unethical behavior when the moral
self-schema is accessible (i.e., active) within the working self-concept
(Skitka, 2003). This opens up the opportunity for factors that deactivate the
accessibility of one’s moral identity to weaken its inhibition of unethical
behavior. Especially factors that strongly motivate behavior that is not in
line with the traits and values that are part of the moral self-schema are
likely to undermine moral identity’s negative impact on unethical behavior.
For example, Aquino and colleagues (2009) reasoned that situational cues
could impair moral identity’s negative impact on unethical behavior via a
decreased accessibility of one’s moral identity. In line with their reasoning,
they found that even in those whose moral identity is central, a financial
incentive stimulated unethical behavior, in this case lying. They explained
this finding by arguing that those with a highly central moral identity
experienced a psychological dissonant state that was produced by the
incompatibility of moral values/goals on the one hand and self-interested
values/goals on the other hand. To alleviate this dissonant state individuals
deactivate one of the incompatible facets of their identity (Burke, 2003) with
the situational factor ‘winning out’ because of its recency of activation
(Aquino et al., 2009). In turn, this temporarily deactivation of the moral
self-schema weakens its influence on behavior.
Apart from such situational influences, we argue that intraindividual processes may also explain the at times wavering influence of
moral identity. It is important to identify these intra-individual processes
because it may help us understand why some individuals may ignore their
moral compass, while others do not, even though their circumstances may
be quite similar. Specifically, the self-regulatory function of one’s moral
identity can be losing strength when specific emotional influences motivate
behavior that is inconsistent with moral identity’s self-regulatory demands.
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Although less black-and-white than previously thought (e.g., Diamond &
Aspinwall, 2003; Levine & Pizarro, 2004), emotions, by calling attention to
their subjective experience and by prioritizing goals that are associated with
the emotion (Zeelenberg, Nelissen, Breugelmans, & Pieters, 2008), can
(temporarily) reduce the accessibility of knowledge structures and impair
self-regulation. Previous research has shown that particularly negatively
valenced emotions like dispositional anger (e.g., Cornell, Peterson, &
Richards, 1999), or

emotional distress (e.g., Tice, Bratslavsky, &

Baumeister, 2001) can impair self-regulation. By shifting attention to goals
that may potentially conflict with an individuals’ moral identity, the
accessibility of one’s moral identity in the working self-concept may be
reduced by emotional influences. This may, in turn, impair moral identity’s
self-regulating function.
Hence, we argue that the self-regulating role of moral identity in
inhibiting unethical behavior could be undermined by negatively valenced
emotions; in particular those that guide leaders in the opposite—unethical
or abusive—direction. Emotions that are likely to stir unethical behavior
towards others are the so-called other-critical emotions, contempt, anger,
and disgust (CAD triad; Rozin, Lowery, Imada, & Haidt, 1999). Othercritical emotions are negatively valenced emotions that are felt for others.
Compared with anger and disgust, contempt is a less intense but longerlasting emotion resulting from a permanent negative evaluation of the
target individual (Izard, 1977; Fisher & Roseman, 2007). Given the longlasting nature of this emotion, it is likely that its deregulating impact on
moral identity’s inhibition of unethical behavior will be enduring. Moreover,
within this illustrious triad, contempt more so than the other emotions
tends to be found predominantly among those who have higher status
positions and it arises to a larger extent in hierarchical relationships
(Pelzer, 2005). However, to date, little research attention has been devoted
to leaders’ feelings of contempt in a work-context (cf. Melwani & Barsade,
2011; Pelzer, 2005).
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Contempt
Contempt, a feeling of disdain for or superiority over others (Miller,
1997), is defined as an other-condemning emotion that is often linked to
hierarchy and a vertical dimension of social evaluation (Rozin et al., 1999).
The facial expression of contempt is characterized by one-sided smirks
(Matsumoto & Ekman, 2004), and the experience of the emotion often
results in the deterioration of social relationships. Moreover, contempt is
associated with a lack of reconciliation intention, dehumanization, and in
general a tendency to distance oneself (physically and psychologically) from
the recipient of contempt (Fisher & Roseman, 2007).
Indeed, from a social-functionalist perspective (Ekman, 1992;
Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Keltner, Haidt, & Shiota, 2006) it has been
theorized that feelings of contempt serve to increase social distance by
means of social exclusion (Fischer & Roseman, 2007) and status reduction of
the recipient (Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Morris & Keltner, 2000). In turn, it
has been argued that it is this social-distancing function of contempt,
depersonalizing and objectifying others, that increases the likelihood of
committing hurtful acts (Izard, 1977).
Empirical research that directly relates contempt to hurtful or
unethical acts is still scarce. One notable exception is the study conducted
by Melwani and Barsade (2011) who developed a business strategy
simulation in which they tested the interpersonal consequences of receiving
contemptuous feedback. The key findings showed that those who received
contemptuous feedback responded with higher levels of interpersonal
aggression than those who did not receive contemptuous feedback.
Moreover, they showed that this effect was mediated by returned feelings of
contempt. Although these findings primarily show the consequences of
receiving contemptuous feedback, and do not speak to the behavioral
consequences of feelings of contempt experienced by leaders, it does suggest
that feelings of contempt can motivate more abusive behavior (i.e.,
interpersonal aggression). As such, we hypothesize that:
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Hypothesis 2: Contempt is positively associated with unethical
supervisory behaviors.
In accordance with this predicted direct effect, we argue that
contempt may represent an emotional factor that motivates behavior (e.g.,
depersonalization, aggression, racism; Izard, 1977; Melwani & Barsade,
2011) that is inconsistent with the self-regulatory demands of one’s moral
identity. Because leaders with a highly central moral identity will tend to
have an active moral identity within their working self-concept, the effect of
a factor deactivating this moral identity will be more pronounced among
those with a relatively high moral identity. Put differently, contempt may
particularly deactivate the accessibility of the moral self-schema among
leaders with a high moral identity, but would have little influence on
leaders with a low moral identity because their moral self-identity is
already less active and/or less accessible. We contend that feelings of
contempt can reduce the activation of leaders’ moral identity within the
working self-concept and, thereby, weaken moral identity’s inhibition of
unethical supervisory behaviors. Specifically, our main hypothesis states
that:
Hypothesis 3: Contempt moderates the relationship between moral
identity and unethical supervisory behaviors such that the stronger
the contempt the weaker the negative relationship between moral
identity and unethical supervisory behaviors.
Overview of the Present Research
Because multiple-item measures to assess the construct of contempt
are lacking, the purpose of Study 1 was to develop a short scale that
measures contempt and to assess its convergent, nomological, and
discriminant validity. In Study 2, we measured participants’ moral identity
and trait-like contempt and then provided participants with scenarios
aimed to assess their reported probability to display unethical supervisory
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behaviors. In Study 3, we aimed to replicate the findings of our first study
and to improve realism by using a sample of organizational leaders and by
assessing specific instantiations of leader unethical behavior, namely
abusive supervisory behaviors. In Study 4, we measured the moral identity
of organizational leaders, and then measured their intentions to display
abusive supervisory behaviors towards a subordinate they either had or did
not have contempt for. So, instead of relying on a measure of leaders’ traitlike tendency to experience feelings of contempt, in Study 4, we investigated
state-like contempt by manipulating whether leaders recall a subordinate
for which they had or did not have disdain for.
In line with research indicating that sex may have an influence on
our variables of interest (cf. Aryee, Chen, Sun, & Debrah, 2007), we used
sex as a control variable in all our studies. Moreover, the samples of
organizational

leaders

are

characterized

by

diverse

educational

backgrounds so that we controlled for educational background in Study 2
and 3 (cf. Mayer, Thau, Workman, Van Dijke, & De Cremer, 2012). In Study
3, we also controlled for anger and disgust to see if our predicted
relationships can be found when partialling out the influence of these two
variables. Previous research suggests that it is sometimes difficult to
disentangle the three other-condemning emotions (i.e., contempt, anger, and
disgust; Alvarado & Jameson, 1996; Hutcherson & Gross, 2011). By
controlling for anger and disgust we aimed to show the effects of disgustfree and anger-free contempt.
Study 1: Scale Development and Psychometric Analyses
In Study 1 we evaluated a self-developed five-item measure of
contempt (for the specific items, see Table 3.1). Two samples were used to
assess the psychometric properties of the developed items. In the first
sample, we conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and examined
the convergent, nomological, and discriminant validity of the contempt
scale. In the second sample, we aimed to cross-validate the results of the
EFA using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).
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Method
Participants and procedure. The first sample consisted of 393
leaders (225 males, 168 females) recruited via the online platform
Mechanical Turk. Only respondents holding a managerial or supervisory
position with a minimum of three direct subordinates were allowed to
participate in the survey. Respondents’ mean age was 33.77 years (SD =
10.68) and on average they had held a supervisory position for 5.29 years
(SD = 5.90). Of the respondents, 29.8% had secondary education (high
school), 53.7% had a bachelor’s degree, 12.7% had a master’s degree, 2.8%
had an MBA degree, and 1.0% had a doctoral degree. Respondents who had
given their informed consent were asked to complete the online survey.
Across the entire survey, all items were randomized within their respective
scales (Alphas are displayed in Table 3.2). All measures, unless otherwise
stated, used 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree) to assess participants’ responses.
Convergent validity measure.
Contemptuous facial expressions. A scale shows convergent
validity if it is related to an alternative measure of the same construct
(Campbell & Fiske, 1959). We are not aware of any preexisting instruments
that measure self-reported contempt. Yet, considerable research attention
has been devoted to the facial expression of contempt. In order to be able to
establish convergent validity, we measured participant’s contempt using
four pictures displaying a person with a contemptuous facial expression
(two pictures of male faces and two pictures of female faces; Radboud Faces
Database; Langner, Dotsch, Bijlstra, Wigboldus, Hawk, & van Knippenberg,
2010). Respondents were asked to indicate to what extent they agreed with
the statement that the picture gives a good impression about how they feel
towards other people.
Nomological validity measures.
Anger and disgust. Nomological validity is shown when a scale
correlates in expected ways with theoretically related measures. Since
contempt, anger, and disgust are all part of the triad of other-condemning
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emotions (Rozin et al., 1999), we expected that contempt would be positively
associated with both anger and disgust. We assessed trait-like anger with
the 10-item scale developed by Spielberger (1996), and trait-like disgust
with 13 items of Olatunji and colleagues (2007) revised disgust scale.
Gratitude and empathy. In contrast to contempt, gratitude and
empathy are associated with concern for others (e.g., Lazarus & Lazarus,
1994). Therefore, we expected that contempt would be negatively associated
with gratitude and empathy. Gratitude was measured with Emmons and
McCullough’s (2003) six-item scale, and empathy was assessed with the
seven-item perspective taking and empathic concern subscales of Davis’
(1980, 1983) Interpersonal Reactivity Index.
Personality characteristics. The honesty-humiliation facet of
personality was assessed using the sincerity, fairness, greed-avoidance, and
modesty subscales of the HEXACO Personality Inventory (HEXACO-PI, Lee
& Ashton, 2004). Each of the subscales consists of four items and responses
were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). We expected a negative correlation between contempt and each of
the subscales. Moreover, we measured respondents’ callousness using nine
items of the Inventory of Callous-Unemotional Traits (ICU; Frick, 2004;
Kimonis et al., 2008) on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all true, 4 =
definitely true). We expected a positive correlation between contempt and
callousness.
Discriminant validity measures.
Vitality and humor orientation. A measure demonstrates
discriminant validity when a scale is unrelated to measures of conceptually
dissimilar constructs. To establish discriminant validity, we measured two
concepts that we expected to be modestly related or unrelated to contempt.
Vitality was measured with seven items (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree; Ryan & Frederick, 1997), and humor orientation was measured with
17 items (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree: Booth-Butterfield &
Booth-Butterfield, 1991).
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Results
EFA. A principal-components analysis revealed that a single-factor
structure underlies our self-developed five-item scale (see Table 3.1). The
items showed high factor loadings, .75 or higher, and the single factor
solution explained 69.29% of the total variance.
Construct validity analyses. Table 3.2 shows the zero order
correlations between all the variables. As expected, the five-item contempt
scale we developed showed a strong positive correlation (r = .51) with the
alternative method of assessing contempt (i.e., contemptuous facial
expressions), thereby providing evidence for convergent validity. Moreover,
the two measures of contempt showed a similar pattern of correlations with
all other measures. With regard to the nomological validity, the pattern of
results generally conforms to our predictions. The five-item contempt
measure showed a moderately strong positive correlation with anger (r =
.47) and callousness (r = .48), a moderately strong negative correlation with
gratitude (r =- .43), empathy (r = -.48), modesty (r = -.46) and fairness (r = .39), a weak negative correlation with sincerity (r = -.17) and greedavoidance (r = -.11), and, unexpectedly, no association with disgust (r = .04).
With regard to the discriminant validity, contempt showed weak negative
relationships with the presumably unrelated constructs vitality (r = -.25)
and humor orientation (r = -.22).
CFA. We used a sample of 74 undergraduate students to crossvalidate the findings of the EFA presented above. A CFA using AMOS
(Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999) showed that our single-factor model had good
fit, 𝜒²(5, N = 74) = 5.16, p = .40, RMSEA = .02, and CFI = .99. Moreover,
across both samples (i.e., the leader sample described above and the student
sample) we found adequate properties of reliability α = .88 and α = .73
respectively. Hence, the developed five-item contempt scale showed solid
internal consistency.
Discussion Study 1
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Taken together, the pattern of results generally conforms to our
predictions and provides some evidence for the convergent validity,
nomological validity, and discriminant validity of the developed scale. One
exception is the absence of a moderately strong positive correlation between
contempt and disgust. An explanation for this non-significant association
between contempt and disgust is the lack of an interpersonal dimension in
the disgust scale we used.
Table 3.1 Means, Standard Deviations, and Prinicipal-Components Analysis of
Contempt Items

M

SD

Factor
loading

1. I feel indignity for other people

2.23

1.51

.75

2. I look down on other people

1.89

1.31

.89

3. I discredit other people’s achievements

1.72

1.15

.85

4. I tend to ridicule people with a lower status

1.67

1.09

.84

5. I have the feeling that others are inferior to me

2.17

1.44

.83
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Table 3.2 Intercorrelations and Reliabilities for all Study Variables in Study 1
1.
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

—

2.

.08

—

3.

.13

.01

—

4.

.06

-.04

.01

—

5.

.64

-.01

.07

.04

—

6.

-.22

-.19

.03

-.01

-.10

(.88)

7.

-.27

-.13

.04

.02

-.10

.51

8.

-.16

-.06

.00

.03

-.07

.47

.38

(.90)

9.

.11

.25

.10

-.02

-.00

.04

-.09

-.01

10.

.09

.11

-.02

-.03

.12

-.43

-.30

-.31

.05

(.61)

11.

.18

.21

.03

-.02

.08

-.48

-.33

-.41

.10

.51

(.90)

12.

.22

.09

-.10

.02

.11

-.46

-.35

-.38

-.06

.30

.45

(.77)

13.

.22

.17

.05

.03

.16

-.39

-.30

-.35

.17

.31

.37

.29

(.79)

14.

.17

-.03

-.09

.00

.17

-.17

-.11

-.25

-.03

.14

.25

.31

.36

(.75)

15.

.16

-.01

-.05

.00

.11

-.11

-.13

-.25

-.14

.17

.22

.40

.20

.31

(.81)

16.

-.11

-.10

.03

.06

-.10

.48

.26

.22

.03

-.37

-.37

-.29

-.30

-.15

-.11

(.86)

17.

.04

-.00

.01

-.08

.07

-.25

-.17

-.28

.08

.38

.31

.01

.22

.07

-.06

-.21

(.91)

18.

-.13

-.13

-.02

-.01

.01

-.22

-.07

-.14

-.19

.24

.21

.06

.04

.08

-.01

-.20

.25

(.84)
(.82)

(.94)

Note. 1 = Age, 2 = Sex (0 = male, 1 = female), 3 = Education, 4 = Number of subordinates, 5 = Years supervisory position, 6 = Contempt, 7 = Contemptuous facial
expression, 8 = Anger, 9 = Disgust, 10 = Gratitude, 11 = Empathy, 12 = Modesty, 13 = Fairness, 14 = Sincerity, 15 = Greed-avoidance, 16 = Callousness, 17 =
Vitality, 18 = Humor orientation. Significant correlations are bold-faced. Scale reliabilities are displayed on the diagonal.
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Study 2
Method
Participants and procedure. A total of 164 undergraduate Dutch
psychology students (73.2% women; Mage = 20.55, SD = 2.01) completed a
questionnaire online in exchange for partial course credits 1.
Measures. To measure moral identity and contempt we used 7point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
Moral identity was measured using the 5-item internalization
subscale of Aquino and Reed’s (2002) validated self-importance of moral
identity questionnaire. These items assess the extent to which moral trait
associations are rooted in a person’s sense of self. First, participants are
presented with nine characteristics that describe a person (e.g., Caring,
Compassionate, Fair, and Friendly) and are asked to visualize this person
for a moment. Next, participants were asked to respond to the items (e.g.,
“Being someone who has these characteristics is an important part of who I
am”;; “It would make me feel good to be a person that has these
characteristics”). All items were combined into a reliable moral identity
score (see Table 3.3 for the reliabilities of the scales).
Contempt was measured with our self-developed 5-item scale.
Reported

probability

to

display

unethical

supervisory

behaviors was assessed with 12 vignettes (cf. Barkan, Ayal, Gino, & Ariely,
2012; Van Yperen, Hamstra, & Van der Klauw, 2010). In each of the
vignettes participants were asked to imagine that they were the leader. All
vignettes described a realistic situation in which the protagonist had the
opportunity to act unethically (e.g., in terms of abusive supervision, fraud,
nepotism, cronyism etc.). For instance, participants read the following
vignette:

1

Eight participants finished the study faster by more than one standard deviation
than the other participants and showed a repetitive pattern in their answers, which
indicates that they did not participate seriously. These cases were excluded from the
analyses. Analyses on the full sample showed a similar pattern of results, although
the significance of our interaction effect was reduced.

70

Chapter 3
“Imagine that you are the operations manager of a firm that
produces health food. Your organic fruit beverage has 109
calories

per

serving.

However,

you

know

that

people

are

sensitive to crossing the critical threshold of 100 calories. You could
decrease the serving size by 10%. The label will then say that each
serving has 98 calories, and the fine print will say that each bottle
contains 2.2 servings” (Barkan et al., 2012).
On a 9-point Likert-type scale (1 = I would not under any circumstances act
in this way, 9 = I might act in this way under certain circumstances)
participants indicated their probability to display unethical supervisory
behaviors. All scores were averaged into one single score.
Results
Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations for all
study variables are displayed in Table 3.3.
Reported
behaviors.

probability

to

display

unethical

supervisory

Hierarchical regression analysis was used to test our

hypotheses. All continuous predictor variables were mean centered prior to
our analyses (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). To predict the reported
probability to display unethical supervisory behaviors we included the
variable sex in Step 1, the main effect terms of our independent variables
(Moral identity and Contempt) in Step 2, and the two-way interaction term
in Step 3.
Step 1 did not explain a significant proportion of variance in the
reported probability to display unethical supervisory behaviors, ΔR2 = .01,
ΔF (1,162) = 2.34, p = .13. Step 2 revealed our predicted main effects of
moral identity and contempt, ΔR2 = .15, ΔF (2,160) = 13.95, p < .001.
Specifically, moral identity showed a marginally significant negative
association with the reported probability to display unethical supervisory
behaviors, B = -0.17, SEb = 0.09, t(160) = -1.94, p = .055 (Hypothesis 1),
whereas contempt was positively correlated with the reported probability to
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display unethical supervisory behaviors, B = 0.29, SEb = 0.07, t(160) = 4.19,
p < .001 (Hypothesis 2).
More importantly, Step 3 revealed that these main effects were
qualified by our predicted Moral identity × Contempt interaction, ΔR2 = .02,
ΔF (1,159) = 4.21, p = .04 (see Figure 3.1). Simple slopes analyses (Aiken &
West, 1991) showed that, in line with Hypothesis 3, moral identity was
negatively related to the reported probability to display unethical
supervisory behaviors among individuals with low levels of contempt (1 SD
below the mean), B = -0.36, SEb = 0.13, t(159) = -2.84, p = .01, but showed no
relationship to the reported probability to display unethical supervisory
behaviors among individuals with high levels of contempt (1 SD above the
mean), B = -0.02, SEb = 0.12, t(159) = -0.15, p = .89. This supported our main
prediction that contempt weakens the negative association between moral
identity and the reported probability to display unethical supervisory
behaviors.
Table 3.3 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Intercorrelations for Study
2

M

SD

(1)

—

—

—

(2) Moral identity

5.86

0.91

.27**

(.81)

(3) Contempt

2.95

1.15

-.17*

-.31**

(.78)

(4) Reported probability to

4.76

1.03

-.12

-.26**

.37**

(1) Sex

(2)

(3)

display unethical
supervisory behaviors
Note. N = 164. Cronbach’s alphas are displayed on the diagonal. Male = 0;; Female = 1.
*

p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Figure 3.1 Reported probability to display unethical supervisory behaviors as a
function of moral identity and contempt in Study 2

Reported probability to display
unethical supervisory behaviors

6
5.5

High contempt (ns)
5
4.5

Low contempt (p < .01)

4
3.5

Low

High

Moral identity

Study 3
Method
Procedure. The study was conducted online as a leadership survey.
Participants were recruited using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk Website and
were paid $1 for their participation. Note that previous research has shown
that data obtained with Mechanical Turk are at least as reliable as those
obtained via traditional methods (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011;
Mason & Suri, 2012; Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010). Only
respondents holding a managerial or supervisory position with a minimum
of three direct subordinates were allowed to participate in the survey.
Respondents. Seventy-five organizational leaders (48% women;
Mage = 32.89, SD = 9.47) with an average work experience of 12.63 years (SD
= 8.14), average tenure in a supervisory position of 5.62 years (SD = 5.41),
average tenure on the current job of 4.77 years (SD = 4.12), and an average
of 8.36 direct subordinates (SD = 8.23) participated in our study. Of the
respondents, 36% had secondary education (high school), 38.7% had a
bachelor’s degree, 14.7% had a master’s degree, 5.3% had an MBA degree,
and 5.3% had a doctoral degree.
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Measures. Unless stated otherwise, all responses were assessed
using a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
To assess leader’s moral identity and contempt we used similar measures as
in Study 2 (see Table 3.4 for the reliabilities of the scales).
The 15-item Abusive Supervision Scale (Tepper, 2000) comprised
our dependent measure of abusive supervisory behaviors. Because the
original items of this scale are tapping into how subordinates rate their
leaders on the use of abusive supervisory behaviors, we slightly adapted the
items for the purposes of the current study in which leaders were asked to
rate themselves on their abusive supervisory behaviors (e.g., “My boss lies
to me” was changed to “I lied to my subordinates”). For each of the 15 items
respondents indicated the number of times they had performed the
described behavior during the past year (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 =
sometimes, 4 = usually, 5 = always).
Results
Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations for all
study variables are displayed in Table 3.4.
Abusive supervisory behaviors. As in Study 2, we used
hierarchical regression analysis to test our hypotheses. Abusive supervisory
behaviors were predicted by main effect terms for the control variables (Sex
and Education) at Step 1, main effect terms for our independent variables
(Moral identity and Contempt) at Step 2, and the two-way interaction term
at Step 3.
Step 1 explained a significant proportion of variance in abusive
supervisory behaviors, ΔR2 = .11, ΔF (2,72) = 4.48, p = .02. Specifically, only
sex was significantly related to abusive supervisory behaviors, B = -0.25,
SEb = 0.08, t(72) = -2.99, p < .01, indicating that female leaders reported
that they would act in a less abusive way than male leaders. Step 2
explained a significant proportion of variance, ΔR2 = .32, ΔF (2,70) = 19.44,
p < .001, and it unveiled our predicted main effects of moral identity and
contempt. As expected, leaders’ moral identity was negatively associated
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with abusive supervisory behaviors, B = -0.15, SEb = 0.06, t(70) = -2.61, p =
.01 (Hypothesis 1), and leaders’ tendency to experience feelings of contempt
was positively associated with abusive supervisory behaviors, B = 0.16, SEb
= 0.03, t(70) = 5.16, p < .001 (Hypothesis 2).
More importantly, Step 3 revealed our predicted Moral identity ×
Contempt interaction, ΔR2 = .04, ΔF (1,69) = 5.04, p = .03 (see Figure 3.2).
Simple slopes analyses showed that, in line with Hypothesis 3, moral
identity was negatively related to abusive supervisory behaviors for low
contempt leaders (1 SD below the mean), B = -0.29, SEb = 0.08, t(69) = -3.47,
p = .001, but showed no relationship to abusive supervisory behaviors for
high contempt leaders (1 SD above the mean), B = -0.05, SEb = 0.08, t(69) = 0.62, p = .54. These results thus lend additional support for our general
proposition that contempt weakens the negative association between
leaders’ moral identity and unethical behavior.
Table 3.4 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Intercorrelations for Study
3

M

SD

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(1) Sex

—

—

—

(2) Education

—

—

-.16

—

(3) Moral identity

6.41

0.63

.30*

-.32**

(.72)

(4) Contempt

2.13

1.10

-.16

.21

-.25*

(.83)

(5) Abusive

1.46

0.37

-.33**

.01

-.38**

.54**

(5)

(.82)

supervisory behaviors
Note. N = 75. Cronbach’s alphas are displayed on the diagonal. Male = 0;; Female = 1.
*

p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Figure 3.2 Abusive supervisory behaviors as a function of moral identity and

Abusive supervisory behaviors

contempt in Study 3
3
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1
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Moral identity

Study 4
Method
Procedure. The study was conducted online as a leadership survey.
Participants were recruited using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk Website and
were paid $0.60 for their participation. Only respondents holding a
managerial or supervisory position with a minimum of three direct
subordinates were allowed to participate in the study. At the start of the
study, we measured respondent’s trait-like anger and disgust as our
theoretical control variables. Next, we measured respondent’s moral
identity using the same scale as in Study 2 and 3. Then, respondents were
randomly assigned to either a control condition or a contempt condition.
Finally, we asked respondents to fill out a manipulation check and to
indicate their intentions to show abusive supervisory behaviors. At the end
of the study participants were debriefed, thanked, and paid via the
Mechanical Turk Website.

76

Chapter 3
Respondents. Seventy-eight organizational leaders (48.7% women;
Mage = 35.18, SD = 11.33)2 were randomly assigned to the control condition
or the contempt condition. Respondents’ average work experience was 15.57
years (SD = 11.16), average tenure in a supervisory position was 6.37 years
(SD = 6.12), and on average respondents supervised 15.27 direct
subordinates (SD = 24.57). Of the respondents, 30.8% had secondary
education (high school), 47.4% had a bachelor’s degree, 12.8% had a
master’s degree, 3.8% had an MBA degree, and 5.1% had a doctoral degree.
Theoretical control variables. Unless stated otherwise, all
responses were assessed using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Trait-like anger (M = 2.39; SD = 0.83; α = .90)
and trait-like disgust (M = 3.04; SD = 0.70; α = .78) was measured with the
same items as in Study 1.
Moral identity. Analogous to Studies 2 and 3, leader’s moral
identity was measured with the 5-item moral identity internalization
subscale (M = 4.10; SD = 0.80; α = .89; Aquino & Reed, 2002).
Contempt manipulation. Feelings of contempt were manipulated
by asking organizational leaders to imagine and describe a specific
subordinate. In this manipulation we used a similar phrasing as in our
measure of contempt (see Study1). Specifically, in the contempt condition
participants read:
“In the field below please imagine and describe a subordinate for
whom you feel contempt (i.e., a subordinate for whom you feel
indignity). What is this subordinate like? How would this
subordinate

behave?

Why

would

you

look

down

on

this

subordinate or feel that this subordinate is inferior to you?”
In the control condition, participants were asked to:
“Imagine and describe a subordinate for whom you have NO strong
negative or positive feelings (i.e., a subordinate to whom your
2

Three participants who were repeatedly detected as outliers across several
measures were excluded from the analyses. Analyses on the full sample showed a
similar pattern of results, although the significance of our interaction effect was
reduced.
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feelings are neutral). What is this subordinate like? How would
this subordinate behave?”
Manipulation check. As a manipulation check we used one
question where respondents had to rate on a picture showing a
contemptuous facial expression the amount of contempt they felt for the
described subordinate (cf. Rozin et al., 1999). Respondents were asked to
indicate to what extent the picture accurately portrayed their feelings
towards the described subordinate (0 = not at all, 100 = extremely). Note
that the validity and reliability of single item visual analogue scales are
usually considered to be as good as those of likert-type scales (cf. Funke &
Reips, 2012). Moreover, by using this measure we could refrain from using a
measure that contained words similar to the ones used in the contempt
manipulation (such a measure would perhaps measure recognition more
than it would contempt).
Abusive supervisory behaviors. Using the 15-item Abusive
Supervision Scale (Tepper, 2000) we assessed respondent’s probability of
displaying abusive supervisory behaviors (M = 1.74; SD = 0.79; α = .95)
towards the described subordinate.
Results
Manipulation check. A t-test on our manipulation check revealed
that respondents in the contempt condition (M = 61.79, SD = 27.35)
reported higher levels of an accurate description of their feelings towards
the subordinate by the picture displaying a contemptuous facial expression
than respondents in the control condition (M = 21.35, SD = 30.93), t(76) =
6.05, p < .001.
Abusive supervisory behaviors. As in Study 2 and 3, we used
hierarchical regression analysis to test our hypotheses. Moral identity was
centered by subtracting the mean from each score and contempt was
dummy coded (-.5 and .5 for the control condition and the contempt
condition respectively). To replicate the findings of Study 3, we first
conducted a hierarchical regression analysis including sex and education as
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control variables, but excluding our theoretical control variables anger and
disgust. Similar to Study 3, leader’s moral identity was negatively
associated with the probability of displaying abusive supervisory behaviors,
B = -0.30, SEb = 0.11, t(73) = -2.80, p < .01 (Hypothesis 1), and leaders’
contempt was positively associated with the probability of displaying
abusive supervisory behaviors, B = 0.39, SEb = 0.17, t(73) = 2.32, p = .02
(Hypothesis 2). Step 3 revealed our predicted Moral identity × Contempt
interaction, ΔR2 = .04, ΔF (1,72) = 4.06, p = .05. Simple slopes analyses
showed that, in line with Hypothesis 3, moral identity was negatively
related to abusive supervisory behaviors for low contempt leaders (1 SD
below the mean), B = -0.46, SEb = 0.11, t(72) = -3.49, p = .001, but showed no
relationship to abusive supervisory behaviors for high contempt leaders (1
SD above the mean), B = -0.04, SEb = 0.17, t(72) = -0.24, p = .81.
Next, we conducted a hierarchical regression analysis in which we
included our theoretical control variables to test whether our predictions
hold when controlling for anger and disgust. Hence, the probability of
displaying abusive supervisory behaviors was predicted by main effect
terms for the control variables (Sex, Education, Anger, and Disgust) at Step
1, main effect terms for our independent variables (Moral identity and
Contempt) at Step 2, and the two-way interaction term at Step 3.
Step 1 explained a significant proportion of variance in the
probability of displaying abusive supervisory behaviors, ΔR2 = .16, ΔF (4,73)
= 5.65, p = .01. Specifically, only anger was positively associated with
abusive supervisory behaviors, B = 0.24, SEb = 0.11, t(73) = 2.19, p = .03.
Step 2 unveiled our predicted main effects of moral identity and
contempt, ΔR2 = .12, ΔF (2,71) = 5.65, p = .01. As predicted, leader’s moral
identity was negatively associated with abusive supervisory behaviors, B = 0.29, SEb = 0.11, t(71) = -2.72, p = .01 (Hypothesis 1), and leader’s contempt
was positively associated with abusive supervisory behaviors, B = 0.39, SEb
= 0.17, t(71) = 2.35, p = .02 (Hypothesis 2).
Step 3 explained incremental variance in intentions to display
abusive supervisory behaviors beyond the variance explained by our control
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variables and main effects, ΔR2 = .04, ΔF (1,70) = 4.33, p = .04. Specifically,
results showed our predicted Moral identity × Contempt interaction, B =
0.43, SEb = 0.22, t(70) = 2.08, p = .043. Simple slopes analyses revealed that,
in line with Hypothesis 3, moral identity was negatively related to the
probability of displaying abusive supervisory behaviors for those in the
control condition, B = -0.46, SEb = 0.13, t(70) = -3.47, p = .001, but showed no
relationship to abusive supervisory behaviors for those in the contempt
condition, B = -0.03, SEb = 0.16, t(70) = -0.18, p = .86.
Discussion
The recent rash of corporate scandals revealing leader unethical and
abusive behavior has raised concern among the general public about the
potential moral bankruptcy of those in power. Next to the popular outcry
against unethical leaders, empirical findings have shown that unethical or
abusive leader behavior has negative consequences including leader
ineffectiveness and employee workplace deviance (De Cremer & van
Knippenberg, 2004; Schyns & Schilling, 2013; Thau, Bennett, Mitchell, &
Mars, 2009). Given the negative consequences of unethical leader behavior
the question that calls for an answer is what drives leaders to act
unethically or abusively?
In the present research we argued and showed that although moral
identity in general may inhibit unethical or abusive supervisory behaviors,
its regulating function may be weakened by contempt. In Study 1 we
developed and tested a short measure to assess contempt, and across three
subsequent studies we consistently found support for our main hypothesis
that contempt moderates the relationship between moral identity and
unethical supervisory behaviors, such that the stronger the contempt the

Analyses conducted without controlling for sex, education, anger and disgust
showed similar findings in terms of direction and significance. Furthermore, as our
reliance on leaders’ self-report of their abusive supervision may be problematic in
light of socially desirable answer patterns, we ran the same analyses controlling for
social desirability. Adding social desirability as a control variable did not change the
direction or significance of our findings.
3
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weaker the negative relationship between moral identity and unethical
supervisory behaviors. Moreover, the main effect for moral identity shows
that it generally is a factor restraining unethical and or abusive supervisory
behaviors, whereas the main effect of contempt shows that it is indeed a
factor that motivates behavior that is inconsistent with the self-regulatory
demands of one’s moral identity.
Theoretical and Practical Implications
Although previous research has indicated that moral identity plays
a promising role in predicting moral behavior (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002;
Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007), good people sometimes do bad things (Messick &
Tenbrunsel, 1996). As such, it seems essential to understand under what
conditions good people cannot refrain themselves from unethical or abusive
behavior. Unfortunately, there is still a paucity of research aiming to study
the influence of potential moderators (Aquino et al., 2009; Hardy & Carlo,
2005) in the link between leaders’ moral identity and their (un)ethical
behavior. With the present research we hope to have opened an avenue for
future research to examine under what conditions even high moral
identifiers may derail from ethical behavior. By identifying contempt as an
important moderator in the relationship between leaders’ moral identity
and unethical or abusive behavior we believe that the present research
contributes to the extant literature in several ways.
Although its potential importance in a work-context has been
highlighted in previous research (e.g., Pelzer, 2005), to our knowledge, no
studies have empirically tested the role of contempt in predicting
supervisory behaviors. This could be (partially) explained by the absence of
a measure assessing contempt. To this end, we developed and tested the
validity of a measure that assesses the negative other-directed emotion of
contempt in the current article. Using this measure of contempt we
provided first empirical evidence that contempt plays a crucial role in
predicting unethical or abusive supervisory behaviors. Interestingly,
feelings of contempt can also be derived from feeling morally superior
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(Ekman, 1994). The items developed for the present study do not tap into
feeling morally superior. However, it would be an interesting avenue for
future research to investigate whether feelings of moral superiority would
lead to similar or different results.
Moreover, the present research underscores the important role of
moderators in the moral identity-unethical leader behavior relationship.
Specifically, we showed that moral identity’s function of inhibiting the
display of unethical supervisory behaviors can be weakened by feelings of
contempt. Taking a broader theoretical view, the present study integrates
two separate streams of research: research on moral identity and moral
emotions. Historically, research on ethical behavior has focused on variables
deduced from the cognitive developmental models (Kohlberg, 1969; Rest,
Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999). However, these variables have been
shown to be only moderately strong related to (un)ethical behavior (Blasi,
1983; Bergman, 2004; Treviño & Weaver, 2006), giving rise to research on
moral identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Blasi, 1984). Meanwhile, inspired by
the social-intuitionist model (Haidt, 2001), the influence of emotions in
shaping (un)ethical behavior was highlighted in a separate stream of
research. However, attempts to integrate both streams of research are
scarce. Yet, an integrative view may be particularly fruitful in furthering
our understanding of the drivers of (un)ethical behavior (Smetana & Killen,
2008). To this end, the present research adds to the extant literature by
integrating two previously separately studied variables—moral identity and
contempt—and showing that they jointly shape unethical leader behavior.
From a practical point of view, our findings suggest that if we want
to prevent leaders from behaving unethically, it seems important to both
increase the salience of their moral identity and reduce their feelings of
contempt. Moral identity centrality can be increased by providing leaders
with the opportunities to act ethically (e.g., by having them participate in
community service projects; Wisse, Rus, & Tanghe, 2015). Acting ethically
may bolster leaders’ moral identity, because it helps them to integrate
morality in their self-identity (Damon, 1984; Pratt, Hunsberger, Pancer, &
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Alisat, 2003). One way to reduce leaders’ contemptuous feelings is to
increase leaders’ awareness of the different competencies their subordinates
may have. Previous research has shown that the intensity of feelings of
contempt is higher for those that are deemed incompetent or unintelligent
(Hutcherson & Gross, 2011). Hence, reducing leaders’ judgment of
subordinates

as

incompetent

or

unintelligent

may

downplay

the

contemptuous feelings they have towards their subordinates. Another way
to reduce leaders’ feelings of contempt is to place more emphasis on the
development or training of other-directed positive emotions (e.g., feeling
gratitude for subordinates), and to restrict leaders’ display of contempt by
clarifying display and feeling rules of emotions in the work-context (cf.
Hochschild, 2003; Michie & Gooty, 2005).
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions
The consistent findings across samples, methods, and outcomes
increase our confidence in the results presented. Although emotions are
typically known for their state-like characteristics (i.e., their sudden onset
and limited duration of experience), they can also have more trait-like
characteristics, which pertain to the tendency of an individual to experience
a particular emotion with frequency in their day-to-day life (Izard, 1991). By
replicating the findings using a manipulation of feelings of contempt (in
Study 4) instead of a trait-like measure (Study 2 and 3) we aimed to show
that both the trait-like tendency to experience contempt, as well as the
momentary state of experiencing contempt can have an influence on the
moral identity-unethical behavior link. Moreover, by showing that the
interactive effects between moral identity and contempt hold when
controlling for anger and disgust, we demonstrated that anger-free
contempt and anger-free disgust has a similar impact on the moral identityunethical behavior link. In addition, we hope that the developed and tested
short measure of contempt inspires other researchers to investigate the role
of contempt in an organizational context.
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Nevertheless, our research suffers from its own limitations. First,
our studies are based on single-source data and we assessed undesirable
behaviors via self-reports rather than via behavioral measures. There is
however evidence suggesting that, when measuring undesirable behaviors,
self-reports are as precise as more ‘objective’ measures such as lie detector
tests (Clark & Tifft, 1966; Hindelang, Hirschi, & Weiss, 1979). Moreover, by
replicating our findings in multiple studies employing different methods we
hope to have increased the confidence in our findings. Second, we posited
that whereas moral identity pushes leaders away from displaying unethical
behavior, contempt, an emotion that guides leaders in the opposite—
unethical—direction could undermine moral identities self-regulating
function. However, we did not directly test underlying mechanisms that
could be responsible for the effects we found. Based on our theoretical
underpinnings, reduced accessibility (or activation) of the moral self-schema
could be a possible underlying mechanism responsible for the effects we
found. A reduced accessibility of one’s moral self-schema can result in a
decreased impact of one’s moral self-schema on subsequent behavior
(Aquino et al., 2009). Future research has yet to explicate whether this is
indeed the case.
To conclude, the present research is the first to show that leaders’
identity based moral compass can steer leaders in a direction that refrains
them from unethical behavior but that its function is vulnerable to the
influence of contempt. Leaders’ identity based moral compass only prevents
leaders from taking the ‘wrong’ turn when not disrupted by feelings of
contempt.

84

4
Holding Others in Contempt:
The Moderating Role of Power in the
Relationship Between Leaders’
Contempt and their Behavior vis-à-vis
Employees

This chapter is based on: Sanders, Wisse, & Van Yperen. Holding others in
contempt: The moderating role of power in the relationship between leaders’
contempt and their behavior vis-à-vis employees. Manuscript conditionally accepted
for publication.
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Abstract
The purpose of the present research was to investigate if and when leaders’
trait-like tendency to experience contempt would result in a lack of
constructive attitudes and behaviors towards subordinates and an increase
in destructive attitudes and behaviors towards subordinates. Previous
research shows that increased power aligns individuals’ behavior with their
trait-like tendencies. Accordingly, we hypothesized that leader contempt
and power will interact to predict leaders’ people orientation, ethical
leadership, dehumanization, and self-serving behavior. Across three studies,
we indeed found that contempt was more negatively associated with leaders’
people orientation and ethical leadership, and more positively associated
with dehumanization and leaders’ self-serving behavior, when the leader
had higher levels of power rather than lower levels op power. These results
are discussed in the context of corporate ethical scandals demonstrating
leaders’ focus on personal gain to the detriment of the needs of their
subordinates.
Keywords:

contempt;

power;

people

dehumanization; self-serving behavior
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Recently, the producer of Twinkies, Hostess Brands, went bankrupt.
The company’s top executives pointed to overly demanding and overpaid
subordinates as the primary reason for not being able to stay afloat. Yet,
Hostess Brands’ employees and the media paint a different story. A story in
which corporate management felt contempt for its labor force and was
serving its own needs over all others, showing little concern and regard for
the workers who actually produced the products. Indeed, those in the
powerful positions rewarded themselves with a 300% salary raise—lifting
the salary of former company leader Brian Driscoll from $750,000 to
$2,555,000—while simultaneously demanding their labor force to cut back
on their earnings and benefits (cf. Cancella, 2012). This example suggests
that powerful leaders’ contempt may result in both a shortfall of their
constructive attitudes and behaviors towards subordinates and a surplus of
their destructive attitudes and behaviors towards them. Clearly, if leader
contempt can have such devastating effects we should have a thorough
understanding of it, because this may be the first step in attempts to
mitigate leader contempt’s negative consequences for subordinates and
ultimately the organization at large (cf. Kalshoven, Den Hartog, & De
Hoogh, 2011; Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009).
The present study is geared at testing the idea that leaders’ failure
to care about subordinates (i.e., a lack of people orientation) and to provide
ethical leadership, as well as their tendency to dehumanize subordinates
and to act self-servingly at their expense, is grounded in a trait-like
tendency to experience feelings of contempt. However, we argue that
whether leaders are likely to act upon their feelings of contempt may be a
function of the amount of power they have within their position. Power has
been found to increase the correspondence between traits and behavior
(DeCelles, DeRue, Margolis, & Ceranic, 2012). Hence, we expect that the
negative relationship between (a) leader contempt and people orientation
and (b) leader contempt and ethical leadership, as well as the positive
relationship between (c) leader contempt and dehumanization and (d)
leader contempt and self-serving behavior, will be stronger when leaders
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have more power. The role that power plays in the effects of leader
contempt on leaders’ attitudes and behaviors towards followers is all the
more important given that higher power entails more control over valuable
resources and thus a greater opportunity to affect employees’ outcomes. By
drawing upon and integrating knowledge from two separate streams of
research, research on contempt and research on power, this research aims
to demonstrate that the combination of leaders’ contempt and power can
have pernicious effects when leaders’ treatment of their employees is
concerned.
Leader Emotions: A Focus on Contempt
Generally speaking, the leader’s task is to influence those who are
in hierarchically subordinate positions to achieve a common goal (Yukl,
2010). This makes the social interaction between leader and subordinate a
key aspect in the leadership process. In recent years, research has pointed
to the role that leaders’ affective states may play in shaping their behavior
towards subordinates (e.g., Côté & Hideg, 2011; Côté, Lopes, Salovey, &
Miners, 2010; Barsade, Brief, & Spataro, 2003; Van Kleef, 2009). For
instance, there is evidence that leaders’ display of positive, high energy
emotions may lead to behavior that is seen as more charismatic (Bono &
Ilies, 2006; Damen, Van Knippenberg, & Van Knippenberg, 2008b).
Moreover, leaders’ expressions of emotions are thought to arouse emotions
in subordinates through the mechanism of emotional contagion, where the
displayed emotions of the leader are first mimicked and then felt by
followers (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). Moreover, research showed
that those high in trait positive affectivity (those who are more likely to
experience positive emotions and moods) are seen as displaying more
transformational leadership behaviors and as being better leaders (Rubin,
Munz, & Bommer, 2005; Staw & Barsade, 1993). Accordingly, emotions –
either measured as immediate state experiences or as relatively stable traitlike inclinations to experience certain emotions (cf. Spielberger & Reheiser,
2009) – can direct and shape leader behavior. However, as state emotions
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are in-the-moment, short-term emotions, they are particularly predictive of
immediate reactions in specific situations. In contrast, habitual or trait
emotions, which are more stable tendencies to feel and act in certain ways
(cf. Revelle & Scherer, 2009; Watson & Clark, 1984) are likely more strongly
related to leadership styles and behaviors over time.
In the present research, we put forward the understudied othercondemning emotion of trait contempt as an emotion that may influence the
way in which leaders behave vis-à-vis their subordinates. Contempt is
characterized by a feeling of superiority over or disdain for others (Miller,
1997) and it includes feelings of condescension and disapproval of others
(Izard, 1977). Notably, contempt is an emotion that tends to be prevalent in
hierarchical relationships, including those that can be found in the
workplace (Melwani & Barsade, 2011). Research on contempt is scarce
(Pelzer, 2005). Yet, as any other emotion, we argue that some people are
more likely to experience it than others, be it as a result of genetic factors or
as a result of learning and socialization (Revelle & Scherer, 2009).
In line with a feeling-is-for-doing approach (Zeelenberg, Nelissen,
Breugelmans, & Pieters, 2008), the intraphysic experience of contempt
motivates the behavior of the person who experiences it. First, it may
directly affect facial expressions – contempt is often being displayed by a
one-sided smirk (Matsumoto & Ekman, 2004). Second, it may instigate
actions that are aimed at increasing social distance between the person who
experiences contempt and the target of those feelings (Melwani, Mueller, &
Overbeck, 2012). These could be actions that are aimed at reducing the
status of the target individual in the social hierarchy (Keltner & Haidt,
1999; Morris & Keltner, 2000), or at socially excluding that person (Fischer
& Roseman, 2007). Indeed, contempt has been found to result in ignoring
the recipient of one’s contempt, treating the other person as inferior, or as
someone who is unworthy of receiving attention (Ekman, 1994; Izard, 1977;
Hutcherson & Gross, 2011).
Importantly, emotions are more than (readouts of) intrapersonal
experiences; they serve a social function (Ekman, 1992; Keltner & Haidt,
89

Holding Others in Contempt
1999; Keltner, Haidt, & Shiota, 2006). In fact, some have argued that the
“primary function of emotions is to engender social influence” (Van Kleef,
Van Doorn, Heerdink, & Koning, 2011, p. 115), and as such should be seen
as acts of communication (Morris & Keltner, 2000). In other words,
emotions’ social function is best served if the interaction partner is able to
pick up on the emotion so that adaptive behavior can potentially follow.
Likewise, others’ contempt is often perceived and felt by the target, which
increases its impact on the target (Melwani et al., 2012).
Contempt and Leader Behavior vis-à-vis Subordinates
Given the behavior that is instigated by contempt, we argue that the
extent to which a leader is contemptuous may result in a shortfall of
constructive attitudes and behaviors towards subordinates. Specifically, we
expect that those leaders with a higher tendency to experience contempt can
be less likely to adopt a people orientation (i.e., genuinely caring about,
respecting, and supporting subordinates and ensuring that their needs are
fulfilled; cf. Kalshoven et al., 2011; Kanungo & Conger, 1993; Treviño,
Brown, & Hartman, 2003). Leaders’ attitudes and orientation towards their
subordinates can be considered to be of major importance because respect,
caring, and support often goes hand in hand with ethical conduct. For
instance, ethical leaders are also described as “people-oriented, aware of
how their actions impact others” (Resick, Hanges, Dickson, & Mitchelson,
2006, p. 347).
Broadening this perspective, we also contend that leaders with a
higher tendency to experience contempt can be less likely to adopt an
ethical leadership style. Ethical leadership not only captures being
trustworthy

and

respecting

subordinates,

it

also

includes

leaders’

communication of ethical codes of conduct and rewarding subordinates
when they act in line with these codes. Specifically, ethical leadership has
been defined as the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct
through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the
promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication,
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reinforcement, and decision-making (Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005, p.
120). Investigating the effects of contempt on leader people orientation and
ethical leadership is important, because both have been positively
associated with subordinates’ job satisfaction, organizational commitment,
and organizational citizenship behavior (e.g., Kalshoven et al., 2011; Le
Pine, Erez, & Johnson, 2002; Mayer et al., 2009).
Ethical leadership and a people orientation typically include
behaviors such as taking time for personal contact, listening to what
employees have to say, and making fair and balanced decisions (e.g., Brown
et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2011). Contempt appears to be at odds with
these types of leader behaviors, as it is negatively associated with empathy,
modesty, fairness, sincerity, and moral identity (Sanders, Wisse, Van
Yperen, & Rus, 2015), and motivates behaviors targeted at socially
excluding others (e.g., not talking to or avoiding all communication with the
target of one’s contempt;; cf. Fischer & Roseman, 2007). In addition, trait
contempt has been positively associated with the probability of displaying
abusive supervisory behaviors (Sanders et al., 2015). Moreover, recent
research by Melwani and Barsade (2011) also hints at the possibility that
contempt can motivate behavior that is characterized by lower concern for
the other and for behaving appropriately. They developed a business
strategy

simulation

in

which

they

tested

the

psychological

and

interpersonal consequences of receiving contemptuous feedback. The key
findings showed that those who received contemptuous feedback more
strongly responded with returned feelings of contempt than those who did
not receive contemptuous feedback and that these feelings of contempt led
to higher interpersonal aggression (often seen as inappropriate and
reflecting a lack of concern for others).
However, we contend that not all leaders are equally likely to act
upon their feelings of contempt. The degree to which leaders’ tendency to
feel contemptuous will be reflected in their attitudes and behavior vis-à-vis
subordinates may depend on the amount of power they have.
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Power
Social power is defined as the relative capacity to modify the
behaviors and outcomes of other individuals by providing or withholding
resources (Fiske, 1993; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003; Magee &
Galinsky, 2008). The leader role is characterized by having the authority to
make decisions, to allocate resources, and to control punishments and
rewards. As such, the leader role comes with a certain degree of position
power, which is an important source of daily influence in organizations. Yet,
while leaders may typically have more power than subordinates, not all
leaders will have the exact same amount of power at their disposal within
their leadership position (cf. Yukl & Falbe, 1992; Rus, Van Knippenberg, &
Wisse, 2010). For instance, some leaders have the authority to reward,
punish, or fire their subordinates, whereas other leaders may not have the
power to do these things.
Previous research has shown that power has implications for how
people process information, how they feel, and how they behave (Anderson
& Berdahl, 2002). In contrast to the well-known adage that ‘Power corrupts
and absolute power corrupts absolutely’ (Lord Acton, 1887), a growing body
of research shows that power does not necessarily corrupt people but rather
makes individuals more sensitive to their own subjective experiences,
feelings, and preexisting tendencies (Weick & Guinote, 2008). Indeed, it has
been argued and shown that power reduces the dependence on others, group
norms, and rules, and allows individuals to act in accordance with their
internal traits, states, and predispositions (Bargh, Raymond, Pryor, &
Strack, 1995; Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001; Côté et al., 2011; DeCelles et
al., 2012; Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, & Liljenquist, 2008; Maner
& Mead, 2010;; Piteša & Thau, 2013).
This principle also seems to hold for leaders with varying amounts
of power. For instance, Rus et al. (2010) showed that for high-power leaders,
but not for low-power leaders, internal beliefs were stronger predictors of
behavior than external cues. They indicated that beliefs about effective
leadership influenced high-power leaders’ self-allocations more than low92
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power leaders’ self-allocations. Moreover, Wisse and Rus (2012) showed that
power accentuated the impact of leader self-construal on leader selfinterested behavior, such that those with a salient personal self, acted more
self-servingly with higher levels of power. Recently, Niemann, Wisse, Rus,
Van Yperen and Sassenberg (2015) found that supervisors and instructors
seek less feedback when they experience high (vs. low) interpersonal
uncertainty, particularly when they have high power. Based on these
findings, we argue that leaders with preexisting tendencies that dampen
concern for others are more likely to show a lack of people orientation and
fail to display ethical leadership to the extent that they have more power.
Specifically, we hypothesized that:
Hypothesis 1a: Leader contempt and power will interact to predict
leaders’ people orientation, such that contempt will be more
negatively associated with leaders’ people orientation when the
leader has higher levels of power than when the leader has lower
levels op power.
Hypothesis 1b: Leader contempt and power will interact to predict
ethical leadership, such that contempt will be more negatively
associated with ethical leadership when the leader has higher levels
of power than when the leader has lower levels op power.
Overview of the Present Research
The first two studies are geared at investigating if the interactive
effect of contempt and power is associated with a lack of leaders’
constructive attitudes and behaviors towards subordinates. Study 1
provides a first test of our prediction that contempt is negatively associated
with leaders’ people orientation when leaders have higher levels of power
(Hypothesis 1a). For this study, we relied on multi-source data and assessed
leaders’ own perceptions of their tendency to experience contempt and their
degree of power, whereas we relied on subordinates’ ratings with regard to
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their leaders’ people orientation. In Study 2, we aimed to replicate and
extend these findings in a sample of subordinates by testing both
Hypothesis 1a and 1b. Specifically, in Study 2, we relied on subordinates’
perceptions of their leaders’ contempt, power, people orientation, and
ethical leadership. In Study 3, we further extend our findings by focusing on
leaders’

destructive

attitudes

and

behaviors

towards

subordinates.

Specifically, we will investigate if contempt is positively associated with
leaders’ dehumanization and self-serving behavior at the expense of
subordinates when leaders have higher levels of power, which will be
discussed in the introduction of Study 3.

Study 1
Method
Respondents and procedure.

We collected multi-source data

from 49 Dutch leaders (82% response rate, 40.8% women, M = 41.94, SD =
11.50) and 165 of their subordinates (62.4% women, M = 32.67, SD = 9.07).
On average, we collected data from 3.37 subordinates per leader. Leader’s
average work experience as a leader was 7.31 years (SD = 6.99), they
worked on average 38.75 hours a week (SD = 9.06), and supervised an
average of 20.33 workers (SD = 24.75). Most of the leaders worked in health
care (28.6%) or retail (24.5%) organizations, and 69.2 % held an Applied
Sciences or University degree. Subordinates’ average organizational tenure
was 4.73 years (SD =6.50), and on average they worked 29.43 hours a week
(SD =10.85). A total of 47.4% of the subordinates held an Applied Sciences
or University degree.
Leaders were approached via e-mail and through phone calls to seek
their participation. After making an appointment, we visited the company
with paper-and-pencil questionnaires and asked those in a leadership
position, and two to five of their subordinates (depending on team size and
availability), to participate. We kept the questionnaire short because people
often filled out the questionnaires at work. Moreover, we stressed that
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participation was voluntary and that responses would be treated
confidentially. We used a coding system in order to match subordinates’
answers to those of their leader. Sealed envelopes, each including one filledout questionnaire, were collected one week later. Only completely filled-out
questionnaires were included in the analyses.
Measures.

Means,

standard

deviations,

correlations,

and

reliabilities are displayed in Table 4.1. All items are displayed in the
Appendix.
Contempt. Leaders’ self-reported contempt was measured with five
items using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = does not apply to me at all, 7 =
does apply to me). All items were averaged into a single contempt score.
Power. Leaders’ self-reported position power was measured with
nine items of the Yukl and Falbe (1991) Position Power Scale (the subscales
coercive, reward, and legitimate power; cf. Rus et al., 2010) using a sevenpoint Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
People orientation. The degree to which leaders showed true
concern for their subordinates was measured with the seven-item people
orientation scale (Kalshoven et al., 2011) using a five-point Likert scale (1 =
never, 5 = always).

Results
Preliminary analyses. We assessed the appropriateness of
aggregating subordinates’ perceptions of their leaders’ people orientation by
calculating the Rwg, ICC(1), and ICC(2) values (Bliese, 2000). The Rwg
statistic (measuring the agreement between subordinates belonging to the
same leader) was .82, which is higher than the generally recommended
cutoff value of .70 (James, 1988). ICC(1) (assessing the interrater reliability)
was .44, thus exceeding the .12 cutoff criterium (Glick, 1985). The ICC(2)
(providing an estimate of the reliability of the group means) was .72, and
thus surpassed the recommended cutoff value of .70 (Bliese, 2002). On the
basis of these results, we believe that aggregation to the group level is
justified.
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Table 4.1 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Intercorrelations for Study
1, 2, and 3

M

SD

(1)

(2)

(3)

(1) Contempt

1.40

0.49

(.81)

(2) Power

5.44

0.96

.14

(.81)

(3) People orientation

3.73

0.66

-.19

-.15

(1) Contempt

2.80

1.80

(.93)

(2) Power

3.96

0.50

-.16*

(.76)

(3) People orientation

3.69

0.90

-.47***

.14

(.92)

(4) Ethical leadership

3.88

0.73

-.54***

.30***

.82***

(1) Contempt

1.89

1.00

(.85)

(2) Power

3.79

0.68

-.21*

(.84)

(3) Dehumanization

2.47

1.10

.26**

.04

(.85)

(4) Self-serving behavior

19.84

20.96

.27**

.04

.15

(4)

Study 1

(.92)

Study 2

(.92)

Study 3

—

Note. Cronbach’s alphas are displayed on the diagonal. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Multilevel confirmatory factor analyses using Mplus were conducted
to test whether our study variables are not only theoretically but also
empirically distinct. A model with two factors on the between-person level
(i.e., contempt and power) and one factor on the within-person level (i.e.,
people orientation) had an acceptable fit, χ²(90) = 224.54, p < .001; CFI = .88,
RMSEA = .095, SRMRwithin = .05, SRMRbetween = .12, and fitted the data
better than a model including a single factor on both the between-person
and within-person level, χ²(91) = 278.86, p < .001; CFI = .83, RMSEA = .11,
SRMRwithin = .05, SRMRbetween = .17; Δχ²(1) = 54.32, p < .001 (cf. Kline, 2010;
Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004). These results testify to the empirical
distinguishability of our measures.
Hypothesis testing. Hypothesis 1a was that leader contempt and
power will interact to predict leaders’ people orientation, such that
contempt will be more negatively associated with leaders’ people orientation
when the leader has higher levels of power than when the leader has lower
levels of power. To test this hypothesis, we first centered the scores of our
independent measures (Aiken & West, 1991). In Step 1 of the hierarchical
regression analysis, we included the main effect terms for our independent
variables (leaders’ contempt and power), and in Step 2 we added the twoway interaction term. Step 1, did not show a significant main effect for
leaders’ feelings of contempt, b = -0.23, SEb = 0.20, t(46) = 1.15, p = .25, or
leaders’ power, b = -0.09, SEb = 0.10, t(46) = 0.90, p = .37, on their people
orientation. In line with our hypothesis, Step 2 explained a significant
proportion of variance, ΔR2 = .09, ΔF (1, 45) = 4.75, p = .04, and it revealed
our predicted contempt × power interaction, b = -0.43, SEb = 0.20, t(45) =
2.18, p = .04 (see Figure 4.1). Simple slopes analyses showed that with
higher levels of power (1 SD above the mean), leaders’ contempt was
negatively associated with their people orientation, b = -0.63, SEb = 0.27,
t(45) = 2.39, p = .02. With lower levels of power (1 SD below the mean),
leaders’ contempt did not show a relationship with their people orientation,
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b = 0.19, SEb = 0.27, t(45) = 0.70, p = .491,2. These findings provide support
for Hypothesis 1a.
Figure 4.1 Leaders’ people orientation as a function of contempt and power in Study 1

People orientation

4.5
4

Low power (ns)

3.5

High power (p = .02)
3
2.5

Low

High

Contempt
Study 2
Method
Respondents and procedure. A total of 194 workers from the
United States (35.10% women, Mage = 31.32, SD = 8.84) participated in our
online field study. Respondents’ average organizational tenure was 3.30
years (SD = 2.92). Most of the respondents (80.92%) worked in technology,
business and finance, human services, industry, or education, and 85.5%
Multilevel analyses were conducted to test whether the results were similar to the
regression analyses using aggregated variables. The results of the multilevel
analyses were more or less identical to our regression findings both in terms of
direction and significance, and led to the same conclusions.
2 All analyses were repeated controlling for: subordinates’ age, leaders’ age,
subordinates’ gender, leaders’ gender, subordinates’ level of education and leaders’
level of education in Study 1, subordinates’ age, gender and level of education in
Study 2, and leaders’ age, gender, and level of education in Study 3. The analyses
including control variables led to the same conclusions as the analyses excluding
control variables. This rules out the possibility that these control variables provide a
potential explanation for our findings. In line with the recommendations of Becker
(2005), we report the results of the analyses without control variables.
1
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held an Applied Sciences or University degree. We recruited workers using
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk Website and paid them $0.80 US for their
participation. Internet recruitment methods have become more popular
among researchers now that more and more people are online and their use
has been approved by the American Psychological Association’s Board of
Scientific Affairs’ Advisory Group (Kraut et al., 2004). Notably, research has
shown that data obtained with Mechanical Turk are at least as reliable as
those obtained via traditional methods (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling,
2011; Mason & Suri, 2012; Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010).
Measures.

Means,

standard

deviations,

correlations,

and

reliabilities are displayed in Table 4.1.
Contempt. To assess subordinates’ perceptions of their leaders’
contempt we used the same five items as in Study 1. The items were
adapted to a sample of subordinates (i.e., we used “My supervisor…” instead
of “I…”). Responses were assessed using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = does
not apply to my supervisor, 7 = does apply to my supervisor).
Power. Leaders’ position power as perceived by subordinates was
measured with the same items as in Study 1. The items were adapted to a
sample of subordinates (i.e., we used “My supervisor…” instead of “I…”).
Responses were assessed using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree).
People orientation. The degree to which leaders showed true
concern for their subordinates was measured with the same items as in
Study 1 using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree).
Ethical leadership. The extent to which supervisors demonstrated
ethical
leadership was assessed with the 10-item Ethical Leadership Scale (Brown
et al., 2005) using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 =
strongly agree).
Results
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Preliminary

analyses.

Prior

to

conducting

a

hierarchical

regression analysis, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on
our predictor variable items (i.e., contempt and power) as well as our
dependent variable items (i.e., people orientation and ethical leadership).
We defined and compared six different factor structures, ranging from a
one-factor model in which all items were indicative of one larger factor, to a
four-factor model in which each of the study variables was indicative of its
own factor. The four-factor model had a better fit to the data, χ²(428) =
831.75, p < .001; CFI = .89, RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .08, than alternative
models with fewer factors. The best fitting model of these alternatives (a
three-factor model in which contempt and power loaded on their own factor
and people orientation and ethical leadership together loaded on a single
factor), χ²(431) = 926.03 p < .001; CFI = .87, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .09,
fitted the data less well than the four-factor model, ∆χ²(3) = 94.28, p < .001.
Again, this indicates that our variables are not only theoretically but also
empirically distinct from each other.
Because we relied on single-source data, we assessed the degree to
which the correlations among our study variables are an artifact of common
method variance using Harman’s single-factor test (Podsakoff & Organ,
1986). An unrotated exploratory factor analysis revealed multiple factors,
thereby reducing concerns regarding common source bias.
Hypothesis testing.
People orientation. To test Hypothesis 1a, we conducted a
hierarchical regression analysis with people orientation as the dependent
variable. Step 1, explained a significant proportion of variance in leaders’
people orientation, ΔR2 = .22, ΔF (2,191) = 27.02, p < .001. Contempt was
negatively associated with people orientation, b = -0.23, SEb = 0.03, t(191) =
7.02, p < .001, but no significant main effect of power was found, b = 0.20,
SEb = 0.12, t(191) = 1.03, p = .31. In line with our prediction, we found a
significant contempt × power interaction effect, b = -0.15, SEb = 0.07, t(190)
= 2.24, p = .03 (Step 2: ΔR2 = .02, ΔF (1,190) = 5.01, p = .03). Supporting
Hypothesis 1a, subsequent simple slopes analyses showed that with higher
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levels of power (1 SD above the mean), contempt was strongly negatively
associated with people orientation, b = -0.30, SEb = 0.05, t(190) = 6.61, p <
.001, whereas with lower levels of power (1 SD below the mean), contempt
showed a weaker negative association with leaders’ people orientation, b = 0.15, SEb = 0.05, t(190) = 3.12, p = .002.
Ethical leadership. To test Hypothesis 1b, we conducted a
hierarchical regression analysis with ethical leadership as the dependent
variable. Step 1, explained a significant proportion of variance in ethical
leadership, ΔR2 = .34, ΔF (2,191) = 48.35, p < .001. Contempt was negatively
associated with ethical leadership, b = -0.20, SEb = 0.02, t(191) = 8.43, p <
.001, whereas power was positively associated with ethical leadership, b =
0.31, SEb = 0.09, t(191) = 3.66, p < .001. Yet, these main effects were
qualified by the anticipated contempt × power interaction, b = -0.12, SEb =
0.04, t(190) = 2.40, p = .02 (Step 2: ΔR2 = .02, ΔF (1,190) = 5.73, p = .02).
Simple slopes analyses showed that with higher levels of power (1 SD above
the mean), contempt was strongly negatively associated with ethical
leadership, b = -0.26, SEb = 0.03, t(190) = 7.74, p < .001. With lower levels of
power (1 SD below the mean), contempt showed a weaker negative
association with leaders’ people orientation, b = -0.14, SEb = 0.04, t(190) =
3.97, p < .001. In sum, we found support for Hypothesis 1a and 1b by
showing that the negative relationship between leaders’ contempt and their
people orientation as well as the negative relationship between leaders’
contempt and ethical leadership was stronger when leaders’ position power
was higher2,3.
Introduction Study 3
Study 1 and Study 2 show that the integrative effect of leader trait
contempt and power may result in a lessening of constructive attitudes and
behaviors

towards

subordinates.

Specifically,

leader

contempt

was

3

Not surprisingly, the constructs of people orientation and ethical leadership appear
to bear great resemblance in our sample (see also Table 1). We conducted additional
analyses to test whether people orientation would mediate the interactive effect of
contempt and power on ethical leadership. However, no significant support was
found for such a mediated moderation model (estimate: -0.09; BCa CI: -.18 to 0.008).
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negatively related to leader people orientation and ethical leadership when
leader power was high rather than low. However, we content that contempt
does not only instigate less positive attitudes and behaviors towards
subordinates, but that it may also engender more negative attitudes and
behaviors towards subordinates. To this end, our third study will focus on
leaders’

dehumanization

and

their

self-serving

leadership.

Dehumanization has often been studied in the context of intergroup
violence and conflict. Representing others as subhuman expedites and
justifies aggression towards these persons (Waytz & Schroeder, 2014),
which

can

clearly

be

harmful.

Dehumanization

refers

to

the

deindividualization of people by divesting them of human qualities (cf.
Haslam, 2006; Kelman, 1973). Once dehumanized, people are no longer
viewed as deserving basic human consideration (Moore, Detert, Treviño,
Baker, & Mayer, 2012), nor do they evoke compassion or empathic concern
(cf. Haslam, 2006). Instead, dehumanized individuals are morally excluded
– meaning that they are placed “outside the boundary in which moral
values, rules, and considerations of fairness apply” (Opotow, 1990, p. 1) –
and, consequently, are cutoff from moral regard (Deutsch, 1990). In
addition, it has been argued that the dehumanization of victims can be
functional in disengaging oneself from self-sanctions and self-condemnation
(Bandura, 2002). That is, inflicting harm upon a person who is regarded as
lacking fundamental human features is less likely to result in self-censure
than inflicting harm upon a person who is viewed as a human being with
dignifying

qualities.

Indeed,

an

experimental

study

revealed

that

individuals deprived of humanness were treated in a particular aggressive
manner (Bandura, Underwood, & Fromson, 1975).
For the purpose of the present research, it is important to note that
feelings of unconnectedness can prompt dehumanization (Opotow, 1990).
The social function of contempt is to avoid contact with, and, therefore, to be
disconnected from the recipient of one’s contempt. It has also been argued
that it is the depersonalization and objectification of others that
accompanies feelings of contempt that increases the likelihood that those
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with higher levels of contempt commit hurtful acts towards others (e.g.,
Izard, 1977; Melwani & Barsade, 2011). Based on this, we argue that leader
contempt may be positively associated with their dehumanization. As in
Studies 1 and 2, we expect this relationship to be particularly strong when
the leader has high power.
Just like leaders who dehumanize others, self-serving leaders, who
place their own well-being above the needs of their subordinates, can have a
severe impact on the people who work for them (cf. Camps, Decoster, &
Stouten, 2012). By regarding others as inferior and unworthy of any
consideration, leader contempt may be positively related to self-serving
behavior. Self-serving leader behavior, which is characterized by leaders’
focus on personal gain while losing sight of the needs and interests of
subordinates, has been argued to lie at the heart of many ethical scandals
(cf. Van Gils, Van Quaquebeke, & Van Knippenberg, 2010). Indeed,
behavior

that

sprouts

from

egoism

and

demonstrates

a

lack

of

responsiveness to the needs and interests of others is commonly considered
to be unethical (Howell & Avolio, 1992). In line with recent findings,
showing that a tendency to experience contempt in everyday life is
negatively associated with greed-avoidance, whereas it is positively
associated with callousness (e.g., not caring about hurting others in the
pursuit of one’s own needs) and abusive supervision (Sanders et al., 2015),
we posit that leaders with higher levels of contempt are inclined to act selfservingly to the detriment of subordinates’ needs, especially when they have
higher levels of power. Hence, we hypothesized that:
Hypothesis 2a: Contempt will be more positively associated with
leaders’ dehumanization when the leader has higher levels of power
than when the leader has lower levels of power.
Hypothesis 2b: Contempt will be more positively associated with
leaders’ self-serving behavior when the leader has higher levels of
power than when the

leader has lower levels of power.
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Thus, Study 3 extends the findings of Study 1 and 2 by examining
whether the interactive effects of contempt and power also predict
destructive attitudes and behaviors towards subordinates. In addition, in
Study 3 we measured our variables non-concurrently (at three different
points in time), thereby reducing common method variance that can be
attributed to the measurement of constructs at the same point in time.
Furthermore, we used Study 3 to test whether contempt (in interaction with
power) explained variance above and beyond dark side personality traits
(i.e., psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism).
Study 3
Method
Respondents and procedure. Data from individuals holding a
leadership position (recruited via Mechanical Turk) were collected at three
different points in time. After respondents were informed about the study’s
requirements and the monetary rewards attached to completing each of the
surveys (Time 1: $0.60; Time 2: $1.00; Time 3: $1.00; with an additional
$0.50 bonus for completing all three surveys), we asked screening questions
pertaining to respondents’ position within the company and the number of
subordinates they supervised. Leaders, who completed the survey at Time
1, were one week later invited via a personal message to complete a survey
at Time 2. In turn, those who completed the survey at Time 2 were one
week later invited to complete a survey at Time 3. At Time 1, we assessed
demographic indicators and leaders’ self-reported contempt. At Time 2, we
assessed leaders’ self-reported power, and at Time 3 we assessed leaders’
propensity to dehumanize other people and their self-serving behavior at
the expense of subordinates. Reminder messages were sent to those without
complete surveys to maximize response rates (Dillman, 2000).
Of the 250 respondents who completed the survey at Time 1, 167
individuals responded to the second survey (66.80% retention rate), and 137
individuals (42.3% women, Mage = 35.03, SDage = 10.03) responded to the
third survey (82.04% retention rate). The demographic data collected at
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Time 1, revealed that respondents’ average work experience in a
supervisory position was 4.54 years (SD = 4.39) and on average they
supervised 10.55 workers (SD = 13.79). Most of the leaders worked in the
industry of business and finance (19.7%), education (19.0%), or human
services (16.8%), and 75.2% held an Applied Sciences or University degree.
Measures.

Means,

standard

deviations,

correlations,

and

reliabilities are displayed in Table 4.1.
Contempt. Leaders’ self-reported contempt, assessed at Time 1, was
measured with the same items as in Study 1.
Power. Power, assessed at Time 2, was measured with the same
items as in Study 1 using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 =
strongly agree).
Dehumanization. Dehumanization, assessed at Time 3, was
measured with the three-item dehumanization subscale of the propensity to
morally disengage scale (Moore et al., 2012) using a five-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).
Leader self-serving behavior. One way for leaders to act selfservingly to the detriment of subordinates’ needs is by securing higher
monetary benefits for themselves, leaving less money left to divide among
subordinates. To this end, we assessed leaders’ self-serving behavior to the
disadvantage of subordinates needs by relying on a short scenario in which
leaders could decide on the percentage of money they would self-award as a
bonus (cf. Wisse & Rus, 2012). Specifically, respondents were asked:
“Suppose, you as a leader, can payout bonuses to yourself and 9 of your
employees. Please indicate what percentage of the available amount of
money for bonuses you will allocate to yourself”. Higher scores indicated
that leaders’ self-awarded a higher percentage of the available amount of
money to themselves and that a smaller percentage of the money was left
over to pay out bonuses for subordinates. An equal distribution of bonuses
would result in awarding everyone (including the leader him/herself) a
bonus of ten percent.
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Results
Preliminary analyses. A CFA – comparing six different factor
structures – on our predictor variable items (i.e., contempt and power) as
well as our dependent variable items (i.e., dehumanization and self-serving
behavior) revealed that a four-factor model had a better fit to the data,
χ²(184) = 346.58, p < .001; CFI = .88, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .08, than
alternative models with fewer factors. The best fitting model of these
alternatives (a three-factor model in which contempt and power loaded on
their own factor and dehumanization and self-serving behavior together
loaded on a single factor), χ²(186) = 352.16, p < .001; CFI = .87, RMSEA =
.08, SRMR = .08, fitted the data slightly less well than the four-factor model,
∆χ²(2) = 5.58, p = .06.
In Study 3, we relied on single-source data, and, therefore, we
performed Harman’s single-factor test. An unrotated exploratory factor
analysis revealed neither a single factor nor one general factor that
accounted for the majority of variance, thereby alleviating potential
concerns about single source bias.
Hypothesis testing.
Dehumanization.

To

test

Hypothesis

2a, we

conducted

a

hierarchical regression analysis with dehumanization as the dependent
variable. The findings revealed a main effect of contempt, b = 0.32, SEb =
0.10, t(134) = 3.34, p < .001. Leaders who score higher on contempt are more
likely to dehumanize other people. No main effect was found for power, b =
0.15, SEb = 0.14, t(134) = 0.95, p = .27. In line with our prediction, we found
a marginally significant contempt x power interaction, b = 0.26, SEb = 0.15,
t(133) = 1.77, p = .08 (Step 2: ΔR2 = .02, ΔF (1, 133) = 3.13, p = .08). Simple
slopes analyses indicated that with higher levels of power, contempt was
strongly positively associated with leaders’ dehumanization, b = 0.54, SEb =
0.16, t(133) = 3.44, p = .001. However, with lower levels of power, leaders’
contempt was not related to their dehumanization, b = 0.18, SEb = 0.12,
t(133) = 1.50, p = .14.
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Leader

self-serving

behavior. To test Hypothesis 2b, we

conducted a hierarchical regression analysis with self-serving behavior as
the dependent variable. Again, we found a main effect of contempt, b = 6.21,
SEb = 1.81, t(134) = 3.43, p < .001. Leaders who score higher on contempt
are more likely to act self-servingly. No main effect was found for power, b =
2.93, SEb = 2.61, t(134) = 1.13, p = .26. More importantly, we found a
significant contempt x power interaction, b = 6.33, SEb = 2.79, t(133) = 2.27,
p = .03 (Step 2: ΔR2 = .03, ΔF (1, 133) = 5.14, p = .03). Simple slopes
analyses indicated that with higher levels of power, contempt was strongly
positively associated with leaders’ self-serving behavior, b = 11.54, SEb =
2.95, t(133) = 3.91, p < .001. However, with lower levels of power, leaders’
contempt was not related to their self-serving behavior, b = 2.92, SEb = 2.30,
t(133) = 1.27, p = .21 (see Figure 4.2). Taken together, we found support for
Hypothesis 2b by showing that the positive relationship between leaders’
contempt and self-servingness was stronger when leaders’ position power
was higher. In addition, we found a marginally significant interaction effect
on dehumanization. Yet, simple slopes revealed, as predicted in Hypothesis
2a, that the positive relationship

between leaders’ contempt and

dehumanization was stronger when leaders had higher levels of power
rather than lower levels of power4.
Auxiliary analyses. Increased research attention has been devoted
to the impact of dark side personality traits on leader behavior (cf.
Krasikova, Green, & LeBreton, 2013). As trait contempt may show
conceptual overlap with these personality traits, we also conducted analyses
controlling for these dark side personality traits and measured leaders’ selfreported psychopathy (α = .81), Machiavellianism (α = .82), and narcissism
(α = .82) at Time 1 using a twelve-item scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 =
strongly agree; Jonason & Webster, 2010). Contempt was positively
4

We conducted additional analyses to test whether leaders’ dehumanization would
mediate the interactive effect of contempt and power on leaders’ self-serving
behavior. However, no support for such a mediated moderation model was found
(estimate: 0.49; BCa CI: -0.27 to 2.85).
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associated with each of the dark triad traits (r = .59 with psychopathy, r =
.51 with Machiavellianism, and r = .36 with narcissism). Including these
theoretical control variables in the analyses provides the opportunity to
demonstrate that high power leaders’ feelings of contempt are positively
related to their dehumanization and self-serving behavior beyond the
influence of dark side personality traits. Indeed, when controlling for
psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism the findings did not
substantially change in direction or level of significance.
Figure 4.2 Leaders’ self-serving behavior as a function of contempt and power in
Study 3

% of money self-awarded

40
35

High power (p < .001)

30
25

Low power (ns)

20
15
10
5
0

Low

High

Contempt
Discussion
Central themes in most corporate scandals are a lack of ethical
leadership and concern for others, a tendency to dehumanize others and a
ruthless focus on self-gain (cf. Van Gils et al., 2010). In light of the plentiful
negative consequences of such attitudes and behaviors it seems essential to
identify the determinants of such lack of regard of subordinates on the part
of the leader. In the present research, we show that contempt limits leaders’
people orientation and –more broadly – hinders their display of ethical
leadership, whereas it fosters their dehumanization of others and acts of
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self-interest at the expense of subordinates. Moreover, we argued and
demonstrated that these relationships depend on the amount of perceived
power. Across three field studies, we consistently showed that particularly
with higher levels of power, contempt is negatively associated with leaders’
people orientation and their display of ethical leadership, whereas contempt
is positively associated with leaders’ dehumanization and self-serving
behavior. As such, these results are in line with research from the power
approach theory that indicates that power frees people from situational
constraints (e.g., Rus et al., 2010; Whitson, Liljenquist, Galinsky, Magee,
Gruenfeld, & Cadena, 2013) and aligns individuals’ behavior with their
internal feelings, preferences, and traits (e.g., Piteša & Thau, 2013;; Weick &
Guinote, 2008). We further found that our findings were not affected by
including age, gender, level of education, and dark side personality traits
(psychopathy, Machiavellianism, narcissism) as control variables. This
indicates that the interactive effects of contempt and power on people
orientation, ethical leadership, dehumanization, and self-serving behavior
occur independent of age, gender, level of education, and leaders’ dark side
personality traits.
Theoretical Implications
An investigation of the influence of contempt on leader behavior is
particularly timely given that emotions are more and more recognized as
being an integral part of daily interactions in the workplace (e.g., Anderson
& Jones, 2000; Barsade et al., 2003). The present research is, to our
knowledge, one of the first to highlight the important role of leaders’ traitlike tendency to experience contempt in the leader-subordinate relationship.
By empirically testing the influence of contempt on leaders’ people
orientation, ethical leadership, dehumanization, and self-serving behavior
we showed that dispositional and discrete emotions might play an
important role in predicting leadership styles that are characterized by
more or less concern for subordinates. As such, the findings of our study
adds further credence to the idea that it is valuable to study trait based
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discrete emotions in addition to current approaches in which dispositional
affect is examined through summarizing the wide variety of possible human
affective experiences into a few critical underlying dimensions (Barsade &
Gibson, 2007). A focus on discrete emotions may lead to the uncovering of
relationships that would not have been revealed by a focus on general
experiences of negative and positive affect alone (see Angie, Connelly,
Waples, & Kligyte, 2011 for a meta-analytic review on discrete emotions).
Furthermore, the present research contributes to literature examining the
influences of trait emotions. So far, this stream of literature has especially
focused on trait anxiety and trait anger (e.g., Spielberger & Reheiser, 2009),
we add to this literature by demonstrating that trait-like contempt may
have implications for leaders’ attitudes and behaviors vis-à-vis their
subordinates.
Previous theorizing suggests that leaders’ experience of positive
other-directed emotions (e.g., gratitude, admiration, sympathy) motivates
leaders to act on their other-regarding values (e.g., treat others with
respect; Michie & Gooty, 2005). The present research adds to this line of
reasoning by showing that in contrast to positive other-directed emotions,
the negative other-directed emotion of contempt is negatively associated
with powerful leaders’ people orientation and ethical leadership and
positively associated with their dehumanization and self-serving behavior.
Notably, within the clusters of positive (e.g., gratitude, admiration,
sympathy) and negative (e.g., contempt, anger, disgust) other-directed
emotions, some discrete emotions may have better predictive value for
certain outcomes than others (Angie et al., 2011). In the present research,
we expected the negative other-directed emotion of contempt to be
particularly likely to have an influence on leaders’ behavior vis-à-vis
subordinates, because it arises to a larger extent in hierarchical and formal
relationships – of which the leader-subordinate relationship is an example –
than the negative other-directed emotions of anger and disgust (Hutcherson
& Gross, 2011). Furthermore, leaders’ may be particularly apt to experience
contempt (Pelzer, 2005) due to their higher status position. Such a position
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implies superiority and dominance over others (Rozin et al., 1999; Tiedens,
2001), which may elicit appraisal styles that are conducive to the experience
of contempt (Revelle & Scherer, 2009; Van Reekum & Scherer, 1997).
However, future research is needed to test the idea that the negative otherdirected emotion of contempt indeed explains variance above and beyond
the negative other-directed emotions of anger and disgust with respect to
predicting leader behavior vis-à-vis subordinates (cf. Sanders et al., 2015).
Given the assumed link between hierarchical position and contempt
– Melwani and colleagues (2012) found for instance that individuals
displaying contempt were more often categorized as leaders – one may also
assume that (perceived) contempt and power covary likewise. Testifying to
the idea that contempt is an emotion that is argued to be tied to hierarchy
(Rozin et al., 1999) but not necessarily to higher levels of power within
hierarchical positions, we did not find that (perceived) contempt was
inherently related to higher levels of power (see Table 4.1). Rather, we
found that power moderates the relationship between contempt and leaders’
treatment of their subordinates, such that particularly those leaders with
higher levels of power act upon and in line with their feelings of contempt.
Practical Implications
From a practical point of view, our findings suggest that it might be
wise to screen leaders on their trait-like tendency to experience feelings of
contempt, and to be careful with awarding contemptuous leaders higher
levels of power. In contrast, less contemptuous leaders could more ‘safely’ be
granted higher levels of power within their leadership position. Fair to note,
the role of power increasing a focus on individuals’ feelings and preexisting
dispositions may not be limited to contempt. As such, it is wise to not
exclusively screen leaders’ on their tendency to experience feelings of
contempt, but to screen leaders’ for other preexisting tendencies that may
be associated with less favorable behaviors as well.
Additionally, previous research has shown that feelings of contempt
are particularly intense for those that are deemed incompetent or
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unintelligent (Hutcherson & Gross, 2011). As such, altering unjustified
perceptions of subordinates’ incompetence or unintelligence may reduce
leaders’ contemptuous feelings. One way to accomplish this is to highlight
the different competencies that subordinates may have and to establish an
organizational culture in which subordinates are allowed to make errors
(i.e., an error management culture; Van Dyck, Frese, Baer, & Sonnentag,
2005), without having to be afraid to be disqualified as a person. Another
way to reduce leaders’ feelings of contempt is to limit leaders’ in their
experience of contempt by clarifying feeling rules in the work place (cf.
Hochschild, 2008). Moreover, increasing leaders’ experience of otherdirected positive emotions (e.g., gratitude, admiration, sympathy) by
developing or training these emotions may help to boost leaders’ people
orientation and ethical leadership and reduce their dehumanization and
self-serving behavior at the expense of subordinates (Michie & Gooty, 2005).
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions
Although we found consistent support for our hypotheses across
three field studies, conducted in two different countries (i.e., the United
States and the Netherlands), our research is not without its limitations and
our results should be interpreted in light of these limitations. First, in
Study 2 and Study 3 we relied on single-source data. Yet, in Study 1 we
relied on multi-source data and found a similar pattern. Furthermore, we
aimed to address this limitation by conducting a test to detect common
method variance and found that it might not play a substantial role. Taken
together, this increases the confidence in our findings, but it should be
noted that ex post statistical methods for detecting common method bias are
not always completely accurate (cf. Podsakoff et al., 2003), and that the
collection of multi-source data is preferred in future studies.
Second, the nature of our data does not allow us to draw firm
conclusions about causal relationships. The design of Study 3 in which trait
contempt (measured at Time 1) in interaction with power (measured at
Time 2) predicts leaders’ self-serving behavior (measured at Time 3) a few
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weeks later, suggests that trait contempt can indeed be viewed as an
antecedent of leader behavior. The interactive effect of contempt and power
on dehumanization was only marginally significant, but given that the
simple slopes revealed the predicted pattern of results, we take these
findings as further evidence that trait contempt may manifest itself in
leaders’ orientation towards others. Of course, time-lagged data cannot as
strongly provide causal evidence for the order of effects as a well-controlled
experiment. Although manipulating trait contempt may prove difficult, an
experimental design could investigate the effects of more transitory
experienced feelings of contempt (instead of a trait-like tendency to
experience feelings of contempt) on leaders’ attitudes and behavior.
Previous research demonstrated that the measurement of trait-like
tendencies to experience feelings of contempt and the manipulation of
immediate experiences of contempt yields similar results (cf. Sanders et al.,
2015), and as such future research employing an experimental design could
provide stronger evidence for causal paths.
Third, leader emotions are not only found to play an important role
in predicting leader behavior and leadership styles they are also found to
play a crucial role in shaping follower outcomes. For instance, Damen, Van
Knippenberg, and Van Knippenberg (2008a) found that leader emotional
displays in interaction with follower affect shaped follower performance.
Through the process of emotional contagion (Hatfield et al., 1994), the
emotions felt and displayed by the leader may affect the emotions
experienced by followers. As such, leader contempt may breed contempt on
the part of the follower (Melwani & Barsade, 2011). In line with the findings
presented in the current research, this may, in turn, negatively influence
the ethicality of the follower. Furthermore, leaders’ contempt may indirectly
influence follower behavior via their lack of ethical leadership and
demonstration of self-serving behavior at the expense of the subordinate.
Theories such as social learning theory (Bandura, 1986) and social exchange
theory (Homans, 1961) provide an explanation for why subordinates may
copy the behavior of their leader (e.g., via role-modeling) or respond with
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negative treatment in reaction to negative treatment (e.g., following a
negative reciprocity principle). Highly contemptuous leaders’ lack of people
orientation and ethical leadership as well as their dehumanization and
demonstration of self-serving behavior may, therefore, result in unfavorable
behavior on the part of the follower, such as supervisor-directed or
organizational deviance. Future research could be geared at testing a
broader model, in which leader contempt has implications for the emotions
experienced by subordinates, which, in turn, may have implications for
subordinates’ behavior and performance.
Fourth, the studies presented in the current paper do not provide
empirical evidence pertaining to the underlying mechanisms that may
explain why power and contempt interact to predict leaders’ constructive
(e.g., people orientation, ethical leadership) as well as their destructive
attitudes and behaviors (e.g., dehumanization, self-serving behavior). In
line with recent research demonstrating power’s capacity to increase the
likelihood that people will act upon their own preferences via a heightened
self-focus (i.e., awareness of one’s own personal thoughts and feelings;;
Piteša & Thau, 2013) or an increased reliance on accessible constructs
(Guinote, Weick, & Cai, 2012), we surmise that the stronger negative
association of contempt with leaders’ people orientation and ethical
leadership and the stronger positive association of contempt with leaders’
dehumanization and self-serving behavior when the leader has higher levels
of power rather than lower levels op power, is due to high power individuals’
increased focus on their own feelings and/or reliance on accessible
constructs. Yet, future research should explicate whether this is indeed the
case.
On a related note, the question why some leaders are more likely to
experience contempt than others is one that deserves more attention in
future research. Some argue that individual differences in trait emotions
can be the result of genetic factors and/or a result of learning and
socialization processes (Revelle & Scherer, 2009). This implies that the
tendency to experience contempt could sprout from broader personality
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traits (e.g., a lack of communal orientation; Clark, Quellette, Powell, &
Milberg, 1987) or from certain characteristics in the environment that
would foster specific styles of causal attribution or appraisal (see Connelly,
Helton-Fauth, & Mumford, 2004).
Returning to the example of Hostess Brands, both subordinates
working for the company as well as the media blamed the company’s
executives for showing contempt for the labor force and not caring about the
workers. This example illustrated the co-occurrence of powerful leaders
contempt and their lack of people orientation and ethical leadership. The
present set of studies underscore this anecdotal evidence by showing that
leaders’ lack of people orientation and ethical way of leading may be
grounded in their feelings of contempt and may manifest itself in particular
when leaders have the power to act upon these feelings. Furthermore, we
demonstrated

that

contempt

might

even

foster

powerful

leaders’

dehumanization and self-serving behavior at the expense of their
subordinates. We hope that the findings presented in the current paper
inspires more research investigating the role of contempt in the leadersubordinate relationship, as well as research on power’s revealing function.
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Appendix to Chapter 4
Contempt items (Sanders et al., 2015)
I feel indignity for other people.
I look down on other people.
I discredit other people’s achievements.
I tend to ridicule people with a lower status.
I have the feeling that others are inferior to me.
Position power items (Yukl & Falbe, 1991)
Reward
I can do things to increase subordinates’ chances of getting a pay raise or
bonus.
I have control over resources subordinates need to do their work effectively
(e.g., funds, supplies, equipment, facilities, personnel).
I can do things to help subordinates get ahead in the organization.
Coercive
I can take disciplinary action against subordinates if they fail to comply
with a legitimate request.
I could get subordinates dismissed from their job if they neglect their duties.
I could find ways to prevent subordinates from accomplishing an important
task.
Legitimate
I have the authority to give task or assignments.
I have the authority to specify how subordinates should do a task for me.
I have the right to determine whether a task performed by a subordinate is
acceptable or not.
People orientation items (Kalshoven et al., 2011)
My supervisor…
Is interested in how I feel and how I am doing.
Takes time for personal contact.
116

Chapter 4
Is genuinely concerned about my personal development.
Takes time to talk about work-related emotions.
Pays attention to my personal needs.
Sympathizes with me when I have problems.
Cares about his/her followers.
Ethical leadership (Brown et al., 2005)
My supervisor…
Listens to what employees have to say.
Disciplines employees who violate ethical standards.
Conducts his/her personal life in an ethical manner.
Has the best interests of employees in mind.
Makes fair and balanced decisions.
Can be trusted.
Discusses business ethics or values with employees.
Sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms of ethics.
Defines success not just by results but also the way that they are obtained.
When making decisions, asks “what is the right thing to do?
Dehumanization (Moore et al., 2012)
Some people have to be treated roughly because they lack feelings that can
be hurt.
It’s okay to treat badly somebody who behaves like scum.
Violent criminals don’t deserve to be treated like normal human beings.
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5
What Goes Around Comes Around:
Anticipated Guilt Explains Employee
Deviance in Response to Supervision
Styles

This chapter is based on: Sanders, Wisse, & Van Yperen. What goes around comes
around: Anticipated guilt explains employee deviance in response to supervision
styles Manuscript in preparation.
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Abstract
Employee deviance has costly consequences for organizations. Previous
correlational research suggests that this undesirable employee behavior
may have its roots in how employees themselves are treated by their
supervisors: abusive supervisors elicit employee deviance, whereas ethical
supervisors do not. The present research puts forward the anticipation of
experiencing guilt as a mechanism explaining why employees deviate
against abusive bosses but not against ethical ones. In a series of three
studies we demonstrate that leaders’ behavior (abusive vs. ethical) is a
precursor of employees’ supervisor-directed deviance and that employees’
anticipatory guilt mediates this relationship. Our findings add to the
literature by providing causal evidence for the relationship between
supervisor behavior, anticipated guilt, and employee deviance, and suggest
that affective forecasting can be considered a critical factor in explaining
employee behavior.
Keywords: abusive supervision; ethical supervision; anticipated guilt;
supervisor-directed deviance
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Employee workplace deviance poses a serious threat to the
functioning of organizations and its members. The financial costs associated
with employee deviance are estimated to range up to billions of dollars per
year in the United States alone (Bennett & Robinson, 2000). Previous
research demonstrates that no less than one in three employees aggress
against their supervisor and feel justified doing so (Baron & Neuman,
1998). This supervisor-directed deviance is defined as purposeful employee
behavior that violates organizational norms and is intended to harm the
supervisor (Hershcovis et al., 2007), and includes behaviors such as acting
rudely towards the supervisor or gossiping about him or her (Mitchell &
Ambrose, 2007).
We propose that employees’ lack of anticipated guilt may explain
why they intentionally engage in supervisor-directed deviance. Guilt is a
powerful emotion that, particularly in its anticipated form, may help people
to exert self-control and to refrain themselves from acts that harm others
(Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, & Zhang, 2007). Whether employees anticipate
feeling guilty about deviating against their supervisor may be determined
by the treatment they receive from their supervisor. Based on affective
forecasting

(Gilbert,

Pinel,

Wilson,

Blumberg,

&

Wheatley,

1998),

reciprocity principles (Gouldner, 1960) and theory on self-regulation
impairment (Thau & Mitchell, 2010), we argue that those employees who
receive abusive supervision may anticipate feeling less guilty about
inflicting harm on their supervisor than those who are led by an ethical
supervisor, and, as a consequence, they may be more likely to show
supervisor-directed deviance.
Although various previous studies show that abusive supervision is
positively related to employees’ supervisor directed deviance (e.g., Mawritz,
Mayer, Hoobler, Wayne, & Marinova, 2012; Mayer, Thau, Workman, Van
Dijke, & De Cremer, 2012; Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007) and a handful of
studies show that ethical leadership is negatively related to employees’
supervisor directed deviance (Mayer, Kuenzi, & Greenbaum, 2010), little is
know about why this is the case. In testing the mediating role of anticipated
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guilt, we aim to provide insight in the mechanism explaining the
relationship between supervision styles and employee-deviance. Moreover,
the present research aims to contribute to the literature by testing whether
supervision styles indeed cause employees’ supervisor-directed deviance.
This is important because causal evidence for the order of the effects is
scarce (Lian, Ferris, Morrison, & Brown, 2014). Finally, so far, only a few
studies have tested the negative association between ethical supervision
and supervisor-directed deviance (e.g., Mayer et al., 2010). As such, another
aim of the present research is to provide empirical evidence for the causal
effects of both abusive and ethical supervision on supervisor-directed
deviance.
Anticipated Guilt as a Factor Inhibiting Behavior that may Harm
Others
Drawing on different theories and perspectives such as social
exchange theory, (Homans, 1961) and self-regulation impairment (Thau &
Mitchell, 2010), several scholars have argued that employees’ supervisordirected deviance is a direct consequence of supervisors’ treatment (e.g.,
Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). Specifically, abusive supervision, which has
been defined as “the subordinates perceptions of the extent to which their
supervisors engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal
behaviors, excluding physical contact” (Tepper, 2000, p. 178), is positively
associated with employees’ supervisor-directed deviance (e.g., Mayer et al.,
2012; Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). In contrast, ethical leadership, which has
been defined as “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct
through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the
promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication,
reinforcement, and decision-making” (Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005, p.
120), is negatively associated with employees’ supervisor-directed deviance
(Mayer et al., 2010).
Although some research has been devoted to explaining why
employees deviate against abusive supervisors (e.g., Lian et al., 2014; Liu,
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Kwan, Wu, & Wu, 2010), few research attempts have been made to uncover
why employees of ethical supervisors refrain themselves from deviant
behavior. In the present research we point to anticipated feelings of guilt as
a crucial mechanism explaining why employees do or do not deviate against
their supervisor. Guilt in itself is an unpleasant emotion to experience. It
elicits feelings of remorse about the adverse impact of one’s actions on
others: feeling personally responsible for harming others, violating justice
principles, and failing to meet others’ expectations (e.g., Buck, 1999). Yet,
the experience of guilt can have beneficial social consequences because it
motivates individuals to put the concerns of others above their own (e.g., De
Hooge, Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 2007; Haidt, 2003; Ketelaar & Au,
2003; Nelissen, Dijker, & De Vries, 2007), and because it may help restore
relationships

(by

stimulating

people

to

make

amends

for

past

transgressions; e.g., Roseman, Wiest, & Swartz, 1994; Schmader & Lickel,
2006; Tangney, 1993; Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996; Zeelenberg
& Breugelmans, 2008).
The anticipation of guilt may be particularly important for
explaining behaviors that hurt others, such as supervisor-directed deviance.
One reason is that the anticipation of feeling guilty may prevent individuals
from actually engaging in behaviors such as supervisor-directed deviance.
Indeed, previous research has shown that guilt proneness – a personality
trait indicative of a predisposition to anticipate feeling guilty about
committing transgressions – is negatively correlated with counterproductive
work behavior and unethical business decisions (Cohen, Panter, & Turan,
2012). Anticipated emotions—concerns about experiencing the emotion in
the future—may play a more powerful role in guiding people’s behavior
than actually felt emotions (Baumeister et al., 2007; Fiske, 2002; Lindsey,
2005). As findings from the affective forecasting literature denote, people
often inaccurately forecast that the emotion will be more intense and longer
lasting than the actual emotion turns out to be (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003).
Hence, anticipated guilt exerts a strong influence on behavior
because people are motivated to avoid the guilt they anticipate, and,
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subsequently, act in a way that prevents them from actually feeling guilty
(e.g., Baumeister et al., 2007). The anticipation of guilt steers individuals
away from actions that can have an adverse impact on others and trigger
actual feelings of guilt (cf. Steenhaut & Van Kenhove, 2006). Accordingly,
anticipatory guilt about obstructing or hurting one’s supervisor may
withhold employees from demonstrating supervisor-directed deviance. The
strength of anticipated guilt in withholding employees from acts that hurt
others has been demonstrated in previous research. For instance, Grant and
Wrzysniewski (2010) demonstrated that for other-oriented employees,
anticipated feelings of guilt served as a motivational resource to prevent
high core self-evaluations from leading to complacency. By worrying about
letting others down, employees were able to prevent themselves from
actually doing so.
Anticipated Guilt as a Mediator
However, leaders – by demonstrating certain leadership styles – can
affect the anticipation of feelings of guilt, and, thereby, its inhibiting role on
deviant behavior. The literature on the link between abusive (ethical)
supervision

and

employee

deviance

draws

on

several

theoretical

perspectives (e.g., social exchange theory, self-regulation impairment) that
can also be used to explain why anticipated guilt may mediate employee
responses to supervision styles. For instance, social exchange theory
(Homans, 1961) states that interpersonal relationships are transactions of
resources and that the actions of one party depend in a quid pro quo fashion
on the actions of another party. It could be argued that employees
supervised by an abusive boss may think that the supervisor ‘gets what
he/she deserves’ and that it is justified to ‘get even’ with the supervisor by
deviating

against

the

supervisor.

Therefore, employees

of

abusive

supervisors may anticipate feeling less guilty about their hurtful behavior
towards the supervisor, and, consequently, will be more likely to engage in
supervisor-directed deviance. In contrast, following a positive reciprocity
principle (Gouldner, 1960), employees are considered to feel the need to
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behave kindly and compliantly in response to an ethical supervisor and to
feel motivated to refrain themselves from behaviors that may harm the
supervisor. Therefore, employees of ethical supervisors may anticipate
feeling guilty about harming their supervisor, which, in turn, may withhold
them from actually deviating against their supervisor.
The self-regulation impairment perspective (Baumeister, 2001;
Thau, Aquino, & Poortvliet, 2007; Thau & Mitchell, 2010) states that
supervisors’ abusive behavior depletes employees’ resources needed to
maintain appropriate behavior (cf. Thau & Mitchell, 2010). For instance,
employees who are abused by their supervisor become emotionally
exhausted (Aryee, Sun, Chen, & Debrah, 2008), which subsequently
infringes on self-regulatory mechanisms that may otherwise lead them to
refrain

from

deviating

against

their

supervisor.

Arguably,

ethical

supervision does not deplete employees’ self-regulatory resources, and
thereby, allows for anticipated guilt to curb potential deviant behavioral
tendencies against the supervisor.
All

in

all,

abusive

supervision

may

undermine

employees’

anticipatory guilt about deviating against their supervisor, whereas ethical
supervision may cultivate employees’ anticipatory guilt about harming the
supervisor. In turn, the absence of anticipatory guilt may lead employees of
abusive supervisors to engage in supervisor-directed deviance, whereas the
presence of anticipatory guilt may cause employees of ethical supervisors to
refrain

themselves

from

engaging

in

supervisor-directed

deviance.

Accordingly, we hypothesize that anticipated guilt mediates the effects of
supervision style (abusive vs. ethical) on supervisor-directed deviant
behavior. Faced with an abusive supervisor as compared with an ethical
supervisor, employees experience less anticipated guilt about deviating
against their supervisor, which, in turn, leads to higher levels of deviant
behavior.
Overview of the Present Research
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Three studies, using different samples and methodologies, were
conducted to test our general hypothesis. Study 1a and 1b were part of an
experimental-causal-chain design (Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005). We
consecutively tested the causal chain of events in separate studies by first
manipulating the independent variable and measuring the proposed
mediator (Study 1a) and then by manipulating the proposed mediating
variable and measuring the outcome variable (i.e., a behavioral indicator of
deviance; Study 1b). In Study 2 and 3, we statistically tested the mediating
role of anticipated guilt by employing a measurement-of-mediation design.
In Study 2, we experimentally tested the effects of supervision style via
anticipated guilt on a behavioral deviance measure, and in Study 3 we
conducted a field study among employees using questionnaires to measure
our variables of interest. Across all analyses, we controlled for gender,
because previous research has shown that females might be more likely to
experience guilt than males (e.g., Hoffman, 1975; Tangney, 1990). However,
not controlling for gender did not change the significance or direction of the
results.
Study 1a
Method
Participants and design. Ninety-six respondents from the United
States (31.3% females, Mage = 29.98, SD = 8.10) participated in our online
experiment and were randomly assigned to one of three conditions
(Supervision style: ethical, abusive, control). Participants’ average work
experience was 10.08 years (SD = 7.83). Of the participants, 31.3% had a
secondary education degree (high school), 49.0% had a bachelor’s degree,
14.6% had a master’s degree, 1.0% had an MBA degree, and 4.2% had a
doctoral degree.
Procedure.

Participants

were

recruited

using

Amazon’s

Mechanical Turk Website and were paid 50 US cents for their participation.
Note that previous research has shown that data obtained with Mechanical
Turk are at least as reliable as those obtained via traditional methods
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(Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Mason & Suri, 2012; Paolacci,
Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010). Participants read a brief description of the
experiment, gave their informed consent, were informed that their
responses would be treated confidentially, and answered some questions
that served as demographic variables. Participants then read a description
of a supervisor, which constituted our supervision style manipulation. After
the manipulation, participants filled out questions that served as
manipulation check, and that measured the extent to which they expected
to experience feelings of guilt if they were to deviate against the described
supervisor. Finally, participants were debriefed, thanked, and paid.
Supervision

style

manipulation.

All participants read

a

description of a bogus supervisor. Across all conditions, participants
received identical information regarding the supervisor’s name (Paul
Greene), sex (male), date of birth (10/25/1957), education (MBA) and
function (Chief Executive Officer), as well as the company he was working
for (Kincsem Consultancy) and the size of that company (±500 employees).
In the control condition, participants did not receive any extra information
about this supervisor. In the ethical and abusive supervision style condition,
participants were presented with statements about the leaders’ supervision
style that were allegedly expressed by subordinates of the described
supervisor. These statements differed per condition and were based on the
ethical leadership scale (Brown et al., 2005) on the one hand, and on the
abusive supervision scale (Tepper, 2000) and the self-serving behavior scale
(Rus, van Knippenberg, & Wisse, 2010) on the other hand. For instance, in
the ethical supervision style condition participants read: “Paul keeps his
promises, he is honest to subordinates, and he listens to what employees
have to say” and “our supervisor makes fair and balanced decisions”. In the
abusive supervision style condition, participants read: “Paul regularly
breaks his promises, he can be rude to subordinates, and at times
unjustifiably expresses anger at subordinates” and “our supervisor makes
unfair and unbalanced decisions” (see Appendix A for a complete description
of the manipulation).
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Dependent measures.
Manipulation check. The effectiveness of the supervision style
manipulation was assessed with eight items using a 7-point Likert scale (1
= not at all, 7 = very much). Participants were asked to what extent they
found the leader in the description to “provide ethical leadership”, “to be a
good role model”, “to lack integrity” (R), and to be: ‘nice’, ‘integer’,
‘trustworthy’, ‘rude (R)’, and ‘hypocritical’(R). The reverse-scored items were
recoded and all items were averaged into a single supervision style score (M
= 4.44, SD = 1.85, α = .85) with higher scores indicating a more ethical
leadership style.
Anticipated guilt. Participants’ anticipated guilt about deviating
against the described supervisor was measured with five items based on
Lindsey (2005) and adapted for the purposes of the present research (i.e., “I
would feel remorseful if I would hinder this supervisor”;; “I would feel guilty
if I would hinder this supervisor”;; “I would not regret obstructing this
supervisor” (R);; ‘I expect that I would feel bad if I would hinder this
supervisor’;; ‘I would feel guilty when I would not try my best for this
supervisor’) using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree). After recoding the reverse-scored item, all items were averaged into
a single anticipated guilt score (M = 4.38, SD = 1.77, α = .95) with a higher
score indicating higher levels of anticipated guilt 1.
Results
Manipulation check. To assess the success of our supervision
style manipulation, we performed an ANCOVA (controlling for gender) on
the supervision style score. The ANCOVA revealed significant group
differences on the supervision style score, F(2, 92) = 212.95, p < .001, η2p =
.82. Least significant difference (LSD) pairwise comparisons showed that
1

A principal-components (PCA) analysis on the 5-item anticipated guilt scale
revealed a single-factor structure in all studies in which we used this scale (Study
1a, Study 2, and Study 3). Across these studies, the single factor solution explained
84.40%, 71.88%, and 73.36%, respectively. Factor loadings were lowest for the
reversed coded item, |.50| or higher, and the non-reversed items exceeded |.82|.
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participants in the abusive supervision style condition (M = 2.17, SD = 0.89)
perceived the described leader as less ethical than participants in the
ethical supervision style condition (M = 6.14, SD = 0.71, p < .001) and the
control condition (M = 5.05, SD = 0.74, p < .001). Moreover, participants in
the ethical supervision style condition perceived the described leader as
more ethical than participants in the control condition, p < .001.
Anticipated guilt. As predicted, an ANCOVA (controlling for
gender) on anticipated guilt revealed significant group differences, F(2, 92)
= 72.34, p < .001, η2p = .61. Participants in the abusive supervision style
condition (M = 2.48, SD = 1.30) experienced less anticipated guilt than
participants in the ethical supervision style condition (M = 5.68, SD = 0.82,
p < .001) and the control condition (M = 4.99, SD = 1.18, p < .001).
Moreover, participants in the ethical supervision style condition experienced
more anticipated guilt than participants in the control
condition, p = .01 (see Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1 Anticipated Guilt as a Function of Supervision Style in Study 1a
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Method
Participants and design. Eighty-eight undergraduates (77.3%
females, Mage = 20.18, SD = 2.04) participated in the experiment and were
compensated with partial course credits 2 . The experiment had three
between-subjects conditions: a high anticipated guilt condition, a no
anticipated guilt condition, and a control condition.
Procedure and experimental setup. The experimental setup was
based on the hot sauce paradigm as described in Lieberman and colleagues
(1999) and McGregor and colleagues (1998). We relied on this paradigm to
measure supervisor-directed deviance, because it has often been used to
assess

individuals’

hostile

or

aggressive

behavior

towards

others.

Accordingly, it may provide a useful measure to assess supervisor-directed
deviance, or purposeful behavior that is intended to the harm the supervisor
(Hershcovis et al., 2007). Upon arrival to the lab, participants were seated
in individual cubicles and were asked to sign for informed consent.
Participants were informed that the study consisted of three parts and that
the goal of the study was to examine the relationship between personality
and food preferences. In the first part, demographic variables and
personality related variables were assessed.
In the second part, participants learned that they would be paired
with another participant and that, allegedly based on their personality
profile, they would be assigned either the leader or the follower role. In
addition, participants were asked to complete and hand over their scores on
the Taste Preference Inventory. This inventory consisted of six different
tastes and textures (i.e., sweet, sour, creamy, salty, spicy, and dry) that
were to be evaluated (1 = no liking at all, 21 = extreme liking). The Taste
Preference Inventory was included so that participants later could be
presented with a bogus Taste Preference Inventory purportedly completed
by their interaction partner in the experiment. The experimenter then
2

The complex set up of Study 1b resulted in a total of 12 participants who were
suspicious about the setup of the experiment (bogus supervisor), guessed the
hypothesis, or did not completely fill out the forms. These participants were not
included in the analyses.
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entered the cubicle and gave the participant the materials for the third part
(i.e., the Taste Preference Inventory of the alleged other participant, the
materials used to manipulate anticipated guilt, some questions, a sample of
hot sauce, a little spoon, a cup of water, and a napkin).
In the third part, all participants were informed that they were
assigned the follower role, and that the other participant was assigned the
leader role. The leader had the authority to allocate tasks. Next,
participants were informed that that day the tasks were to test spicy foods
(hot sauce) and sweet foods (jellybeans). Moreover, they were told that their
leader had decided to take care of tasting, rating and sorting jellybeans him
or herself, and assigned the presumably less pleasant task of tasting and
sampling hot sauce to the participant. Participants were asked to taste the
hot sauce and to indicate its hotness (1 = not at all hot, 9 = extremely hot). A
cup of water was provided to eliminate any discomfort participants might
have experienced from tasting the hot sauce. After tasting the hot sauce,
participants read in the instructions that whereas the jellybeans task only
required the assistance of one person, completion of the hot sauce task
required two persons. The hot sauce not only had to be tasted but also had
to be allocated to another person.
Participants were informed that they would have to prepare a
sample of hot sauce for their leader and that the leader had to consume the
entire quantity of hot sauce that the participant had prepared. Before
allocating the hot sauce, participants read the bogus Taste Preference
Inventory of their leader, which among other things indicated that this
person does not like spicy foods (scoring a three on a scale from 1 [no liking
at all] to 21 [extreme liking]). Participants then continued with the guilt
manipulation, which was introduced as a task that should be completed
while the researcher prepared the materials for the hot sauce allocation
part.
Anticipated guilt manipulation. In the high anticipated guilt
condition, participants were asked to write down as many reasons
(participants were encouraged to write down at least three reasons) as they
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could as to why they would feel guilty about allocating a large amount of hot
sauce to their leader. In the no anticipated guilt condition, participants
were asked to write down as many reasons as they could as to why they
would not feel guilty about allocating a large amount of hot sauce to their
leader. In the control condition, participants were asked to write down as
many reasons as they could as to why airlines should merge.
To assess the success of the guilt manipulation, two independent
raters – who were both blind to conditions – rated the participants’ texts on
the extent to which it reflected participants’ anticipated feelings of guilt on
a 7-point Likert scale (1 = this participant would not feel guilty at all, 4 =
neutral, 7 = this participant would feel extremely guilty)3. Cohen’s Kappa
showed substantial agreement between raters, Cohen’s Kappa =.78, SE =
0.04,

95%CI

= .71 - .86 (Landis & Koch, 1977). Hence, the scores of the two

raters were averaged into a single anticipated guilt score.
Upon completion of the manipulation part, participants were told to
open the door of their cubicle to receive the materials for the hot sauce
allocation part (a 2-oz Styrofoam cup, a lid to cover the Styrofoam cup with,
a plastic cup containing 50 grams of hot sauce, a spoon, and a black pencil).
Hot sauce. For the purpose of this study, in which we had to weight
the amount of hot sauce using a sensitive scale, we had chosen a hot sauce
with an even consistency that would ordinarily be applied in a volume
greater than a drop of two. Furthermore, we had chosen a sauce that the
participants considered to be hot (Mhotness = 7.47, SD = 1.15), does not
contain any ingredients derived from animals (so that vegetarians could
also taste the hot sauce), does not contain ingredients with a pronounced
flavor (e.g., garlic) other than chili, and is unfamiliar to participants (i.e.,
can only be bought in specific wholesale stores). The hot sauce used was a

3

Sample texts include: “The leader has been eating sweet jelly beans which the
leader enjoys, while I had to try the hot sauce. So, the leader should try it as well”
(coded as a 1), and “he/she does not like spicy food, I already had to try it and it was
pretty spicy and I do not want that somebody else has to eat a large amount of it. It
is not fair to make somebody eat a lot of this;; it is mean” (coded as a 7).
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Sriracha Hot Chili Sauce (Super Hot) produced by Exotic Food Thailand
(70% chili).
Hot sauce allocation. Participants were informed that they could
fill the Styrofoam cup with as much or as little hot sauce as they wanted.
Participants were further told they had to cover the cup with the lid and
hand it over to the experimenter. Finally, participants were asked to
indicate their leader’s dislike of hot sauce on a 21-point rating scale (1 = no
liking at all, 21 = extreme liking).
At the end of the experiment, participants were informed that no
one had to actually eat the hot sauce they had allocated. No participant
indicated distress or objected in any way to the procedure. Participants
were shortly debriefed on the spot and those who were interested in
receiving more information received an e-mail with details about the study
setup and preliminary findings.
Results
Leaders’ dislike of hot sauce. To test whether participants had
attended to the Taste Preference Inventory information regarding their
leader’s dislike of hot sauce (a score of 3 on a 21 point scale), we assessed
the extent to which participants recalled that information. The mean
response for recall of the leaders’ rating of spicy foods was 3.43 (SD = 1.17)
indicating that the participants correctly recalled that the leader does not
like spicy foods. Results did not differ by condition (ps > .39).
Manipulation check anticipated guilt. An ANCOVA (controlling
for gender) revealed, as predicted, significant group differences on the
anticipated guilt score, F(2, 84) = 168.92, p < .001, η2p = .80. Pairwise
comparisons (LSD) showed that participants in the high anticipated guilt
condition (M = 5.79, SD = 0.76) anticipated experiencing higher levels of
guilt than those in the no anticipated guilt condition (M = 2.56, SD = 0.89, p
< .001), and the control condition (M = 3.93, SD = 0.35, p < .001). Moreover,
participants in the no anticipated guilt condition anticipated experiencing
lower levels of guilt than those in the control condition, p < .001.
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Hot sauce allocation. As a measure of supervisor-directed
deviance, we used the weight in grams of hot sauce (as determined by an
Escali Pico HP Pocket Precision scale) allocated to the leader. We predicted
that those in the high anticipated guilt condition would allocate smaller
amounts of hot sauce to their alleged leader than those in the no anticipated
guilt condition and the control condition.
An ANCOVA (controlling for gender) on the amount of hot sauce
allocated revealed significant group differences, F(2, 84) = 3.95, p = .02, η2p =
.09. As predicted, participants in the high anticipated guilt condition (M =
4.17, SD = 2.09) allocated less hot sauce than those in the no anticipated
guilt condition (M = 5.67, SD = 2.67, p = .04) and the control condition (M =
5.89, SD = 3.21, p = .01). Participants in the no anticipated guilt condition
did not significantly differ from those in the control condition, p = .66 (see
Figure 5.2)4,5.
Although causal chain designs are useful for making inferences about the causal
chain of events, it is important to demonstrate that the psychological process in its
manipulated form is the same variable as it is in its measured form (Spencer et al.,
2005). Therefore, we also tested the effects of an anticipated guilt measure on the
amount of hot sauce participants allocated to their leader. Specifically, we gathered
data on 30 undergraduate students (83.3% females, Mage = 19.83, SD = 1.44) who
followed the same procedure as the one described in Study 1b. Yet, instead of being
exposed to a manipulation they filled out the same anticipated guilt measure as was
used in Study 1a. We conducted a hierarchical regression using centered scores for
our independent measures (Aiken & West, 1991). In Step 1, we included the control
variable gender. In Step 2, anticipated guilt was added. Step 1 did not explain a
significant proportion of variance in hot sauce allocation, ΔR2 = .00, ΔF(2, 28) = .01,
p = .92. Step 2 did explain a significant proportion of variance in hot sauce
allocation, ΔR2 = .19, ΔF(1, 27) = 6.22, p = .02. As predicted, anticipated guilt was
negatively associated with the amount of hot sauce allocated to the alleged leader, b
= -1.09, SEb = 0.43, t(27) = -2.50, p = .02. As the measurement of anticipated guilt
yielded similar findings as the manipulation of anticipated guilt, we may have
increased confidence that the manipulation and measurement of anticipated guilt
tap into the same construct.
5 In Study 1a and 1b, we also assessed participants’ trait-anger using Spielberger’s
(1996) 10-item scale (M = 2.51, SD = 0.62, α = .81 in Study 1a; M = 2.70, SD = 0.58, α
= .82 in Study 1b). Previous research has shown that anger/hostility can mediate the
relationship between abusive supervision and supervisor-directed aggression (e.g.,
Lian et al., 2014). Therefore, we also tested the effects when controlling for traitanger. In both studies this did not yield different results, indicating that supervision
style may predict anticipated guilt (Study 1a) and that anticipated guilt can predict
supervisor-directed deviance (Study 1b), even when anger is controlled for.
4

134

Chapter 5
Figure 5.2 Amount of Hot Sauce Allocated (in grams) as a Function of Anticipated
Guilt in Study 1b
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Discussion Study 1a and 1b
Study 1a demonstrated that compared with the control condition,
abusive supervision decreased the extent to which participants anticipated
feeling guilty about deviating against their supervisor, whereas ethical
supervision increased the extent to which participants anticipated feeling
guilty about deviating. In turn, Study 1b, showed that compared with the
control condition and the no anticipated guilt condition, the anticipation of
feeling guilty decreased the amount of hot sauce allocated to the supervisor.
Taken together, Study 1a and 1b yielded strong conclusions about the
causal chain of events by employing an experimental-causal-chain design.

Moreover, in Study 2 we also conducted the analyses controlling for a broader range
of emotions. Specifically, when controlling for positive and negative affect, measured
with Watson and Tellegen’s (1988) 20-item scale (excluding the item “guilty” because
of overlap with the anticipated guilt measure), we found similar results. This
indicates that independent of participants’ negative and positive affect, supervision
style predicted participants’ performance via anticipated guilt, thereby explaining
variance above and beyond the variance explained by positive and negative affect.
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Studies 2 and 3 employed a measurement-of-mediation design, in
order to further test whether the effects of supervision style on supervisordirected deviance can be explained by anticipated guilt. We also opted for
different operationalizations of supervisor-directed deviance. In Study 2, we
relied on a behavioral measure of supervisor-directed deviance that was not
associated with causing physical harm to the supervisor, but assessed a
more subtle way of deviating against the supervisor (i.e., harming the
evaluation of the leader by performing less well). In Study 3, we conducted a
field study and used an established scale to measure respondents’
supervisor-directed deviance (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). We also included
respondents’ intentions to allocate hot sauce to the supervisor to test
whether the effects could be replicated in a field setting, and whether the
construct showed overlap with an established scale of supervisor-directed
deviance.
Study 2
Method
Participants and design. Fifty-seven undergraduate students
(50.9% females, Mage = 22.14, SD = 2.47) participated in exchange for 5
Euros (approximately $6.50). Participants were randomly assigned to one of
two conditions (Supervision style: ethical vs. abusive). One participant did
not speak the language and was excluded from the analyses.
Procedure. Upon arrival to the lab, participants were seated in
individual computer-equipped cubicles and all the information and
measures were administered via the program software. Participants gave
their informed consent and answered some questions that served as
demographic variables. They were then told that they would watch a video
clip of a Master of Business Administration (MBA) student who made the
clip as part of a leadership course. In reality, participants watched a video
clip of trained confederates. Depending on the supervision style condition,
these confederates either displayed ethical or abusive supervisory
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behaviors. Gender of the person seen in the video-clip was matched to the
gender of the participant (i.e., [fe]male participants watched a video clip of a
[fe]male supervisor). In the video clip, the alleged MBA student presented
him/herself as the participants’ supervisor for the upcoming task and gave
task instructions. In particular, participants were told that their
performance on the task would be reflected in their supervisor’s grade for
the specific course. A higher score on the task would result in a higher grade
for their supervisor. Hence, suboptimal performance on the part of the
participant would have negative consequences for the supervisor. After
watching the video clip, participants performed a short filler task that was
followed by questions pertaining to the extent to which participants would
feel guilty about deviating against the supervisor displayed in the video clip.
Next, participants performed the main task, answered some questions and
were debriefed, thanked and paid.
Supervision

style

manipulation.

Supervision

style

was

manipulated with a video clip in which an ethical or an abusive supervisor
was displayed. The scripts were based on the ethical leadership scale
(Brown et al., 2005) and the abusive supervision scale (Tepper, 2000). In the
ethical supervision style condition, the supervisor gave a vision on
leadership that could be viewed as ethical, whereas in the abusive
supervision style condition the supervisor gave a vision on leadership that
could be interpreted as abusive (see Appendix B). Task instructions,
clothing, and pronunciation were held constant across conditions.
The task. Participants were presented the GRID task (e.g., Van
Yperen, Hamstra, & van der Klauw, 2011). The ‘GRID’ is a 10×10 square,
consisting of 100 equal boxes, each containing a different symbol. For every
single GRID the purpose was to find and click the ‘target’ symbols that
matched the one indicated on top of the page. For instance, when the target
symbol was ‘a’, the purpose was to find and click all boxes containing an ‘a’
within that specific GRID. Participants were instructed to continue with the
next GRID when they thought that they found all the boxes containing the
target symbol. Participants worked for seven minutes on the task and were
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informed that higher scores per GRID indicated better performance on the
task.
Dependent measures.
Manipulation check. To assess the effectiveness of the supervision
style manipulation we used the same eight items as in Study 1a (M = 3.71,
SD = 1.49, α = .93).
Anticipated guilt. Participants’ anticipated guilt about deviating
against their supervisor was measured with the same five items as in Study
1b (M = 3.89, SD = 1.49, α = .95).
GRID task performance. Participants’ average performance per
GRID was used as a behavioral measure of participants’ deviance.
Reflecting a realistic situation, participants’ suboptimal performance on the
GRID task harmed the evaluation of the supervisor (M = 8.40, SD = 0.68).
Results
Manipulation check. An ANCOVA (controlling for gender) on our
supervision style score revealed that participants in the abusive supervision
condition perceived their supervisor to be less ethical (M = 2.56, SD = 0.97)
than participants in the ethical supervision style condition (M = 4.89, SD =
0.90), F(1, 54) = 86.14, p < .001, η2p = .62. Supervision style scores did not
differ significantly across confederates (p = .79).
Anticipated guilt. An ANCOVA (controlling for gender) on the
mediator variable anticipated guilt revealed that participants in the abusive
supervision style condition felt less guilty about deviating against the
described leader (M = 3.54, SD = 1.42) than participants in the ethical
supervision style condition (M = 4.26, SD = 1.50), F(1, 54) = 4.45, p = .04, η2p
= .08. Moreover, our proposed mediator variable anticipated guilt and our
dependent variable GRID task performance, were positively related, b =
0.18, SEb = 0.06, t(54) = 3.06, p = .003. Higher levels of anticipated guilt
were associated with better GRID task performance.
GRID task performance. An ANCOVA on participants’ GRID
task performance revealed that participants in the abusive supervision style
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condition performed less well (M = 8.24, SD = 0.78) than participants in the
ethical supervision style condition (M = 8.57, SD = 0.52), F(1, 54) = 4.06, p =
.05, η2p = .07.
Mediation analyses. A procedure detailed by Hayes (2009) was
used to statistically test the mediating effects of anticipated guilt on
participants’ GRID task performance. In line with our hypothesis,
anticipated guilt mediated the effect of supervision style on participants’
GRID task performance, such that participants in the abusive supervision
style condition performed worse than participants in the ethical supervision
style condition via lower levels of anticipated guilt (estimate: -.06; BCa CI: .01 to -.13).
Study 3
Method
Procedure and sample. A total of 80 employees from the United
States (58.8% females, Mage = 34.30, SD = 10.88) participated in our online
field study. Only respondents who worked at least 24 hours a week and had
a direct supervisor to report to participated in the survey. Respondents’
average number of years working under the supervision of their current
direct supervisor was 2.12 years (SD = 2.80). Of the respondents, 37.5% had
secondary education degree (high school), 47.5% had a bachelor’s degree,
11.3% had a master’s degree, 1.3% had an MBA degree, and 2.5% had a
doctoral degree. Respondents were recruited using Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk Website and were paid 35 US cents for their participation.
Measures.
Abusive supervision. To measure abusive supervision, we used
Tepper’s 15-item scale (2000). Respondents were asked to indicate the
frequency with which their supervisors engaged in abusive behaviors
against them (1 = I cannot remember him/her ever using this behavior with
me, 5 = he/she uses this behavior often with me). Sample items include “my
supervisor ridicules me”, and “my supervisor puts me down in front of
others”.
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Ethical supervision. The ethical supervision style of respondents’
supervisors was assessed with the 10-item Ethical Leadership Scale (Brown
et al., 2005) using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). Sample items include “my supervisor listens to what employees have
to say”, and “my supervisor disciplines employees who violate ethical
standards”.
Anticipated guilt. Participants’ anticipated guilt about deviating
against their direct supervisor was measured with the same five items as in
Study 1a.
Supervisor-directed deviance. Respondents’ supervisor-directed
deviance was measured with 10 items developed by Mitchell and Ambrose
(2007). Sample items include “I said something hurtful to my supervisor at
work”, and “I refused to talk to my supervisor’. Respondents indicated the
frequency with which they acted in these ways on a 7-point Likert scale (1 =
never, 7 = daily).
Intention to give hot sauce. We assessed participants’ intention to
harm their supervisor using a single item. Participants were asked to
indicate on a scale ranging from zero (no hot sauce at all, 0 ml) to hundred
(the complete bottle of hot sauce, 100 ml) which amount of hot sauce they
would give to their supervisor in the hypothetical situation that their
supervisor does not like hot sauce.
Results
Table 5.1 shows the means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and
intercorrelations for the study variables. In all subsequent analyses,
continuous measures were mean-centered (Aiken & West, 1991). Similar to
all other studies, we included respondents’ gender as a control variable.
Reactions to abusive supervision. We hypothesized that leaders’
abusive supervision style would be positively associated with employees’
deviant behavior (i.e., their supervisor-directed deviance and the amount of
hot sauce they prescribed to their leader), via lower levels of anticipated
guilt. To test this hypothesis, we conducted regression analyses and
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statistically tested the mediating effect of anticipated guilt using a
procedure detailed by Hayes (2009). Abusive supervision was negatively
associated with anticipated guilt, b = -1.31, SEb = 0.18, t(77) = -7.20, p <
.001, and positively associated with supervisor-directed deviance, b = 0.66,
SEb = 0.11, t(77) = 6.23, p < .001, and the amount of hot sauce respondents’
intended to give to their supervisor, b = 17.40, SEb = 3.29, t(77) = 5.29, p <
.001. Second, we tested whether our mediator anticipated guilt was
significantly associated with our dependent variables. Anticipated guilt was
negatively associated with supervisor-directed deviance, b = -0.28, SEb =
0.06, t(77) = -5.03, p < .001, and the amount of hot sauce respondents
intended to give to their supervisor, b = -9.13, SEb = 1.54, t(77) = -5.93, p <
.001. Moreover, bootstrapping showed that abusive supervision was
positively associated with supervisor-directed deviance (estimate: .16; BCa
CI: 0.01 to 0.33) and the amount of hot sauce respondents intended to give
to their supervisor (estimate: 8.31; BCa CI: 2.51 to 18.91) via lower levels of
anticipated guilt.
Reactions to ethical supervision. We hypothesized that leaders’
ethical supervision style would be negatively associated with employees’
deviant behavior, via higher levels of anticipated guilt. Regression analyses
revealed that ethical supervision was positively associated with anticipated
guilt, b = 1.10, SEb = 0.12, t(77) = 9.46, p < .001, and negatively associated
with supervisor-directed deviance, b = -0.39, SEb = 0.08, t(77) = -4.68, p <
.001, as well as with the amount of hot sauce respondents intended to give
to their supervisor, b = -12.92, SEb = 2.40, t(77) = -5.39, p < .001. Moreover,
bootstrapping showed that ethical supervision was negatively associated
with supervisor-directed deviance (estimate: -.20; BCa CI: -0.40 to -.05) and
the amount of hot sauce respondents intended to give to their supervisor
(estimate: -6.90; BCa CI: -13.38 to -2.79) via higher levels of anticipated
guilt.
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Table 5.1 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Intercorrelations for Study 3

M

SD

(1)

(1) Gender

—

—

—

(2) Abusive supervision

1.70

0.76

-.07

(.93)

(3) Ethical supervision

3.52

1.03

-.03

-.72***

(.95)

-.09

-.62***

.73***

(.90)

-.52***

-.54***

—

-.46***

-.48***

.51***

(4) Anticipated guilt
(5) Intention to give hot

4.84

1.57

(2)

11.71

25.69

-.12

.52***

1.74

0.87

-.12

.58***

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

sauce
(6) Supervisor-directed
deviance
Note. N =  80.  Cronbach’s  alphas  are  displayed  on  the  diagonal.  Male = -1; Female = 1.
*

p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001
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General Discussion
The present research puts forward the anticipation of experiencing
guilt as a mechanism explaining why employees deviate against abusive
bosses but not against ethical ones. Across three studies, employing both an
experimental-causal-chain design and a measurement-of-mediation design
showed that (a) individuals faced with an ethical supervisor experienced
increased levels of anticipated guilt about deviating against the supervisor,
whereas individuals faced with an abusive supervisor experienced
decreased levels of anticipated guilt (Study 1a), (b) compared with the
control condition, high anticipated guilt resulted in less supervisor-directed
deviance (operationalized as the amount of hot sauce allocated to the
supervisor; Study 1b), (c) individuals faced with an abusive supervisor, as
compared to an ethical supervisor, show higher levels of supervisor-directed
deviance (operationalized as suboptimal task performance) via lower levels
of anticipated guilt (Study 2), (d) in a field study, leaders’ abusive
supervision was positively associated with employees’ supervisor-directed
deviance via lower levels of anticipated guilt, whereas leaders’ ethical
supervision was negatively associated with employees’
supervisor-directed deviance via higher levels of anticipated guilt (Study 3).
Theoretical Implications
Considering these findings, the present set of studies contributes to
the extant literature in several ways. First, by testing the mediating role of
anticipated feelings of guilt, the present research offers further insight into
the mechanism explaining why employees of abusive bosses show higher
levels of supervisor-directed deviance than employees of ethical bosses.
Although the role of different moderators in the relationship between
abusive supervision and employee deviance has been tested in a
considerable number of studies (e.g., Lian et al., 2012; Thau et al., 2008)
mediating mechanisms explaining why the relationship occurs are tested
less often. Previous studies that focused on mediating mechanisms either
looked at revenge cognitions (Liu et al., 2010) or at anger/hostility as a
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possible mediating mechanism in the abusive supervision-employee
deviance link (Judge, Scott, & Ilies, 2006; Lian et al., 2014; Mayer et al.,
2012). The latter studies are particularly interesting to the present
discussion because they also point to the role of employee emotion in
explaining the abusive supervision-employee deviance link. In these studies,
anger/hostility is proposed as a mechanism that activates harmful behavior.
The present research aims to extend these findings by zooming in on an
emotion that may help people to inhibit behavior that may harm others (i.e.,
guilt). As such, we focus on a route of inhibition of harmful behavior
directed to the supervisor. We show that the proposed mediating role of
anticipated guilt in the relationship between supervision styles and
employee deviance even holds when controlling for anger (see Footnote 5).
This suggests that both an affective route of inhibition as well as an
affective route of activation may play a role in explaining reactions to
different supervision styles. Yet, future research has to further explicate
when one route is stronger than the other and under what conditions. In
this regard, it is also important to note that we adopted a novel approach by
looking at the influence of guilt in its anticipated form. Although the
importance of anticipated emotions for predicting behavior has been
highlighted before (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2007), we are, to our knowledge,
the first to demonstrate the crucial role of affective forecasting (i.e.,
anticipated guilt) in predicting employee reactions to different supervision
styles. In doing so, we show that the mere anticipation of experiencing an
emotion in the future may already have an effect on how people behave.
Second, it is commonly thought that abusive supervision predicts
deviance on the part of employees (e.g., Lian et al., 2012; Mitchell &
Ambrose, 2007; Tepper et al., 2008; Thau & Mitchell, 2010). Nevertheless,
to date, experiments testing the causal relationship between supervision
styles and supervisor-directed deviance are scarce (for an exception, see
Mayer et al., 2012; Study 5). As such, the present research is amongst the
first to provide robust evidence for the causal relationship between ethical
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versus abusive supervision styles and employees’ supervisor-directed
deviance.
Third, it is somewhat surprising that in the extant literature the
relationship between abusive supervision and supervisor-directed deviance
has been extensively studied, whereas the negative relationship between
ethical supervision and supervisor-directed deviance has, by comparison,
received little research attention. Although we do not want to place abusive
supervision and ethical leadership at the opposite ends of a single
continuum, the theories that are often used to explain why employees of
abusive supervisors would deviate could also explain why employees of
ethical supervisors would be less likely to deviate. By comparing the effects
of abusive versus ethical supervision styles on employees’ supervisordirected deviance, we attempted to put equal weight on both leadership
styles and to provide more insight into the role of ethical supervisory
behaviors in minimizing employee deviance.
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions
Although we consider the use of an experimental design a strength
of the present research, it inevitably comes at the cost of external validity.
Ideally, one would like to have both high internal and high external
validity. Yet, manipulating abusive supervision by having leaders display
hostile behaviors for a sustained period of time would be inappropriate (cf.
Lian et al., 2014). By relying on a sample of employees (instead of
undergraduate students) in Study 1a and aiming to replicate the findings of
our experiments in a field study (Study 3), we aimed to increase the
external validity of our findings. Moreover, the existing literature on
supervision styles and employee deviance has consistently favored research
high in external validity over research high in internal validity. Therefore,
we believe that there is added value in employing a design in which the
balance tips more towards high internal validity.
On a related note, the experiments used in the present research
measured short-term effects of abusive and ethical leadership. Furthermore,
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by using the amount of hot sauce allocated to the supervisor (or intentions
to allocate hot sauce) as a measure of employees’ supervisor-directed
deviance we relied on a measure that is quite narrow in scope. Therefore,
we aimed to replicate the findings of our experiments in a field study, which
included an established scale that measures a wider variety of supervisordirected deviant behaviors. Additionally, in Study 2 we used a different
behavioral measure to test whether we would find similar effects when
using a behavioral measure that assesses a more passive way of deviating
against

the

supervisor,

that is,

harming

supervisors’

performance

evaluation by not performing optimally. Replicating the findings across
different outcome measures increases the confidence in the robustness of
our findings.
The present research provides causal evidence for the link between
supervision styles (ethical vs. abusive) and employees’ supervisor-directed
deviance. Nonetheless, this does not exclude that the reversed relationship
(cf. Lian et al., 2014), employee deviance instigating abusive supervisory
behaviors via lower levels of supervisor’s anticipated guilt about harming
employees, may exist as well. Future research is warranted to test whether
this may be the case.
Because women and men may differ with regard to the anticipated
guilt they experience, we controlled for gender throughout all our studies.
Aside from playing a role in the level of anticipated guilt that is
experienced, gender may also play a role in reactions towards an
abusive/ethical (fe)male supervisor. That is, would (fe)males respond
differently towards an abusive/ethical (fe)male supervisor? Previous
research has shown that male and female supervisors may employ different
leadership styles. For instance, Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001)
showed that female supervisors are generally more democratic than male
supervisors and score higher on individualized consideration. Moreover,
follower expectations of how a (fe)male leader should behave may play a role
in their reactions toward their leader (Bellou, 2011). Specifically, genderincongruent leader roles are argued to be least effective (Eagly &
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Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). Hence, female leaders displaying abusive
supervision may be more strongly perceived as violating a gender-congruent
leader role than male leaders displaying abusive supervision. A notion that
could be tested in future research is whether followers would deviate more
against a leader demonstrating a gender-incongruent leader role than
against a leader demonstrating a gender-congruent role.
Finally, we did not test whether those who refrained themselves
from supervisor-directed deviance, because of higher levels of anticipated
guilt, also felt less actual guilt afterwards. Nor did we test whether those
who engaged in supervisor-directed deviance, because of lower levels of
anticipated guilt, also felt more actual guilt afterwards. Lindsey (2005)
showed that people who anticipated feeling guilty about not engaging in
helping behaviors were more likely to engage in helping behaviors and
experienced less actual guilt afterwards than people who did not engage in
helping behaviors. Similarly, the anticipation of feeling guilty about
deviating against one’s supervisor may help to avoid the actual feelings of
guilt by withholding oneself from deviant behaviors. Yet, future research
has to explicate whether this is indeed the case.
Practical Implications
The present findings illustrate that employees are more likely to
deviate against an abusive supervisor than against an ethical supervisor. As
such, a first step in reducing employee deviance is to select leaders who
display ethical leadership and who refrain themselves from abusive
supervisory behaviors. A second step in reducing employee deviance is to
identify abusive leaders and to educate them. For instance, it might be
fruitful for employees, supervisors, and organizations at large to raise
abusive supervisors’ awareness of the negative consequences that their
behavior may have, as well as to alert them that the emotions they (fail) to
instigate in their employees may play a role in subordinates’ self-regulation.
Specifically, their abusive behavior may result in a lack of guilt about
showing deviant behavior amongst employees. In addition, it might be
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advantageous to train abusive supervisors to adopt a more ethical style of
leadership. Finally, organizations could take steps against the display of
abusive supervisory behaviors by developing policies that make clear that
the display of such behaviors violate organizational norms.
Conclusion
The present series of studies speak to the issue whether supervision
styles (abusive vs. ethical) can indeed be positioned as precursors of
employees’ supervisor-directed deviance. Our findings suggest that abusive
supervisory behaviors, as compared with ethical supervisory behaviors, may
cause employees to deviate against their supervisor because of failing to
induce an anticipatory guilt trip in their employees.
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Appendix A to Chapter 5
In the ethical supervision style condition participants read:
“Paul regularly protects subordinates’ interests, even if there is
no clear benefit for himself. For instance, recently he gave up
legitimate privileges (an extra bonus) to serve the team.”
“In general, our CEO has a tendency to define success not just by
results, but also by the way these results were obtained.”
“Paul keeps his promises, he is honest to subordinates, and he
listens to what employees have to say.”
“Our supervisor makes fair and balanced decisions.”
In the abusive supervision style condition participants read:
“Paul

regularly

pursues

personal

interests,

even

if

those

interests are not serving the group. For instance, recently he
awarded himself a bonus that was substantially higher than the
bonus subordinates received.”
“In general, our CEO has a tendency to define success by the
results that are obtained, and does not care about how the
results are obtained.”
“Paul

regularly

breaks

his

promises,

he

can

be

rude

to

subordinates, and at times unjustifiably expresses anger at
subordinates.”
“Our supervisor makes unfair and unbalanced decisions.”
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Appendix B to Chapter 5
The text below displays the script that was used as a basis of the video clip.
The ethical supervision style condition is presented in bold face and
italicized font. The abusive supervision style condition is presented between
square brackets and in italicized font. The original version of the script was
written in Dutch.
Dear subordinate,
As your supervisor for this task I will explain to you how the GRID task
works. Before I will give you the instructions for the task I will first clarify
my vision on leadership to you. This will provide you with some more
information about my leadership style. As a supervisor I believe that it is
important that subordinates contribute to the accomplishment of collective
goals [my own goals]. To make sure that this happens you have to be
careful in dealing with subordinates [you sometimes have to be
relentless in dealing with subordinates]. Ethical guidelines need to be
followed [are nothing more than just guidelines]. You should never
victimize others [Sometimes you have to be willing to make victims]. It is
important to always take into account how subordinates may feel [I
do not always feel like taking into account how subordinates may feel]. It is
necessary to always be open and honest to subordinates and
oftentimes it helps to be interested in and to listen to subordinates
[Sometimes it is necessary to twist the truth a little bit and oftentimes it
helps to put subordinates in place or to ignore them] to boost their
performance. That is my opinion on leadership. Now I will tell you more
about the task.
The task you are about to do is the GRID task. It is important that you
perform to the best of your abilities on this task. It is my job as a
supervisor to make sure that you will come out on top as a
subordinate [It is your job to make sure that I will come out on top as a
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supervisor]. I will now explain to you what the GRID task is. The GRID is a
10x10 matrix, and consists in total of 100 fields. You can see an example of
a small GRID on this whiteboard (confederate points to the whiteboard
behind him/her). Different symbols, letters for example, are displayed in the
fields. You will be asked to find target symbols as fast as you can. So,
imagine that you will be asked to click on all fields containing the target
symbol “A”, than you will try to find and click as fast as you can on all the
A’s that are displayed in the GRID (confederate points to the A’s in the
GRID that is displayed on the whiteboard). I think I have clearly explained
the task now. It is important to know that your performance on this task is
not the only thing that counts [of crucial importance]. How you will get to
your result or how you feel about doing this task is also important [not
that important].
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Although the role of emotions in organizational life has long been
neglected, these days emotions are argued to be an inseparable part of
organizational life (cf. Ashkanasy, Härtel, & Zerbe, 2000) and to play a
crucial role in shaping leader behavior. So far, most of the research focusing
on the role of emotions in leadership processes seem to have focused on
more general affective dimensions (e.g., positive affect; Rubin, Munz, &
Bommer; 2005). However, to date, little is known about how discrete
emotions – characterized by distinct appraisal patterns, subjective
experiences, physiological reactions, expressions, and action tendencies
(e.g., Van Kleef, Homan, & Cheshin, 2012) – impact leader behavior, and in
particular (un)ethical leader behavior. Following several high profile ethical
scandals, increased research attention has been devoted to studying
antecedents of (un)ethical leadership but, so far, relatively few attempts
were geared at testing the role of discrete (moral) emotions in shaping
(un)ethical leader behavior.
The aim of this dissertation was to connect the literature on discrete
emotions with the literature on (un)ethical leader behavior, and to provide
more insight into discrete emotions as antecedents of (un)ethical leadership
(Chapters 2, 3, and 4). In addition, we tested how anticipated feelings of
guilt may help to explain follower reactions to (un)ethical leadership
(Chapter 5).
Below, we will first summarize the main findings of our empirical
chapters. Then, we will discuss the implications of our findings for the study
of leader and follower behaviors in general and (un)ethical and deviant
behaviors in particular. Furthermore, we will highlight some potentially
fruitful directions for future research and outline the practical implications
of our research. After discussing the strengths and limitations of our
research, we will end with a general conclusive statement.
Summary of the Main Findings
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Chapter 2. In Chapter 2, we hypothesized that authentically proud
leaders show higher levels of ethical behavior (e.g., keeping in mind
followers’ interests, being honest, and providing ethical leadership) than
hubristically

proud

leaders

when

their

moral

identity

is

salient.

Furthermore, we predicted that the motivation to act selflessly would
mediate this relationship. Specifically, with higher levels of moral identity,
authentically proud leaders would act more ethically than hubristically
proud leaders via higher levels of a selfless motivation. As a first test of our
hypotheses, we conducted an experiment (Study 2.1) in which we
manipulated pride (authentic vs. hubristic), measured moral identity, and
tested whether the interactive effects of pride and moral identity predicted
the motivation to act selflessly, which, in turn, predicted the number of
tickets participants awarded to their follower. The findings of this first
study were in line with our hypotheses and were replicated in a second
experiment (Study 2.2) in which we manipulated both pride and moral
identity and tested their interactive effects on the motivation to act
selflessly, which, in turn, predicted the number of fiches awarded to the
follower and the honesty of the communication towards the follower. A field
study (Study 2.3), in which we measured leaders’ authentic and hubristic
pride, their moral identity, and ethical leadership, corroborated that
authentic pride was positively associated with the display of ethical
leadership when leaders’ moral identity was high. Moreover, we found that
hubristic pride was negatively associated with the display of ethical
leadership for leaders with a high moral identity.
Chapter 3. In Chapter 3, we built further on the notion that
leaders’ moral identity represents an important factor that may help leaders
to regulate their (un)ethical behavior. Yet, we extended the findings of
Chapter 2 by demonstrating that moral identity’s functioning may be
weakened by feelings of contempt. In order to do so, we first had to develop
a measure of contempt because multiple-item measures of contempt are
lacking in the extant literature. To this end, we tested a self-developed
measure of contempt in a sample of organizational leaders (Study 3.1) and
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cross-validated the measure in a sample of undergraduate students. The
pattern of results provided initial evidence for the convergent, nomological,
and discriminant validity of the developed scale. Next, we tested the
hypothesis that contempt moderates the relationship between moral
identity and unethical supervisory behaviors, such that the stronger the
contempt the weaker the negative relationship between moral identity and
unethical supervisory behaviors. For a first test of this hypothesis, we
gathered data from undergraduate students and measured their moral
identity, tendency to experience contempt and probability of displaying
unethical supervisory behaviors (Study 3.2). The findings of this study
corroborated our hypothesis and were replicated in two samples of
organizational leaders. These studies revealed that leaders’ moral identity
was strongly negatively related to their abusive supervision when their
contempt was low (contempt was measured in Study 3.3, but manipulated
in Study 3.4), whereas this negative relationship faded of when contempt
was high.
Chapter 4. In Chapter 4, we further investigated the effects of
leaders’ contempt on their attitudes and behaviors vis-à-vis their employees.
In addition, we argued that the effects of leader contempt are contingent on
the amount of power a leader has. Previous research has demonstrated that
power frees individuals from external constraints and rules, and increases
alignment between internal traits and behavior (e.g., DeCelles, DeRue,
Margolis, & Ceranic, 2012). Based on these insights, we predicted that
leaders’ trait-like contempt is negatively associated with constructive
attitudes and behaviors towards employees (i.e., people orientation, ethical
leadership) whereas it is positively associated with destructive attitudes
and behaviors vis-à-vis employees (i.e., dehumanization, self-serving
behavior), particularly when leaders have higher levels of power rather
than lower levels of power. In a first test of this hypothesis, we gathered
multi-source data and demonstrated that leaders’ self-reported trait-like
contempt (measured with our self-developed scale) was negatively
associated with their people orientation as rated by their employees, but
156

Chapter 6
only when leaders’ self-reported power was high rather than low (Study
4.1). These findings were replicated in a sample of subordinates, revealing
that leaders’ contempt was particularly strongly negatively associated with
their people orientation as well as with their ethical leadership when the
leader had higher (rather than lower) power (Study 4.2). We also showed in
a sample of leaders that leader contempt was more strongly positively
associated with their dehumanization as well as with their self-serving
behavior at the expense of subordinates when the leader had higher power
than when the leader had lower power (Study 4.3). Taken together, this set
of studies shows that the powerful (in contrast to the powerless) act more in
line with their contemptuous feelings.
Chapter 5. In Chapter 5, we aimed to explain why employees
deviate against abusive supervisors but not against ethical supervisors from
an anticipated emotions perspective. Specifically, we experimentally tested
the hypothesis that employees of abusive supervisors as compared with
employees of ethical supervisors are less likely to anticipate feeling guilty
about deviating against their supervisor, and, consequently, demonstrate
higher levels of deviant behavior. We first showed that an abusive
supervision style elicited lower levels of anticipated guilt in employees than
a neutral supervision style and an ethical supervision style (Study 5.1a). We
then demonstrated that participants who were asked to write down reasons
as to why they should not feel guilty about deviating against their leader
were more likely to intentionally hurt their alleged supervisor by allocating
a higher amount of hot sauce to the leader than those participants who were
asked to write down reasons as to why they should feel guilty about
deviating against their supervisor (Study 5.1b). In a different experiment
we found that participants confronted with an abusive supervisor
demonstrated lower task performance than participants confronted with an
ethical supervisor via lower levels of anticipated guilt about obstructing
their leader (Study 5.2). Furthermore, a field study replicated these findings
by revealing that abusive supervision was positively associated with
supervisor-directed deviance via lower levels of anticipated guilt, whereas
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ethical leadership was negatively associated with supervisor-directed
deviance via higher levels of anticipated guilt (Study 5.3). In sum, these
studies provide first experimental evidence showing that a specific discrete
emotion may play a substantial role in explaining why employees deviate
against abusive supervisors but not against ethical supervisors.
Theoretical Implications and Directions for Future Research
The research reported in this dissertation centered on advancing
our understanding of the role of emotions in predicting (un)ethical
leadership as well as employee reactions to (un)ethical leadership. In doing
so, we relied on several different theoretical underpinnings of the influence
of discrete emotions and incorporated various theories that may help to
explain when some emotions may affect leader (un)ethical behavior (e.g.,
theory on moral identity and power) and why specific emotions may play a
role in the leader treatment-employee reaction link (e.g., social exchange
theory). As such, we believe that our findings theoretically contribute to
these streams of literature and may inform potentially fruitful directions for
future research. Although specific theoretical implications and directions for
future research are discussed in each individual paper, in this section, we
will highlight some of the most important theoretical contributions of this
dissertation.
First, this dissertation provides empirical evidence demonstrating
the importance of an analysis of discrete emotions as antecedents of
(un)ethical leader behavior. Discrete emotions arise from a unique
constellation of appraisals of events (e.g., Van Kleef et al., 2012). As a
consequence, the behaviors they elicit may vary substantially. Take, for
example, contempt and guilt, both are negatively valenced, low activation
emotions. Yet, the behaviors they elicit vary considerably. As we have
demonstrated across the studies reported in the current dissertation,
feelings of contempt (either trait-like or state-like) are associated with
unfavorable or negative behavior towards others, whereas anticipated
feelings of guilt withhold people from behaving destructively towards
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others. Furthermore, we have shown that even two distinctive forms of the
same emotion (i.e., pride) may differentially influence ethical behavior on
the part of leaders. Building on these findings, we see promise for future
research endeavors that aim to disentangle which discrete emotions
motivate ethical behavior and which discrete emotions motivate unethical
behavior. As a potential framework for studying the effects of discrete
emotions, we argue that it may be valuable to not only take into account the
valence of the emotion (e.g., positive versus negative), but to also consider
the direction of the emotion (self-directed versus other-directed).
For instance, the general pattern that seems to emerge from our
findings is that negative other-directed emotions can trigger unethical
behaviors that may harm others, whereas (the anticipation of experiencing)
negative self-directed emotions may withhold people from harming others.
Positive other-directed emotions (e.g., gratitude and sympathy) may
motivate ethical behavior vis-à-vis recipients of these emotions. Positive
self-directed emotions (e.g., pride and happiness) may particularly motivate
ethical behavior in an interpersonal context when it serves the function of
receiving positive feedback for behaving ethically (e.g., Mascolo & Fischer,
1995; Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007), Yet, in the case of hubristic
pride the failure to take other individuals into account (i.e., egoism may
foster self-serving behavior) may result in less ethical interpersonal
behavior. Future research could be geared at testing the influence of all
emotions that are part of a 2(valence) x 2(direction) framework and
unraveling the conditions under which these emotions may drive unethical
or ethical behavior.
On a related note, one should keep in mind that issues of morality
and ethics are complicated and can oftentimes only be understood in view of
the larger social context. For instance, feelings of gratitude or admiration
for someone else may result in selfless and caring behavior vis-à-vis this
person. This behavior could be viewed as prosocial behavior that is largely
in line with ethical standards. However, the selfless and caring behavior
towards such a person is often viewed differently if it is accompanied by bias
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and discrimination towards others, as would be the case in dishonest
helping behavior like cronyism and nepotism (cf. Gino & Pierce, 2009).
These behaviors may be beneficial to the admired person but comes to the
disadvantage of other people. Future research could be geared at testing
whether the effects of discrete emotions differ depending on the type of
(un)ethical behavior.
Furthermore, the studies presented in this dissertation focused on
how experienced emotions or emotional traits influence (un)ethical behavior
or deviant behavior of the person who is experiencing the emotion. However,
emotions are not only intrapersonally experienced but also serve a
communicative function. That is, emotional displays reveal information
about the expresser’s interpersonal intentions (cf. Van Kleef et al., 2012).
For example, when a leader displays contempt this may signal to employees
that they are held in low regard, and, may subsequently, influence
employees’ perceptions of their leaders’ intentions and behavior. Future
research could be dedicated to investigating how leader emotional displays
affect for instance employee perceptions of (un)ethical leadership, and,
subsequently, employee behavior.
Second, in two chapters (Chapter 2 and 3) we investigated the role
of moral identity as antecedent of (un)ethical leader behavior and expanded
upon extant findings by demonstrating that the salience of self-defining as a
moral person may be tempered by certain emotions (i.e., contempt in this
case). As the self-concept is a multidimensional construct and its influence
depends upon its activation, previous research already alluded to the
possibility that situational cues could impair moral identity’s negative
impact on unethical behavior via a decreased accessibility of one’s moral
identity (Aquino et al., 2009). We have extended this line of reasoning by
demonstrating that not only situational cues can impair moral identity’s
activation and functioning, but that emotions that drive unethical behavior
may operate in a similar fashion. Although we only tested the disrupting
influence of contempt in this respect, future research has to explicate
whether other emotions may also deactivate moral identity’s function.
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Third, in Chapter 4 we have demonstrated that power amplifies the
negative association between contempt and both people orientation and
ethical leadership and also strengthens the positive association between
contempt and both dehumanization and self-serving behavior. As such, we
were among the first to show that power’s revealing function is not limited
to situational, attitudinal and/or personality factors (e.g., Piteša & Thau,
2013) but can also generalize to more affective factors, such as contempt.
Fourth, in Chapter 5 we took a novel approach and focused on the
influence of an anticipated emotion rather than on actually felt emotions or
trait-like tendencies to experience particular emotions. We demonstrated
that the anticipation of feeling guilty could withhold people from engaging
in actions that may have resulted in actually feeling guilty. However, we did
not test (1) whether those who did not engage in deviant behavior felt less
guilty afterwards, and (2) whether the anticipated version of the emotion
would more strongly influence behavior than the actually felt emotion. It
would be interesting to further examine whether anticipated emotions may
play a more powerful role in predicting (ethical) behavior than actually felt
emotions or trait-like emotions.
Strengths and Limitations
This dissertation reports a total of fourteen empirical studies spread
over four empirical chapters and attempted to provide more insight into the
role of discrete emotions as well as the circumstances under which specific
emotions may influence (un)ethical leadership and employee reactions to
(un)ethical leadership. Of the studies, six are laboratory experiments and
eight are organizational surveys. These methodologies suffer from their own
drawbacks in terms of experimental control, generalizability, and validity. A
major strength of laboratory experiments is the high internal validity;
systematically manipulating the independent variables in a controlled
setting makes it possible to infer causal paths (Spencer, Zanna, & Fong,
2005). However, the high internal validity and experimental control
oftentimes comes to the disadvantage of the external validity of the
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findings. That is, laboratory experiments are often somewhat artificial in
nature and may be criticized for being to a certain extent disconnected from
reality (Colquitt, 2008), which makes it more difficult to generalize the
findings to field settings. We aimed to allay these concerns by
complementing our laboratory experiments with data derived from
correlational field studies. Specifically, in each empirical chapter (except for
Chapter 4) we replicated the findings from our experimental studies with at
least one correlational field study. Although correlational field studies suffer
from their own limitations as well – they are higher in external validity to
the detriment of internal validity (i.e., their correlational nature does not
allow for drawing causal conclusions) – we believe that the combination of
experimental studies and correlational field studies bolsters the confidence
in our findings by offsetting the weaknesses of one methodology with the
strengths of the other. Furthermore, we replicated the findings not only
across studies and methodologies, but also across samples (i.e., Dutch
students, Dutch leaders and subordinates, and leaders and subordinates
from the United States).
Although we believe that laboratory experiments and field studies
may effectively complement each other, in the present dissertation we do
not report longitudinal designs, cross-lagged panel designs or interventions.
Longitudinal designs and cross-lagged panel designs would provide the
advantage of collecting field data amongst ‘real’ leaders and employees
while at the same time providing some tentative insight into the causal
chain of events. Interventions could be extremely helpful in determining the
effectiveness of the practical implications we have provided throughout this
dissertation. Is training geared at reducing abusive supervision and
improving ethical leadership an effective tool in reducing deviance on the
part of employees? These types of questions could be addressed in future
research by employing an interventional study.
Throughout this dissertation we have measured and manipulated
various concepts. Where possible we relied on established and validated
measures of our concepts or in our experimental studies on established
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manipulations and procedures. For instance, to measure ethical leadership,
abusive supervision, moral identity, power, and authentic and hubristic
pride we used validated scales (e.g., Aquino & Reed, 2002; Brown, Treviño,
& Harrison, 2005; Tepper, 2000; Tracy & Robins, 2007; Yukl & Falbe, 1991).
Also, to manipulate the activation of moral identity in the working selfconcept we relied on a widely accepted manipulation and procedure (Aquino,
Reed, Thau, & Freeman, 2007). Yet, sometimes existing measures and
manipulations were not available, and, as a consequence, we had to employ
novel measures and manipulations. Most notably, we developed a five-item
measure to assess a tendency to experience feelings of contempt and tested
its

convergent,

nomological,

discriminant,

and

predictive

validity.

Furthermore, we developed manipulations for authentic and hubristic pride,
contempt, anticipated guilt, ethical leadership, and abusive supervision. In
doing so, we aimed to rely on proven procedures (e.g., a relived emotion
task; Ekman, Levenson, & Friesen, 1983) and always administered
manipulation checks in order to be able to test the effectiveness of the
manipulation.
Unethical leader behavior can take various forms, including acting
self-servingly to the detriment of others, abusing others, or engaging in
fraud, nepotism, cronyism or other forms of unethical behavior. In this
dissertation, we were not able to address all forms of unethical leader
behavior. It has been argued that the balance between ethical and unethical
conduct often reflects a tension between egocentrism and responsiveness to
the needs and interests of others (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Turner,
Barling, Epitropaki, Butcher, & Milner, 2002). In line with this notion, our
behavioral outcome measures were mostly based on paradigms in which the
leader could choose to act self-servingly to the detriment of his/her
subordinates. Yet, to make sure that this type of behavioral measure tapped
into the construct we aimed to measure, we replicated the findings using
established measures of self-reported ethical or abusive supervisory
behaviors. Taken together, throughout the empirical chapters we used a
combination of behavioral measures, which may be criticized for being
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narrow in scope, and self-reports, which may be criticized for being
subjective. We believe that these types of measures may fruitfully
complement each other and that the replication of findings across various
behavioral measures, self-reports, and other-reports (e.g., subordinates’
perceptions; see also Chapter 4) shows that the findings are not simply due
to biases in either the self-reported measures or our behavioral measures.
Practical Implications
The research presented in the current dissertation is one of the first
to outline the importance of a systematic inquiry of the role of discrete
(moral) emotions in predicting (un)ethical leadership and deviant behavior
on the part of employees. Although conclusions regarding practical
implications should be regarded as preliminary and warranting further
inquiry, we see potential practical value of our findings. First, chapters two
to four reveal that organizations might benefit from including measures of
leaders’ tendencies to experience feelings of authentic pride, hubristic pride,
contempt, as well as a measure of leaders’ chronic self-importance of moral
identity in their battery of leader selection criteria. As our findings denote,
in terms of leader ethical behavior, organizations are likely to benefit from
hiring leaders with high levels of authentic pride (or at least low levels of
hubristic pride and low levels of contempt), and a highly central moral
identity.
Second, in line with previous research findings, the results
presented in Chapter 4 suggest that power makes people more likely to act
upon their own traits and states. From a practical point of view, it would
therefore be wise to be careful with awarding contemptuous leaders but also
leaders who are high in hubristic pride and/or lack a strong moral identity,
higher levels of power or to promote these types of leaders to higher power
positions. In contrast, authentically proud leaders and/or leaders with a
strong moral identity could more safely be granted higher levels of power.
Third, the findings presented in Chapter 5 demonstrate that
supervisor-directed deviance of employees can have its roots in the
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Chapter 6
treatment employees receive from their supervisor. Based on various
theories (e.g., social exchange theory), we argued and showed that
employees deviate against abusive bosses but not against ethical bosses
because employees working under the supervision of abusive bosses (in
contrast to those working under the supervision of an ethical boss) lack the
anticipation of feeling guilty about deviating against their supervisor.
Hence, in order to reduce the costly consequences of employee deviance it is
essential for leaders to provide ethical leadership and to avoid behaving
abusively towards employees. A first step in reducing abusive supervision
and strengthening ethical leadership is to raise abusive supervisors’
awareness of the negative consequences that their behavior might have. A
second step could be geared at training abusive supervisors to adopt a more
ethical style of leading. Interventions or coaching sessions devoted to
downplay abusive supervisory behaviors and to promote ethical leadership
may prove particular helpful in this regard. A third step could revolve
around organizations taking steps against the display of abusive
supervisory behaviors by developing policies that make clear that the
display of such behaviors violate organizational norms. Moreover, a final
and related step includes establishing a strong ethical culture within the
organization,

such

that

the

organizational

environment

aids

in

demonstrating ethical leadership and hinders the display of unethical or
abusive supervision (cf. Kaptein, 2008).
Concluding Remarks
Unethical and abusive supervision have been associated with
substantial psychological and financial costs (e.g., Tepper, 2007). In
contrast, ethical leadership is associated with favorable outcomes in the
work place (e.g., Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Slavador, 2009).
However, our scientific understanding of drivers of leader (un)ethical
behavior is constrained by an exclusive focus on more cognitive and rational
determinants (e.g., moral reasoning). As people do not always act rationally
and do not always seem to be guided by rational decision-making processes
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General Discussion
(e.g., Ariely, 2010), this dissertation aimed to shed light on the role of
discrete emotions as predictors of (un)ethical leader behavior as well as
employees’

supervisor-directed

deviance.

Taken

together,

we

have

demonstrated that some emotions may steer leaders in the wrong direction
(e.g., hubristic pride, contempt) whereas other emotions may motivate
people to act ethically and to refrain from deviant behavior (e.g., authentic
pride, anticipated guilt). We hope that we have opened a new avenue for
future research exploring which emotions are part of a moral emotive
compass and which emotions navigate people towards an immoral course of
action.
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De afgelopen jaren zijn in de media vele voorbeelden van onethisch
gedrag binnen organisaties de revue gepasseerd. Denk bijvoorbeeld aan het
Libor-schandaal, waarbij ook een Nederlandse bank betrokken was. Of aan
de onethische praktijken die uiteindelijk Enron, WorldCom en Parmalat ten
val brachten. Dergelijke schandalen maken duidelijk dat personen in
leiderschapsposities

zich

soms

op

een

onethische

of

anderszins

twijfelachtige wijze gedragen en dat dit verstrekkende maatschappelijke
gevolgen kan hebben. Daarnaast hebben zulke schandalen ook bijgedragen
aan een groeiende (wetenschappelijke) belangstelling voor de oorzaken en
gevolgen van dergelijk gedrag. Uit onderzoek onder de Amerikaanse
bevolking komt naar voren dat 13.6% van de werknemers te maken heeft
met een leidinggevende die zich op een onbehoorlijke wijze opstelt jegens
medewerkers (i.e., een leidinggevende die medewerkers uitscheldt, in het
openbaar bekritiseert, kleineert, et cetera). In Nederland ligt dit percentage
rond de 11% (Hubert & van Veldhoven, 2001). De financiële kosten die
hieruit voortvloeien, bijvoorbeeld ten gevolge van ziekteverzuim en deviant
gedrag van werknemers, worden – alleen al voor de bedrijven die zijn
gevestigd in de Verenigde Staten – geschat op 23.8 (US) biljoen dollar
(Tepper, 2007).
Afgezien van het feit dat onbehoorlijk of onethisch gedrag van
leidinggevenden gepaard gaat met substantiële financiële kosten, is het ook
gerelateerd aan negatieve consequenties voor medewerkers. Medewerkers
die met dit soort leidinggevenden worden geconfronteerd hebben een lagere
werktevredenheid en een hogere mate van emotionele uitputting (Tepper,
2000). Ethisch of fatsoenlijk gedrag van leidinggevenden houdt juist
verband met positieve uitkomsten, zoals een hogere werktevredenheid en
betrokkenheid van medewerkers (Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, &
Salvador, 2009; Schminke, Ambrose, & Neubaum, 2005). Daarnaast zijn
leidinggevenden vaak bepalend voor de (ethische) cultuur binnen een
organisatie en hebben zij een voorbeeldfunctie: de manier waarop
leidinggevenden zich gedragen kan zich dus als een olievlek binnen de
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organisatie uitbreiden. Gegeven de verstrekkende consequenties van het
onethische gedrag van leidinggevenden, is het van essentieel belang om te
weten welke factoren (on)ethisch gedrag in de hand werken of juist in toom
houden. Dit betekent dat het belangrijk is om de antecedenten van
(on)ethisch leiderschap in kaart te brengen en te achterhalen wanneer deze
antecedenten het meeste effect sorteren. Het proefschrift dat voor u ligt
beoogt

dan

ook

te

inventariseren

welke

factoren

en

condities

leidinggevenden kunnen aanzetten tot (on)ethisch gedrag. Daarnaast gaat
het in op nog niet nader onderzochte consequenties van (on)ethisch
leiderschap voor het gedrag van medewerkers.
Om ethische leiderschapsgedragingen (zoals het luisteren naar
medewerkers) dan wel onethische leiderschapsgedragingen (zoals het liegen
tegen

medewerkers)

te

verklaren,

werd

aanvankelijk

een

cognitieve/rationele benadering toegepast. De rol van emoties werd hierbij
genegeerd vanwege zijn geanticipeerde, verstorende invloed op het morele
denkproces. Echter, deze cognitieve factoren bleken niet altijd even
consistent (on)ethisch gedrag te voorspellen (Kish-Gephart, Harrison, &
Treviño, 2010). Dit leidde er toe dat sommige onderzoekers gingen
suggereren dat emoties weleens een belangrijkere rol zouden kunnen
innemen als voorspellers van (on)ethisch gedrag dan voorheen werd
aangenomen en dat emoties zelfs wel eens noodzakelijk zouden kunnen zijn
bij het nemen van morele beslissingen (Damasio, 1994).
Hoewel er sindsdien meer aandacht is gekomen voor de rol van
emoties

in

het

verklaren

van

(on)ethisch

gedrag,

is

er

in

de

leiderschapsliteratuur nog maar weinig empirisch onderzoek naar hoe
verschillende emoties invloed uitoefenen op (on)ethisch leiderschap. Dit
proefschrift heeft dan ook als doel om te onderzoeken welke emoties
(on)ethisch gedrag kunnen voorspellen. Specifiek kijken we daarbij naar
zogenaamde morele emoties; emoties die goed gedrag motiveren en
onethisch gedrag demotiveren (zoals schuldgevoelens en gevoelens van
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authentieke trots). Behalve deze morele emoties wordt er in dit proefschrift
ook gekeken naar welke emoties onethisch gedrag stimuleren (zoals
gevoelens van minachting jegens anderen). De rol die emotionele factoren
spelen in het voorspelen van (on)ethisch gedrag op de werkvloer vormt de
kern van de vier empirische hoofdstukken in deze dissertatie. In het eerste
deel (Hoofdstukken 2, 3 en 4) wordt vooral ingegaan op emoties als
antecedenten van (on)ethisch leiderschap, terwijl in het tweede deel
(Hoofdstuk 5) wordt ingegaan op de gevolgen van (on)ethisch leiderschap
voor het gedrag dat wordt tentoongespreid door de medewerkers van de
leidinggevende.
In hoofdstuk 2 wordt besproken hoe gevoelens van authentieke trots
(authentic pride) en hoogmoedige trots (hubristic pride) gerelateerd zijn aan
ethisch leiderschapsgedrag. Authentieke trots wordt teweeggebracht door
oprecht, met hard werken behaalde prestaties, terwijl hoogmoedige trots
wordt aangewakkerd door het overmatig roemen van verantwoordelijkheid
voor positieve verdiensten. Uit de wetenschapsliteratuur komt naar voren
dat hoogmoedige trots gerelateerd is aan onethisch gedrag, terwijl
authentieke trots juist gerelateerd is aan pro-sociaal gedrag (e.g., Michie,
2009; Mishina, Dykes, Block, & Pollock, 2010). In hoofdstuk 2 voorspellen
we dat leidinggevenden die authentieke trots ervaren meer gemotiveerd zijn
om ethisch leiderschap te tonen dan leidinggevenden die hoogmoedige trots
ervaren, maar dat dit met name het geval is wanneer ethisch handelen een
belangrijk deel uitmaakt van het zelfbeeld (i.e., de morele identiteit hoog is).
Conform onze verwachtingen blijkt uit twee experimentele studies en één
veldstudie dat authentiek trotse leiders zich ethischer opstellen jegens hun
medewerkers dan hoogmoedig trotse leiders, met name wanneer hun
identiteit als moreel persoon (moral identity) sterk is.
In hoofdstuk 3 is verder ingegaan op de rol die morele identiteit
speelt in het reguleren van (on)ethisch leiderschapsgedrag. De invloed van
een bepaald zelfbeeld varieert in overeenstemming met de activatie ervan.
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Anders gezegd, men kan zich anders gedragen afhankelijk van de activatie
van een bepaald zelfbeeld. Bijvoorbeeld, wanneer de identiteit als ouder is
geactiveerd, vertoont een persoon ander gedrag dan wanneer deze identiteit
niet is geactiveerd en in plaats daarvan bijvoorbeeld de identiteit als
competitieve sporter is geactiveerd. Evenzo dient het zelfbeeld als moreel
persoon geactiveerd te zijn alvorens dit onethisch gedrag kan reduceren en
ethisch gedrag kan induceren. Factoren die de activatie van een morele
identiteit deactiveren kunnen derhalve de van de identiteit uitgaande
invloed op onethisch gedrag teniet doen. Daar gevoelens van minachting
gepaard gaan met gedragingen die tegenstrijdig zijn met hetgeen door een
geactiveerde morele identiteit wordt gedicteerd, beargumenteren wij dat
minachting

de

invloed

van

een

morele

identiteit

deactiveert

en

dientengevolge haar invloed op onethisch gedrag reduceert. Specifiek wordt
verwacht dat minachting de relatie tussen de morele identiteit van de
leidinggevende en het onethische gedrag van de leidinggevende modereert,
zodat het negatieve verband tussen morele identiteit en onethisch gedrag
zwakker wordt naarmate gevoelens van minachting sterker zijn. Alvorens
de bovengenoemde verwachting in drie verschillende studies te toetsen,
worden in hoofdstuk 3 eerst de convergente, de nomologische en de
discriminante

validiteit

van

een

zelfontwikkelde

minachtingsschaal

gerapporteerd.
Hoofdstuk 4 borduurt voort op de negatieve gevolgen van gevoelens
van minachting. De inzichten van hoofdstuk 3, met betrekking tot de
positieve samenhang tussen minachting en onethisch leiderschapsgedrag,
worden in hoofdstuk 4 geïntegreerd met de literatuur over macht. Het
beschikken over een bepaalde mate van macht is inherent gebonden aan de
positie als leidinggevende. Leidinggevenden hebben meestal meer macht
dan hun medewerkers. Desalniettemin beschikt niet iedere leidinggevende
over evenveel macht; sommigen hebben veel macht, anderen weinig. Uit de
bestaande literatuur komt naar voren dat macht invloed heeft op hoe
mensen informatie verwerken, hoe zij zich voelen en hoe zij zich gedragen
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(Anderson & Berdahl, 2002). Daarnaast verhoogt het de aansluiting tussen
persoonlijkheid of andere predisposities en gedrag (e.g., DeCelles, DeRue,
Margolis, & Ceranic, 2012). Met andere woorden, macht kan ervoor zorgen
dat mensen zich meer conform hun predisposities en gedragstendenties
gedragen. Op grond hiervan verwachten wij dat leidinggevenden met een
tendens om anderen te minachten er met name in zouden falen om
onbaatzuchtig of ethisch gedrag jegens medewerkers te tonen wanneer zij
veel macht hebben. In hoofdstuk 4 demonstreren de resultaten van twee
studies inderdaad dat de gevoelens van minachting van leidinggevenden
negatief gerelateerd zijn aan hun mensgerichtheid en onbaatzuchtig gedrag
jegens medewerkers wanneer zij in grotere mate macht hebben.
In hoofdstuk 5 wordt de focus verlegd van antecedenten van
(on)ethisch leiderschap naar de rol van emoties in het verband tussen
(on)ethisch leiderschap en het gedrag van medewerkers. Leiderschap is een
dynamisch proces waarbij zowel leidinggevenden als medewerkers elkaar
wederzijds beïnvloeden. De manier waarop medewerkers leiding ontvangen
van hun leidinggevende is van invloed op hun eigen gedrag. Uit de
bestaande literatuur komt naar voren dat medewerkers deviant gedrag
vertonen in reactie op onethisch of onbehoorlijk gedrag dat door een
leidinggevende wordt getoond, terwijl medewerkers zich veelal onthouden
van deviant gedrag wanneer zij geleid worden door een ethische
leidinggevende (e.g., Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). Hoofdstuk 5 rapporteert de
resultaten van drie studies die laten zien dat de ontvangen leiding (ethisch
vs. onbehoorlijk) causaal geplaatst kan worden als voorloper van deviant
gedrag van medewerkers (e.g., roddelen over de leidinggevende) en dat de
geanticipeerde schuldgevoelens van medewerkers een mediërende rol
uitoefenen in de relatie tussen leiderschapsstijl en deviant gedrag van
medewerkers. Specifiek blijkt dat medewerkers meer deviant gedrag
vertonen jegens een onbehoorlijke baas in vergelijking tot een ethische baas,
doordat medewerkers op basis van een lik-op-stuk-gedachte in mindere
mate anticiperen zich schuldig te voelen over hun deviante gedrag.
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Tezamen laten de resultaten van de verschillende empirische
hoofdstukken zien dat verscheidene discrete emoties invloed uitoefenen op
(on)ethisch leiderschap dan wel deviant gedrag van medewerkers. Zo
hebben gevoelens van authentieke trots een gunstig effect op ethisch
leiderschap (met name wanneer zij gepaard gaan met een sterke morele
identiteit), terwijl gevoelens van minachting (met name wanneer zij
gepaard gaan met veel macht) ethisch leiderschap in de weg staan en zelfs
onbehoorlijk gedrag aan de kant van leidinggevenden kunnen induceren. In
tegenstelling tot de lang gekoesterde overtuiging dat emoties een verstorend
effect hebben op moreel denken en handelen, laten de resultaten in dit
proefschrift zien dat sommige emoties ethisch handelen juist kunnen
stimuleren, terwijl andere emoties ethisch leiderschap inderdaad lijken
tegen te werken. Het huidige proefschrift draagt zodoende bij aan een meer
genuanceerde blik en een verdieping van ons begrip van de invloed van
discrete emoties op (on)ethisch leiderschap en laat tevens zien dat emoties
een rol spelen in de relatie tussen het gedrag van de leidinggevende en dat
van de medewerkers. We hopen dan ook dat dit proefschrift de weg baant
voor verder onderzoek naar de rol van emoties in het voorspellen van
(on)ethisch leiderschapsgedrag en onderzoek zal stimuleren naar de
randvoorwaarden waaronder de invloed van zogenaamde (im)morele
emoties tot uiting komt.
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