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Although a number of studies have examined the effects of abusive supervision variability, which refers to leaders engaging in differential abuse toward different subordinates within the team on work-related outcomes, scant research has investigated whether and how abusive supervision variability affects non-work outcomes. Drawing on the conservation of resources theory, the current study explores how abusive supervision variability affects work–family conflict through psychological detachment, as well as the moderating role of optimism. Results based on a survey of 260 employees from nine companies show that abusive supervision variability is significantly and positively related to work–family conflict. Psychological detachment mediates the effect of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict. Optimism moderates the relationship between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment and the indirect effects of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict through psychological detachment. This study extends the literature on the effects of abusive supervision variability and provides several important practical implications.
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Introduction

Abusive supervision refers to leaders’ “sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviours” toward their subordinates (Tepper, 2000). Abusive supervision costs U.S. companies an estimated $23.8 billion annually, directly affecting 13.6% of employees (Huang et al., 2022). Research has demonstrated that abusive supervision negatively affects target members’ emotions, cognition, and behavior, such as increasing targeted employees’ work pressure, causing counterproductive behaviors, reducing employees’ work performance and creativity, and improving their turnover intention (Harvey et al., 2007; Tepper et al., 2008; Mawritz et al., 2012; Jiang and Gu, 2016; Zheng and Liu, 2017; Chen and Liu, 2019; Choi et al., 2019; Jiang et al., 2019; Hu et al., 2022). This stream of research has assumed that abusive supervision occurs in a one-to-one situation. However, leaders might engage in differential abuse toward different subordinates (Hannah et al., 2013; Ogunfowora, 2013; Ogunfowora et al., 2019). For instance, leaders are less likely to abuse subordinates who have high social exchange quality but may be more abusive toward subordinates who perform poorly (Meyer et al., 1993; Harris et al., 2011; Tepper et al., 2017). This phenomenon has been referred to as abusive supervision variability (Ogunfowora, 2013).

The extant literature has largely investigated the work-related harmful effects of abusive supervision variability, such as reduced organizational citizen behavior, diminished creativity, high turnover intention (Ogunfowora, 2013; Burton, et al.,2014; Peng A. C. et al., 2014; Schaubroeck et al., 2016; Rousseau and Aubé, 2018; Ogunfowora et al., 2019; Peng et al., 2019; Shen et al., 2020), and deviant behavior (Jiang et al., 2019). However, scant attention has been given to the possible impact of abusive supervision variability on non-work outcomes, such as work–family conflict. Such an omission is surprising given that the boundary between the work and family domains is blurred, and workplace injustice (e.g., abusive supervision variability in the current study) has been regarded as an important predictor of employees’ state of mind regarding their family life.

Toward this end, this study explores whether and how abusive supervision variability affects employees’ work–family conflict. The conservation of resources theory points out that individuals tend to maintain, protect, and obtain resources. The loss of resources (whether actual or potential resources) causes them to experience tension and pressure (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Daily work events, such as leadership behavior, affect employees’ off-work psychological experience (Foulk et al., 2018; Song et al., 2018; Liao et al., 2021). Following this logic, employees who experience abusive supervision variability are likely to consume more resources to surmise the intention of leaders, making them unable to stop thinking about work-related topics during non-working hours. That is, they cannot recover the loss of psychological resources through psychological detachment. This, in turn, makes it difficult for them to devote themselves to family life, which might cause work–family conflict. Furthermore, when employees are highly optimistic, they are able to react to stress with more positive emotions, adjust their emotional state in a timely manner, and correctly deal with the loss of resources (Scheier and Carver, 1993). As such, even though optimistic employees are exposed to abusive supervision variability, they can more effectively handle such stressful work experiences and the level of psychological detachment is less affected. In other words, optimism can moderate the relationship between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment and the indirect effect of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict through psychological detachment.

The current study makes several contributions to the literature. First, this study extends the literature on the impact of abusive supervision variability from the work domain to the non-work domain. Previous research has mainly focused on the work-related effects of abusive supervision variability but ignored its potential impacts on non-work outcomes. This study investigates how abusive supervision variability affects work–family conflict and could contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the effects of abusive supervision variability. Second, this study enriches the understanding of the mechanism underlying abusive supervision variability. Extant studies have mainly relied on social identity theory and attachment theory to explore the mechanisms through which abusive supervision variability affects work-related outcomes. Differently, this study builds upon the conservation of resources theory to identify psychological detachment as a key mediator linking abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict, which provides a new theoretical angle for investigating the mechanism of abusive supervision variability. Third, this study enlarges the understanding of the boundary conditions of the effect of abusive supervision variability on outcomes. Previous studies have examined the moderating role of social exchange quality and perception of justice on the relationship between abusive supervision variability and work-related outcomes. This study explores the moderating role of employee optimism in the relationship between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment, as well as the indirect relationship between abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict through psychological detachment. This not only could contribute to the theoretical understanding of the contextual factors of the effects of abusive supervision but also could provide novel insight on how to intervene in the effects of abusive supervision variability.



Literature review and hypothesis development


Abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict

Abusive supervision variability refers to leaders in the same team carrying out differential abuse toward different subordinates, such as deliberately mocking, belittling, and snubbing specific subordinates. Such differentiated and targeted abusive supervision makes individuals more aware of the influence of abusive supervision (Ogunfowora, 2013). Work–family conflict refers to the lack of time allocated to the family due to role conflict or overinvestment in work, resulting in an imbalance between the satisfaction from meeting work and family needs (Netemeyer et al., 1996; Lin et al., 2013) and creating conflict.

When individuals suffer from abusive supervision variability, they lose the support of their superiors for their work and need to spend more time and energy attempting to guess at the requirements of their leaders to meet their working standards and at the intention and reasons for leaders’ different abuse behaviors (Farh and Chen, 2014; Ogunfowora et al., 2019). From the perspective of the conservation of resources theory, abusive supervision variability is an important source of work stress (Tang et al., 2014), and individuals need to expend substantial resources to address such pressure. When abusive supervision variability persists, individuals are prone to depression and psychological exhaustion when they are under high pressure and resource depletion for a long time (Peng et al., 2019), causing them to be unable to happily participate in family activities (Bakker et al., 2008; Carlson et al., 2011; Lim and Lee, 2011). Even when individuals are faced with resource desperation, they attack others and engage in other irrational behaviors (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Thus, we believe that abusive supervision variability may affect individuals’ work and family lives, creating individual work–family conflict. Accordingly, we propose:


H1: Abusive supervision variability is positively related to individual work–family conflict.
 



Abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment

Psychological detachment refers to the state in which an individual no longer carries out work-related affairs or thinks about the work during non-working hours and is physically and psychologically relaxed (Sonnentag and Fritz, 2007; Sonnentag et al., 2010). In general, after leaving the workplace, individuals disengage from the busy state of work through leisure activities and achieve psychological detachment by staying away from work pressure to supplement their resources lost during daily work (Fritz et al., 2010; Chen and Liu, 2019). Similarly, individuals affected by excessive or continuous work pressure have difficulty breaking away from their work state to a certain extent, and continuous work pressure causes a low level of psychological detachment and an inability to recover resources through leisure activities (Sonnentag et al., 2010). Work pressure has a serious negative impact on individuals’ degree of psychological detachment (Jiang et al., 2020).

As seen earlier, when individuals suffer from abusive supervision variability, they experience loss of work support, self-doubt, and shame, which creates great psychological pressure for them (Smith et al., 1998; Schaubroeck et al., 2016). Great psychological pressure leads to the dilemma in which individuals cannot completely disengage their body and mind from work, seriously affecting the high level of psychological detachment needed to recover their resources. Some scholars have found that excessive work pressure causes excessive loss of individual resources and emotional exhaustion, which have significant impacts on an individual’s degree of psychological detachment (Ma et al., 2014), suggesting the following hypothesis:


H2: Abusive supervision variability is negatively related to psychological detachment.
 



Psychological detachment and work–family conflict

Individual psychological detachment is closely related to individual resource recovery. After work, individuals stop thinking about work, achieve psychological detachment by staying away from work pressure (Sonnentag and Bayer, 2005), and recover and supplement the resources they consume during work (Fritz et al., 2010). Individuals’ low psychological detachment prevents quick recovery and consumes resources because of the interference from continuous work pressure, causing fatigue and even emotional exhaustion. The individual’s work life strongly penetrates his or her family life (Edwards and Rothbard, 2000). When employees are in a stage of low psychological detachment, it is difficult for them to have sufficient cognitive and emotional resources to share with their family life and to accompany their family (Jiang et al., 2020), resulting in family dissatisfaction. Meanwhile, it is also difficult for individuals to control themselves and not express strong aggression toward their families due to a lack of sufficient cognitive and emotional resources, causing family conflict to arise (Wang et al., 2019). A high level of psychological detachment can help individuals maintain positive emotions and reduce the risk of work–family conflict to a certain extent (Gong et al., 2012). Thus, the theory and existing evidence lead us to propose the following hypothesis:


H3: Psychological detachment is negatively related to work–family conflict.
 

The conservation of resources theoretical logic suggests that psychological detachment is likely to mediate the relationship between abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict. First, when individuals suffer from abusive supervision variability from leaders in the workplace, they must spend a lot of cognitive and emotional resources to cope with it, and abusive supervision variability causes individuals greater psychological pressure (Ogunfowora, 2013), resulting in individuals unable to get out of work. In non-working hours, they are constantly disturbed by work and unable to engage in leisure activities in non-work fields (Tang et al., 2014), which leads to a low level of individual psychological detachment (Sonnentag et al., 2010; Jiang et al., 2020). Therefore, this study proposes the hypothesis that abusive supervision variability is negatively related to individual psychological detachment.

Second, when individuals are in a state of low-level psychological detachment, they are unable to completely get out of work and be disturbed by affairs in the field of work during non-working hours, which makes it difficult for them to have enough energy to accompany their families and affect the recovery of their own resources. Individual work and family field is inseparable and has a strong permeability. When individuals are in a low level of psychological detachment, they can easily transmit negative emotions from work to family life, causing dissatisfaction among family members and resulting in work–family conflict (Frenkel et al., 2011; Oosthuizen et al., 2011; Ma et al., 2014). Therefore, this study proposes the hypothesis that psychological detachment is negatively related to individual work–family conflict.

In conclusion, abusive supervision variability increases the risk of work–family conflict by reducing psychological detachment. Therefore, this study proposes that psychological detachment mediates abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict. The preceding discussion leads us to hypothesize that:


H4: Psychological detachment mediates the relationship between abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict.
 



Moderating role of optimism

Our mediating model above states that abusive supervision variability leads to more stress and lower levels of psychological detachment. Such a low level of psychological detachment fosters the failure of the timely recovery of individual resources (Carlson et al., 2011), resulting in work–family conflicts. Following the same theoretical lens, we further investigate how optimism plays a moderating role in this process.

Based on the logic of the conservation of resources theory, individuals’ optimism may weaken the negative impact of abusive supervision variability on psychological detachment. First, individuals with strong optimism can quickly recover from negative emotions when facing high-level, destructive changes, generate more positive emotions, and adopt positive ways to address destructive stress as much as possible (Carver and Scheier, 2014). Therefore, when encountering abusive differences, they tend to resolve the difficulties caused by superiors in a more positive way, more effectively accomplish their work and reduce psychological resource consumption.

Second, individuals with strong optimism tend to have a stronger sense of purpose, persevere in high-pressure situations (Nes and Segerstrom, 2006), and easily achieve career success. They do not give up their planned career goals because of the immediate difficulties and unremittingly find a way to “break the situation” of existing setbacks (Peterson et al., 1988). Even if abusive supervision availability creates work pressure on individuals, those with high optimism still focus on their career goals, self-replenish resource losses, and adjust their working state of mind in a timely manner. Therefore, optimism can alleviate the impact of work pressure on psychological detachment.

Third, individuals with strong optimism easily obtain better interpersonal relationships and more support from their surroundings. Optimists are good at dealing with complex interpersonal problems (Smith et al., 2013) and are more likely to obtain better interpersonal relationships and support from others. Therefore, although individuals must face greater work pressure when experiencing abusive supervision variability, they can easily obtain support from colleagues, relatives, and friends, recover their own resources in a timely manner, and avoid affecting the level of psychological detachment due to excessive work pressure. We, therefore, predict that optimism moderates the relationship between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment, as per the following hypothesis.


H5a: Optimism moderates the negative relationship between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment. The relationship is stronger at higher levels of optimism.
 

Based on the earlier analysis, optimism plays a moderating role between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment. Existing studies have proven a significant positive correlation between individual positive emotions and psychological detachment (Peng C. et al., 2014). Individuals more easily maintain positive emotions when they experience a high degree of psychological detachment. As a kind of positive emotion, optimism affects the mediating effect of psychological detachment on work–family conflict by influencing the degree of psychological detachment. When facing the work pressure caused by abusive supervision variability, individuals with strong optimism more easily attach a higher level of psychological detachment, alleviating the impact on their work–family conflict (Figure 1), suggesting the following hypothesis:

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Overall research model.



H5b: Optimism moderates the mediating effect of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict through psychological detachment.
 




Method


Samples and procedures

Our sample consisted of employees working in different departments of nine companies covering real estate, construction, intelligent manufacturing, and finance in Guangdong Province, PRC. The surveys were conducted by an online system at two-time points to reduce the concern of common method variance (CMV; Podsakoff et al., 2012). At time 1 (T1), we invited 400 employees to participate in the survey. They were invited to report their demographic information, provide the last six digits of the mobile phone number and evaluate their perception of abusive supervision variability, psychological detachment, and optimism. Before answering the questionnaires, the participants were notified that they could do the survey on a voluntary basis and that their responses would be kept strictly confidential and for the only purpose of academic research.

We finally received 362 questionnaires (response rate: 90.5%). At time 2 (T2), 1 month after T1, participants who responded at T1 were asked to evaluate their work–family conflict and provide the last six digits of the mobile phone number. We obtained 352 questionnaires in this round data collection (response rate: 97.3%). The questionnaire was valid only after the last six digits of the mobile phone number were verified and consistent two times. The final sample consists of 260 responses (response rate: 65.0%). Of the respondents in the final sample, 51.4% were men, and 69.1% were between 26 and 35 years of age. A total of 93.8% had a college degree or above, and 87.95% held entry-level positions.



Measurement


Abusive supervision variability

We measured abusive supervision variability using the Ogunfowora (2019) seven-item abusive supervision variability measure. Sample items were “My team leader ridicules some group members but not others” and “My team leader puts specific group members down in front of others.” Participants rated their leaders on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree; α = 0.99).



Work–family conflict

Work–family conflict was measured at time 2 using five items adapted from a scale developed by Netemeyer et al. (1996). Sample items were “My family life is often disrupted by work demands” and “My work takes up so much of my time that I cannot properly perform family responsibilities.” Participants rated their work and family conflict on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree; α = 0.97).



Psychological detachment

The psychological detachment was measured using four items developed by Sonnentag and Fritz (2007). Sample items were “I distanced myself from my work” and “I got a break from the demands of work.” Participants rated their psychological detachment on this scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree; α = 0.98).



Optimism

We assessed optimism with the six-item optimism scale developed by Luthans (2007). Sample items were “When things can be good or bad, I usually think the outcome will be good” and “I always see the good in my work.” Participants rated their work and family conflict on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree; α = 0.96).



Control variables

All analyses controlled for gender, age, education, position, and work tenure.





Results


Measurement model results

Since all the variables in the current study are self-rated, there might be a risk of CMV. To reduce CMV, we took two actions. First, an anonymous survey was adopted to reduce the suspicion and consistency tendency of the survey objects. Second, we collected data at two-time points with an interval of 1 month. We also tested whether our results were affected by CMV. The results show that the five-factor model with the common method deviation as the latent variable is not significantly better than the four-factor model (i.e., the theoretical model; ΔRMSEA = 0.0011 < 0.05, ΔSRMR = 0.0031 < 0.05, ΔCFI = 0.007 < 0.1, ΔTLI = 0.007 < 0.1). In addition, we followed Lindell and Whitney (2001) recommendations to test the CMV issue based on the marker variable approach. We identified education as a marker variable that is not relevant to the focal variables examined in this study (as shown by the low correlations of education with other focal variables in Table 1). We found that after controlling for CMV, the correlations of abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment with work–family conflict remained significant (r = 0.56 and r = 0.70, p < 0.01). The disattenuated partial correlations of the two variables with work–family conflict were slightly higher (r = 0.57 and r = 0.72).



TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations between study variables (N = 260).
[image: Table1]

We also conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) to test the distinctiveness between the key variables. We compared the hypothesized four-factor model to the alternative three-factor, two-factor, and one-factor models. The results (see Table 2) show that the hypothesized four-factor model was superior in fit to the other models and indicate that the four variables involved in this study were distinctive and represented four different constructs.



TABLE 2 Confirmatory factor analysis results.
[image: Table2]



Hypothesis tests

Table 1 shows the mean, standard deviation, and correlation coefficient of each variable in the study. Abusive supervision variability was significantly positively correlated with work–family conflict (r = 0.57, p < 0.01) and significantly negatively correlated with psychological detachment (r = −0.50, p < 0.01). The psychological detachment was negatively correlated with work–family conflict (r = −0.71, p < 0.01).

Hypothesis 1 predicted that abusive supervision variability would be positively related to work–family conflict. As shown in Table 3, the effect of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict was significant and positive (β = 0.30, t = 4.67, p < 0.001). Thus, hypothesis 1 was supported.



TABLE 3 Model testing result.
[image: Table3]

Hypothesis 2 predicted that abusive supervision variability would be positively related to psychological detachment. The results in Table 3 show that the effect of abusive supervision variability on psychological detachment was significant and negative (β = −0.48, t = −8.15, p < 0.001). Thus, hypothesis 2 was supported.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that psychological detachment would be negatively related to work–family conflict. The results show that psychological detachment was significantly and negatively related to work–family conflict (β = −0.58, t = −10.30, p < 0.001). Thus, hypothesis 3 was supported.

Hypothesis 4 predicted the mediating effect of psychological detachment between abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict. As shown in Table 4, the indirect effect value was 0.28, the lower limit of the 95% unbiased confidence interval was 0.20, and the upper limit was 0.38, excluding 0; therefore, psychological detachment mediated the relationship between abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict effects.



TABLE 4 Summary of mediation effect and moderated mediation effect results.
[image: Table4]

Hypothesis 5a predicted that optimism would moderate the negative relationship between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment. The relationship was stronger at higher levels of optimism.

As shown in Table 3, the interaction of abusive supervision variability and optimism positively predicted psychological detachment (β = 0.09, t = 2.39, p < 0.05). This result indicated that optimism plays a moderating role between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment. Thus, hypothesis 5a was supported.

To further analyze the moderating role of optimism, this study plots the moderating effect of optimism, as shown in Figure 2. Figure 2 shows that when optimism is higher, the positive relationship between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment is weaker, and vice versa. The research hypothesis 5a was further verified.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Interaction of abusive supervision variability and optimism in predicting psychological detachment.


Hypothesis 5b predicted that optimism would moderate the mediating effect of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict through psychological detachment. As shown in Table 4, the difference value between the higher optimism condition and lower optimism condition was −0.15, and the 95% unbiased confidence interval was [−0.28, −0.02], excluding 0, indicating that there is a moderated mediation effect. Therefore, research hypothesis 5b was supported.




Discussion

The goal of our research was to examine whether and how abusive supervision variability influences employees’ work–family conflicts. The results of our study show that abusive supervision variability is positively related to work–family conflict. Abusive supervision variability was negatively related to psychological detachment. Moreover, the psychological detachment was negatively related to work–family conflict. Psychological detachment played a mediating role in the relationship between abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict. Optimism moderates the indirect effect of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict through psychological detachment such that the indirect effects are weaker when optimism is higher rather than lower.


Theoretical implications

First, this study expands the research on abusive supervision variability from the work domain to the non-work domain by exploring its relationship with employees’ work–family conflicts. Work and family are an indispensable part of the life of every employee and even all human beings. The existing literature shows employees’ depression caused by work pressure relieves their depression by relating it to their families or taking revenge on them (Hoobler and Brass, 2006). However, this usually does not help employees effectively relieve their bad emotions. On the contrary, employees may feel guilt toward their families or further strengthen these bad emotions due to unpleasant interactions with their families (Van Woerkom and Meyers, 2015). With these negative emotions, it is difficult for employees to devote themselves to their work efficiently, which affects their work performance and thus creates a vicious cycle (Liu et al., 2015). Therefore, if we focus on only the impact of abusive supervision variability on employees’ performance in the workplace and ignore its possible impact on their family life, it will lead us to underestimate the negative impact of abusive supervision variability and create a lack of theoretical knowledge. Based on the conservation of resources theory, this study explores the cross-domain effects of abusive supervision variability as a stressor on individual employees in the family domain and verifies this hypothesis through empirical analysis, which enriches the understanding of the implication of abusive supervision variability at the theoretical level.

Second, this study also deepens the understanding of the mechanism of abusive supervision variability by using the conservation of resources theory to identify that psychological detachment is an important mediator. Existing studies have explored the mediating mechanism of abusive supervision variability affecting employees’ performance in the workplace from the theoretical perspectives of social identity theory, attachment theory, and emotional cognitive evaluation theory (Schaubroeck et al., 2016; Ogunfowora et al., 2019; Peng et al., 2019). However, these theoretical perspectives focus on analyzing the impact of stress experienced by employees in the workplace on their work performance, which cannot determine whether or how abusive supervision variability spill over into employees’ family lives. Based on the conservation of resources theory, this study argues that abusive supervision variability leads to individuals’ inability to obtain high levels of psychological detachment, while low levels of psychological detachment do not allow individuals to achieve self-resource recovery or develop work–family conflict. Thus, psychological detachment is the core mechanism through which abusive supervision variability is related to work–family conflict. This not only broadens our understanding of the mechanisms underlying the effects of abusive supervision variability but also provides a new analytical framework for analyzing the implications of abusive supervision variability. Moreover, this analytical framework can also be used to analyze the effects of other stress-related workplace experiences on individuals’ family lives. For example, when employees become the target of negative gossip and perceive greater psychological stress in the workplace, it can lead to an inability to fully detach from work, affecting their status in family life and creating adverse interactions with their families, which eventually leads to work–family conflict.

Third, the study extends the literature on abusive supervision variability by exploring the moderating role of optimism in the relationship between abusive supervision variability and work–family conflict. Previous studies have used the attitude of third-party employees as a moderating variable and have pointed out that abusive differences stimulate employees to produce moral responses and then jointly resist the abusive behavior of leaders (Mitchell et al., 2015). Some scholars use inter-team and intra-team competitive atmospheres as moderating variables to study the moderation of the relationship between abusive supervision variability and team performance (Wang, 2017). However, none of these moderating variables started from the individuals themselves; thus, it is important to explore the role played by individual traits in the effects of abusive supervision variability. This study explores the moderating role of individual optimism in the relationship between abusive supervision variability and psychological detachment at the individual level and applies optimism, a common research topic in the field of psychology, to management phenomena, enriching the research content on the contingency factors of abusive supervision variability to a certain extent.

Fourth, this study enriches the research on the antecedents of work–family conflict. Previous studies on work–family conflict have shown that role conflict and insufficient role-playing are important factors that stimulate work–family conflict. However, this study shows that the substantial pressure placed on employees by workplace unfairness, such as abusive supervision variability, makes it difficult for employees to achieve psychological detachment during non-working hours, thus triggering work–family conflict. This finding also provides a new perspective for the study of the antecedents of work–family conflict.



Practical implications

This study provides meaningful insights into management practices.

First, management practitioners should pay attention to the negative implication of abusive supervision variability on employees’ family lives. Our results show that abusive supervision variability stimulates work–family conflict. Employees may experience guilty over their families or further strengthen these negative emotions due to unpleasant family interactions (Van Woerkom and Meyers, 2015). When experiencing these negative emotions, it is difficult for employees to efficiently devote themselves to work, which brings poor work performance, thus creating a vicious circle (Liu et al., 2012). In this regard, supervisors should reduce or even eliminate improper management behavior, such as abusive supervision variability, to improve employees’ family life quality and work efficiency.

Second, managers should attach importance to the mediation of psychological detachment. Combined with what has been demonstrated in this study, abusive supervision variability can directly make it difficult for employees to get off-work and get adequate rest, creating work–family conflict. It is necessary to adopt methods, such as increasing staff leisure activities and paying attention to employees’ mental health and emotional management to help them distinguish the boundaries between work and family life. This could help employees improve their psychological detachment and better achieve a balance between work and family (Wu et al., 2020), thus reducing the negative implication of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict.

Third, based on our findings regarding the moderating role of optimism, organizations should select employees with optimistic characteristics and provide relevant support to improve their optimism. High optimism can alleviate the negative implication of abusive supervision variability on employees. Optimists find ways to solve problems when under stress (Carver et al., 2010). Therefore, managers should take appropriate measures to help employees improve their optimism, such as providing professional consultations and creating a positive organizational atmosphere.



Limitations and future research directions

Some limitations in our study should be noted. First, subordinates provided perceived ratings on independent variables, mediators and moderators, and dependent variables. Even though we measured these variables at two-time points, our results may be affected by CMV. Future research should collect data from different sources. We cannot unequivocally claim the causality in the relationships among abusive supervision variability, phycological detachment, and work–family conflicts. Longitudinal or experimental research designs can be adopted in future research to establish causality and identify the change effects of the constructs over time.

Second, all our data were collected in South China. We are not sure whether the results obtained in this study can be generalized to other contexts. We suggest future studies to test the model with a large-scale sample of employees from multiple regions and countries, which could improve the accuracy of the analysis.

Third, this study proposes and tests the moderating role of only optimism. Future studies should further examine other potential moderators. Existing studies have noted that perceived organizational support can weaken the impact of stress on employees’ negative cognitions and emotions (Rhoades et al., 2001; Han and Liu, 2009; Liu et al., 2020). Based on this logic, perceived organizational support may also weaken the negative effects of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict. Therefore, we suggest that future research should explore other potential boundary conditions that could affect the relationship between abusive supervision variability and employees’ work–family conflicts at the organizational level.




Conclusion

Our findings indicate that employees who suffer from abusive supervision variability cannot obtain a high level of psychological detachment, which, in turn, causes work–family conflict. Optimism can enable employees to experience more positive emotions, thus supplementing resources in a timely manner and alleviating the negative impact of abusive supervision variability on psychological detachment as well as the indirect effect of abusive supervision variability on work–family conflict through psychological detachment. These findings extend the literature on the effect of abusive supervision variability from the work domain to the non-work domain and provide valuable insights for practitioners on how to intervene in the negative effects of abusive supervision variability.
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