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A B S T R A C T 

Background: Typically, researchers believe that abusive supervision decreases employees' helping behavior. 

However, according to the emotional process theory of abusive supervision, subordinates show more helping 

behavior under certain conditions. The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of abusive supervision on 

employees' helping behavior, with a focus on the mediating role of self-blame and guilt as well as the moderating 

effects of core self-evaluation (CSE) and power distance. 

Methods: The present study is applied in purpose and descriptive in method, classified as a semi-experimental study 

regarding its design. The statistical population comprised all administrative and medical staff working in public 

hospitals of Yazd. Sampling was conducted using a convenience sampling method, with the sample size determined 

through G-Power software. After removing outliers, 381 participants remained for analysis. Data were collected via a 

questionnaire, and after confirming its reliability and validity, hypotheses were tested using SPSS21 software and the 

PROCESS module. 

Results: The direct association between abusive supervision and employees’ helping behavior was significantly 

negative (-0/235). The mediation by self-blame and guilt was negative too. The relationship between abusive 

supervision and self-blame was positively correlated to CSE (0/224), while the association between self-blame and 

guilt was negatively correlated to power distance. 

Conclusion: In the context of abusive supervision and its aftermath, this study introduced self-blame and guilt as two 

mediators that can affect subordinates’ reactions to abusive supervision. Also, for the first time, CSE was tested as a 

moderator between abusive supervision and self-blame. Finally, in response to previous calls for research, the 

moderating role of subordinates’ power distance orientation in the relationship between self-blame and guilt was 

investigated. 

 

Keywords: Abusive Supervision, Employees’ Helping Behavior, Self-Blame, Guilt, Core Self-Evaluation, Power 

Distance 

 

Introduction 

Abusive supervision in the workplace is a 

phenomenon referring to the "subordinates' 

perception of the extent to which supervisors 

engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal 

and nonverbal behaviors, excluding physical 

contact (1). Nowadays, more and more workplaces 

are beset with this supervision (2,3,4). Yao (5) 

examined abusive supervision in relation to suicide 

ideation. From the perspective of justice theories 

and reciprocity, this supervisory abuse can induce 

retaliating behaviors such as cooperation reduction 

(6), knowledge hiding (7), deviant behavior (8) and 
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poor subordinate task performance (9). More 

recent research has revealed that subordinates may 

show helping behaviors after experiencing 

supervision abuse (10). Based on the emotional 

process theory of abusive supervision (11), when 

subordinates point the finger at themselves after 

experiencing abuse, they may blame themselves 

and feel guilty; hence, they try to compensate by 

showing more helping behavior (10, 12). 

Moreover, considering that emotions are 

influenced by personality traits (13), this study 

seeks to investigate the moderating impacts of core 

self-evaluation (CSE), as a factor that increases 

one’s vulnerability when facing challenging and 

stressful situations (14), and power distance 

orientation, which increases or decreases 

sensitivity to abusive supervision (15). 

The research contributes to the literature on 

abusive supervision and subordinates’ 

corresponding reactions. First, it considers self-

blame and guilt as two mediators that can affect 

the reaction of subordinates to abusive supervision, 

thereby helping the perpetuation of abuse. Second, 

considering CSE as a dispositional variable, this 

research shows that diverse levels of CSE can 

affect the relationship between abusive supervision 

and self-blame and prevent self-blame after abuse. 

Third, the study responds to the call for research on 

how individual-level cultural values affect the 

perception, evaluation, and outcomes of abusive 

supervision (2,16). To this end, subordinates’ 

power distance orientation is investigated for its 

moderating role in the relationship between self-

blame and guilt. This study contributed to the body 

of knowledge about supervisor mistreatment and 

helping behaviors in several ways. First, by 

considering the mediating role of self-blame and 

guilt in the relationship between supervisor 

mistreatment and supervisor helping behaviors, it 

focuses on the emotional and affective processes of 

subordinates when confronted with supervisor 

mistreatment and shows how supervisor 

mistreatment may increase subordinates' helping 

behaviors. Then, by considering the moderating 

role of central self-evaluation and power distance, 

it shows that individual and cultural differences as 

boundary conditions can affect the relationships 

between research variables according to the 

conceptual model. This study enriched the 

literature of abusive supervision and its aftermath 

by introducing self-blame and guilt as two 

mediators which can affect the reaction of 

subordinates towards abusive supervision. Second, 

unprecedentedly, CSE was tested as a moderator 

between abusive supervision and self-blame. 

Third, responding to the previous call for research 

(2,16), the moderation of subordinates’ power 

distance orientation on the relationship between 

self-blame and guilt was investigated. 

Literature review 

Abusive supervision and employees’ helping 

behavior 

Previous research has explicitly shown the 

detrimental effects of abusive supervision (17) on 

job satisfaction and commitment (18), 

organizational citizenship behavior (19), 

knowledge sharing behavior (20), and voice 

behavior (21), all of which can be justified through 

the social exchange theory. Therefore, the 

following hypothesis is derived: 

H1: Abusive supervision has a negative direct 

effect on employees’ helping behavior. 

The mediating roles of self-blame and guilt 

Self-blame is a maladaptive cognitive coping 

strategy by which individuals attribute the reason 

for an unfavorable event to themselves (22). 

Research has shown that self-blaming is the first 

prevalent reaction to serious scold from others 

(23). Troester and Van Quaquebeke (9) extended 

the emotional process theory of abusive 

supervision and considered self-blaming as a 

cognitive appraisal that can lead to feeling of guilt. 

Accordingly, after perceiving abusive supervision, 

employees may blame themselves, and, if they 

deem themselves accountable, they feel guilty. 

Guilt is a conscious emotion that is generated in 

social interactions, and those who feel guilt prefer 

to compensate for their wrongdoings (12). In other 
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words, the feeling of guilt causes motivation and 

inclination through apologizing and making up for 

the loss (24). This brings one to the following 

hypothesis: 

H2: Self-blame and guilt mediate the indirect effect 

of abusive supervision on employees’ helping 

behavior in a way that the indirect association of 

abusive supervision and helping behavior is 

significantly positive. 

The moderating role of CSE 

CSE, a stable personality construct, represents the 

fundamental judgment that individuals make about 

their self-worth and capabilities. It includes 

individual subconscious appraisal of one’s abilities 

and self-control (25). This concept was initially 

employed (26) to evaluate job satisfaction and then 

utilized in other realms. 

Those who often practice CSE are more resilient 

when encountering challenges (27). In contrast, 

those who are lower in CSE are weaker and more 

vulnerable, since they have less self-confidence 

and are cynical about their competency and 

capabilities (14). Tepper et al. (9) contend that 

abusive supervision is a more serious threat for 

those who are psychologically weaker and more 

vulnerable because they have more negative 

perceptions about their self-worth and 

performance. Looking through the lens of self-

control, those who are higher in CSE are more 

certain about their capabilities and self-control 

(28,29). Therefore, self-blame, which is done due 

to lack of self-control (30), can be employed to 

compensate for loss. This yields the following 

hypothesis: 

H3: CSE moderates the relationship between 

abusive supervision and self-blame in a way that 

those who have higher CSE blame themselves less. 

The moderating role of power distance 

Power distance is a cultural value that represents 

the extent to which an individual expects and 

accepts an unequal distribution of power (31,32). 

Those who have a better orientation of power 

distance accept hierarchy, respect powerful 

individuals and obey them (34) and tend to accept 

the supervisor’s decisions (35). In contrast, 

individuals with a low power distance orientation 

deem themselves the peers of their supervisors and 

develop relationships with them, since they believe 

in the availability of their supervisors (32). 

Those subordinates who are good at power 

distance orientation accept unequal power distance 

more willfully and are, therefore, more likely to 

defer to supervisors (35). Due to their awareness of 

status differences during interactions, they are 

submissive and receptive to their supervisors’ 

decisions, and their reactions toward their 

supervisors’ wrongdoing are less negative (15). 

Such subordinates accept power imbalance (36). In 

contrast, low power orientation leads to perceiving 

more rule violations and feeling less justice, 

thereby feeling more guilt (37). Based on the 

theory of resource conservation (38), subordinates 

with higher power distance orientation are more 

likely to judge their supervisor as less abusive than 

those with low power distance (16,39). 

Subordinates with a higher power distance 

orientation do not have to spend their resources as 

much to deal with abuse as subordinates with a 

lower power distance orientation. According to the 

power dependence theory (40), they feel less abuse 

due to their dependence on power sources. Thus, in 

high power distance contexts, subordinates find 

abusive supervisors more tolerable (16,39). This 

issue can be hypothesized as follows: 

H4: Power distance moderates the relationship 

between self-blame and guilt in a way that 

subordinates with higher power distance 

orientation feel less guilt after blaming themselves. 

The corresponding conceptual model is illustrated 

in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual model 

 

Materials and Methods 

Participants and data collection 

The participants were all administrative and 

medical staff working in public hospitals in Yazd. 

They were selected by a nonprobability 

convenience sampling technique. The G*power 

software version 3.1.9.6 (41), is a software 

program widely used to calculate and evaluate 

sample size adequacy. A power of 0.9 and an α 

level of 0.05 were taken into consideration. 

Initially, 50 data points were collected, an effect 

size of 0.0448 was acquired, and a sample size of 

373 was determined. Prior to the data collection, 

informed consent was received from the 

individual participants. After a decision on a 90% 

response rate (42), 410 questionnaires were 

distributed. Finally, 392 completed questionnaires 

were collected with the response rate of 95.6%). 

As suggested by Goldammer et al. (43), the 

Mahalanobis distance was calculated, and 11 

outliers were omitted. Therefore, the final sample 

size comprising fully completed surveys was 381 

with a response rate of 93%. 

Research tools, procedures, and data analysis 

The abusive supervision scale 

Abusive supervision was assessed by asking some 

follow-up questions after asking the participants 

to read one of the written scenarios randomly. The 

scenarios were adopted from Troester (10), and 

the follow-up questions were from the five-item 

scale of abusive supervision (44). An example 

item was “My supervisor ridicules me”. The 

corresponding Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94. 

In this study, the content validity of the 

measurement tool was confirmed by the 

supervisor and advisor. 

The self-blame scale 

To measure self-blame, the 3-item scale (10) was 

adopted. An example item of this scale was “I 

think that I am responsible for damaging my 

relationship with my supervisor”. The Cronbach 

alpha was 0.83. 

The guilt scale 

Guilt was evaluated with the 5-item scale of guilt 

from the State Shame and Guilt Scale (SSDS). An 

example item was “I feel like apologizing and 

confessing”. The Cronbach alpha was 0.89. 

The employees’ helping behavior scale 

The employees’ helping behavior was rated based 

on the scale developed by Dalal (45). This 

measure includes six questions. For example, “I 

would go out of my way to be nice to my 

supervisor”. The Cronbach alpha was 0.78. 

The CSE scale 

The participants were asked to answer the 

questions in the 12-item CSE Scale (28). The 

validity of the scale was already confirmed by 

previous research (46). An example item was 

“When I try, I generally succeed”. Cronbach’s 

alpha was 0.76. 

The power distance scale 

The six-item scale from (47) was used to measure 

the power distance orientation. An example item 

H3(-) 

Power distance 

 Core self-evaluation 

 

Self-blame 

 

Guilt 

 

Abusive supervision 

H4(-) 

H1(-) 

Employees’ helping 

behavior 

H2(+) double mediation hypothesis 
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was “I believe managers should seldom ask for 

the opinion of employees”. The Cronbach alpha 

was 0.76. 

The data collection in this research was done over 

a five-month period in 2023. Through 

Bootstrapping, the proposed moderated mediation 

model was investigated completely. The 

bootstrapping technique was employed (48) via 

the PROCESS macro and added to SPSS21 (49). 

There was a common method variance (CMV) 

due the use of a single method to collect the data 

(i.e., self-report survey in this study). In this 

regard, a Harman one-factor test, comprising all 

the variables, demonstrated that a single This 

factor can represent only 22.47% of the variants, 

which is considerably less than 50% (50). This 

result shows no significant common variance 

(51,52). Therefore, common method variance is 

not a major threat in this study. 

 

Results 

This section presents a concise overview of the 

data analysis. Prior to the testing of the proposed 

hypotheses, the data fitness of the measurement 

model and the distinctiveness of the measures, 

were tested with AMOS (53). Based on Table 1, 

the measurement model showed a good fit to the 

data (λ2 = 954.109, df = 444, p < 0.001, CFI = 

0.915, TLI = 0.906, RMSEA = 0.055). 

 

Table 1. Results of confirmatory factor analysis 

Models χ
2
 Df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA Δχ

2
 

Six-factor model (Abusive supervision, CSE, PD, 
Self-blame, Guilt, Employees’ helping behavior) 

954.109 444 2.149 0.915 0.906 0.055 
 

Five-factor model (Abusive supervision, CSE, 
PD, Self-blame, Guilt and Employees’ helping 
behavior  combined) 

1572.78 449 3.503 0.814 0.794 0.081 618.673
***

 

Four-factor model (Abusive supervision, CSE, 
PD, Self-blame and Guilt and Employees’ 
helping behavior  combined) 

1737.98 453 3.868 0.787 0.767 0.086 738.871
***

 

Three-factor model (Abusive supervision and 
CSE combined, PD, Self-Blame and Guilt and 
Employees’ helping behavior  combined) 

2172.88 456 4.765 0.716 0.691 0.100 1218.771
***

 

Two-factor model (Abusive supervision and CSE 
and PD combined, Self-Blame and Guilt and 
Employees’ helping behavior  combined) 

2635.98 458 5.755 0.639 0.609 0.112 1681.871
***

 

One-factor 3287.14 459 7.162 0.531 0.494 0.127 2333.031
***

 
One-factor 3287.14 459 7.162 0.531 0.494 0.127 2333.031

***
 

Note: N = 381. All the alternative models were compared to the six-factor model. 
Abbreviations: CFI (comparative fit index); RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation); SRMR (standardized root mean 
square residual). 
* p < .01; ** p < .001 

 

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics, 

correlations, and Cronbach’s alpha of the variables. 

The hypotheses were tested with the PROCESS 

macro for SPSS [49]. The bootstrapping method 

with 5,000 interactions was used to calculate the 

indirect effects (54). Using the confidence interval, 

this method shows statistical significance if the 

interval excludes zero. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations of the study variables 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Abusive supervision 2.70 1.18 (0.94)           
2. CSE 3.71 0.49 -.149

**
 (0.76)         

3. Self-blame 2.33 0.86 .414
**

 -.130
*
 (0.83)       

4. PD 2.03 0.68 .110
*
 -.057 .209

**
 (0.76)     

5. Guilt 2.78 0.90 .458
**

 -.161
**

 .695
**

 .136
**

 (0.89)   
6. Employees’ helping behavior 2.98 0.69 -.227

**
 .103

*
 .155

**
 .128

*
 .164

**
 (0.78) 

Note: N = 381. Cronbach's alphas are shown in the diagonal. 
* p < .01  ** p < .001 

 

Hypothesis 1 outlined the significant negative 

direct association between abusive supervision 

and employees’ helping behavior. The results in 

Table 3 show that the direct effect of abusive 

supervision on employees’ helping behavior is 

negative (b = 0.235, p < 0.001). Therefore, 

Hypothesis 1 is supported. 

 

Table 3. Summary of analyses for Hypothesis 1 

Variable B SE T P LLCI ULCI 

Abusive supervision -0.235 0.32 -7.447 0.000 -0.298 -0.173 

Note: N = 381. The unstandardized beta coefficients are reported. The independent variables were 
mean centered. 
SE (Standard error); LLCI (Lower Limit Confidence Interval); ULCI (Upper Limit Confidence Interval) 
The dependent variable is employees’ helping behavior  
* p < .01; ** p < .001. 

 

Hypothesis 2 asserts that the mediation of  

self-blame and guilt is significant. Based on 

Table 4, the indirect association between abusive 

supervisor and supervisor-directed helping via 

self-blame was 0.04 (boot SE = 0.02). It is 

statistically significant, since zero was not in the 

bias-corrected 95% confidence interval (CI = 

[0.002, 0.07]). Moreover, the indirect 

relationship between abusive supervision and 

employees’ helping behavior was 0.03 (boot 

SE=0.01). It was statistically significant because 

the confidence interval did not contain zero 

(0.95% CI = [0.008 and 0.054]). The indirect 

effect of abusive supervision and employees’ 

helping behavior via both variables of self-blame 

and guilt was 0.04 (boot SE = 0.01, CI = [0.013 

and 0.062]), which was significant. These results 

generally reveal that both self-blame and guilt 

significantly mediate the association between 

abusive supervision and employees’ helping 

behavior, supporting Hypothesis 2. 
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Table 4. Summary of analyses for Hypothesis 2 

 Self-blame Guilt Employees’ helping behavior 
 B SE T B SE t b SE T 

Abusive 
supervision 

0.3 0.03 8.85** 
      

Guilt    0.15 0.03 5.17** -0.24 0.032 -7.45** 
Self-blame    0.64 0.04 15.33** 0.12 0.053 2.31* 
       0.18 0.052 3.52** 

Model R
2
 0.17** 0.52** 0.15** 

Indirect effects of abusive supervision on employees’ helping behavior  through self-blame and guilt 

 
Indirect 
effect 

Boot SE  
Lower 95% bootstrap 

confidence interval 
Higher 95% bootstrap 

confidence interval 
Self-blame 0.04 0.02  0.002 0.07 
Guilt 0.03 0.01  0.008 0.054 

 0.04 0.013  0.013 0.062 

Note: N = 381. The unstandardized beta coefficients are reported. The independent variables were mean centered. 
SE (standard error); LLCI (lower limit confidence interval); ULCI (upper limit confidence interval) 
** p < 0.001             * p < 0.01 

 

Hypothesis 3 posits that CSE moderates the 

relationship between abusive supervision and  

self-blame in a way that more CSE makes this 

relationship less positive. Table 5 suggests that 

after controlling the main impact of abusive 

supervision and CSE, the abusive supervision by 

CSE interaction accounted for a significant 

incremental variance (2.32% because of 

interaction  ( in self-blame  

(b = 0.22, p < 0.001). Additionally, there were simple 

slopes at one standard deviation above and below the 

mean score of the CSE to show the interaction effect 

directions (Figure 2). The slope of the association 

between abusive supervision and self-blame was 

steeper for higher levels of CSE (simple slope = 0.40, 

p < 0.001). In contrast, when the levels of CSE were 

lower, the association was significantly weaker 

(simple slope = 0.18, p < 0.001). 

 

Table 5. Summary of analyses for Hypothesis 3 

 
Self-blame  Guilt  

Employees’ helping 
behavior 

B SE   B SE   b SE 
Abusive supervision 0.291** 0.034   0.157 0.030   -.235** 0.032 
CSE -0.118 0.0812       
Abusive supervision × CSE 0.224* 0.07       
Self-blame       0.639 0.041   0.123** 0.053 
Guilt             0.184** 0.052 

R
2
  0.199   0.518  0.155 

F 31.297**   202.829**  22.960** 
Conditional effects of abusive supervision on self-blame for different levels of CSE 

  Effect Boot SE   
Lower 95% bootstrap 
confidence interval 

 
Higher 95% bootstrap 

confidence interval 
Low 0.02 0.09   0.006  0.04 

Mean 0.03 0.01   0.01  0.06 
High 0.05 0.02   0.02  0.08 

Index of the moderated mediation 
  Index Boot SE   Boot LLCI   Boot ULCI 

CSE 0.026 0.013   0.006   0.06 

Note: N = 381. The unstandardized beta coefficients are reported. The independent variables were mean centered. 
CSE (core self-evaluation); SE (standard error); LLCI (lower limit confidence interval); ULCI (upper limit confidence interval) 
** p < 0.001             * p < 0.01 
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Figure 2. Interaction of abusive supervision and CSE on self-blame 

 

To continue the analysis, the PROCESS macro for 

SPSS (55) was employed to test whether the 

conditional indirect effect of abusive supervision 

on employees’ helping behavior via the two 

mediators of self-blame and guilt was moderated 

by CSE (i.e., Hypothesis 3; Table 5). The index of 

the moderated mediation was significant 

(moderated mediation index = 0.03, boot SE = 

0.01, 95% CI = [0.006 to 0.06]). Generally, a 

moderated mediation index indicates whether the 

indirect effects are affected by low and high levels 

of the moderator (49). Also, excluding zero, a 

95% bootstrapped confidence interval indicates 

that the indirect effect varies across diverse levels 

of CSE. Moreover, post hoc analyses utilizing 

Johnson-Neyman technique suggest that the 

relationship between abusive supervision and self-

blame is positive and significant for values above 

-0.85 standard deviation of the CSE mean (Figure 

3). The findings contradict the proposed 

hypothesis. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is not 

supported and is discussed later. 

 
Figure 3. Johnson-Neyman regions representing the threshold for the significance of the effect of abusive supervision 

on self-blame for different levels of CSE 
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Hypothesis 4 proposes that the association 

between self-blame and guilt is significantly 

moderated by power distance (Table 6). To probe 

it, simple slope testing (56) and Johnson-Neyman 

technique (57, 58) were used to identify 

significant regions. The simple slope testing 

showed that more self-blame leads to more 

feelings of guilt when power distance is lower (b 

= 0.22, SE = 0.053, p < 0.001). The confidence 

interval did not include zero for any of high and 

low levels of power distance (Figure 4). Further 

analysis of the moderation showed that the 

moderation mediation index was also significant 

(moderated mediation index = -0.008, boot SE = 

0.004, 95% CI = [-0.017 to -0.001]). This 

demonstrates that the indirect effect of abusive 

supervision on employees’ helping behavior is 

affected by power distance as the moderator. 

Based on Figure 5, the relationship between self-

blame and guilt was negative for all the moderator 

values, ranging from -1.033 to 1.97 standard 

deviation of the power distance mean. 

 

Table 6. Summary of analyses for Hypothesis 4 

 Self-blame  Guilt  Employees’ helping behavior 

B SE  b SE  b SE 

Abusive 
supervision 

0.304** 0.034 
 

0.155** 0.030 
 -

0.235** 
0.032 

Self-blame    0.637** 0.042  0.123* 0.053 
PD    -0.010 0.049    
Self-blame × 
PD 

   
-0.140** 0.053 

 
0.184** 0.052 

Guilt         
R

2
 0.171  0.527    

F 78.382**  104.531**  0.155 
     22.960**   

Conditional effects of self-blame on guilt for different levels of PD 

  Effect Boot SE 
 Lower 95% bootstrap 

confidence interval 
 Higher 95% bootstrap confidence 

interval 

Low 0.02 0.09  0.006  0.04 
Mean 0.03 0.01  0.01  0.06 
High 0.05 0.02  0.02  0.08 

Index of the moderated mediation 

  Index Boot SE  Boot LLCI  Boot ULCI 
CSE 0.026 0.013  0.006  0.06 

Note: N = 381. The unstandardized beta coefficients are reported. The independent variables were mean centered. 
CSE (core self-evaluation); SE (standard error); LLCI (lower limit confidence interval); ULCI (upper limit confidence interval) 
** p < 0.001             * p < 0.01 
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Figure 4. Interaction of self-blame and power distance on guilt 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Johnson-Neyman regions representing the threshold for the significance of the effect of self-blame on guilt 

for different levels of power distance 

 

Discussion 

This study aimed at the association between 

abusive supervision and employees’ helping 

behavior as well as the mediating and moderating 

mechanisms involved in the relationship between 

these two variables. In this regard, two sequential 

variables were examined, including a) self-blame 

as an internal attribution, or the cognitive process 

of accusing oneself of a negative event, and b) 

guilt as an adaptive emotion (26) that facilitates 

and enhances cooperation (59). Also, personality 

and culture, CSE, and power distance were 

considered as the moderators of the two 

relationships. 

The findings of this study provide evidence for the 

relationship between supervisor mistreatment and 

helping behaviors in service sector employees in 

Yazd city. The findings show that in the 

relationship between supervisor mistreatment and 

helping behaviors, self-blame and guilt are serial 

mediator variables that suppress the negative effect 

of supervisor mistreatment on helping behaviors. 

Therefore, it seems that in order to more fully 

understand employee behaviors in dealing with 

abusive supervisors, distinctive aspects of 

emotional processes, personality traits, and 

environmental factors that have not been discussed 

before should be considered. We believe that the 
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model proposed in this study can be a starting 

point for further exploration and attention to 

emotional processes in employees’ behaviors. 

Direct effect 

First, according to the findings of this research, 

employees’ helping behavior is significantly and 

negatively correlated to abusive supervision. Most 

of the literature on abusive supervision is 

concerned with processing injustice such that 

followers try to make a balance; thus, refraining 

from helping supervisors amends the unjust 

supervisor-subordinate relationship (6, 8, 23, 

60,61). Drawing on the resource conservation 

theory (62), abuse is in contrast to self-esteem and 

social support (63), maintaining the remaining 

resources. Therefore, plausibly, subordinates do 

not invest their time and energy in extra role 

behaviors, including supervisor-directed helping 

(64). This happens when consequent self-blame 

and guilt are not triggered. 

Second, there is a plethora of research indicating 

that subordinates blame supervisors’ abuse for 

decreasing their helping behavior and increasing 

their deviant behavior to establish a balance (6). 

Indirect effect 

The findings showed that subordinates’ self-

blaming after experiencing abuse can engender 

guilt, which ultimately functions as a motive to 

help the supervisor. It is in line with the emotional 

process theory of abusive supervision, stating that 

self-blame is contingent on time and situation and 

causes diverse feelings such as anger, fear and 

guilt, and may lead to different behaviors (16).  

Therefore, during the initial appraisal, when 

subordinates determine that the abuse is due to 

their faults, self-blame is initiated and becomes 

more profound after the second appraisal, and 

manifests itself as guilt (3). As a self-conscious 

feeling that is closely related to pity, retaliation and 

helping behavior (65), guilt can lead to more 

helping behavior toward supervisors. 

Third, CSE was introduced as a moderator to 

further help the literature on abusive supervision 

and the related self-blaming. It was hypothesized 

that those with lower CSE are more likely to blame 

themselves after encountering abusive supervision. 

Nevertheless, the findings showed the opposite. 

The possible reason is that, based on the self-

verification theory (66), individuals prefer to be 

seen as they perceive themselves. Accordingly, 

when subordinates with higher CSE perceive abuse 

from their supervisors, they feel more of a threat to 

their self-schemas and feel more devastation  (67). 

Individuals with higher CSE have more self-

esteem and self-efficacy with an external locus of 

control and less neuroticism (19). Therefore, 

supervisor abuse is deemed as a threat to their 

characteristics, which makes them react to abuse 

more intensely. Looking through the lens of the 

resource conservation theory (62), abusive 

supervision threatens important resources such as 

self-esteem (63); hence, those with higher CSE 

make more effort to maintain their depleting 

resources, since they perceive the threat more 

severely. Once they judge themselves faulty, self-

blame may occur. Research has shown that those 

with higher self-esteem blame themselves more, 

indicating their effort to control and prevent abuse 

(68). 

Fourth, the role of power distance as a moderating 

factor in the relationship between self-blame and 

guilt was verified. Based on previous findings (43, 

69), when power distance orientation is lower, 

more self-blame leads to more guilt. Subordinates 

with a higher power distance orientation tend to be 

more passive. They are more likely to tolerate 

abuse and its negative consequences so as to 

maintain work relationships (43,69). In the same 

context, the stress caused by abusive supervision 

affects cognitive-emotional resources, reducing 

emotional regulation capacity due to decreased 

emotional awareness. This is suggested by stress 

theories (62), which posit that the accumulation of 

stressors may deplete the necessary resources to 

cope with the subsequent stressors. Abusive 

supervision is associated with a range of acute and 

chronic stressors (7), and guilt levels may be 

elevated for those with conflictual intimate 
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relationships (i.e., lower power distance 

orientation). Both supervisor abuse and the 

experience of guilt can uniquely tax cognitive 

emotional resources (70). Those with a higher 

power distance orientation are likely to be more 

inclined to employ the avoidance coping strategy 

in response to uncomfortable moral emotions, 

which can decrease guilt awareness and reduce 

distress over time (71). 

Limitations of future research 

This research has several inherent limitations. 

First, the data were collected through self-reporting 

questionnaires, which can raise concerns of 

common method bias (72). Based on the 

recommendations of researchers e.g., Conway & 

Lance (73), various measures were taken to control 

it. The participants were selected from all 

administrative and medical staff working in public 

hospitals in Yazd. Moreover, they were reassured 

about the confidentiality of their responses.  

Valid scales were also employed to assess the 

variables. 

A one-factor Harman test was conducted so that 

common method bias would not be a concern. 

Nevertheless, future research may use other 

methods, such as experimental and longitudinal 

research methods. Second, it was shown that 

abusive supervision can increase employees’ 

helping behavior, hence burgeoning productivity if 

helping behavior is aligned with organizational 

goals. This assertion has not yet been tested and is 

solely deduced from previous research (15). Future 

research may delve into how and when helping 

abusive supervision can have positive 

organizational consequences. Third, to evaluate 

abuse, some assumed scenarios were designed, but 

the reality of workplaces was not taken into 

account. Thus, future studies may use a critical 

incident interview technique (CIT) to obtain in-

depth details of the reactions to abusive 

supervision. This can lead to close-to-reality 

research. Last, the sample in this study was limited 

to service-offering organizations in Iran, which 

may limit the generalizability of the results. 

Further research can be conducted in other 

countries with different national cultures and in 

different organizations. 

 

Conclusion 

Research has already demonstrated that abusive 

supervision hampers helping supervisors. 

Nevertheless, very sparse research has explored 

whether a specific mechanism can lead to more 

helping of abusive supervisors. In this regard, self-

blame and guilt were studied as two sequential 

mediators. The findings showed that the direct 

impact of abusive supervision on employees’ 

helping behavior is negative and significant, but 

the suppressing effects of self-blame and guilt are 

somehow negative and significant too. More 

importantly, based on a personality trait variable 

(i.e., CSE) and a cultural context variable (i.e., 

power distance), as two boundary conditions 

respectively involved in the relationship of abusive 

supervision and self-blame and that of self-blame 

and guilt, those who have more CSE blame 

themselves more when they face abuse. 

Additionally, those who have a better power 

distance orientation feel less guilt after blaming 

themselves. 
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