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Abstract

Objectives: Drawing on the stressor-emotion model, the study aimed to identify some predictors of the active and passive types of counterproductive
work behavior (CWB). Specifically, 1) the direct effect of bullying on CWB, 2) the 2-way interaction effects of the Dark Triad (DT) and job con-
trol (JC), as well as 3) the 3-way interaction effect (DT xJC) on the bullying-CWB link were investigated. Material and Methods: Data were collected
from 659 white- and blue-collar workers. The 2- and 3-way interactional effects were analyzed by means of PROCESS macros. Results: The analysis
showed that high bullying was directly related to high active and passive types of CWB. The 2- and 3-way interactional effects were observed but only
in relation to active (not passive) CWB. Bullying was associated with active CWB when the Dark Triad and job control were high. Conclusions: The
study showed different ways of both types of CWB development. The findings provide further insight into processes leading to an increase in active
and passive CWB. Int J Occup Med Environ Health. 2019;32(6):777-95
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INTRODUCTION traits and job control (JC). Bullying at workplace, defined

Counterproductive work behavior (CWB), defined as
involving intentional employee actions that harm, or are
intended to harm, the organization and its members [1],
has recently emerged as an important research topic in
work and organizational psychology [2]. The stressor-
emotion (S-E) model describes how environmental and
personal factors lead to CWB through the mediating pro-
cesses of perception [1] and emotion [3]. This model in-
dicates job stressors as the primary sources of CWB but
the effect of job stressors can be modified by personality

as the systematic persecution of a colleague, a subordi-
nate or a superior [4], is a job stressor with a particularly
negative impact on organizational behavior [5-8]. Various
studies have revealed that a frequent behavioral response
to bullying is engaging in actions detrimental to the orga-
nization. In recent years, the role of the Dark Triad (DT),
including Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy,
has often been emphasized as a dispositional regulator
of CWB [9-12]. The results of studies on the moderating
role of JC in the context of CWB extension are confound-
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ed [13-15]. Personality may be a factor modifying the rela-
tionship between JC and CWB.

The majority of the abovementioned studies have consid-
ered the general index of CWB, without differentiating
between specific types of behavior, e.g., abuse, sabotage
and withdrawal. It seems probable, however, that while
experiencing mistreatment in the organization, employees
with high levels of DT and JC tend to become involved
into abuse and sabotage (treated as active types of CWB),
i.e., are motivated by aggression and retaliation [16] which
are impulsive and immediate, severely harmful, and ori-
ented directly towards the source of stress (i.e., the bully as
a person or the organization as a whole). Employees with
high levels of DT and JC are less prone to demonstrate
withdrawal (treated as a passive type of CWB), which is
driven by the need to protect one’s own resources [17] and
involves distancing from job duties, working slowly and re-
sorting to absenteeism. A high sense of JC can foster active
forms of CWB, as it is linked to high autonomy in making
decisions, the freedom of action and a higher probability
of avoiding sanctions for non-ethical behavior [18].

The aim of the study is to identify job-related and person-
ality-related predictors of the active and passive forms of
CWB. In particular, this study investigated:

1) the main effect of bullying experience on the active and
passive CWB;

2) the 2-way interaction effect of the Dark Triad on the
bullying-CWB link (bullying X DT);

3) the 3-way interaction effect of the Dark Triad and JC
on the bullying-CWB link (bullying x DT X job control).

Counterproductive work behavior

In addition to the popular distinction into interpersonal
and organizational CWB [19], the division into active and
passive forms of CWB was introduced by the authors of
the S-E model [20]. Active behavior is immediately direct-
ed at a target (e.g., abuse and sabotage), and it is usually
motivated by hostility and the need to retaliate for mis-
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treatment by the organization. Such overt harmful behav-
iors are visible and likely to be punished; therefore, pas-
sive and indirect behavior is more common, e.g., employee
withdrawal, including taking longer breaks, being deliber-
ately late for work, or intentionally working slowly.

The passive CWB may be motivated not only by the need
to retaliate but also by the need to protect and retain one’s
resources under stressful conditions [20,21]. It may reflect
attempts by employees to limit their exposure to stressful
situations and prevent subsequent strain. This is consistent
with the Conservation of Resources theory [17] which as-
sumes that, in conditions of prolonged stress, people tend
to save their resources, e.g., energy, time or social capital.
Thus, decreasing the job involvement, shortening working
time or being late can be some ways to conserve employ-
ees’ own resources. It can be expected that the 2 groups
of CWB may have different antecedents. The differences
in the extension of the active types of CWB (e.g., abuse
and sabotage) and withdrawal have been underlined in
a recent meta-analysis [22].

In their typology of CWB, the authors of the S-E model
differentiate among 5 patterns of harmful behavior in an
organization, i.e., abuse, sabotage, theft, production devi-
ance and withdrawal [1,20]. The first 2 patterns are treated
by them as typical examples of an active form of CWB,
motivated by the need to retaliate. Withdrawal is then
presented as the most representative form of the passive
CWRB, guided by the need to protect one’s resources [20].
The current study takes these 3 types of deviant behavior
into consideration:

1) Abusing others denotes behavior intended to exert
physical or mental harm on people related to the orga-
nization. It includes different forms of violent behavior,
such as physical aggression, bullying, threats, offensive
comments and obscene gestures [20].

2) Sabotage is purposefully harming, disturbing or boycot-
ting organization’s activities in order to achieve one’s per-
sonal objectives [23]. Sabotage covers both mild forms of
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behavior, such as ignoring supervisor’s comments, intended
delays in doing one’s work, making one’s workplace dirty
and propagating a negative image of the company, as well as
more drastic forms which include damaging property owned
by the employer, damaging equipment, breaking rules and
regulations, failing to observe plans, abusing equipment or
objects, and using more materials than necessary [24].

3) Organizational withdrawal is passive in nature and
involves taking conscious actions aimed at reducing the
amount of time spent on fulfilling one’s professional du-
ties, as well as limiting the amount of energy devoted to
doing one’s work [20]. Such behavior includes being in-
tentionally late for work, reducing working time, extend-
ing breaks, abandoning one’s work station, intentionally
reducing productivity, taking days off in an unauthorized
manner and faking illness.

Regardless of motivation, CWB is considered one of the
most serious sources of costs incurred by organizations [25].
Such costs include financial losses, damage to the image of
the organization and psychological consequences of these
acts for employees. For example, it has been assessed that
a significant number of employees engage in various types
of CWB [26] and the annual estimated cost of such be-
havior is > USD 1 trillion: USD 120 billion from theft,
USD 4.2 billion from workplace violence, and > USD 900 bil-
lion in lost income due to fraudulent activities [27]. Over 20%
of HR managers reported incidents of physical violence in the
workplace during the past 3 years [28]. It should come as no
surprise that organizational researchers have investigated the
potential antecedents of CWB and a mechanism for its devel-
opment. Several studies have found linkages between CWB
and both organizational and dispositional factors [29,30].

The main effect of bullying at work on CWB

Among organizational factors, job stressors are set apart as
the key instigators. Their role in CWB formation is particu-
larly emphasized in the S-E model [1]. The authors of the
model treat CWB as a behavioral response to job stressors,

but a negative impact of job stressors can be moderated by
the employees’ personality traits and the sense of control
they experience in the workplace. It was found that dif-
ferent kinds of job stressors are related to CWB, e.g., in-
terpersonal conflicts at work, organizational constraints,
workload and role conflicts [1], injustice [16], job insecu-
rity [31] and work-family or family-work conflicts [32].

In the current study, bullying at work was treated as a source
of occupational stress. Bullying includes harassment, e.g., of-
fending and socially excluding an employee, or making it dif-
ficult for them to perform tasks prescribed by their scope of
work [33]. Bullying is not a single or isolated act, but a com-
plex set of acts that is regularly targeted against an employee
or a group of employees over a prolonged period of time.
Previous studies have confirmed that abusive supervision [6—
8], workplace incivility [5,34], negative climate at work [35],
and aggression from supervisors and coworkers [36] are as-
sociated with active and passive types of CWB.

H1: Bullying is positively related to abuse, sabotage and
withdrawal (main effect).

The Dark Triad and its moderation effect

Apart from the S-E model, a variety of leading job stress mod-
els are based on the assumption of an interaction between
work and personal characteristics (e.g., Siegrist’s effort-re-
ward imbalance model). Some of these models have been
recently extended by personal characteristics, such as the job
demands-control-support (JDCS) model [37], the demand-
induced strain compensation (DISC) model [38] and the job
demands-resources (JD-R) model [39]. The moderating role
of personality in the context of CWB is documented very
well [40]. Some studies have found that agreeableness and
conscientiousness [25], negative affectivity [34], hostile attri-
bution [41], self-control [42] and locus of control [43] moder-
ate the negative effect of different kinds of job stressors on
dysfunctional behavior in an organization.

Recently, the role of “the dark side of personality” has
been tested in the context of CWB [12]. The research
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has mainly focused on 3 traits, commonly referred to as
the Dark Triad traits — Machiavellianism, narcissism and
psychopathy [44]. Machiavellianism is characterized by
cynical, pragmatic, misanthropic and immoral beliefs,
emotional detachment, agentic and self-serving motives,
strategic long-term planning, manipulation and exploita-
tion [45,46]. Narcissism includes an inflated view of self,
fantasies about control, success and admiration, and the
desire to have self-love reinforced by others [47,48]. Psy-
chopathy is marked by a lack of concern for both other
people and social regulatory mechanisms, impulsivity, and
a lack of guilt or remorse for harming others [49].

Some researchers claim that DT is a constellation of 3 the-
oretically separable components, which are actually lin-
ked [18]. In the opinion of the authors, combining them
into a single personality dimension is not fully authorized.
Other researchers suggest that a complex method should
be used to investigate the “dark side” of personality, in-
stead of single personality measures approached as isolat-
ed from one another [50,12]. These researchers treat DT as
a group of 3 theoretically consistent characteristics forming
a certain personality profile, showing the degree to which
a human is Machiavellian, narcissistic and psychopathic.
The Dark Triad components share an anti-social nature,
crudeness, a lack of empathy and being mischievous in
contacts with others [44]. The probability of the charac-
teristics being revealed increases under stress (e.g., expe-
riencing mobbing), when the available pool of cognitive
resources is limited and, hence, the control of impulses
and the adaptation of behavior to standards and social
expectations require greater effort [51]. In addition to
the similarities among the DT characteristics, they also
demonstrate a positive relationship, which was regularly
confirmed in studies. Correlations between the DT char-
acteristics vary among groups and questionnaires, and
reach the following values: r < (.61 for Machiavellism and
narcissism, r < 0.67 for Machiavellism and psychopathy,
and r < 0.61 for narcissism and psychopathy [52].
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The DT concept is complementary to the Big Five, which
is a popular and very useful concept, albeit with a few limi-
tations. For example, it is a set of theoretically derived,
descriptive adjectives, and it tends to tap better the “posi-
tive” aspects of people’s personality over their “negative”
sides [53,54]. Therefore, some authors underline the im-
portance of researching also the “dark” sides of human
nature [55,54]. This is even more so in light of the fact
that the Big Five, according to Wu and Lebreton [56], de-
scribes only 5-10% of the variances of CWB.

A positive link between DT and CWB has been supported
in several studies [12,18,53-55]. For instance, in a meta-
analysis study, CWB was correlated strongly with Machia-
vellianism (r = 0.25) and narcissism (r = 0.43), and weakly
with psychopathy (r = 0.06). In total, DT explained a 28%
variance of CWB [12]. A few studies have also supported the
moderating role of separated traits belonging to DT in the
job stressors-CWB link. For instance, narcissism intensified
the negative effect of organizational constraints [57], a lack
of reciprocity [10] and interpersonal conflicts at work [11]
on CWB. Boddy [9] has found, in turn, that employees with
a high level of psychopathy, under conditions of high in-
terpersonal conflicts and bullying, are the most frequently
engaged in CWB. To the best of the author’s knowledge, no
study has tested the moderating effects of the global index
of DT in the relationship between job stressors and CWB.
Furthermore, in the studies cited above, the division into
active and passive forms of CWB was not included.

H2: The relationship between bullying and CWB is mod-
erated by DT. Specifically, the negative effect of bullying
on CWB is stronger in high DT employees than in low DT
employees (the 2-way interaction).

The moderated moderation effect
of the Dark Triad and job control
Apart from the modifying function of DT, the role of JC
is emphasized as an important moderator of job stress-
ors [13,39]. Job control is defined as the degree to which
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employees have the possibility of freely planning and
completing work assignments, as well as influencing work
conditions [58]. It may be viewed in 2 ways, i.¢., as the au-
tonomy of employees to act, and as their inclusion in the
decision-making process.

According to the S-E model, JC reduces the negative ef-
fect of job stressors on CWB. Fox and Spector [59] point
out 2 moments when JC is of great importance in the job
stressor-behavior relation chain. The first is the moment
of event perception and interpretation. The volume of
control greatly determines if the event will be interpreted
as a challenge or a hazard. The event interpretation meth-
od entails specific emotions. The other moment applies
to the reaction upon experiencing negative emotions, and
the ways to reduce them. Employees with high JC often
tend to search for positive ways to relieve negative emo-
tions, while employees with low JC would rather modify
their work environment and restore their sense of control
by means of acts of destruction [60].

Previous studies have not confirmed the buffering function
of job control in the context of CWB [13-15]. For example,
one of them found that JC moderates the negative effects
of interpersonal conflicts at work and injustice on CWB,
but both moderation effects were in a direction opposite
to expectations [13]. High JC participants were more like-
ly to report CWB when they reported high levels of stress-
ors. Similar findings were obtained in a cross-lagged study
on soldiers performing a peace mission. The soldiers who
perceived JC as high, after 6 months of increasing work
overload exhibited high levels of indiscipline [15].

To the best of the author’s knowledge, the moderated
moderation effect of DT and job control on the bullying-
CWB link (the 3-way interaction) has not been examined
but the expectation of this effect can be justified. Accord-
ing to the person-organization fit theory, people look for
awork environment that will meet their needs, desires and
preferences, as well as one that will remain in line with
their values system [61]. It can be assumed that certain

types of work environment and organizational culture are
particularly attractive for “dark personalities” and that
these attract them more strongly than other types of per-
sonality. As noted by Cohen [18], employees with DT feel
more comfortable in a work setting that has much to offer
in terms of their need for prestige, resources and indepen-
dence. They also seek organizations where the probability
of them being caught is lower because of the absence of
clear policies and standards, as well as control mecha-
nisms. These organizations are usually characterized by
a high level of autonomy and decision latitude for em-
ployees, as well as a loose internal system of control [18].
Therefore, it may favor the emergence of harmful organi-
zational behaviors, especially among workers with a high
level of DT.

To a certain extent, this has been confirmed empirical-
ly [12,18,62]. For example, Cohen [18] has found that the
link between DT and CWB is mediated by perceptions
of organizational politics and moderated, among other
things, by organizational transparency. It may be expect-
ed that employees high on DT feel more comfortable in
a workplace where they have the ability to influence their
work environment, and where they have freedom in de-
cision-making and autonomy in actions. In other words,
the manifestation of “dark traits” should be stronger in
organizations where employees have a higher level of JC.
Therefore, employees with high DT, who experience mis-
treatment in their organization and have a high level of
JC, are expected to be engaged in CWB more than work-
ers with low JC.

The literature on aggression distinguishes between 2 forms
of aggression based on underlying motives, i.e., hostile
vs. instrumental [63]. Hostile aggression is associated with
negative emotions, most typically anger, and it is often im-
pulsive and has harm as its primary motive. Examples of
organizational behavior motivated by hostile aggression
are abuse (a direct form) and sabotage (an indirect form).
Withdrawal is an example of instrumental aggression, and
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it is not necessarily associated with emotion, while it has
some additional goals beyond harm [20]. It can be per-
ceived as a way of coping [21,64,65].

According to the model of work frustration-aggres-
sion [66], when workers are mistreated by others, they ex-
perience frustration and tend to exact revenge. It can be
expected that, for employees with a high level of DT, the
most typical response to organizational mistreatment is an
active form of CWB, which is usually immediate and fac-
ing the source of frustration directly. Several studies have
found that DT is correlated with a tendency for aggressive
responses [67], engagement in greater risk-taking activi-
ties [55], moral disengagement [68], high impetuosity, low
self-control and low anxiety [69].

Furthermore, a high level of JC is connected with high au-
tonomy, decision latitude, influence in the organization,
as well as the sense of empowerment and impunity [59].
Therefore, it seems likely that, in response to bullying, em-
ployees with high levels of DT and JC are more engaged
in active forms of CWB (abuse and sabotage) than in the
passive one (withdrawal).

H3: The relationship between bullying and CWB is mod-
erated by the joint effect of DT and JC. Specifically, the
negative effect of bullying on CWB is the strongest for
employees with a high level of DT and a high level of job
control (the 3-way interaction).

H4: The 3-way interaction effect (bullying X DT X job
control) is stronger for abuse and sabotage than for
withdrawal.

The control effect of social approval

With regard to the fact that data concerning both the Dark
Triad and non-ethical behavior constitute information that
people do not confess to, one should expect a strong fear
of assessment and the related self-presentation motiva-
tion. This is why the social approval effect was controlled
in the presented study. The social approval applies to the
self-presentation tendencies of the studied population to
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present themselves favorably. There can be several causes
accounting for the trend, such as a lack of self-reflection,
conformism, or pure inclination to lying and “pretending
to be better” [70]. The self-presentation issues usually ap-
ply to 2 kinds of deformations. Firstly, members of the
studied population may intentionally deny their weak-
nesses and vices, even if they are common in the society.
Secondly, they can attribute to themselves some advantag-
es or virtues which are very rare in the society, making it
highly unlikely for them to possess them [70]. The role of
using social approval inventories, thus, controls the degree
to which the studied person gives a positive answer aimed
at making a positive impression, while avoiding answers
which describe the person just as he or she is.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Participants

The study was conducted among Polish white- and blue-
collar workers (N = 659), such as civil servants, public
administration officials, customer service employees, of-
fice personnel, production staff, and accountants. The
questionnaires were distributed at randomly selected
state-owned (N = 364, 55%) and private (N = 295, 45%)
companies. A significant proportion of the participants
(N = 267, 40%) were employed in managerial positions,
while the rest (N = 392, 60%) were employed as executive
workers.

Potential respondents received a hard copy of the ques-
tionnaires, along with a letter which explained the purpose
of the study. Full confidentiality of data and anonymity
were secured. Those who provided informed consent were
asked to fill out the questionnaires and seal them in enve-
lopes, which were subsequently collected by the research
assistants. All participants were treated in accordance
with the ethical guidelines of the Declaration of Hel-
sinki. Out of 900 distributed questionnaires, 705 (78%)
were returned, and 659 (73% of the original pool) were
filled out at least in 75%. These were subsequently used
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for the data analysis. The analyzed group consisted of 397
(60%) women and 262 (40%) men, aged 20-69 years (M
= 37.24, SD = 8.79), with work experience of 140 years
(M = 14.43,SD = 7.62).

Measures

Five tools were used in the study. Four of them (measuring
bullying at work, JC, DT and CWB) were back translated
into Polish. A questionnaire for social approval measure-
ment was developed in Poland and is currently a fully vali-
dated method, which is commonly used for measurement
of the variables in Polish studies.

Bullying at work

This variable was measured with the Negative Acts Ques-
tionnaires [71] in the Polish version [72]. The tool reflects
typical bullying behaviors (e.g., giving unachievable tasks,
making unkind gestures, spreading rumors). The partici-
pants indicated the degree to which they had suffered such
behaviors during the last 6 months on a 5-point Likert-
type rating scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (daily). The
scale has shown high reliability in the study (o = 0.86).

Job control

Job control was measured with the subscale of the Job
Content Questionnaire [57] in the Polish version [73]. This
includes 9 items, of which 6 are related to skill discretion
and 3 are related to decision authority. Each item of the
subscale is evaluated on a S-point response scale, ranging
from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The aggregat-
ed index of JC was taken into account in this study. Good
internal reliability of the tools was shown with a Cron-
bach’s a coefficient of 0.79 for JC.

The Dark Triad

To measure DT, the Dirty Dozen Scale was used [67] in
the Polish version [74]. It is composed of 12 items (4 items
per subscale). The participants were asked to what extent

they agreed (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)
with the statements. Corresponding items were averaged
to create indexes for narcissism (a = 0.83), Machiavel-
lianism (o = 0.78) and psychopathy (a0 =0.80), along with
a composite of all 12 items (a = 0.82).

Counterproductive work behavior

Counterproductive work behavior was measured with
the 3 subscales of the short version of the Counterproduc-
tive Work Behavior-Checklist [20] (CWB-C32) in the Polish
version [75]. These include abuse (e.g., harmful behaviors
that affect other people), sabotage (e.g., destroying the
physical environment) and withdrawal (e.g., avoiding work
by being absent or late). The subscales consist of 17 items
for abuse (o = 0.88), 3 items for sabotage (o = 0.75) and
4 items for withdrawal (o = (.78), respectively. Responses
are provided on a S-point scale, ranging from 1 (never)
to 5 (every day).

Social approval

Social approval was measured with the Polish version
of the Social Approval Questionnaire [76]. The question-
naire is based on a classical lie scale, taking into account
socially non-approved but very common patterns of be-
havior, not considered pathological (e.g., “There were
instances when I cheated somebody”), as well as socially
desired but very unlikely behavior (e.g., “When I make
a mistake, [ am always ready to admit it”). The question-
naire consists of 29 statements with 2 possible answers
(1 = true; 2 = false). High results indicate a strong social
approval.

Analytical procedure

All variables were Z-standardized. The missing data pat-
tern was analyzed using Little’s MCAR test, which con-
firmed that data were missing completely at random,
x* (71) = 49.78, p = 0.684. The research model was test-
ed by means of a regression analysis with bootstrapping,
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using PROCESS macros [77]. Model 3 was applied (the
moderated moderation effect). By applying bootstrapping
(1000 samples), PROCESS calculates direct, moderation
and moderated moderation effects — for low (-1 SD),
mean (M) and high (+1 SD) levels of the moderators - as
well as their confidence intervals (CIs).

For each of the 3 types of CWB (dependent variables),
the analyses were run separately. This means that a type
of CWB was regressed on bullying, DT and JC (main ef-
fects), and then on interactional effects: 1) bullying X DT,
2) bullying X JC,3) DT x JC, 4) bullying x DT X JC. The
test of slope differences was performed if the interaction
was significant [78]. The effects of gender, age, job senior-
ity and the need for approval were controlled in each re-
gression model.

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics

Means, standard deviations and Pearson’s correlations are
displayed in Table 1. Age and job seniority were shown
to correlate negatively with bullying, DT and CWB. Gen-
der was found to be positively related to DT and CWB
(sabotage only), and negatively to JC, with men displaying
higher DT (t = -6.77, p < 0.001), more frequent CWB
(t =-244,p < 0.05) and lower JC (t = 2.98, p < 0.01)
than women. Social approval correlated negatively with
DT and the 3 types of CWB - abuse, sabotage and with-
drawal. When it comes to differences in the levels of DT
and CWB, in relation to the employment sector (public
vs. private), job position (managerial vs. non-managerial)
and the type of work (manual vs. intellectual), the analysis
found that employees in the private sector showed higher
levels of DT (t = —4.45, p < 0.001) and a higher frequen-
cy of CWB (t = -3.81, p < 0.001). The remaining varia-
bles do not seem to be connected significantly with either
DT or CWB.

The 3 “dark traits” correlated positively with each other,
the same as the 3 types of CWB. Each “dark trait” cor-
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related positively with bullying and the 3 forms of CWB.
Bullying at work was negatively related to JC and posi-
tively to CWB. The Fisher test found that bullying is cor-
related weaker with withdrawal, in comparison with abuse
and sabotage (z = 1.65; p < 0.05).

Testing hypothesis

Table 2 displays the results of regression analyses testing
the main effect of bullying at work, DT and JC on CWB,
as well as the 2- and 3-way interactional effects. In these
analyses, the effects of gender, age, job seniority and the
need for approval were controlled. Age and job senior-
ity were not a predictor of CWB, while gender predicted
only sabotage, but very weakly. The need for approval was
a predictor of the 3 types of CWB. A high level of the need
for approval predicted a low level of CWB.

The findings confirmed the statistical significance of 2
(of 3) main effects. High levels of bullying and DT (but
not JC) are predictors of the 3 types of CWB (Table 2).
In particular, high bullying at work predicted high lev-
els of abuse (B = 0.43, 95%CI: 0.32-0.55), sabotage
(B =10.37, 95% CI: 0.25-0.51) and withdrawal (B = 0.26,
95% CI: 0.15-0.36). Similarly, DT was positively related
to the 3 types of CWB (for abuse: B = 0.27, 95% CI:
0.21-0.34; for sabotage: B = 0.19, 95% CI: 0.11-0.27; for
withdrawal: B = 0.36, 95% CI: 0.28-0.43, respectively).
Table 2 shows that DT moderates the negative effect of
bullying at work on abuse (B = 0.30, 95% CI: 0.20-0.41),
sabotage (B = 0.28, 95% CI: 0.17-0.39) and withdrawal
(B = 0.14, 95% CI: 0.07-0.22). Figures 1-3 show that the
higher the level of bullying, the higher the levels of abuse,
sabotage and withdrawal, but only when DT is also high.
The results of the stepwise regression analysis showed
that the 2-way interaction effects were stronger for abuse
and sabotage (active CWB) than for withdrawal (pas-
sive CWB). The 2-way interaction effects explain 12% of
abuse, 11% of sabotage and only 3% of withdrawal vari-
ances. The results partially confirm H2.
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Figure 1. Two-way interaction between bullying
and the Dark Triad predicting abuse in the study conducted
on Polish employees (N = 659) in 2017
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Figure 2. Two-way interaction between bullying

and the Dark Triad predicting sabotage in the study conducted
on Polish employees (N = 659) in 2017

The moderated moderation effect was confirmed partially
(Table 2). The 3-way interaction between bullying, DT and
JC predicted abuse (B = 0.13, 95% CI: 0.04-0.22) and sab-
otage (B = 0.16, 95% CI: 0.06-0.25), but not withdrawal
(B =0.05,n.s.). The 2 moderated moderation effects were
confirmed by means of F-test for a significant change in
R?values: F(1,655) = 20.57, p < 0.001; AR? = 0.02 (for
abuse) and F(1,655) = 28.21, p < 0.001; AR? = 0.03 (for
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Figure 3. Two-way interaction between bullying
and the Dark Triad predicting withdrawal in the study
conducted on Polish employees (N = 659) in 2017

sabotage). The findings indicate that JC intensifies the
moderation effect of DT on the bullying-active CWB link.
Abuse (Figure 4) and sabotage (Figure 5) increased along
with the increase in bullying, but this effect turned out to
be the strongest when DT and JC were also high. The test
of slope differences indicated that, in conditions of high
bullying, abuse was more frequent for individuals with
high levels of DT and JC, compared with individuals with
low DT but high JC (t = 2.71, p < 0.01), and with low
levels of DT and JC (t = 3.10, p < 0.001). For individuals
with high DT, the level of abuse was not different regard-
less of whether JC was low or high (t = 1.07, p = 0.28).

A similar pattern was observed in relation to sabotage.
When bullying was high, individuals with high levels of
DT and JC engaged in this behavior more frequently
than individuals with low DT but high JC (t = 2.77,p <
0.01), as well as with low levels of DT and JC (t = 2.93,
p < 0.01). Between individuals with high DT, there were
no significant differences in the level of sabotage, regard-
less of the level of JC (t = 1.22, p = 0.22). The 3-way
interaction effect was not obtained for the passive form
of CWB (Figure 6). The combination of high/low levels
of bullying, DT and JC did not predict withdrawal. The
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Figure 4. Three-way interaction between bullying,
the Dark Triad and job control predicting abuse in the study
conducted on Polish employees (N = 659) in 2017
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Figure 5. Three-way interaction between bullying,
the Dark Triad and job control predicting sabotage
in the study conducted on Polish employees (N = 659) in 2017

test of slope differences indicated that the 4 slopes did
not differ significantly from each other. The findings par-
tially supported H3. It was expected (H4) that the 3-way
interaction effect would be stronger for active types of
CWRB, as compared to the passive type of CWB. The sig-
nificance of the moderated moderation effects for abuse
and sabotage, and a lack of significance for withdrawal,
confirm H4.
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Figure 6. Three-way interaction between bullying, the Dark Triad
and job control predicting withdrawal (a non-significant effect)
in the study conducted on Polish employees (N = 659) in 2017

DISCUSSION

The current study is aimed at identifying some job-related
(bullying at work and job control) and personality-related
(the Dark Triad) predictors of active and passive forms of
CWB, as well as at explaining the complex relationships
between them. The findings showed that bullying was re-
lated to CWB, but it was more strongly associated with
active forms of CWB (abuse and sabotage) than with the
passive one (withdrawal). These results are consistent
with the work frustration-aggression model [66], which as-
sumes that, under high organizational mistreatment con-
ditions, employees commonly tend to enact impulsive, ir-
repressible and overtly aggressive forms of revenge, which
are aimed directly towards the source of frustration. The
main effect of JC on CWB was not observed. Previous
studies on JC relationships with CWB have yielded incon-
sistent results, with some researchers reporting negative
(though poor) relationships [13], and others indicating
positive relationships [64]. In all probability, the modify-
ing variables include personality traits (e.g., self-control)
and other types of organizational resources (e.g., social
support and psychological climate), and personal resourc-
es (e.g., locus of control, self-efficacy). These interact



EXPLAINING ACTIVE AND PASSIVE CWB ORIGINAL PAPER

with JC and together affect CWB. This is confirmed by
some studies [14,43].

Certain correlations between DT and the 3 analyzed be-
haviors were found. The findings are coherent with the
results of 2 meta-analyses [79,12]. The correlations of
DT with abuse and withdrawal were a little stronger than
with sabotage. Previous research has shown that each
of the 3 “dark traits” is associated somehow differently
with CWB [12] and the tactics of workplace manipula-
tion [55]. Therefore, an analysis of the role of each of the
dark traits in predicting CWB was conducted additionally.
The findings showed that Machiavellianism (compared
with narcissism and psychopathy) had the strongest as-
sociations with the 3 measured types of CWB. These
findings are consistent with the results obtained by other
researchers [67,79].

With regard to the moderation effect, the DT was shown
to increase the negative impact of bullying on harmful be-
havior. It means that, under conditions of high job stress,
individuals high in these traits are particularly likely to
engage in counterproductive activities. These results are
consistent with the findings of previous research [9,57].
It was observed that DT traits had a greater moderation
effect on the negative impact of job stressors in the case
of active, rather than passive, forms of CWB. An addi-
tional analysis showed that this effect concerned each of
the DT traits. Even though the pattern holds true for all
individual DT traits, the reasons that lead Machiavellian,
narcissistic and psychopathic individuals to react with ag-
gression may vary. While psychopathic employees tend to
respond aggressively in confrontational situations, nar-
cissists are more likely to do so when their self-esteem is
under threat [80]. In addition, the latter tend to be more
cautious and “mild” in their response. They are also more
likely to consider the potential consequences of their
behavior.

Employees who show psychopathic traits tend to resort to
“hard” manipulation tactics (e.g., confrontation), while

narcissists typically prefer “soft” measures (e.g., ingratia-
tion). Those with a high degree of Machiavellianism, con-
versely, employ both types depending on the situation [55].
Moore et al. [81] also showed that Machiavellians display
a much higher degree of moral disengagement than other
individuals. Moral disengagement temporarily relaxes
moral norms and standards and, thus, makes it significant-
ly easier for them to engage in unethical behavior [82].
Job control also moderated the connections of bullying
with abuse and sabotage, but not with withdrawal. More
specifically, the higher the level of bullying, the higher
were the levels of abuse and sabotage, but mainly when JC
was also high. However, weaker moderation effects were
observed for JC than for DT. The intensifying (rather than
buffering) effect of JC observed in the study is inconsistent
with the claims of some authors [59] who advocate that
CWB often stems from the sense of helplessness caused
by the employees’ inability to influence their own work en-
vironment, e.g., the procedures of granting bonuses and
rewards, promotions and remuneration. In this light, such
tactics are understood as a way to vent negative emotions
and restore a symbolic sense of JC [58]. According to Allen
and Greenberg [60], under stressful conditions, individu-
als with a lower sense of JC tend to modify their environ-
ment and restore control through destructive acts. Con-
versely, a stronger sense of JC is linked to fewer organi-
zational constraints and a greater leeway for action, which
creates more opportunities for engagement in CWB, and
decreases the risk that such behavior will be detected and
punished. This is supported by some studies which show
a positive correlation between JC and CWB [64], as well as
an intensifying effect of JC on the link between job stress-
ors and CWB [13,15].

The findings have also confirmed a 3-way interaction ef-
fect (bullying x DT x JC). The combination of high levels
of job stress, high DT traits and high JC have resulted in
the highest degree of CWB. In other words, job stressors
were found to intensify CWB particularly in individuals
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with high levels of DT traits and JC. The current findings
confirm the suggestion made by some researchers that for
employees with high DT traits, high JC contributes to an
increase in CWB [62,18]. It is worth noting that the 3-way
interactional effect was observed only for the active forms
of CWB (abuse and sabotage), and not for the passive
one (withdrawal). This means that, in situations of high
job stress and high JC, individuals with high levels of DT
traits are more likely to engage in hostile, rather than in-
strumental, forms of aggressive behavior. It could be the
case that, in situations of low autonomy and freedom, ac-
companied by high risks of sanctions and high potential
consequences for unethical behavior, employees with pro-
nounced DT traits may resort to withdrawal tactics. As JC
increases, however, they tend to turn to more direct forms
of organizational revenge.

Limitations and future directions

It is worth mentioning the limitations of the current study.
One of these has to do with the measurement method. All
measured variables were assessed by self-reports. There-
fore, the results might be contaminated by common meth-
od variance or a self-report bias [83]. Furthermore, the
self-reporting tool has been repeatedly criticized for mea-
suring declarations rather than concrete behavior or, to be
more precise, the frequency with which respondents admit
to engaging in counterproductive work behavior. Respon-
dent declarations are affected by many variables, such as
the social approval, the acceptance of CWB in organiza-
tional standards, or the perceived harshness and likelihood
of sanctions, as well as by individual personality traits, e.g.,
the tendency to lie and the degree of self-control [84]. Re-
searchers also point out that the mean levels obtained for
most items in CWB questionnaires tend to be low. The rea-
son for this is that respondents are unlikely to admit that
they engage in such behavior [85]. Certain types of CWB
(e.g., theft) are regulated by law and employees tend to
deny them for fear of punishment. In other cases, however,

[JOMEH 2019;32(6)

they simply find it difficult to admit to wrongdoing, even
to themselves. Doing so would probably involve the rise of
negative thoughts about themselves and, as a consequence,
experiencing various unpleasant emotions.

The alternative CWB measurement method, based on re-
ports by superiors and colleagues, also has its limitations.
As stated by Fox et al. [86], superiors and colleagues are
likely to detect only some counterproductive acts, since
these are mostly carried out in secret. In a meta-analysis
study, Berry et al. [87] compared CWB data obtained from
self-reports with evaluations by superiors and colleagues.
The mean corrected correlation coefficient for CWB, as
measured by these 2 methods, was shown to be moderate
(r = 0.38). In addition, the mean values for CWB mea-
sured by self-reporting scales proved higher than those re-
ported by other employees [87]. This seems to suggest that
superiors and colleagues tend to underestimate the occur-
rence of CWB. The figures can be treated as an argument
to support the greater validity of self-reports as compared
to external evaluation.

Another limitation has to do with the fact that the analysis
of moderation in the current study was based on cross-sec-
tional surveys, rather than on a cross-lagged study. Nega-
tive organizational behaviors are very dynamic and emerge
as a result of long-term job stressors, personality traits and
the emotions that they engender. The orientation of the
cause-and-effect between a job stressor and CWB is not
completely clear. According to the results of 2 recent cross-
lagged studies, there is a specific spiral gain between bully-
ing at work and CWB [8,88]. For instance, Simon et al. [8§]
demonstrated that abusive supervision was positively re-
lated to the active CWB at baseline and had a lagged rela-
tion to the passive types of CWB at follow-up. A high level
of “reciprocal” CWB, however, leads to an increase in the
abusive behavior of supervisors, as revealed in further mea-
surements. Wei and Si [8] obtained similar results. Slightly
different mechanisms of the active and passive types of
CWB were observed. In the case of the active CWB, the
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effect of abusive supervision was mediated by anger, but in
the case of the passive CWB the role of the mediator was
played by anxiety [88]. The results of the abovementioned
studies indicate different development mechanisms for
the 2 types of CWB. They also suggest that a certain feed-
back exists between stress and CWB.

CONCLUSIONS

To conclude, it is worth mentioning both the cognitive and
practical implications of the studies performed. The cog-
nitive value of the study is checking the stressor-emotion
model in Polish conditions, and its expansion with addi-
tional variables, important from the perspective of CWB
antecedents. As regards the practical implications, the
current study has demonstrated that, when experienc-
ing mistreatment by other employees, the sense of JC in
people with a higher level of DT can bring negative results
for the organization. Most probably, this will be attributed
to a stronger inclination of employees with such charac-
teristics to respond with greater frustration and anger to
the harm they experience. Such an outcome can also result
from the inclination to be impulsive and to strongly en-
gage in retaliatory practices. High levels of autonomy and
freedom foster such behavior.

Employees with DT can find the involvement in harmful
activities — when they experience a sense of humiliation
or unfair treatment — as a particularly effective way of
coping with stress, with a somewhat “therapeutic” effect.
A health-promoting effect of counterproductive behavior
was demonstrated in several research studies but DT char-
acteristics were not taken into account [21,65]. Providing
employees high in both DT and JC with other organiza-
tional resources can be a form of CWB counteraction.
Such resources may include social support, coaching and
a favorable organizational climate. It is possible that, ow-
ing to the “richness” of job resources, people will activate
other, more productive methods of coping with stress,
e.g., focusing on their tasks.
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