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Abstract

Previous research has shown that leaders’ narcissistic rivalry is positively associated with abusive supervision. However,
it remains unclear when and how leaders high in narcissistic rivalry show abusive supervision. Building on trait activation
theory and the Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Concept (NARC), we assumed that leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
particularly show abusive supervision in reaction to follower workplace deviance due to their tendency to devaluate others.
We argued that leaders’ injury initiation motives explain why leaders high in narcissistic rivalry react with abusive supervision
when experiencing organization-directed or supervisor-directed deviance. However, this should not be the case for coworker-
directed deviance, as leaders high in narcissistic rivalry are less likely to find such behavior violates their internal norms.
We conducted two studies. In the first study, we provided participants with experimental vignettes of follower workplace
deviance. In the second study, we used a mixed-methods approach and investigated leaders’ autobiographical recollections
of follower workplace deviance. We found a positive direct effect of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry across both studies. Leaders
high in narcissistic rivalry showed abusive supervision (intentions) in response to organization-directed deviance (Studies 1
and 2) or supervisor-directed deviance (Study 1), but not in response to coworker-directed deviance (Studies 1 and 2). Lead-
ers’ injury initiation motives could in part explain this effect. We discuss findings in light of the NARC and devaluation of
others and derive implications for theory and practice.

Keywords Narcissism - Abusive supervision - Workplace deviance - Injury initiation motives

Introduction

Abusive supervision, which refers to leaders’” “sustained dis-
play of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding
physical contact” (Tepper, 2000, p. 178), is a highly unethi-
cal form of leadership. We argue, similar to Schilling et al.’s
(2022) considerations on inconsistent leadership, that abu-
sive supervision is unethical from a deontological view as
it violates moral principles such as treating followers in fair
and respectful manners (Leventhal, 1980) and from a con-
sequential perspective, as it seriously harms followers (e.g.,
Martinko et al., 2013; Schyns & Schilling, 2013). Thus, from
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an ethical perspective, it is very important to prevent abusive
supervision by investigating its causes.

Previous research has investigated the relation between
narcissism and abusive supervision (Gauglitz et al., 2022;
Nevicka et al., 2018; Waldman et al., 2018; Whitman et al.,
2013; Wisse & Sleebos, 2016) often treating narcissism as a
unidimensional construct, which led to inconsistent findings.
We, therefore, consider distinct narcissism dimensions and
focus on the maladaptive dimension narcissistic rivalry (see
Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Concept [NARC]; Back
et al., 2013) which has been shown to consistently relate to
abusive supervision (e.g., Gauglitz et al., 2022). While both
narcissism dimensions serve the same central goal of build-
ing and maintaining desirable self-views, narcissists differ
in the social strategies they adopt to achieve these grandi-
ose self-views (Back et al., 2013). Narcissistic admiration
describes a self-enhancing interpersonal strategy associated
with striving for uniqueness, grandiose fantasies, and charm-
ing behaviors. In contrast, narcissistic rivalry describes a
self-defending interpersonal strategy associated with striving
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for supremacy, devaluation of others, and aggressiveness.
These two dimensions lead to different social outcomes and
differentially impact work outcomes (e.g., Fehn & Schiitz,
2020; Helfrich & Dietl, 2019). While narcissistic admira-
tion is linked to social success, narcissistic rivalry is linked
to social failure (Back et al., 2013). Accordingly, Gauglitz
et al. (2022) found that only leaders’ narcissistic rivalry, but
not their narcissistic admiration, is positively associated with
leaders’ abusive supervision intentions and follower-reports
of abusive supervision, which we hence also focus on here.

Theoretically, the aggressive tendencies of leaders high
in narcissistic rivalry should not play out equally in all situ-
ations, as, according to the NARC, specific situational cues
may trigger aggressive responses in such leaders (Back et al.,
2013). Previous research indicates that the link between nar-
cissism in general and aggression is dependent upon situ-
ational circumstances, such as in response to provocation
(e.g., when being humiliated or receiving negative feed-
back; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Kjervik & Bushman,
2021; Lambe et al., 2018). We do not know under which
specific situational circumstances leaders high in narcissis-
tic rivalry are more likely show abusive supervision. Trait
activation theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003; Tett & Guterman,
2000) helps understanding this mechanism as it stresses
that trait-relevant situational cues trigger the expression of
a given trait. Particularly, narcissistic rivalry is assumed to
be triggered in situations that signal to the individual that
they are not as grandiose and superior as they wished to be
(Back et al., 2013). We argue here that focusing only on the
leader (i.e., in terms of their narcissistic rivalry) neglects that
leadership is co-created between leaders and their followers
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). While abusive supervision in itself
is considered unethical and not justifiable, we argue that
certain leaders will react to follower behavior with abusive
supervision, thus follower behavior can trigger this type of
unethical behavior in some leaders. Interestingly, May and
colleagues (2014) pointed out that follower coping with
destructive leadership can trigger further destructive lead-
ership, thus leading to a downward spiral that can be difficult
to break. For example, follower coping can be interpreted
by the leader as aggressive and hence lead to further abuse.
Here, we propose that followers can create situational cues
by behaving in ways that signal insubordination, and thus
triggering narcissistic rivalry and making abusive supervi-
sion more likely.

We suggest that followers who behave in deviant ways
may trigger abusive supervision in leaders high in narcis-
sistic rivalry. Deviance consists of negative behaviors in the
workplace that followers enact voluntarily (Robinson & Ben-
nett, 1995). Notably, follower deviance is quite common and
has become pervasive in many organizations (e.g., Bennett
& Robinson, 2000), making it likely that leaders high in nar-
cissistic rivalry will at some point in their career be exposed
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to a follower who engages in deviance. The occurrence and
pervasiveness of workplace deviance, together with its asso-
ciated costs associated (e.g., Bennett & Robinson, 2000),
highlight the importance of studying follower deviance.
Previous research emphasized that it is important to differ-
entiate between different types of deviance, as they have dif-
ferent predictors and because they are differentially related
to important workplace criteria (e.g., Berry et al., 2007; Her-
shcovis et al., 2007; Mackey et al., 2021). Similarly, not all
types of deviance may trigger narcissistic rivalry and evoke
abusive supervision. Bennett and Robinson (2000) proposed
two dimensions of deviance, that is, organizational deviance
and interpersonal deviance. The latter can be further dif-
ferentiated into supervisor-directed deviance and coworker-
directed deviance (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). We assume
that leaders high in narcissistic rivalry only react to deviant
follower behavior against them or “their” organization (in
the sense of narcissistic identification; Galvin et al., 2015),
but not when it is directed against coworkers.

Furthermore, with the current research we strive to add
to the question ow leaders high in narcissistic rivalry show
abusive supervision in response to follower deviance. This
way, we take a look “inside the mind of narcissists” (Hans-
brough & Jones, 2014) as narcissism is associated with spe-
cific intrapsychic cognitive processes (e.g., Morf & Rho-
dewalt, 2001) that potentially explain the development of
abusive supervision (Hansbrough & Jones, 2014).

We argue that the relationship between leaders’ narcis-
sistic rivalry and abusive supervision in reaction to follower
deviance can be explained by motives that relate to devalu-
ing the follower because according to the NARC, feelings
of threat or insecurity can prompt the desire to devalue and
harm others. Hansbrough and Jones (2014) argue that narcis-
sists in general have negative views of their followers, which
is indirectly related to abusive supervision. Indeed, Tepper
(2007) differentiates between two motives for showing abu-
sive supervision, namely, to improve followers’ performance
(i.e., performance promotion motive) or to harm followers
(i-e., injury initiating motives). Arguably, to instill injury in
others can be assumed to be a manner of devaluing others.
We argue that injury initiating motives mediate the moder-
ating effect of different types of follower deviance on the
relationship between narcissistic rivalry and abusive super-
vision (Back et al., 2013; Hansbrough & Jones, 2014; Tep-
per, 2007). The theoretical model of our study is depicted
in Fig. 1.

The contributions of our study are threefold. First, in line
with previous research, we want to shed further light on the
antecedents of abusive supervision from a leader point of
view by focusing on leaders’ narcissistic rivalry (Gauglitz
et al., 2022). In line with Gauglitz et al. (2022), we high-
light that it is important to differentiate between different
narcissism dimensions in abusive supervision research.
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Fig. 1 Proposed theoretical

model Types of follower deviance:

* Supervisor-directed
* Organization-directed
* Coworker-directed

Leaders’ injury
initiation motives

Leaders’ Abusive
narcissistic supervision
rivalry (intentions)

Particularly, we want to show that narcissistic rivalry is the
maladaptive narcissism dimensions with negative implica-
tions for leadership. Second, we aim to shed light on the
conditions that can explain the positive relationship between
leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and abusive supervision (inten-
tions) by proposing a moderating effect of different types
of followers’ deviance. By doing so, we advance scholars’
understanding of how abusive supervision is co-created by
leaders and followers which in turn gives hints how to pre-
vent abusive supervision from a more holistic point of view,
including followers and the interaction between leader and
follower. Third, we aim to illuminate the role leader motives
play in the relationship between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
and abusive supervision and suggest that injury initiation
motives mediate the moderation of follower deviance on
relationship between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and abusive
supervision. Thus, we empirically test the theoretical propo-
sition of the NARC, which holds that narcissistic rivalry
is accompanied by devaluing thoughts about others, and
investigate its application in leadership research. Thereby
we can show that leaders’ narcissistic rivalry is accompanied
by particular intrapsychic processes, which then translate
into concrete abusive actions. Overall, our model helps to
understand the leader—follower interactions that lead to abu-
sive supervision and aims at creating of recommendations
for organizations to break this vicious cycle.

Leaders’ Narcissistic Rivalry and Abusive
Supervision (Intentions)

The NARC (Back et al., 2013) differentiates between two
dimensions of grandiose narcissism, an assertive facet
called narcissistic admiration, and an antagonistic facet
called narcissistic rivalry. While the social strategies rooted
in narcissistic admiration generally yield more favorable
responses from others, narcissistic rivalry often results in
social conflict (Back et al., 2013). For instance, individuals
high in narcissistic admiration express dominant-expres-
sive behaviors and appear as assertive persons resulting

in initial popularity, whereas individuals high narcissistic
rivalry show arrogant and aggressive behaviors and appear
untrustworthy, resulting in a decrease in popularity over time
(Leckelt et al., 2015). In addition, Back et al. (2013) showed
that individuals high in narcissistic admiration are perceived
as competent, sociable and attractive, whereas individuals
high in narcissistic rivalry score low on empathy, gratitude,
trust, and forgiveness. In sum and in line with the NARC,
it seems that only individuals high in narcissistic rivalry
(but not those high in narcissistic admiration) are unable
to maintain close relationships and are likely to engage in
aggressive behaviors. The behavioral dynamic associated
with narcissistic rivalry might also explain why some lead-
ers show abusive supervision. Given that narcissistic rivalry
involves aggressive tendencies, defensive strategies, and a
pronounced need to safeguard one's grandiosity (Back et al.,
2013), it holds a more evident theoretical link with abusive
supervision and empirical evidence supports this notion.
Indeed, Gauglitz et al. (2022) found that leaders’ narcissis-
tic rivalry (but not their narcissistic admiration) is positively
associated with leaders’ abusive supervision intentions and
follower-reports of abusive supervision. Hence, we assume:

Hypothesis 1: Leaders’ narcissistic rivalry is positively asso-
ciated with abusive supervision (intentions).

The Moderating Effect of Different Forms
of Follower Workplace Deviance

According to the NARC, individuals high in narcissistic
rivalry have a general predisposition to aggress, but will
be most likely to aggress after experiencing social failure
or threats to their grandiosity and superiority. This assump-
tion is also rooted in trait activation theory (Tett & Burnett,
2003; Tett & Guterman, 2000), which holds that person-
ality is played out in situations that are trait-relevant (Tett
& Burnett, 2003; Tett & Guterman, 2000). It is assumed
that trait-relevant situational cues release the expression
of a given trait. At work, trait-relevant situational cues can
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be social features (behaviors of leaders or followers: Tett
et al., 2021), such as specific forms of follower workplace
deviance. These situational cues have the potential to indi-
cate insubordination to the leader and consequently may
provoke abusive supervision in leaders high in narcissistic
rivalry. We suggest that leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
will be particularly likely to aggress in response to organi-
zation- and supervisor-directed deviance in comparison to
coworker-directed deviance, as these two forms of deviance
indicate follower insubordination.

More specifically, one of the main tasks of a leader is
to ensure that their followers respect organizational rules
(Yukl & Gardner, 2019). When followers show organiza-
tion-directed deviance, however, they objectively disregard
organizational rules (e.g., coming in too late at work) indi-
cating also that the leader failed in managing their followers
and that they do not recognize their leaders’ authority. Con-
sequently, these followers do not show the narcissistic leader
the respect they (believes) to deserve—which might, accord-
ing to the NARC, threaten their grandiose self-view and trig-
ger narcissistic rivalry and hence aggressive responses (Back
et al., 2013). Accordingly, organization-directed deviance
signals insubordination and leaders are expected to intervene
and ensure that followers comply with organizational rules.
We assume that leaders high in narcissistic rivalry will do
so by showing abusive supervision, to devaluate the follower
who put them in a bad light as a leader and questioned their
authority.

Supervisor-directed deviance consists of undesirable
behaviors (e.g., talking rudely to the leader), which might
indicate that the follower does not respect the leader and
might be signaling insubordination. In addition, supervisor-
directed deviance can be personally threatening to leaders
high in narcissistic rivalry, as this type of disrespectful
follower behavior stands in contrast to the desire of being
treated with respect and admiration inherent to individu-
als high in narcissistic rivalry. Therefore, we assume that
leaders react with abusive supervision to supervisor-directed
deviance as it also includes violations of their internal norm
system. Arguably, individuals high in narcissistic rivalry feel
easily insulted which can lead them to retaliate (Back et al.,
2013).

With regard to coworker-directed deviance, we assume
that this type of behavior does not trigger abusive super-
vision in leaders high in narcissistic rivalry, as individu-
als high in narcissistic rivalry do not care for others and
score low on empathy (Back et al., 2013; Leunissen et al.,
2017). Furthermore, leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
are characterized by a propensity to devalue others as a
means to protect their grandiose self-views (Back et al.,
2013). When followers show coworker-directed deviance,
they essentially devalue their colleagues, which may reso-
nate with the narcissistic leaders’ tendency to derogate
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and belittle. These leaders might see such behaviors as
a reflection of their own inclination to devalue others. In
this context, coworker-directed deviance does not neces-
sarily violate their internal norms of appropriate behavior
towards third parties. Taken together, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: The positive relationship between leaders’
narcissistic rivalry and abusive supervision is moderated
by follower workplace deviance, such that it is strongest
when followers show organization-directed deviance and
supervisor-directed deviance compared to coworker-directed
deviance.

The Mediating Role of Injury Initiation
Motives

Differentiating performance promotion motives and injury
initiation motives (Tepper, 2007) links to the two social
strategies assumed by the NARC. Specifically, we argue
that striving for supremacy can be expressed in the context
of abusive supervision as performance promoting motive
and devaluating others as injury initiating motive. While
previous research focused on the first aspect (striving for
supremacy) and investigated ego threat (Gauglitz et al.,
2022), we argue that the second aspect—devaluating oth-
ers—can equally lead to abusive supervision. Hansbrough
and Jones (2014) suggested that narcissistic leaders hold
negative views of others and this likely means that they
also interpret follower behavior in a way to confirm their
negative views (which is in line with Back et al., 2013,
arguing that devaluating others is a cognitive process).
Hence, they are likely to interpret follower deviance nega-
tively as insubordinations which triggers devaluation and
justifies the use of abusive supervision to leaders high
in narcissistic rivalry. That is, their motive for showing
abusive supervision is injury motivation. We assume that
follower organization-directed and supervisor-directed
deviance trigger injury initiation motives in leaders high
in narcissistic rivalry.

Ultimately, according to the NARC, devaluing thoughts
(i.e., injury initiation motives) lead to aggressive behav-
iors (i.e., abusive supervision). Accordingly, we suggest
that injury initiation motives experienced by leaders high
in narcissistic rivalry in response to organization-directed
and supervisor-directed deviance will translate into abusive
supervision. In sum, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 3: There is an indirect effect of leaders’ narcis-
sistic rivalry on abusive supervision (intentions) via injury
initiation motives when followers show organization-
directed deviance or supervisor-directed deviance.
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Study Overview

To test our hypotheses, we adopted a comprehensive
multi-method approach, drawing on both experimental
and field-based designs across two studies. In Study 1,
we used experimental vignettes, a controlled methodology
that offers several distinct advantages: First, this design
allowed us to manipulate specific variables in a system-
atic manner (i.e., types of follower deviance) and thereby
enabled us to draw conclusions about the causal ordering
of our focal variables (Antonakis et al., 2010). Second,
the experimental nature of Study 1 in combination with a
random assignment of participants to conditions mitigates
common concerns related to demographic biases (making
it redundant to control for demographics or other partici-
pant characteristics) and attenuates the threats of com-
mon method variance (Cooper et al., 2020). In Study 2,
we sought external validity by examining leaders in real-
world settings. Here, we collected leaders’ autobiographi-
cal memories of follower workplace deviance and assessed
whether they subsequently showed abusive supervision.
This field-based study grounded our findings in actual
organizational settings and offered a more holistic picture.
While we acknowledge the susceptibility of Study 2 to
common method variance, the replication of the findings
in the experimental context of Study 1 should (at least in
parts) relieve these concerns, underscoring the credibility
of our results. Also, in order to reduce the risk of com-
mon method variance, we used scales with different scale
properties in (e.g., in terms of number of scale points and
anchor labels) and aimed at reducing social desirability by
ensuring anonymity to our study participants (Podsakoff
etal., 2012).

Study 1
Method
Sample and Procedure

Study 1 was an online experimental vignette study in
which we manipulated follower workplace deviance.
Participants were recruited via snowball procedure in
Germany. Eligible participants were employed and had
at least 6 months of work experience. Overall, 155 par-
ticipants took part in the experimental vignette study.
We deleted three participants who stated that they did
not find the described vignettes credible at all or who
could not place themselves in the situation described in
the experimental vignette. Our final sample consisted of

152 participants (coworker-directed deviance condition:
N =152, organization-directed deviance condition: N=152,
and supervisor-directed deviance condition: N=48). We
employed a between-subjects design where conditions
were randomly assigned. Participants were on average
37.08 years old (SD =14.54) and 59.9% of participants
were women. On average, participants worked 37.35 h per
week (SD =9.24) and 63.8% of participants did not hold
a leadership position.

To reduce common method variance, we separated meas-
urements in time (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Therefore, data
were collected with a time lag of two days. At the first meas-
urement point, we assessed our independent (narcissistic
rivalry) and our control variable (narcissistic admiration) as
well as sociodemographic information in order to describe
the sample. At the second measurement point, participants
read one of three experimental vignettes and subsequently
indicated their injury initiation motives as well as their abu-
sive supervision intentions.

Measures

We measured leaders’ narcissistic rivalry with nine items
of the Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Questionnaire
(NARQ; Back et al., 2013). A sample item is “Most people
won’t achieve anything” («=0.80). In line with previous
research (Gauglitz et al., 2022), we controlled for leaders’
narcissistic admiration using the corresponding nine items of
the NARQ (Back et al., 2013). A sample item reads “Being
a very special person gives me a lot of strength” (a=0.82).
Participants indicated their agreement to the items on a
6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not agree at all) to 6
(agree completely).

Injury initiation motives were measured with an adapted
version of Liu and colleagues’ (2012) injury initiation and
performance promotion motives scales (five items). Inde-
pendent language experts translated and back translated the
items. We asked participants regarding their injury initiation
motives towards the employee who showed workplace devi-
ance in the described experimental vignette. A sample items
was “I desire to cause injury on my subordinate” (a=0.83).
Participants rated their agreement to these items on a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not agree at all) to 7 (agree
completely).

Abusive supervision was measured using the 15 items
of the German version of Tepper’s (2000) abusive supervi-
sion scale (Schilling & May, 2015). We asked participants
how likely it would be that they showed abusive supervision
towards the employee who showed workplace deviance in
the described experimental vignette. A sample item was “I
would ridicule my subordinate” (o«=0.80). Participants indi-
cated their agreement with these items on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely).
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal consistency estimates of Studies 1 and 2

Variable MS(udyl/M Study2 SDStudy 7 SDSmdyz 1 2 3 4

1 Narcissistic Rivalry 1.82/1.61 0.64/0.57 (.80/.82) A0 A4 AQ#E
2 Injury Initiation Motives 1.50/1.24 0.78/0.47 13 (.83/.48) 63 FHE .08

3 Abusive Supervision Intentions 1.44/1.28 0.40/0.29 24%% A5HFE (.80/.67) .01

4 Narcissistic Admiration 2.80/2.83 0.78/0.83 3G .08 20% (.82/.84)

N=152 (Study 1). N=141 (Study 2). Alpha coefficients are given in parentheses along the diagonal with Study 1 appearing first and Study 2
appearing second. Study 1 correlations appear above the diagonal and Study 2 correlations appear below the diagonal

“p<.05., #¥p < 01, #5p < 001

Table 2 Means and standard deviations per deviance condition (studies 1 and 2)

Variable Type of deviance

Organization-directed

Supervisor-directed Coworker-directed

MStudyl/MSmdyZ SDStudyl/SDStudyZ MStudyl/MSmdyZ SDStudy I/SDStudy2 MStudyl/MStudy2 SDSIudy I/SDSIudyZ
Narcissistic Rivalry 1.89/1.62 0.58/0.51 1.73/1.65 0.59/0.67 1.84/1.48 0.74/0.36
Injury Initiation Motives 1.37/1.30 0.54/0.50 1.53/1.23 0.88/0.50 1.62/1.08 0.87/0.15
Abusive Supervision (Intentions) 1.38/1.33 0.37/0.31 1.50/1.24 0.46/0.27 1.43/1.21 0.37/0.31
Narcissistic Admiration 3.02%/2.80 0.70/0.80 2.67°/2.81 0.62/0.86 2.70/2.95 0.94/0.88

#Effects differ significantly from each other

Development and Content of Experimental Vignettes We
developed three experimental vignettes, one for each con-
dition (i.e., supervisor-directed, organization-directed, and
coworker-directed deviance). Each experimental vignette
included an introduction followed by the specific episode
of follower workplace deviance (e.g., supervisor-directed,
organization-directed, and coworker-directed deviance).
First, all participants were instructed to put themselves in
the role of a leader and to read the scenarios carefully. Next,
all participants received the same background information to
enable them to embed their responses contextually (Aguinis
& Bradley, 2014). Participants were told that they worked
for a software company and received information about their
job duties, including delegating work to their followers and
monitoring their work progress. Then, a paragraph with the
deviance scenario followed. Participants were told that they
observed their follower showing workplace deviance. We
based the behaviors and the wording of our experimental
vignettes on existing scales and experimental vignettes that
capture different forms of workplace deviance (Bennett &
Robinson, 2000; Lapierre et al., 2009; Mitchell & Ambrose,
2007). For instance, in the organization-directed deviance
condition, the follower was described as someone who came
in late without permission, took longer brakes than permit-
ted, and intentionally worked slower than he/she could have
worked. In the supervisor-directed deviance condition, the
follower was described as someone who behaved disrespect-
ful towards the leader, publicly embarrassed him/her, and
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made fun of him/her. The follower-directed deviance condi-
tion consisted of the same deviant behaviors except that they
were directed at a coworker. The appendix contains the full
experimental vignettes.

Manipulation Checks After reading the experimental
vignettes, participants were asked how deviant they found
the follower’s behavior on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =not
deviant at all—5=very deviant). In all three conditions,
participants rated the described follower’s behavior as devi-
ant (organization-directed deviance: M =3.65, SD=0.86;
supervisor-directed deviance: M=4.21, SD=0.90; cow-
orker-directed deviance: M=4.52, SD=0.73).

Results

Table 1 shows means, standard deviations, correlations and
internal consistency estimates for the study variables and
Table 2 gives an overview of the means of our variables in
each deviance condition. To test Hypothesis 1, we conducted
a linear regression analysis with leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
as predictor and leaders’ narcissistic admiration as covariate
(see Table 3). Leaders’ narcissistic rivalry was significantly
and positively associated with abusive supervision inten-
tions (8=0.52, p<0.001), lending support for Hypothesis
1. This model explained 22% of variance in abusive supervi-
sion intention ratings (p <0.001).
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Table 3 Results of linear

. . Variable
regression analyses (Studies 1

Abusive supervision (intentions)

and 2) Study 1 Study 2
B SE i B SE B
Narcissistic Admiration —0.10 0.04 —.20% 0.05 0.03 13
Narcissistic Rivalry 0.32 0.05 0.52%** 0.10 0.05 .19%
R? 2%k 07*
Adjusted R? 21k .06%

N=152 (Study 1). N=141 (Study 2). Study 1 F=21.36; Study 2 F=5.18; *p <.05., ***p <.001

To test Hypotheses 2 and 3, we conducted a conditional
process analysis using the process macro by Hayes (2018).
Specifically, we used model 8 of the process macro and
included leaders’ narcissistic rivalry as predictor, follower
deviance as moderator, injury initiation motives as media-
tor, leaders’ abusive supervision intentions as outcome, and
leaders’ narcissistic admiration as covariate. As our mod-
erator (follower deviance) was multicategorical (with k=3
conditions, i.e., supervisor-directed, organization-directed,
and coworker-directed deviance), we followed West et al.
(1996) and chose a dummy coding system to test the pro-
posed interactions.

Results revealed that the effect of leaders’ narcissis-
tic rivalry on abusive supervision did not differ between
the organization-directed deviance (B=0.24, SE=0.07,
p<0.01,95% CI[0.10, 0.38]), supervisor-directed deviance
(B=0.30, SE=0.08, p<0.001, 95% CI 0.15, 0.46]), and
coworker-directed deviance (B=0.07, SE=0.06, p=n.s.,
95% CI [-0.06, 0.19]) conditions, as indicated by overlap-
ping confidence intervals (see Table 4). However, the effect
of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry on abusive supervision was
only significant in the organization-directed and supervisor-
directed deviance condition, which lends partial support for
Hypothesis 2.

Moreover, we found significant indirect effects via injury
initiation motives in the organization-directed (B=0.12,
SE=0.05, 95% CI [0.04, 0.25]) and supervisor-directed
(B=0.22, SE=0.11, 95% CI [0.06, 0.47]) deviance condi-
tion (see Table 5), supporting Hypothesis 3 (see also Fig. 2).

! The process macro provides the option to indicate whether the
moderator variable is multicategorical—and we chose this option
using indicator coding. The process macro then automatically repre-
sents the moderator variable by k—1 variables coding group mem-
bership (Hayes and Montoya 2017). Thus, in our case, our moderator
variable (follower deviance) was represented with 3—1=2 dummy
variables (D1 and D2). In the coworker-directed deviance condition,
D1=D2=0, in the supervisor-directed deviance condition D/ =1 and
D2=0, and in the organization-directed deviance condition, DI =0
and D2=1. We ran one regression analysis which includes two
interactions terms (D/ x Narcissistic Rivalry and D2 x Narcissistic
Rivalry).

Table 4 Conditional direct effects of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry on
abusive supervision (intentions) in Studies 1 and 2

Variable 95% CI
B SE LL UL
Study 1
Coworker-directed deviance 0.07 006 —-.06 .19
Supervisor-directed deviance 0.30 0.08 15 46
Organization-directed deviance ~ 0.24 0.07 .10 .38
Study 2
Coworker-directed deviance -008 016 —-.40 24
Supervisor-directed deviance 0.04 005 -.06 .14
Organization-directed deviance ~ 0.15 0.07 .02 .29

N=152 (Study 1). N=141 (Study 2). Bootstrap sample size: 5000
CI confidence interval, LL lower limit, UL upper limit

Table 5 Conditional indirect effects of leaders’ Narcissistic rivalry on
abusive supervision intentions via injury initiation motives (studies 1
and 2)

Variable 95% CI
B SE LL UL
Study 1
Coworker-directed deviance 0.09 0.06 .02 25
Supervisor-directed deviance 0.22 0.11 .06 47
Organization-directed deviance 0.12 005 .04 .25
Study 2
Coworker-directed deviance —0.01 003 -.07 .07
Supervisor-directed deviance —0.01 002 -.06 .04
Organization-directed deviance ~ 0.07 0.04 .01 .16

N=152 (Study 1). N=141 (Study 2). Bootstrap sample size: 5000

ClI confidence interval, LL lower limit, UL upper limit

There was also an indirect effect via injury initiation motives
in the coworker-directed deviance condition (B=0.09,
SE=0.06, 95% CI [0.02, 0.25]). In sum, we find a consist-
ent pattern in that injury initiation motives can explain the
positive association between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and
abusive supervision intentions.
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Fig.2 Effects of narcissistic
rivalry on abusive supervision
(intentions) in Study 1 (upper
figure) and Study 2 (bottom
figure)
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Study 2
Method
Sample and Procedure

Next, we conducted an online study focusing on leaders’
interactions with followers to test our hypotheses with a
different methodological approach and to enhance external
validity of our findings. Study participants were recruited via
snowball sampling in Germany. We chose a mixed-method
approach and included quantitative as well as qualitative
questions. In the qualitative part, participants recollected an
episode in which one of their followers behaved in a devi-
ant manner. Overall, 166 participants completed the ques-
tionnaire. We deleted participants who did not pass quality
checks (n=9) or who did not describe a situation (n=10)
leading to a sample of 147. After screening participants’
descriptions of situations, we deleted participants who did
not describe a relevant situation (n =6, see also data analy-
sis). The final sample consisted of 141 leaders (68.1% male)
who were on average 46.7 years old (SD=11.44), had an
average leadership experience of 13.6 years (SD =9.43),
held a middle management position in 44.7% of the cases,
and worked on average 45.5 h per week (SD=9.02).

Measures

We measured leaders’ narcissistic rivalry (a«=0.82) and
admiration (a=0.84) with the same items as in Study 1.

To assess follower workplace deviance, we asked partici-
pants to recall an episode of follower workplace deviance.
We did not restrict participants in terms of a time frame but
rather left it up to them to remember an episode. This way
we aimed to capture an episode that was particularly salient
to them. To do so, we first provided participants with Rob-
inson and Bennett’s (1995) definition of workplace deviance
and then instructed them to remember a situation in which
one of their followers displayed workplace deviance. Partici-
pants were asked to answer three questions (““What happened
exactly?”, “What exactly did your subordinate do or say?”,
and “In how far were you involved in the situation?”’) and to
write their answers into a free text field.

Afterwards, we assessed leaders’ injury initiation motives
with the same items as in Study 1, but we slightly adapted
instructions. We asked participants to what extent they had
experienced injury initiation motives in the described situ-
ation (“Which motives did you experience in the situation
you just described?”’). Specifically, we asked participants
for their response to a specific event—an episode of fol-
lower workplace deviance, indicating their behavioral reac-
tions rather than general behavior tendencies. That is, in the

described situation, participants might have shown some but
not all of the behaviors indicated in the scales, making a
reliability assessment less valid for our purposes. A sample
items was “I desired to cause injury on my subordinate”
(=0.48).

We measured abusive supervision with the same scale as
in Study 1 and asked participants to what extent they had
shown abusive supervisory behaviors towards their subor-
dinate in response to the described situation of workplace
deviance. Therefore, participants’ responses reflect specific
behavior indicators and not general behavior tendencies. A
sample item was “I ridiculed my subordinate” (a=0.67).
Participants indicated their agreement with these items on
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not agree at all) to 5
(agree completely).

We conducted two Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFAs)
in order to examine the discriminant validity of our meas-
ures. In the first CFA, the items of all measures loaded on
one global factor, and in the second CFA, all items loaded
on their respective latent construct (resulting in 4 factors:
narcissistic admiration, narcissistic rivalry, injury initia-
tion motives, and abusive supervision). Results revealed
that the 4-factor solution (x2=1041.78, df=647, p<0.01;
RMSEA =0.07; CFI=0.75, SRMR =0.09) yielded a bet-
ter fit than the 1-factor solution (x2=1694.06, df=665,
p<0.01; RMSEA =0.11; CFI=0.35, SRMR =0.11). This
indicates that the items in the data are better represented
by four distinct constructs rather than a single overarching
construct, providing support for the discriminant validity of
the four underlying latent constructs.

Data Analysis

We first analyzed participants’ descriptions of follower
workplace deviance (n=147). In four cases, no relevant
episode of follower workplace deviance was described and
thus we excluded these four cases from our data set. Next,
two researchers analyzed the remaining 143 cases and exam-
ined at whom the described follower workplace deviance
was directed. More specifically, we predefined categories of
follower workplace deviance that is directed at the organiza-
tion (organization-directed deviance), the supervisor (super-
visor-directed deviance), or other individuals in the organi-
zation (coworker-directed deviance). The two researchers
independently coded the episodes of workplace deviance
using these three categories. In 104 cases, consensus was
reached between the two researchers. In the remaining 39
cases, a third researcher independently coded the episodes.
Afterwards, the researchers discussed the examples and
solved the coding problems. In two cases, no consensus was
reached and therefore two cases were deleted from our data
set. Of the remaining 141 experiences, 21 were coded as
coworker-directed deviance (examples included for instance
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rude comments toward coworkers, or talking badly about
coworkers behind their back), 59 were coded as supervisor-
directed deviance (examples included being rude toward
the leader or not following the leaders’ instructions), and
61 were coded as organization-directed deviance (examples
included coming in late, taking longer brakes than allowed,
intentionally working slowly, or theft). Overall, respondents
reported diverse incidents that varied in severity.

Results

Means, standard deviations, correlations and internal con-
sistency estimates are depicted in Table 1 and 2 gives an
overview of the means of our variables in each condition. To
test Hypothesis 1, we conducted a linear regression analy-
sis with leaders’ narcissistic rivalry as predictor, abusive
supervision as dependent variable, and leaders’ narcissistic
admiration as control variable (see Table 3). As expected,
leaders’ narcissistic rivalry was significantly and positively
associated with abusive supervision (=0.19, p <0.05) sup-
porting Hypothesis 1. This model accounted for 7% of vari-
ance in abusive supervision ratings (p <0.05).

To test Hypotheses 2 and 3, we used model 8 of the pro-
cess macro (Hayes, 2018) as in Study 2. We included leaders’
narcissistic rivalry as predictor, follower deviance as mod-
erator (again using the dummy coding option as described
in Study 1), leaders’ injury initiation motives as mediator,
leaders’ abusive supervision as outcome, and leaders’ narcis-
sistic admiration as control variable. Results revealed that
the effect of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry on abusive supervi-
sion did not differ between the organization-directed devi-
ance (B=0.15, SE=0.07, p<0.05, 95% CI [0.02, 0.29]),
supervisor-directed (B=0.04, SE=0.05, p=n.s., 95% CI
[-0.06, 0.14]), and coworker-directed deviance (B=-0.08,
SE=0.16, p=n.s., 95% CI [-0.40, 0.24]) conditions, as
indicated by overlapping confidence intervals (see Table 4).
However, the effect of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry on abusive
supervision was only significant in the organization-directed
deviance condition, which lends partial support for Hypoth-
esis 2. Furthermore, there was an indirect effect of leaders’
narcissistic rivalry on abusive supervision via injury initia-
tion motives when followers showed organization-directed
deviance (B=0.07, SE=0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.16]), but not
in the supervisor-directed (B=-0.01, SE=0.02, 95% CI
[-0.06, 0.04]) and coworker-directed (B=-0.01, SE=0.03,
95% CI [-0.07, 0.07]) deviance conditions (see Table 5, and
Fig. 2). These results lend partial support for Hypothesis 3.
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Post-Hoc Analyses

Results with Leaders’ Narcissistic Admiration
as Predictor

Across both studies, as a robustness check, we addition-
ally ran our analyses with leaders’ narcissistic admiration
as a predictor, follower deviance as moderator (which
was dummy coded as in Studies 1 and 2), injury initiation
motives as mediator, leaders’ abusive supervision (inten-
tions) as outcome, and leaders’ narcissistic rivalry as covari-
ate. We used Model 8 of the process macro by Hayes (2018).

In Study 1, the effect of leaders’ narcissistic admiration
on abusive supervision intentions was not significant in
the organization-directed deviance condition (B=— 0.03,
SE=0.06, 95% CI [- 0.15, 0.09]) and the supervisor-
directed deviance condition (B= — 0.00, SE=0.07, 95%
CI [- 0.14, 0.14]), but it was significant in the coworker-
directed deviance condition (B= — 0.13, SE=0.05, 95%
CI [- 0.22, — 0.03]). Moreover, there were no significant
indirect effects via injury initiation motives in the organiza-
tion-directed (B= — 0.01, SE=0.02, 95% CI [— 0.06, 0.03]),
supervisor-directed (B= — 0.02, SE=0.04,95% CI [- 0.11,
0.07]), and coworker-directed (B= — 0.03, SE=0.04, 95%
CI[- 0.11, 0.03]) deviance conditions.

In Study 2, the effect of leaders’ narcissistic admiration
on abusive supervision was neither significant in the organ-
ization-directed deviance condition (B=0.07, SE=0.04,
95% CI [— 0.01, 0.16]), nor in the supervisor-directed devi-
ance condition (B=0.03, SE=0.04, 95% CI [—- 0.06, 0.11]),
nor in the coworker-directed deviance condition (B=0.01,
SE=0.07,95% CI [— 0.12, 0.14]). Additionally, there were
no significant indirect effects via injury initiation motives
in the organization-directed (B=0.01, SE=0.02, 95% CI
[— 0.02, 0.04]), supervisor-directed (B=0.01, SE=0.02,
95% CI [— 0.05, 0.05]), and coworker-directed (B=0.00,
SE=0.01,95% CI [— 0.02, 0.02]) deviance conditions.

Results with Performance Promotion Motives
as Mediator

We conducted another robustness check, testing performance
promotion motives as an alternative mediator. We again used
model 8 of the process macro by Hayes (2018). We included
leaders’ narcissistic rivalry as predictor, follower deviance
as moderator, performance promotion motives as media-
tor, leaders’ abusive supervision as outcome, and leaders’
narcissistic admiration as covariate. In Study 1, there were
no significant indirect effects via performance promotion
motives neither in the organization-directed (B=— 0.00,
SE=0.01, 95% CI [- 0.03, 0.02]), nor in the supervisor-
directed (B=0.00, SE=0.01, 95% CI [— 0.02, 0.03]), or
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coworker-directed (B=0.00, SE=0.01, 95% CI [- 0.01,
0.03]) deviance conditions. In Study 2, there were no sig-
nificant indirect effects via performance promotion motives
in the organization-directed (B=0.03, SE=0.02, 95% CI
[— 0.01, 0.07]) or coworker-directed (B= — 0.02, SE=0.05,
95% CI [— 0.10, 0.10]) deviance conditions. However, there
was a very small indirect effect in the supervisor-directed
deviance condition (B=0.03, SE=0.02, 95% CI [0.00,
0.07)).

Discussion

Within two studies, we investigated the relationship between
leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and abusive supervision (inten-
tions). Building on the NARC (Back et al., 2013), we
assumed that leaders’ narcissistic rivalry—the antagonistic
facet of narcissism—is associated with abusive supervi-
sion. Across two studies, we consistently found that leaders’
narcissistic rivalry was positively associated with abusive
supervision (intentions; for a similar result see Gauglitz
et al., 2022). Furthermore, building on trait activation theory
(Tett & Burnett, 2003; Tett & Guterman, 2000), we exam-
ined the role of different types of follower workplace devi-
ance as trait-relevant situational cues that may trigger narcis-
sistic rivalry in these leaders and make abusive supervision
more likely. Leaders high in narcissistic rivalry showed abu-
sive supervision (intentions) when deviance was directed at
the organization (Studies 1 and 2) or at themselves (Study
1), but not when it was directed at coworkers (Studies 1 and
2). Finally, in line with previous literature (Hansbrough &
Jones, 2014; Tepper, 2007), we focused on leaders’ injury
initiation motives as potential explanation of abusive super-
vision. We consistently found that leaders’ injury initiation
motives explained why leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
displayed abusive supervision (intentions) in response to fol-
lowers’ organization-directed deviance (Studies 1 and 2),
and in part in response to followers’ supervisor- and cow-
orker-directed deviance (Study 1). These findings contribute
to the literature in the following ways.

Theoretical Implications

We were able to replicate previous findings regarding a
positive association between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
and abusive supervision (intentions; Gauglitz et al., 2022).
Interestingly, when asking leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
about their own behavior (Study 2), they were ready to admit
that they had shown abusive supervision in the past, even
though it might reflect negatively on them. This is consist-
ent with past research showing that narcissistic individuals
are aware of and admit to narcissistic behaviors and at the
same time realize it is socially undesirable (e.g., Carlson,

2013). It is, however, important to note that both narcissism
and abusive supervision are low-based rate phenomena (e.g.,
Fischer et al., 2021; Gauglitz et al., 2022) and we found,
accordingly, low mean values on both variables.

Furthermore, while previous research has shown that the
relation between narcissism and aggression is stronger in
some situations (e.g., in response to provocation) than in
others (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Kjervik & Bushman,
2021; Lambe et al., 2018), it remained open under which
circumstances leaders high in narcissistic rivalry would be
more or less likely to show abusive supervision. In our study,
we examined whether follower behaviors (i.e., workplace
deviance) could trigger narcissistic rivalry and thus make
abusive supervision more likely. By doing so, we acknowl-
edge that leadership is co-created between leaders and their
followers (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). We only found partial
support for our hypothesis that the positive relationship
between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and abusive supervision
is strongest when followers show organization-directed devi-
ance and supervisor-directed compared to coworker-directed
deviance. While the effect of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry on
abusive supervision was significant in the organization-
directed deviance condition in both studies, it was only
significant in the supervisor-directed deviance condition in
Study 1. Yet, in the coworker-directed deviance condition,
the positive association between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
and abusive supervision was insignificant in both studies
as expected. Our findings are also in line with the broader
literature on workplace deviance, which has shown that it is
important to differentiate between different forms of devi-
ance due to their distinct relations with outcomes (Berry
et al., 2007; Mackey et al., 2021).

We conclude here that organization-directed deviance is
a social cue at work which signals follower insubordination
and evokes abusive supervision (intentions) in leaders high
in narcissistic rivalry. Followers who display organization-
directed deviance do not stick to organizational rules, which
implies that the leader is not capable to ensure that their fol-
lowers respect organizational rules. It also signals that they
do not accept the leader as a relevant authority and that they
do not pay the leader the respect he/she (believes to) deserve.
This lack of respect might, according to the NARC, threaten
the grandiose self-view of the narcissistic leader and trigger
aggressive responses. We proposed and found that leaders
high in narcissistic rivalry would react with abusive super-
vision in such a case in order to put down the source who
put them in a bad light as a leader and who questioned their
authority. When followers show organization-directed devi-
ance, it is expected that the leader intervenes and corrects
the norm-violating behavior of this follower. Thus, these
leaders even have a justification for their behavior as they
have to restore order.
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Interestingly, we found mixed results with regard to
supervisor-directed deviance. Leaders high in narcissistic
rivalry tended to show abusive supervision in Study 1, but
not in Study 2. We wonder if these differences are a result
of the different methods we used in the studies. In Study 1,
participants in the supervisor-directed deviance condition
reacted with abusive supervision intentions to the described
episode of supervisor-directed deviance (e.g., being publicly
embarrassed or being made fun of). Such behaviors can be
perceived as insubordination and might trigger narcissistic
rivalry, which then make aggressive responses in the work-
place, such as abusive supervision, more likely. Contrary to
that, in Study 2, we asked leaders to remember a situation
in which one of their followers behaved in a deviant way.
While some leaders remembered situations of supervisor-
directed deviance, it could be that leaders high in rivalry
did not recall situations that were highly threatening to their
leader authority. That means that mnemic neglect might
have occurred which describes that individuals poorly recall
self-threatening information (Sedikides and Green, 2000,
2009). Mnemic neglect has a self-protective function (Pinter
et al., 2011) and leaders high in rivalry strive to protect their
grandiose self-views (Back et al., 2013). Accordingly, these
leaders might have recalled episodes of supervisor-directed
deviance that were not highly threatening to their grandiose
self-views. Alternatively, they might not even have reported
those events and focused on other types of deviances that are
less self-threatening.” Consequently, mnemic neglect could
explain why leaders’ narcissistic rivalry was unrelated to
reports of abusive supervision in response to supervisor-
directed deviance in Study 2. At the same time, the mere fact
of asking them to remember a supervisory situation might
have triggered narcissistic leaders’ concern about their gran-
diose self-views and caused them to remember events that
were more flattering for their self-views. Further research is
needed to examine if supervisor-directed deviance is sub-
ject the mnemic neglect, particularly for individuals high in
narcissistic rivalry.

Consistently, and across both studies, we found that the
positive association between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
and abusive supervision (intentions) was insignificant in the
coworker-directed deviance condition. It seems that lead-
ers high in narcissistic rivalry care less when their follow-
ers show coworker-directed deviance. This might be due to

2 In response to a reviewer comment, we additionally tested the
following: First, whether or not the conditions differed in term of
valence or counterproductivity. We found no mean differences in
valence or counterproductivity between groups. Second, we tested the
correlation between narcissistic rivalry and valence and counterpro-
ductivity in each group. None of the correlations was significant. This
contradicts our assumption. However, we did not directly assess how
threatening the situations were.
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their lack of empathy and care for others (Back et al., 2013;
Leunissen et al., 2017). Speaking in terms of trait activa-
tion theory and the NARC, it seems that coworker-directed
deviance is not a trait-relevant situational cue and does not
threaten the leaders’ grandiose self-views as we expected.

Third, our findings offer insights into the intrapsy-
chic processes of narcissistic leaders who are exposed to
follower workplace deviance. Previous research lacks a
thorough understanding of the motives that drive abusive
supervision (Spain et al. 2014). Our research addresses
this research gap by combining the assumptions by Tep-
per (2007), who argued that leaders might show abusive
supervision because they want to harm their followers, and
Hansbrough and Jones (2014), who suggested that leaders’
negative views of their followers could explain why they
show abusive supervision. Specifically, we assumed that
leaders high in narcissistic rivalry would develop a motive
to harm their followers in response to organization-directed
and supervisor-directed deviance, because such follower
behavior signals insubordination and may fuel the wish to
put the follower down. According to Hansbrough and Jones
(2014), insubordination in turn triggers abusive supervi-
sion. In line with this assumption, we found an indirect
effect of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry on abusive supervision
(intentions) via injury initiation motives when followers
showed organization-directed deviance (both studies) and
in part when followers displayed supervisor-directed devi-
ance (Study 1). We conclude here that abusive supervision
is a goal-directed behavior that leaders high in narcissistic
rivalry use to threaten a follower who broke organizational
rules and who did not pay them the respect they deserved.
This finding is in line with the NARC, according to which
devaluation of others is a social strategy individuals high in
narcissistic rivalry use, which makes aggressive reactions
(i.e., abusive supervision) more likely. With our study, we
contribute to our understanding of the mechanisms that lead
to abusive supervision in a very important way. Theoreti-
cally, injury initiation motives might explain why leaders
show abusive supervision in general (Tepper, 2007). How-
ever, in the case of leaders high in narcissistic rivalry, they
show abusive supervision because they want to harm their
followers who actually misbehaved (particularly by showing
organization-directed deviance) and signaled insubordina-
tion (Hansbrough & Jones, 2014). This stresses that narcis-
sistic rivalry is the antagonistic side of narcissism that goes
along with devaluing thoughts about others and is triggered
by situational cues (Back et al., 2013).

Practical Implications
Our study offers several practical implications. As lead-

ers’ narcissistic rivalry is positively associated with abu-
sive supervision (intentions), organizations may want to
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take interventions that focus on such leaders. Schyns et al.
(2022) point out several HR practices that can be taken
to prevent the behavioral expression of leader narcissism,
such as in recruitment and promotion career development
and training, performance appraisal and feedback systems,
complaint systems, and disciplinary actions. Organizations
could offer trainings to leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
to lead supportively (Gonzalez-Morales et al., 2018) and
indeed research has shown that particularly narcissists can
be motivated to improve in developmental settings (Harms
et al., 2011). Leaders high in narcissistic rivalry should also
receive psychoeducation. For instance, they should be made
aware of the negative consequences of abusive supervision
(e.g., stress and unproductivity; Schyns & Schilling, 2013)
and that unhealthy and unproductive followers might reflect
badly on them.

While our results also show that leaders high in narcis-
sistic rivalry react negatively to some forms of follower devi-
ance, it is important to emphasize that abusive supervision is
never a suitable or justifiable response. Instead, it is harmful
and unethical, independently of any preceding factors. Our
findings thus serve as an alert for organizations regarding
potential triggers that might exacerbate abusive supervision
tendencies in leaders high in narcissistic rivalry. Organiza-
tions should therefore be proactive in addressing follower
and leader dynamics that could give rise to unhealthy inter-
actions. For example, organizations can create clear rules
of acceptable conduct, such as charters relating to defin-
ing and encouraging respectful reciprocal interaction. Clear
rules in terms of acceptable organizational behavior could
be helpful, particularly when it is clear how such behavior is
punished. This could, for example, be directly undertaken by
HR, thus avoiding that the relationship between leader and
follower further deteriorates. It is essential that organizations
recognize the importance of fostering a supportive environ-
ment in which both leaders and followers are equipped with
the skills and knowledge to interact respectfully with each
other.

Furthermore, as our research shows that injury initiation
motives can explain why leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
show abusive supervision in response to workplace devi-
ance, interventions may also focus on reducing such nega-
tive thoughts in leaders. Of course, such negative thoughts
could be the result of a longer-term interaction characterized
by mutual negative behaviors. In such cases, team building
aimed at improving relationships could be helpful to break
the cycle of deviance and abusive supervision.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

As other studies using experimental designs, in Study 1,
we could ensure that follower workplace deviance precedes

our mediator (i.e., leaders’ injury initiation motives) and
dependent variable (i.e., abusive supervision intentions).
However, we have to be cautious about the causal ordering
of our mediator and dependent variables (Antonakis et al.,
2010; Hamilton & Nickerson, 2003). Future research could
therefore implement experimental-causal-chain designs in
order to establish a causal ordering (Spencer et al. 2005).
Similar to other experimental studies, in Study 1 we chose a
between-subjects design to keep participants’ workload low.
Our approach did not allow us to make comparisons within
the same person, that is, how different forms of follower
workplace deviance effect abusive supervision in the same
narcissistic individual. To overcome this restriction, future
studies could implement within-person designs (Aguinis &
Bradley, 2014). Similar to other studies that have limited
capacities, we only used a one-item manipulation check in
Study 1. In future research it would be recommendable to
conduct a more elaborated manipulation check to increase
the confidence in the validity of our manipulations.

Study designs as ours do not allow examining reverse
causality or dynamic processes. Existing research shows that
follower can react to abusive supervision with deviant fol-
lower behavior as a form of retaliation (Simon et al., 2015).
This likely leads to further abusive supervision in reaction
to the deviant follower behavior. This negative dynamic
process of action and reaction is likely to be particularly
problematic when the leader is high in narcissistic rivalry,
such that they show stronger abusive supervision triggering
more negative responses from followers. At the same time,
this cycle might be less easy to break when leaders are high
in narcissistic rivalry as narcissists are not very open to feed-
back (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Kjervik & Bushman,
2021; Lambe et al., 2018).

A limitation that is rather common in the field of nar-
cissism and abusive supervision research pertains to the
low means and standard deviations of our study variables.
While our values are in line with previous research (at least
regarding abusive supervision and narcissistic rivalry; e.g.,
Fischer et al., 2021; Gauglitz et al., 2022), we must also
acknowledge that our observations are derived from a con-
text with low manifestation of narcissistic rivalry, injury ini-
tiation motives, and abusive supervision. This poses ques-
tions regarding the generalizability of our findings. While
our studies show that even low levels of narcissistic rivalry
and injury initiation motives can have detrimental effects,
future research should aim to replicate and extend our find-
ings in diverse contexts and samples with broader variance
to observe how more extreme levels of narcissistic rivalry
and injury initiation motives relate to abusive supervision.
For example, some industries might be more attractive to
leaders high in narcissistic rivalry than others. A recent
study (Schyns et al., 2023) looked at the context of education
and found that vulnerable narcissistic leadership is linked
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to lower follower well-being during the Covid pandemic.
Education might be particularly interesting for leaders high
in narcissistic rivalry as it comes with a high status in soci-
ety while at the same time, most of the interactions between
colleagues are not in the public eye.

In terms of the more specific limitations of our study, in
Study 2 we collected leaders’ autobiographical memories of
follower workplace deviance. However, this approach does
not provide information about 1) the severity of incidents or
2) the relative importance of follower workplace deviance as
an antecedent of abusive supervision in comparison to other
causes. A fruitful approach for future research would there-
fore be to let leaders recapture an episode of abusive super-
vision and then 1) examine the severity of incidents (e.g.,
did these incidents primarily involve minor issues, such as
extending break durations beyond the permitted limit, or did
they also encompass more serious matters?) and 2) ask them
to name the reasons why they showed abusive supervisory
behavior. This would show us 1) whether severity of differ-
ent forms of workplace deviance makes a difference and 2)
how often follower workplace deviance is named as a cause
of abusive supervision relative to other causes. This would
broaden our understanding of leaders’ self-reported reasons
for abusive supervision and would enable us to examine if
follower workplace deviance is a frequent cause of abusive
supervision.

In the instruction of Study 2, we asked participants to
remember an episode of follower workplace deviance but did
not restrict it to a certain time period as doing so would have
limited the availability of possible episodes. Hence, it could
be that some leaders described an episode that happened just
recently while others recaptured an episode that happened a
longer time ago. Accordingly, participants might have found
it more difficult to remember their reactions to some auto-
biographical episodes of follower workplace. While it is a
strength of our design that participants described their own
experiences, making the responses less hypothetical, it also a
limitation, as some events might have happened longer ago.

We focused on injury initiation motives for abusive
supervision based on Tepper’s (2007) suggestion, and on
Hansbrough and Jones’ (2014) assumption that narcissistic
leaders might interpret follower behavior in negative ways
and as insubordination which might then trigger abusive
supervision. However, other motives might also be relevant
for leaders high in narcissistic rivalry. We did not find that
performance promoting motives are a consistent mediator
but, based on the NARC, one question is if leaders react
to other follower behaviors with the motive to signal their
supremacy to others. Furthermore, it has been assumed that
status-protection is an important motive that guides the
behavior of individuals high in narcissistic rivalry such that
they behave aggressively when their status is undermined
(Grapsas et al., 2019). Using the design of Study 2, future
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research could explicitly manipulate the tendency to deval-
uate others, striving for supremacy, and status-protection
by asking participants to report situations where they felt
that followers were not acting in line with their expectation.
From these situations, future research could then construct
vignettes to further investigate the differing experiences and
how they relate to abusive supervision.

We only focused on leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
and their motives but future research could also investigate
under which conditions leaders high in narcissistic admira-
tion show abusive supervision. While our robustness check
showed little support for the relationship between narcis-
sistic admiration and abusive supervision, other modera-
tors might be relevant. It has been argued that narcissistic
admiration is the “default mode” as long as individuals
receive the admiration they think they deserve (Back,
2018). When they perceive a lack of admiration, however,
narcissistic rivalry and the associated behavioral dynamics
are triggered, so that narcissistic admiration might affect
abusive supervision via processes similar to narcissistic
rivalry under the condition that those leaders experience
a lack of admiration. Research has shown that narcissists
devalue the source of feedback (Bushman & Baumeister,
1998; Kjervik & Bushman, 2021; Lambe et al., 2018).
It would be interesting to examine if leaders high in nar-
cissistic admiration consider negative feedback at work
as a lack of admiration which then triggers narcissistic
rivalry and initiates the antagonistic processes associated
with narcissistic rivalry. There is also a possibility that
narcissistic admiration is linked to abusive supervision as
they might use performance enhancing motives to increase
their status via increased follower performance. That is,
they feel that their abusive supervision is justified to moti-
vate followers into higher performance which then should
reflect well on their own status.

Our studies showed that leaders high in narcissistic
rivalry show abusive supervision in reaction to follower
deviance. This bears the question if under conditions
where followers show no counterproductive work behavior
or maybe even organizational citizenship behavior, leaders
high in narcissistic rivalry would function well as leaders.
That is, if under different conditions our results that lead-
ers high in narcissistic rivalry show abusive supervision
would still hold. We suggest that future research addresses
this question and examines also positive follower behavior
and how it affects abusive supervision of leaders high in
narcissistic rivalry.
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Conclusion

With our research we added to the knowledge regarding
the link between leader narcissism and abusive supervi-
sion (intentions) using an experimental vignette study
and a new methodology (leaders’ autobiographical rec-
ollections). By doing so, we lend further support for the
assumption that narcissistic rivalry is the antagonistic
narcissism dimension associated with negative social out-
comes. Furthermore, we were able to show that leaders
high in narcissistic rivalry show abusive supervision only
in reaction to some forms of workplace deviance. Finally,
we offer an explanation why leaders high in narcissistic
rivalry show abusive supervision (intentions) in reaction
to followers’ organization-directed deviance. It seems that
these leaders show abusive supervision (intentions) with
the motive to injure their followers.

Appendix

Description of Experimental Vignettes used in Study
1

Today is a normal work day. As per usual, you first work
through your mails and obtain an overview of the pending
tasks. Then, you go to your employees’ office to obtain
an overview of their work progress. Upon arrival at their
office, you observe the following situation:

Supervisor-Directed Deviance Condition

Your employee Alex behaves disrespectfully towards you.
Alex publicly humiliates you because of your job perfor-
mance. Subsequently, Alex starts an argument with you
that clearly does not benefit the goal. Alex also makes
fun of you.

Coworker-Directed Deviance Condition

Your employee Alex behaves disrespectful towards the other
employees. Alex publicly humiliates his colleagues because
of their job performance. Subsequently, Alex starts an argu-
ment that clearly does not benefit the group. Alex also makes
fun of his colleagues.

Organization-Directed Deviance Condition

Alex comes in late to work without permission. Subse-
quently, Alex intentionally works slower even though impor-
tant tasks have to be taken care of. You also observe that
Alex takes longer breaks than permitted.
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