
Workplace deviance as a form of resistance 
to the abuse of hierarchical power:
the role of reciprocity

GUGLIELMO FALDETTA

guglielmo.faldetta@unikore.it
Kore University of Enna 

The topic of employment relationship has
acquired great importance in the last 25 years
(Coyle-Shapiro and Shore, 2007). From a con-
ceptual point of view, it describes in a wide
sense the relationship between the employee
and its organization, and includes many con-
cepts like psychological contract, perceived or-
ganizational support, commitment, organiza-
tional citizenship behaviours, leader-member
exchange, etc.

All of these phenomena are generally related
to desirable and positive organizational out-
comes, while there are other phenomena, as
workplace deviance, that can characterize the
employment relationship and that can lead to
less desirable outcomes. 
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This paper aims to understand the main
causes of workplace deviance behaviours, with a
specific focus on the abuse of hierarchical power.
This kind of behaviours could be a form of re-
sistance or reaction to a source of frustrating or-
ganizational stressors (Robinson and Bennett,
1995), and the abuse of hierarchical power can
be one of them (Mitchell and Ambrose, 2007).

In brief: (1) the abuse of hierarchical power
on employees can cause a feeling of injustice; (2)
perceived injustice can lead to a need for re-
venge, and so to act behaviours against the su-
pervisor or the organization which can motivate
employees to seek for revenge (Aquino, Tripp
and Bies, 2006; Bradfield and Aquino, 1999); (3)
these acts of revenge can take the form of work-
place deviant behaviours (Lawrence and Robin-
son, 2007).

The main contribution of the present study
is to show that the relationship between per-
ceived injustice and the need for revenge is not
univocal, but it needs the mediation of a specific
kind of reciprocity, namely negative reciprocity. 

Moreover, negative reciprocity may be dis-
tinguished in direct (an actor who suffered a
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negative action will reciprocate toward the actor
who performed this action) and indirect or gen-
eralized (an actor who suffered a negative action
will reciprocate toward someone else, or even
toward the organization) (Alexander, 1987;
Nowak and Sigmund, 1998; Stanca, 2009).

Also workplace deviance can be distin-
guished in interpersonal (when it is directed to-
ward other individuals) and organizational
(when it is directed toward the organization). 

So the present study argues that when a
norm of direct negative reciprocity is present,
the revenge will be directed toward the actor
who performed the negative action, so interper-
sonal deviant behaviours will be carried out.
When a norm of generalized negative reciproc-
ity is present, the revenge will be directed to-
ward the organization, so organizational deviant
behaviours will be carried out.

Integrating literatures on power and injus-
tice with the field of revenge and deviant behav-
iours, this paper gives a contribution to organi-
zation and management studies, because these
streams of researches have developed in relative
isolation from one another.

PIJ/Volume 1 - Issue 1/2016  - 20 - ISSN: 2499-1333
WPN



In this sense, this paper tries to develop a
theoretical contribution to understand the rela-
tionship between the kind of employment rela-
tionship and workplace deviance, considering
deviant behaviours as signals of a need for re-
venge under a negative kind of reciprocity.

Keywords
Workplace deviance, abusive supervision, resist-
ance, hierarchical power, reciprocity.

Reference List
Alexander, R.D. (1987) The Biology of Moral Systems,

New York, NY: Aldine de Gruyter.
Aquino, K., Tripp, T.M. and Bies, R.J. (2006) Getting

Even or Moving On? Power, Procedural Justice,
and Types of Offense as Predictors of Revenge,
Forgiveness, Reconciliation, and Avoidance in
Organizations, Journal of Applied Psychology,
91(3): 653-668.

Bradfield, M. and Aquino, K. (1999) The Effects of
Blame Attributions and Offender Likableness on
Forgiveness and Revenge in the Workplace,
Journal of Management, 25(5): 697-631.

PIJ/Volume 1 - Issue 1/2016  - 21 - ISSN: 2499-1333
WPN



Coyle-Shapiro, J.A.M. and Shore, L.M. (2007) The
employee-organization relationship: where do
we go from here?, Human Resource Management
Review, 17(2): 166-179.

Lawrence, T.B. and Robinson, S.L. (2007) Ain’t Mis-
behavin: Workplace Deviance as Organizational
Resistance, Journal of Management, 33(3): 378-394.

Mitchell, M.S. and Ambrose, M.L. (2007) Abusive Su-
pervision and Workplace Deviance and the
Moderating Effects of Negative Reciprocity Be-
liefs, Journal of Applied Psychology, 92(4): 1159-
1168.

Nowak, M.A. and Sigmund, K. (1998) The dynamics
of indirect reciprocity, Journal of Theoretical Biol-
ogy, 194: 561-574.

Robinson, S.L. and Bennett, R.J. (1995) A Typology of
Deviant Workplace Behaviors: a Multidimen-
sional Scaling Study, Academy of Management
Journal, 38(2): 555-572.

Stanca, L. (2009) Measuring indirect reciprocity:
Whose back do we scratch?, Journal of Economic
Psychology, 30(2): 190-202.

PIJ/Volume 1 - Issue 1/2016  - 22 - ISSN: 2499-1333
WPN


