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Purpose: Previous studies on cyberloafing focus on individual and organization factors, ignoring the situation of employes as the event observers. Drawing on affective events theory (AET), the present study proposed a theoretical model for the relationships among peer abusive supervision, negative affectivity, cyberloafing, and hostile attribute bias, which aims to bridge the above research gap.

Methodology: Multiwave data of 355 employes from 8 service-oriented companies in Southwest China supported our model. Time-lag method and critical incident techniques were introduced during the data collection stage. Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression and bootstrapping method were employed for hypothesis test.

Findings: The empirical results indicated that peer abusive supervision was positively related to third party’s cyberloafing, and the third party’s negative affectivity plays a mediating role among the above relationships. In addition, the third party’s hostile attribution bias moderated the mediating role of third party’s negative affectivity. Specifically, the effect of peer abusive supervision on third party’s negative affectivity and the mediating effect of this negative affectivity were stronger when the third party’s hostile attribution bias was higher.

Originality: Drawing on AET, the current study constructed a process model of third party’s cyberloafing reactions to peer abusive supervision, which helps explain the affective mechanism and the boundary conditions of the above “events-affectivity-behavior” path. Our model is a positive response to previous scholars’ calls for research of abusive supervision from multiple perspectives. Meanwhile, the current study explored the antecedent variable of cyberloafing from the perspective of event observers, which provides a theoretical basis for follow-up-related research. Thirdly, this study further expanded the theoretical boundaries of AET.
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INTRODUCTION

Cyberloafing refers to the counterproductive work behavior (CWB) in which employes check private emails and browse non-work-related websites during working hours, thereby affecting their work progress (Lim, 2002; Askew et al., 2014). During these years, with the continuous development of information technology, cyberloafing has widely existed on a global workplace and brought a negative impact to enterprises (Baturay and Toker, 2015; Usman et al., 2021). A recent survey showed that 89% of employes waste time at work every day in ways of visiting various web pages for personal purposes (Salary.com, 2014). In the United States, the annual loss caused by employes engaged in cyberloafing is as high as 85 billion United States dollars (Wagner et al., 2012). In particular, with the protection policies such as social distancing and lockdown due to the coronavirus disease (COVID-19), working from home has become more and more popular (Shao et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021). Using computers to work remotely at home allows employes to have more work autonomy, which makes them possible to engage in more cyberloafing (O’Neill et al., 2014a). Considering the destructive effects of cyberloafing, especially during the current pandemic, companies need to take measures to avoid cyberloafing by employes in the organization. Forasmuch, it is necessary to clarify the driving factors of cyberloafing, and then formulate regulations and training plans to reduce the frequency of cyberloafing within the organization.

Motivated by reducing the potential costs caused by cyberloafing, previous literatures have conducted rich investigation on the driving factors of cyberloafing, which can be roughly summarized into the following two aspects. (1) Individual factors: Sociodemographics (e.g., gender, age, and tenure) (Cheng et al., 2020; Hensel and Kacprzak, 2020), personality traits (e.g., big five, locus of control, emotional stability, and honesty) (O’Neill et al., 2014b; Yildiz Durak and Saritepeci, 2019), emotion (e.g., empathetic concern and anger) (Zoghbi Manrique de Lara, 2006; Zhang et al., 2019), and habits (e.g., past experience, ethical judgment, and tendency etc.) (Khansa et al., 2017; Batabyal and Bhal, 2020) have been regarded as the key individual factors affecting employe cyberloafing. (2) Organizational factors: Organizational infrastructure (Askew and Buckner, 2017), organizational culture (e.g., hierarchy, justice, and meaningful work) (Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara and Viera-Armas, 2017; Khansa et al., 2018; Usman et al., 2021), and monitoring strategies (Hensel and Kacprzak, 2021) are key antecedent variables of employe cyberloafing. Scholars have made a rich and useful exploration of the antecedent variables of cyberloafing. However, the extant studies on the antecedent of cyberloafing still exists some room for further development. As one of the most important situational factors shaping employes’ workplace behavior, supervisors play a key role in promoting employes’ career development and improving organizational performance (Ouyang et al., 2015; Mei et al., 2021). However, prior literatures in the organizational context did not fully integrate the supervisory factor into the research of employe cyberloafing (Kim et al., 2016). Since the supervisor is located in the power center of the team, their behaviors have an important influence on employes, especially their negative behaviors, which are likely to bring unexpected consequences and even bring a series of ripple effects (Zhang and Liu, 2018; Dhanani and Lapalme, 2019). Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the supervisor’s behavioral impact on employes’ cyberloafing.

At present, some emerging literatures have launched preliminary exploration on this topic. For example, Agarwal and Avey (2021) suggested that abusive supervision will reduce employes’ psychological capital and induce their cyberloafing, and the psychological contract breach they perceived will reinforce this negative impact. Lim et al. (2021) hold that abusive supervision will drive employes to implement cyberloafing by increasing their emotional exhaustion, and organizational commitment will alleviate this negative effect. Abusive supervision refers to the hostile verbal and non-verbal behaviors performed by supervisors against subordinates, such as mocking and ridicule, openly scolding, and deliberately neglecting, in addition to physical contact behaviors (Tepper, 2000). Compared with supervisors’ other negative behaviors, abusive supervision does not include physical contact, which means that it is more common in contemporary workplaces and has universal research value (Einarsen et al., 2007; Fischer et al., 2021). However, when we analyze abusive supervision, we will find that there are three parties in the incident: the supervisor (behavior perpetrator), the abused employe (behavior receiver), and the third party (behavior observer). Therefore, the above literatures only examined the impact of supervisors’ behavior on victim employes’ cyberloafing, ignoring its influence on the event observers. The degree to which a coworker is being abused by his/her supervisor perceived by the third party can be defined as peer abusive supervision (Peng et al., 2013). Although the antecedent variable of cyberloafing from the perspective of event observer is an indirect effect, it is often a majority effect, which means that employes play the role of observers rather than event participants for most times of their work (Landers and Callan, 2014). The latest review on cyberloafing also urges future research to examine the antecedent variables of cyberloafing from the perspective of coworker, which is the third party in the present article (Tandon et al., 2021). Therefore, it is necessary and urgent to examine the impact of peer abusive supervision on third parties, who are the largest group in the organization. In summary, the current study aims to investigate the following theoretical issues: Whether (main effect), how (mediating mechanism), and when (boundary condition) will peer abusive supervision trigger third party’s cyberloafing?

In order to advance the study on the driving factors of cyberloafing from a third-party perspective, the present article adopts affective events theory (AET) to investigate the impacts of peer abusive supervision on observer’s cyberloafing. The AET holds that work events are the main source of individuals affectivities, which will trigger their affective reactions, and the resulting affective state will further influence an individual’s subsequent attitudes and behaviors (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). Hence, after witnessing peer abusive supervision, the third party’s cyberloafing reactions will not be achieved overnight. According to AET’s cognitive judgment approach, when the negative affective event of peer abusive supervision is triggered, the third-party employes will first conduct a cognitive evaluation, that is to attribute the supervisor’s motives for implementing abusive supervision, and then go through a process of “cognitive evaluation- affective response- behavior reaction” (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). Past literatures have shown that when individuals experience negative affective events, they often also produce negative affectivity (Rodell and Judge, 2009; Wang and Li, 2019). Peer abusive supervision, as the third party’s negative affective work events, will pose threats and challenges to third-party employes that will result in their negative affectivity, which may make them get away from the supervisors for fleeing the negative affectivity. Cyberloafing is an activity that can help employes get rid of stress and negative affectivity (Jo Ann, 2019). Some similar studies also provide indirect evidence of individual negative affectivity as the mediating variable (Seo et al., 2004; Rodell and Judge, 2009). Therefore, the third party’s negative affectivity helps to answer “how” peer abusive supervision can cause third party’s cyberloafing. Further, the AET suggests personal traits related to affective events at work will influence an individual’s affective response and his/her subsequent behavior reaction (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). Specific to the theoretical model of this study, as an unethical behavior, whether and how peer abusive supervision affects third party’s negative affectivity depends on his/her attribution to the supervisor’s behavioral motivation and his/her sensitivity to the supervisor’s negative behavior, that is, how the third party assesses the supervisor’s motives for abusing his/her colleagues (Yu and Duffy, 2021). The hostile attribution bias, which refers that individuals prefer attributing errors, responsibilities, and injuries to others so as to blame them for their negative behavior, satisfies this personality trait (De Castro et al., 2002). Individuals with high-level hostile attribution bias tend to interpret others unfriendly behavior as their hostile motives, even if this is not the case (Matthews and Norris, 2002). After witnessing peer abusive supervision, the third parties with the above characteristics tend to produce more negative affectivity and engage in more cyberloafing. Therefore, the third party’s hostile attribution bias helps to answer “when” peer abusive supervision can cause third party’s negative affectivity and cyberloafing. In conclusion, by constructing the above moderated mediation model, the present study explores the internal mechanism (negative affectivity) and boundary conditions (hostile attribution bias) of peer abusive supervision on third party’s cyberloafing. Our theoretical model is presented in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Theoretical framework of current study.


The current article makes the following theoretical contributions. First, by shifting the focus to observer, the current study emphasizes that peer abusive supervision, a negative affective event, can bring threat perceptions and induce negative affectivity to third party, who will further stay away from this kind of negative state through cyberloafing. Our work reveals the impact of abusive supervision on another important group in the workplace, which is not only a useful supplement to the research on abusive supervision from a third-party perspective, but also a positive response to previous scholars’ calls for research from multiple perspectives (Harris et al., 2013; Tepper et al., 2017). Second, the present study found new antecedent variables that affect employe cyberloafing. Previous studies on cyberloafing focused on the two aspects of employe personality traits and interpersonal interaction from the perspective of participants ignoring the role of employes as events bystanders (Cheng et al., 2020). Our research shows that when the third party witness his/her colleagues being abused, he/she will have negative affectivity and will choose cyberloafing to stay away from this negative state. To our knowledge, the current study is the first article to explore the antecedent variable of cyberloafing from the perspective of event observers, which provides a theoretical basis for follow-up-related research. Third, this study further expanded its theoretical boundaries based on the AET. Based on the AET, we found that the third party’s hostile attribution bias will moderate the effect of peer abusive supervision on his/her negative affectivity. Specially, for employes with high-level hostile attribution bias, the negative impact of peer abusive supervision on third party is more serious. Therefore, hostile attribution bias moderates the impact of the affective events on third parties. From this perspective, the hostile attribution bias of the third party may be a theoretical boundary of affective events influencing his/her own cognition and affectivity.



THEORY AND HYPOTHESES


Affective Events Theory

The affective events theory suggests that an event happened at a specific time and a specific place can be regarded as the affective event, especially these important events (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). As one of the core constructs in AET, affective events have the following three typical characteristics: (1) The event occurred in an organization; (2) The event can trigger an individual’s affective response; and (3) The event should be related to personal goals or work. Work events are the main source of individual affectivity, which will trigger the affective reactions of employes, and the resulting affective state will further influence the individual’s subsequent attitudes and behaviors (Weiss et al., 1999). The AET has been widely used to explain the employes’ affective reactions in workplace (Judge et al., 2006), especially in explaining the influence of the interpersonal interaction in the workplace on individual affectivity. For example, researchers have found that positive work events and good interpersonal relationships can make employes have positive affectivity, while negative work events and interpersonal conflicts are the main reasons for individuals to produce negative affectivity (Dimotakis et al., 2011; Bono et al., 2012).

Drawing on AET, combined with relevant research on peer abusive supervision (Mitchell et al., 2015), abusive supervision behavior, which is an obviously harmful behavior to the interests of the organization and other members, is an important type of affective events ubiquitous in the workplace, so it naturally constitutes the affective event of the observer employe. When a third party observes that his colleague is being abused, his own cognitive assessment of the work event (i.e., peer abusive supervision) will also influence his affective response, which will further affect the corresponding work outcomes. Therefore, the AET provides a suitable theoretical explanation framework for exploring the impact of abusive supervision event on third-party employes.



Peer Abusive Supervision and Third Parties’ Cyberloafing

Drawing on AET, we suggest that peer abusive supervision will trigger third party’s cyberloafing. The AET holding that individuals will perform cognitive evaluation under the stimulation of affective events, and related evaluation results will trigger a series of behavioral responses (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). Abusive supervision is manifested in mocking, ridiculing, and deliberately neglecting the victims, which to a large extent violate the ethics of the workplace (Tepper, 2000). Through the above definition, we find that peer abusive supervision happens in the organization and is closely related to the work of the observer, which can constitute an affective event of the third party. Therefore, as an important affective event for third party, peer abusive supervision may affect the observers’ behavior tendency. Specially, when the third-party employe perceives the peer abusive supervision, he may express sympathy to the abused colleague, question the workplace’s professional norms, and doubt his own future treatment at the same time (O’Reilly and Aquino, 2011; Chen et al., 2020). In response to the above organizational injustices, the third party may be unwilling to show proactive behavior for the benefit of the organization. On the contrary, they may adopt more passive attitudes and behaviors, which may result themself being indifferent to the problems of the organization, and even showing schadenfreude (Shao et al., 2018; Xu et al., 2020). Therefore, cyberloafing may be the direct choice for observers in the face of peer abusive supervision events for this behavior’s relative safety (Zhang et al., 2019).

Cyberloafing refers to the voluntary behavior of employes using the Internet for non-work purposes during working hours, which has been considered as a kind of counterwork behavior for its undermining performance (Lim, 2002; Koay Kian, 2018). Cyberloafing is difficult to detect by supervisors because it does not require employes to leave their desks (Wagner et al., 2012). In addition, cyberloafing will give the supervisor the illusion that the employe is working hard for his being concentrating on the computer screen. In fact, the third party is just using the company network to handle private affairs. Therefore, when the third party perceive peer abusive supervision, they may choose cyberloafing, a relatively safe behavior, to retaliate against their supervisors.

In summary, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Peer abusive supervision has the positive effect on third party’s cyberloafing.



Negative Affectivity as the Mediating Mechanism

According to the AET, affective events can induce an individual’s affective response, which is a proximal outcome variable of the affective events, that will affect an individual’s behavior, as well (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). The AET provides an over-arching theoretical framework for explaining the antecedents and results of an individual’s affective reactions in workplace, which may further induce individual behaviors (Ashkanasy et al., 2014). Therefore, the negative affectivity of a third party is likely to play a mediating role in the influence of peer abusive supervision (affective events) on cyberloafing.


Peer Abusive Supervision and Third Party’s Negative Affectivity

To explore the third party’s affective response to peer abusive supervision, we regard the third party’s negative affectivity as their emotional state, which refer to an individual’s affective feelings at a given time (Thoresen et al., 2003; Wong et al., 2006). Negative affectivity describes the instantaneous affective response of an individual to a specific experience at a specific time, such as anger, tension, or fear (Seo et al., 2004). When individuals encounter setbacks or negative life events, they often produce negative affectivity (Grandey et al., 2002). The current study suggests that negative affectivity is likely to be the negative response to the peer abusive supervision. According to the AET, affective events may induce affective reactions through the individual’s cognitive evaluation mechanism (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). In particular, the direction of affective response is closely related to the characteristics of affective events, and individuals will make positive or negative judgments based on the consistency between the event and their own goals (Dasborough, 2006). When affective events cannot meet personal needs or values, negative affectivity will appear (Glasø et al., 2011).

In the workplace, justice and civilized workplace ethics are one of the basic goals pursued by employes (Colquitt et al., 2001). As a negative affective event, peer abusive supervision poses challenges and threats to the resources of third party for it is violating the deontic justice principle (Priesemuth and Schminke, 2017). Therefore, witnessing abusive supervision is likely to trigger the third party’s lower perceptions of workplace collegiality, which may further create uncertainty about the treatment of others and of oneself (Reich and Hershcovis, 2015). Therefore, we suggest that peer abusive supervision cannot meet the workplace requirements of third party, which may further arouse his/her negative affectivity.

In summary, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Peer abusive supervision has a positive effect on third party’s negative affectivity.



Third Party’s Negative Affectivity and Cyberloafing

At the same time, negative affectivity will further affect the third party’s cyberloafing. Drawing on the AET, affective events can arouse the affectivity of third-party employes and further drive their behavior (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). From this perspective, the follow-up behavior of third-party employes is likely to be a negative response to their negative affectivity. Second, the negative affectivity that accompany the bad experience has a priming extension effect on the individual’s cognition, and third-party employes may respond with negative behaviors (Mor and Winquist, 2002). Specially, in order to avoid the further deepening of negative affectivity, the third-party employes may be motivated to cyberloafing, through which the third party may gain positive affectivity via social interaction with others on the internet, to avoid direct contact with the abusive supervisor (Kim et al., 2016).

As mentioned earlier, we suggest that peer abusive supervision will pose threats and challenges to third-party employes that will result in their negative affectivity, which may make them get away from the supervisors for fleeing the negative affectivity. According to Jo Ann (2019), cyberloafing is an activity that can help employes get rid of stress and negative affectivity. Therefore, we suggest that the third-party employes who have negative affectivity due to peer abusive supervision are more likely to go cyberloafing to cope with the above harassment.

In summary, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Third party’s negative affectivity has the positive effect on third party’s cyberloafing.

Hypothesis 4: Third party’s negative affectivity plays a mediating role between peer abusive supervision and cyberloafing.




Third Parties’ Hostile Attribution Bias as the Boundary Condition

So far, we have proposed that negative affectivity plays a mediating role between peer abusive supervision and cyberloafing. Next, based on the AET, we will further explore the boundary condition of relationship between peer abusive supervision and third party’s negative affectivity. According to the AET (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996), personal traits related to affective events at work will influence the individuals’ affective response and their cognitive judgment. Specific to the theoretical model of this study, as an unethical event, whether and how peer abusive supervision influence the negative affectivity of third-party employes depends on the third party’s sensitivity to other people’s mistreatment (Lin and Loi, 2019), because the understanding and response to unethical behavior varies from person to person (Alola et al., 2019). When the third party is more inclined to attribute the mistreatment of others to deliberate, the more likely he is to have negative affectivity after witnessing the abusive supervision. The hostile attribution bias can better reflect the above individual characteristics. Therefore, as an important trait related to affective cognition, hostile attribution bias can influence the affective response of negative affective work events (e.g., the peer abusive supervision) to the individual, which means that it may influence the relationship between peer abusive supervision and negative affectivity. Hostile attribution bias refers that individuals prefer attributing errors, responsibilities, and injuries to others, which is a type of external attribution tendency (De Castro et al., 2002). Individuals with high-level hostile attribution bias always think in a hostile way when analyzing the causes of work events (Chiu and Peng, 2008). Therefore, when a third party witnesses a colleague being abused, the observer with high-level hostile attribution bias is more inclined to attribute the supervisor’s abusive behavior to the supervisor, who is deliberately harming the colleague rather than urging the colleague to improve performance (Yu and Duffy, 2020). This will bring greater threat perception and challenges to third-party employes, which will correspondingly bring more negative affectivity. On the contrary, when a third party with low-level hostile attribution bias witnesses the abuse of colleagues by his supervisor, he is more likely to make cognitive judgments in a soft manner. Specifically, the third party may consider that the supervisor’s abusive supervision is just to urge colleagues to engage more in their work for performance improvement, which will bring less negative affectivity to third-party employes, as well.

In summary, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: Third party’s hostile attribution bias moderates the positive relationship between peer abusive supervision and third party’s negative affectivity such that the relationship is stronger when the third party’s hostile attribution bias is high.

Combining hypothesis 4 (H4) and H5, the current study further proposes a moderated mediation hypothesis. Specifically, for third-party employes with high-level hostile attribution bias, they are more inclined to consider that their supervisor is deliberately harming colleagues after witnessing their colleagues being abused, which will bring greater threat perception, arousing their own negative affectivity. Therefore, the third parties will choose cyberloafing to stay away from negative affectivity. On the contrary, for the third parties with low-level hostile attribution bias, they may just consider that the supervisor is aimed at urging colleagues to work hard, which will be accompanied by less negative affectivity and cyberloafing behavior of the third party.

In summary, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6: Third party’s hostile attribution bias moderates the indirect effect of peer abusive supervision on cyberloafing through negative affectivity such that this indirect relationship is stronger for third party with strong hostile attribution bias.




METHOD


Sample and Procedures

First, the over-arching theory used in the current study is AET, an individual event level theory, which means we should verify the theoretical model at the individual level (Lin et al., 2021). Therefore, we should collect individual-level data as well. Second, different from other studies, the current study has two core variables: peer abusive supervision and cyberloafing. This puts forward several requirements for our target survey companies: (1) There exist supervisor-subordinate interaction in the company; (2) Employes have access to the Internet; and (3) Employes have high-level work autonomy so that they can engage in cyberloafing. Therefore, referring to previous literatures, we selected the service industry as our survey sample (Lim and Chen, 2012; Park and Kim, 2019). In particular, we collected the research data from 8 large service companies in southwest China. Third, since the present article studies the third parties affective and behavioral responses to the events their coworkers are experiencing, which means that event-related method should be employed during the survey process. Learning from previous literatures on peer abusive supervision from the third-party perspective (Priesemuth and Schminke, 2017), we used the critical incident technique method, which can effectively evaluate the employes’ perception and response to specific events (e.g., peer abusive supervision). Fourth, to better present the relationship between the various constructs and to avoid the influence of common method variance to the largest extent, we adopted a time-lag longitudinal tracking research design, which means that we have measured the variables at three different times. With reference to previous research, the interval between each survey is 2 weeks (Ding and Lin, 2020).

First, the investigators contacted large-scale service companies in southwest China (such as real estate, hotels, catering, finance, etc.). A total of 8 companies are willing to participate in the survey. Then we contacted the company’s human resources (HRs) specialists, and randomly selected 450 people as the participants based on the list of personnel provided by HR. Since our survey was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, in order to maintain social distancing, we created an electronic version of the questionnaire and completed the survey online in the form of email. Finally, since we conducted a longitudinal tracking survey, it means that we need to integrate the three-survey data to get the complete data. Therefore, for those samples that have failed to respond to a certain link, we will regard them as invalid responses and discard the samples. The specific process is as follows.

We sent out three emails to the participants in total, with an interval of 2 weeks between each email. In the first email, we explained the background and purpose of the survey, and informed the participants that they were voluntarily participated in the survey and their responses were anonymous, which would be used for this research only. Then, the participants were asked to recall the events, in which the supervisors are abusing their colleagues, they observed as much as possible. Finally, the participants reported their perceived peer abusive supervision and filled in the relevant background information. In the first email, 450 questionnaires were distributed, and 403 valid questionnaires were returned. Two weeks later, we sent the second email. The second survey mainly required the participants to report their negative affectivity. A total of 403 questionnaires were distributed and 378 were returned. Two weeks after the second survey, we conducted the third email distribution. This survey mainly required the participants to report their cyberloafing and hostile attribution bias. A total of 378 questionnaires were distributed and 355 were returned. The response rate of the entire survey was 78.9%. Please refer to Table 1 for the participants’ demographic information.


TABLE 1. Demographic information (n = 355).

[image: Table 1]


Measures


Peer Abusive Supervision

In order to measure the peer abusive supervision perceived by third-party employes, we refer to the 5-item scale developed by Mitchell and Ambrose (2007), which is a simplified version of the Tepper (2000). The employes rate the supervisors’ behaviors frequency of abusing their colleagues (1 means never, 5 means always). One example item is: “My supervisor often taunts my colleague in front of others.” This scale has been widely used in previous studies (Zhang et al., 2020). The Cronbach’s alpha value of this scale is 0.899. Please refer to Table 2 for reliability and validity.


TABLE 2. Reliability and validity (n = 355).
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Third Party’s Negative Affectivity

We refer to the scale developed by Wong et al. (2006) and Wu et al. (2018) to measure the negative affectivity. There are 5 items. One example item is: “My work makes me unhappy.” The Cronbach’s alpha value of this scale is 0.883.



Third Party’s Hostile Attribution Bias

To measure the hostile attribution bias of the third party, we used the 6-item scale developed by Adams and John (1997). One example item is: “If the supervisor does not trust anyone, it will be a better choice.” The Cronbach’s alpha value of this scale is 0.850.



Third Party’s Cyberloafing

We used Lim and Teo (2005) 3-item scale to measure cyberloafing of the third party. Participants were asked to report the frequency of their engagement in cyberloafing behaviors using a scale ranging from “1 Never” to “5 Very Frequently.” This scale has been widely used in previous cyberloafing research (Karimi Mazidi et al., 2021). The Cronbach’s alpha value of this scale is 0.916.



Control Variables

In addition, studies have shown that some background variables of employes (such as age, gender, education, and tenure) are also important factors in the AET (Wegge et al., 2006; Cropanzano et al., 2017). Therefore, the above variables: employes’ gender (1 for male, 2 for female), age (coded from 1 to 4, representing 25 years old and below, 26–35 years old, 36–45 years old, and 46 and above, respectively), education (coded with 1 to 4, 1 means high school and below, 2 means college, 3 means undergraduate, and 4 means graduate and above, respectively) and tenure (1 means 2 years and below, 2 means 2–5 years, 3 means 5–10 years, and 4 means 10 years and above) are used as the control variables of this study and reported by the employes themselves.




Analytic Strategy

Multiple methods were introduced to verify our theoretical framework model. First, we use OLS regression to test hypotheses 1, 2, 3, and 5, and further use PROCESS macro proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008) to examine the mediation effect (hypothesis 4) and the moderated mediation effect (hypothesis 6). Specifically, we measure the difference in indirect effects between higher (+1 SD) and lower (−1 SD) level moderator variable (hostile attribution bias).




RESULTS


Common Method Variance

In this study, time-lag method was carried out in the data collection stage, which can control the common method variance to a certain extent. However, our core variables involved in this article, peer abusive supervision, negative affectivity, cyberloafing, and hostile attribution bias are all evaluated by third-party employes, which may suffer the common method variance. Thus, the current study adopted the Harman’s single factor method to examine the common method variance. The percentage of first factor is 31.513% and the total is 71.204%. So, the above ratio is less than 50%, which means there is no common method variance in our data.



Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We then performed confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the variables’ discriminative validity (peer abusive supervision, negative affectivity, cyberloafing, and hostile attribution bias). The analysis results show that the four-factor model has the best fitting indicators, indicating that the variables have good discrimination validity. The results of the confirmatory factor analysis are shown in Table 3.


TABLE 3. Model fit results for confirmatory factor analyses (n = 355).
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Correlation Analysis

According to the results shown in Table 4, there are positive correlated relationships between peer abusive supervision, third party’s negative affectivity, cyberloafing, and hostile attribution bias. In particular, peer abusive supervision was significantly positively correlated with the third party’s negative affectivity (r = 0.416, p < 0.01); peer abusive supervision was significantly positively correlated with the third party’s cyberloafing (r = 0.280, p < 0.01); and the third party’s negative affectivity was significantly positively correlated with his cyberloafing (r = 0.373, p < 0.01). Our correlation test results mean that we can proceed to the next regression test.


TABLE 4. Descriptive statistics and correlations (n = 355).
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Hypothesis Testing

We will then conduct a series of regression analysis to test our theoretical hypotheses.

First, we will test the main effect of the thesis, that is, whether the positive influence of peer abusive supervision on third parties’ cyberloafing is significant. Model 5 in Table 5 is the regression result of this hypothesis. As shown in the attached table, after adding the control variables, peer abusive supervision can still significantly negatively predict the third parties’ cyberloafing (β = 0.280, p < 0.01). So far, Hypothesis 1 has been verified.


TABLE 5. Regression results for the predictors of third party’s cyberloafing (n = 355).
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Second, we will test the mediating effect in the model. Specially, we will examine the mediating role of third parties’ negative affectivity among the relationship between peer abusive supervision and third parties’ cyberloafing. The model 1 in Table 6 is the regression result of the control variables on third parties’ negative affectivity, and the model 2 is the regression result after adding peer abusive supervision. As shown in model 2, peer abusive supervision positively predicts the third parties’ negative affectivity (β = 0.399, p < 0.05). So far, Hypothesis 2 has been verified. Model 6 in Table 5 is the regression result of third parties’ negative affectivity on their cyberloafing. As shown in model 6, the third parties’ negative affectivity is positively predicting their cyberloafing (β = 0.356, p < 0.01). So far, Hypothesis 3 has been verified. Model 7 is the regression result of the dependent variable (third parties’ negative affectivity) by putting the independent variable (peer abusive supervision) and the mediating variable (third parties’ negative affectivity) into the equation at the same time. As shown in model 7, the predictive effects of peer abusive supervision (β = 0.163, p < 0.01) and third parties’ negative affectivity (β = 0.293, p < 0.01) on their cyberloafing are both significant. At the same time, the predictive value of peer abusive supervision on third parties’ cyberloafing is relatively lower. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 has been initially verified. At last, following the previous studies, we further examine the mediating effect according to the bootstrap method. Please refer to Table 7 for specific examination results. As shown in Table 7, the indirect impact of peer abusive supervision on third parties’ cyberloafing via third parties’ negative affectivity is significant (index = 0.1169, 95% CI [0.0491, 0.1647]). Therefore, Hypotheses 2, 3, and 4 have been verified again.


TABLE 6. Regression results for the predictors of third party’s negative affectivity (n = 355).

[image: Table 6]

TABLE 7. Bootstrap results for the mediation effect (n = 355).
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Next, we will test the moderating effect. We first constructed the interaction term between the independent variable (peer abusive supervision) and the moderating variable (third parties’ hostile attribution bias), and then we put it into the regression equation. As model 3 in Table 6 shown, the interaction item negatively predicts the third parties’ negative affectivity (β = 0.108, p < 0.05). In order to present the above adjustment effect more intuitively, we have further drawn a simple slope diagram. As shown in Figure 2, the higher the hostile attribution bias of third parties, the stronger the positive impact of peer abusive supervision on third parties’ negative affectivity. Therefore, Hypothesis 5 is verified.


[image: image]

FIGURE 2. The moderating role of third party’s hostile attribution bias on the relationship between peer abusive supervision and third party’s negative affectivity.


Finally, we will conduct a moderated mediation effect test, which will verify whether the third parties’ hostile attribution bias moderates the mediation effect of third parties’ negative affectivity. As shown in Table 8, when the third-party employes have high hostile attribution bias, the above indirect effect is significant (b = 0.1443, 95%CI = [0.0756, 0.2170]). When the hostile attribution bias of third-party employes is low, the above indirect effect is significant (b = 0.0713, 95% CI = [0.0319, 0.1263]). The difference between the above two model is significant (Δb = 0.0317, 95% CI = [0.0021, 0.0586]). Therefore, H6 is verified (refer to Edwards and Lambert (2007) mediated interaction effect drawing method). Hypothesis 6 corresponds to the moderated mediation effect diagram shown in Figure 3.


TABLE 8. Bootstrap results for the moderated mediation effect (n = 355).
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FIGURE 3. Conditional effect of peer abusive supervision on third party’s cyberloafing at values of third party’s hostile attribution bias.





DISCUSSION

Drawing on the AET, the current study constructed an affective process model for third party’s cyberloafing reaction to peer abusive supervision, which helps to explain the affective mechanism during the cyberloafing process and the boundary conditions of the above “event-affectivity-behavior” framework. Specifically, we suggest that peer abusive supervision constitutes the negative affective event for the third-party employes, which will bring uncertainty and threat perception to the third-party employes and further cause their negative affectivity. Therefore, the third party employes often choose cyberloafing to stay away from this negative state. In addition, the third-party employes with high-level hostile attribution bias tend to attribute the peer abusive supervision they witnessed to the supervisor’s malicious motives, resulting in higher levels of negative affectivity and more cyberloafing. These research results provide theoretical and interventional enlightenment for inhibiting cyberloafing from the perspective of third party employes.


Theoretical Implications

The current study has important theoretical implications for the research of abusive supervision and cyberloafing, as well as the AET.

First, this study explored the impact of abusive supervision on third-party employes based on the perspective of event observers, which enriches the research perspective of abusive supervision. Previous literatures on abusive supervision mainly explored its impact on the employes being abused from the perspective of victims. For example, abusive supervision may increase an employe’s emotional exhaustion, work dissatisfaction, reduce his/her work engagement and task performance, and even his/her CWB (Tepper, 2000; Mitchell and Ambrose, 2007; Harris et al., 2013; Fischer et al., 2021). However, the abusive supervision event involves three parties: the supervisor (behavior perpetrator), the abused employe (behavior receiver), and the third party (behavior observer), which means that the previous literatures have ignored the role of third party. By shifting the focus on observer, the current study emphasizes that peer abusive supervision, a negative affective event, can bring threat perceptions and induce negative affectivity to third-party employes, who will further stay away from this kind of negative state through cyberloafing. Our work reveals the impact of abusive supervision on another important group in the workplace, which is not only a useful supplement to the research on abusive supervision from a third-party perspective, but also a positive response to previous scholars’ calls for research from multiple perspectives (Harris et al., 2013; Tepper et al., 2017). This perspective has certain practical significance, because although the impact of abusive supervision on third parties is an indirect effect, in reality, it is often a “majority effect,” that is, usually the third party is the majority, and the behavior recipient (employes being abused) may be the minority (Zhou et al., 2020). In short, our theoretical model has certain reference significance for understanding whether, how, and when peer abusive supervision will bring negative impacts to the third party.

Second, the present study found new antecedent variables that affect employe cyberloafing. So far, previous studies have conducted large discussions on the antecedents of cyberloafing. Previous literatures have conducted rich investigation on the driving factors of cyberloafing. For example, sociodemographics, personality traits, emotion, habits, organizational infrastructure, organizational culture, monitoring strategies, and other factors have been regarded as the antecedent variables of cyberloafing (Weissenfeld et al., 2019; Lim et al., 2021; Usman et al., 2021). That is to say, the past literatures mostly focused on the individual and organization factors, failing to integrate the supervisory factor into the research of employe cyberloafing (Kim et al., 2016), especially ignoring to study the impact of supervisor on the largest group (event observers) in the organization. Our research shows that when the third-party employes witness their colleagues being abused, they will have negative affectivity and will choose cyberloafing to stay away from this negative state. Combined with previous research (Agarwal Upasnaa and Avey James, 2020), abusive supervision not only has a large negative impact on the physical and mental health of victims, but also influences the affective state of bystanders that may result in most members of the organization to implement deviant behaviors, which is harmful to team development (Robinson and Bennett, 1995). This result shows that, in addition to individual and organization factors, the events observed by employes can also cause their cyberloafing.

Third, this study enriches the application of AET and contributes to the theoretical boundary of this theory. On the one hand, this study expanded the application of AET from the perspective of third party. The AET, which links employe emotions, attitudes, and behaviors together in the organization research, has been applied to the development and empirical research of some new theories (Ferris et al., 2008; Rodell and Judge, 2009). On this basis, drawing on AET’s over-arching framework, this study constructs the theoretical model of abusive supervision influencing third-party employes’ cyberloafing, and their negative affectivity as the mediating variable among the above relationships, which provides empirical support for the theoretical relationship among work events, third parties work attitudes, and their behaviors in the AET. Unlike the previous empirical studies using behavior recipient perspective (Matta et al., 2014; Todorova et al., 2014), the current study explores the impact of work events on employes’ affectivity and work from the behavioral observers’ perspective, which helps to expand the application of AET. In addition, we have further expanded its theoretical boundaries based on the AET. Based on the AET, we found that the third parties hostile attribution bias will moderate the effect of peer abusive supervision on their negative affectivity. Specially, for employes with high-level hostile attribution bias, the negative impact of peer abusive supervision on third-party employes is more serious. Correspondingly, for employes with low-level hostile attribution bias, the negative impact of peer abusive supervision on third-party employes is relatively small. Therefore, hostile attribution bias moderates the impact of the affective events on third parties. From this perspective, the hostile attribution bias of third-party employes may be a theoretical boundary of affective events influencing their own cognition and affectivity.



Practical Implications

Our research results also provide a useful reference for the improvement of management practices in the workplace. First, our framework shows that abusive supervision will not only negatively influence the victims, but also negatively affect the observers of the event. Specifically, peer abusive supervision will cause negative affectivity to observers, and third-party employes will punish supervisors through negative behaviors such as cyberloafing, which is obviously not conducive to the sustainable development of the organization. Therefore, it is necessary for the organization to carry out relevant management skills training to supervisors to improve their awareness of the harmfulness of abusive supervision, which may help to minimize the possibility of abusive supervision.

Second, the results of this article show that individuals with high-level hostile attribution bias may be more inclined to attribute the supervisor’s behavior to their colleagues, which they witnessed as the supervisor’s malicious motives, and thus will bring them negative affectivity and the subsequent cyberloafing behavior. This personality trait may cause employes to misunderstand some of the supervisor’s behavior, thereby affecting their subsequent work commitment and overall team performance. Therefore, the company can add a test for the personality traits of employes when recruiting. For those candidates with extremely hostile attribution bias, the company should carefully consider whether to hire such employes to avoid the trouble that they may bring to the team.

Third, this research shows that when the third-party employes witness the peer abusive supervision, they will choose cyberloafing to punish their supervisors. However, one thing that needs to be pointed out is that cyberloafing is a kind of counterwork behavior, which causes great harm to the team (Wagner et al., 2012). However, as we explained in the theory section, cyberloafing is very concealed and not easy to find. Therefore, there will be more and more employes engaged in cyberloafing for it is not easy to be detected by the supervisor, which may bring great potential harm to the team. Therefore, the organization should take action to curb this negative behavior to avoid secondary harm caused by abusive supervision. For example, the organizations can provide employes with professional ethics training or monitor computer screens to reduce cyberloafing.



Limitations and Future Research

The current study explores the harm of peer abusive supervision to observers from a third-party perspective, which is innovative. Although this study has many advantages, there are still some shortcomings, which also provide some opportunities for further research. First, the data collected in this article come from 8 large service-oriented companies in southwest China. Future research can try to collect samples from other industries to further verify the universal adaptability value of the conclusions of this article.

Second, the variables in this article are reported by a single source of third-party employes, which often leads to common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012). In order to solve the above problem, we designed a longitudinal survey measuring the core variables at 3 times. Furthermore, we used a single-factor method to perform a common method variance test, and the results meet the requirements, which indicate that our sample data do not have a serious common method variance (CMV) problem, and follow-up statistical tests can be performed. Future research may consider using Fornell Larcker test or heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) for examination again, which is more robust and credible. Meanwhile, scholars can try to collect data from multiple sources and use multilevel regression (such as hierarchical linear regression) to verify the theoretical model of this article again to improve the robustness of the results.

Third, the present research explores the negative affectivity of third-party employes as the mediating mechanism connecting negative workplace events and employe behavioral responses. However, drawing on AET, negative affectivity to negative events can influence employes’ negative behaviors through two paths (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). The first path is the direct influence path of affectivity on employe behaviors: Affect-Driven Behaviors; the second path is through influencing individual cognitive judgments, and affectivity indirectly affects employe behaviors: Judgment-Driven Behaviors. This means that there may be a third-party employes’ cognitive mechanism between negative affectivity and their negative behavioral responses, so future research can further explore this topic.

Fourth, this study is based on the AET, and it explores only the mediating role of negative affectivity between peer abusive supervision and third-party employe’s cyberloafing. Follow-up research may consider other mediation paths. For example, peer abusive supervision may influence the psychological safety of third-party employes, which in turn affects their subsequent behavior.




CONCLUSION

Drawing on the AET, the current study constructed a theoretical framework of third party’s cyberloafing reactions to peer abusive supervision, which helps to explain the affective mechanism and boundary conditions of the above “events-affectivity -behavior” model. Based on a multiwave data from 355 service-oriented employes, we found that peer abusive supervision has a significant positive impact on the third party’s cyberloafing; the third party’s negative affectivity plays a mediating role in these relationships. In addition, the third party’s hostile attribution bias moderates the mediating role of his/her negative affectivity. Specifically, the higher the hostile attribution bias, the greater the mediating role of negative affectivity.
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