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Summary

What we found: In the current highly competitive work environment, organizations frequently undergo transfor-
mational change initiatives. However, these endeavors often encounter setbacks due to insufficient training pro-
vided to supervisors for effectively managing the change process. Our study reveals a correlation between trans-
formational change and the experience of hindrance stress among supervisors. Furthermore, it demonstrates a link
between supervisors' hindrance stress and instances of abusive supervision.

Why it matters: Transformational change can significantly contribute to the development of hindrance stress
among supervisors, which, in turn, can manifest as abusive supervision behaviors. It is imperative for organizations
to adopt change management strategies that proactively address and minimize the occurrence of hindrance stress
among Ssupervisors.

What's next: Moving forward, organizations could prioritize assisting supervisors in 1) effectively managing their
stress-related emotions and behaviors during periods of significant change and 2) developing leadership skills re-
quired to implement transformation smoothly.
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Abstract

To remain competitive, organizations tend to change their
established ways of working, their strategy, the core values,
and the organizational structure. Such thorough changes
are referred to as transformational change. Unfortunately,
transformational change is often unsuccessful because
organizational members do not always welcome the change.
Although organizations often expect their supervisors to be
successful role-models and change-agents during the trans-

formational change process, we argue that initiating trans-

Business, Dubai, United Arab Emirates. formational change could increase supervisors' hindrance

Email: stijn.decoster@zu.ac.ae
stress levels, which may result in abusive behaviors towards
employees. More specifically, in a multi-source survey and
an experimental study, we find evidence that transforma-
tional change is associated with supervisors' experienced
hindrance stress, which subsequently led to more abusive

behaviors towards employees.

KEYWORDS
abusive supervision, cognitive theory of stress, hindrance stress,
transformational change

1 | INTRODUCTION

Change shapes the organizational landscape. The advance of technology, competition, and globalization are just a
few forces that push organizations to engage in transformational change, which are modifications in the organiza-
tion's core systems such as its values, structure, and goals (Rafferty & Griffin, 2006; Robinson & Griffiths, 2005).
Change scholars argue that effective change implementation requires employees' engagement, well-being, change

acceptance, as well as perceived supervisor support (Neves, 2011; Oreg et al., 2011; Stouten et al., 2018). Because
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Practitioner notes

What is currently known?

¢ In today's competitive work environment, organizations undertake transformational change.

¢ Organizations expect supervisors to be role-models and to embrace change.

e Transformational change is often unsuccessful because organizations do not train supervisors enough

for the change process.

What this paper adds?

e This study shows that transformational change is associated with supervisors' hindrance stress.

e The study shows that supervisors' hindrance stress is related to supervisors' abusive supervision.

o This study identifies hindrance stress as a mediator in the transformational change—abusive supervision
relationship.

Implications for practitioners

e Transformational change can increase supervisors' hindrance stress and consequently trigger abusive
supervision.

¢ Organizations should organize change in a way that limits supervisors' hindrance stress.

e Organizations should support supervisors to be better prepared for the change regarding their
own stress-related emotions and behaviors and the leadership skills required for a healthy change

implementation.

employees' attitudes and acceptance towards the change are crucial, how supervisors treat and interact with their
employees plays a key role in effective change implementation. For example, supervisors need to communicate the
change, but they also need to involve and motivate the employees in the change process (Oreg & Berson, 2019). Yet,
transformational change is often unsuccessful (Burke, 2002; Burnes, 2009). In this manuscript, we argue that trans-
formational change often fails because organizations may not pay sufficient attention to preparing and supporting
supervisors in the change process (Stouten et al., 2018). Because supervisors lack sufficient support to handle change
stressors, we contend that this triggers them to behave in an abusive way towards their employees, ironically weigh-
ing negatively on change implementation.

Most organizations implicitly expect their supervisors to act as successful change-agents (Caulfield &
Senger, 2017). For example, organizations expect supervisors to communicate the changes effectively, to moti-
vate employees to embrace the change, and to adjust their workplace behaviors as they are expected to welcome
and facilitate the change (e.g., Burnes, 2009; Ford et al., 2021). Overall, many organizations assume that super-
visors are ready to implement the change in a coordinated and engaging manner (Oreg & Berson, 2019). By
assuming that supervisors will fulfill their role as a change-agent, organizations may pay less attention to trans-
formational change's negative and stressful impact on supervisors (Neves & Schyns, 2018; Oreg & Berson, 2019;
Oreg et al., 2011) and subsequently on how change could elicit supervisors to show undesirable (e.g., abusive)
behaviors towards their employees. In other words, the prevailing focus on supervisors as change-agents puts
less attention on how change could hinder supervisors, and how this impacts supervisors' behaviors towards
employees.

Research, however, suggests that transformational change—such as changes in an organization's values, struc-
tures, and goals that move away from the status quo to an entirely new system—brings many accompanying demands
and requires supervisors to have the ability and perseverance to deal with these demands (Robinson & Griffiths, 2005).
As such, transformational change is an impactful organizational event and is often associated with change-related

stressors such as felt disruption and uncertainty (Ashford, 1988). Therefore, transformational change may be expe-

85USD| SUOLILLIOD 3AIERID) 8|ced!|dde au Aq peusenob a1e S9IME YO ‘8N J0 S9N 10} AlIq1T BUIIUO A8]IM U0 (SUO N IPUOD-PUR-SUWLB)W0D" A3 |1 ARe1q 1 BUI|UO//ScNY) SUORIPUOD pue S | 8u8es *[£202/20/2T] Uo Ariqiauliuo A|im ‘yoLnZ yeuioljqiasiersieAlun Ad vevZT €858-812 T/TTTT OT/I0p/L0Y A8 1M Areiqijeut|uo//Sdiy Woij pepeojumoq ‘0 ‘e8588y.T



DECOSTER ET AL.

3
Human Resource WI LE YJ_

Management Journal ™

rienced by supervisors as a hindrance. Especially applicable in this context is the concept of hindrance stress, which
is defined as “stress associated with job demands or work circumstances that involve excessive or undesirable
constraints that interfere with or hinder an individual's ability to achieve valued goals” (Cavanaugh et al., 2000, p. 67).

By taking a stress perspective from supervisors' lens and building upon the cognitive theory of stress (Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984), we suggest that supervisors may experience considerable hindrance stress because they
are expected to coordinate and facilitate transformational change projects. Supervisors might be “victims” of
these changes as they may stress about how they will be able to motivate and get change-acceptance from their
employees, or about other demands or extra workload these changes will incur. In sum, transformational change—
typically associated with increased workload and demands for supervisors—may result in hindrance stress, which
could ultimately affect supervisors' interactions with their employees. More specifically, recent research suggests
that under stressful circumstances, supervisors may treat their employees in an undesirable and rather abusive
way (e.g., Mawritz et al., 2014; Ng et al., 2021). Such behavior would be highly problematic as abusive behavior
towards employees may be detrimental for employees' well-being, their change acceptance, and ultimately a
successful change implementation.

The aim of the present study is to examine the relation between transformational change, hindrance stress, and
abusive supervision, which is defined as “subordinates' perceptions of the extent to which supervisors engage in
the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behavior, excluding physical contact” (Tepper, 2000, p. 178).
Specifically, we propose that transformational change is associated with supervisors' hindrance stress, and that this
subsequently incites supervisors' abusive behavior.

Our research contributes to the literature in three ways. First, although most research emphasizes that
supervisors are essential for the successful implementation of change, and thus focuses on supervisors' role
as a change-agents, a more limited stream of research acknowledges that supervisors should also be viewed as
change-recipients (e.g., Oreg & Berson, 2019; Ozawa, 2020). Whereas most of this research specifically focuses
on supervisors' attitudes and behaviors towards the change, for example, resistance to change (Giangreco &
Peccei, 2005), sense-making of change (Lisher & Lewis, 2008), change cynicism (Barton & Ambrosini, 2013), or
change-specific behaviors (Lundmark et al., 2020), we examine how transformational change affects supervi-
sors' experience of hindrance stress, an aspect of organizational change that is not well understood. Second, we
examine the relationship between transformational change and supervisors' undesirable behaviors towards their
employees, more specifically abusive supervision. By doing so, we answer the call of Neves and Schyns (2018)
who argued that the current literature so far shows little about how the change context itself can contribute to
different types of destructive leadership, and that examining these undesirable forms of leadership in times of
change is urgently needed (see also Otto et al., 2018). More specifically, we conduct the first research to our
knowledge that specifically addresses the impact of transformational change on abusive supervision. More-
over, by drawing on the cognitive theory of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), we propose increased levels
of hindrance stress as an important underlying mechanism connecting transformational change with abusive
supervision. Third, we identify transformational change as a contextual antecedent of abusive supervision, which
remains “an absolutely new area for research” (Zhang & Bednall, 2016, p. 446, see also Tepper et al., 2017).
Research on abusive supervision antecedents has primarily focused on supervisor-related or subordinate-related
antecedents such as, for example, supervisor perceived procedural justice (Tepper et al., 2006), but only a few
studies have focused on features of the context (Zhang & Bednall, 2016). Indeed, a recent review showed that
until now, only five studies focused on contextual antecedents, more specifically: 1.) highly aggressive norms in
the organization, 2.) hostile climates, 3.) HR values, 4.) size of the organization, and 5.) abusive behavior of the
supervisor's manager (Fischer et al., 2021). We extend this research by focusing on transformational change as a
contextual antecedent, and by doing so, we are the first to link transformational change to abusive supervision.
In sum, we look at how highly disruptive changes in an organization affect supervisors' hindrance stress levels,

which may consequently trigger abusive behaviors towards employees.
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2 | TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE AND HINDRANCE STRESS

While some changes involve incremental or small modifications to ongoing business processes, other changes are
more disruptive in nature. Rafferty and Griffin (2006, p. 1155) define transformational change as “an individual's
perception regarding the extent to which change has involved modifications to the core systems of an organization
including traditional ways of working, values, structure, and strategy.” Specifically, transformational change entails
changes in the organization's core structure or goals. Because transformational change involves major disruptive
changes, it creates uncertainty and fear about its consequences and is therefore often regarded as highly stressful for
organizational members (Ashford, 1988).

For this reason, research has particularly highlighted the importance of supervisors as “change-agents” in helping
employees as change-recipients through transformational change (e.g., Fischer & Pollock, 2004). For example, super-
visors are expected to be attuned to the fears and the concerns of their employees and to mitigate employees' unde-
sirable reactions towards the transformational change, such as employees' negative emotions, attitudes, or behavioral
outcomes (e.g., employees' resistance to change). While trying to promote a successful change implementation is of
crucial importance during transformational change, it also highlights the increased demands that supervisors are
confronted with (e.g., Rafferty & Griffin, 2006; Szamosi & Duxbury, 2002). Organizations assume that supervisors
have sufficient capacity to motivate their employees to accept change, and that supervisors can deal effectively with
the personal impact of change. The demands of implementing change (e.g., by motivating employees) coincide with
the personal demands that change creates (e.g., less time to achieve personal goals), causing stress for supervisors.

The cognitive theory of stress argues that when individuals are confronted with a stressor—such as the demands
of transformational change—they engage in a process of cognitive appraisal in which they evaluate the situation
regarding their well-being. This is known as primary appraisal (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, 1987). A situation is
appraised as hindering when the stressor has the potential to threaten or harm personal growth and desired goals
(Cavanaugh et al., 2000; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Lepine et al., 2005). Research has illustrated that transforma-
tional change imposes huge demands on individuals and is perceived as a stressful event by those involved (e.g.,
Ashford, 1988). More specifically, transformational change increases uncertainty which makes individuals feel less in
control over both the process and the outcome (Ashford, 1988; Rafferty & Griffin, 2006; Robinson & Griffiths, 2005).
The increased demands, pressures, and feelings of uncertainty and lack of control affect organizational members'
well-being as is evidenced in increased stress (Schweiger & DeNisi, 1991).

While organizations expect supervisors to promote effective organizational change and to function as a change
ambassador who motivates employees to enact and cope with the change, little is known about how supervisors
themselves react to transformational change. That is, the change literature has focused primarily on the role of
low-ranking organizational members (such as employees) in dealing with change initiatives and its resulting conse-
quences. Although some research started to focus on supervisors' own attitudes and behaviors towards the change,
(e.g., Barton & Ambrosini, 2013; Giangreco & Peccei, 2005; Lundmark et al., 2020; Lisher & Lewis, 2008), a focus on
how supervisors' change experience impacts their behavior towards employees is needed (cf. Fischer & Pollock, 2004;
Neves & Schyns, 2018; Oreg & Berson, 2019).

The change literature indeed highlighted that organizations assume supervisors are ready and motivated to imple-
ment change whereas supervisors' personal experience of the change is not often recognized (Stouten et al., 2018).
In the present study, we argue that when supervisors go through transformational change, they experience increased
demands such as extra workload and pressure as they are expected to guide their employees through the uncertain
and stressful events of the change initiative. Supervisors are expected to not only be the messenger and motivator for
change, but to also cope with the change themselves. For example, supervisors are expected to not only communi-
cate the reasons for the change, but to also set the example of what is appropriate conduct in the new and uncertain
environment, especially in situations where new frameworks replace existing ones (e.g., Ford et al., 2021). Moreover,

in setting an example, they are also expected to be enthusiastic “ambassadors” of the change and to respond in a
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desirable way to the needs of employees (Kotter, 1996). These research findings signal that particularly supervisors
carry change-related demands and responsibilities during transformational change, which are likely to be appraised
in terms of hindrance stress, given the uncertain and turbulent environment in which supervisors have to perform
during a transformational change process.

In sum, although previous research has not examined the relationship between transformational change and
hindrance stress in supervisors directly, we expect—drawing upon the cognitive theory of stress—that supervisors
experience extra demands and experience threats of losing their valued resources (e.g., increased lack of control
due to the uncertainty) during times of transformational change, which will be appraised by supervisors as a

hindrance.

Hypothesis 1 Transformational change is positively related to supervisors' hindrance stress.

3 | HINDRANCE STRESS AND ABUSIVE SUPERVISION

Many change initiatives fail in their ambitions, particularly because the actors involved (employees, supervisors)
exhibit behaviors that do not contribute to a successful transformation (Burke, 2002). As we discussed, in the case of
transformational change, hindrance stress is expected to be high for supervisors because they have to guide employ-
ees during the change processes. Due to these hindrances, however, supervisors are likely to end up in a situation
where they will exhibit their frustrations and stress by displaying abusive behaviors and ultimately demotivating
those whom they are expected to guide through the change—their employees.

We contend that transformational change complicates supervisors' jobs by eliciting hindrance stress, which we
expect to translate into abusive supervision. Following the cognitive theory of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), we
argue that if a situation is appraised as a hindrance, it is likely to be associated with undesirable responses. For exam-
ple, previous research has shown that stressors that are appraised as being hindering trigger aggressive behavior and
counterproductive work practices (e.g., Hershcovis et al., 2007; Rodell & Judge, 2009).

Furthermore, supervisors who experience hindrance stress (as part of the primary appraisal) will make a judg-
ment about which actions to take to ameliorate the situation or which coping strategies are the most suitable for
use (as part of the secondary appraisal process; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Coping involves the cognitive and behav-
ioral efforts adopted by a person to manage encounters that are appraised as stressful (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984;
Robinson & Griffiths, 2005). Yet, coping in a desirable way is an effortful process, which—in stressful circumstances
appraised as hindrances—is likely to fail because supervisors have fewer resources at their disposal. Indeed, research
has shown that when individuals experience hindrances, they are likely to use undesirable coping strategies, and
sometimes use aggression as an outlet for venting their stress (Mawritz et al., 2014).

More specifically, supervisors may fail to regulate their hindrance stress in a desirable way, as the experience
of hindrance stress can decrease the inhibition of their aggressive intentions. When a supervisor's aggressive inten-
tions are not suppressed, the supervisor may show abusive behaviors as a means to cope with the stressful situation
(e.g., Burton et al., 2012; Ng et al., 2021). The act of abusive supervision is often framed as displaced aggression,
the “redirection of a [person's] harm-doing behavior from a primary to a secondary target or victim” (Tedeschi &
Norman, 1985, p. 30). Indeed, when supervisors are frustrated by organizational circumstances, which are either
hard to define or hard to confront, they may redirect (i.e., displace) their aggression towards easy targets (i.e., their
subordinates) who are not likely to retaliate back due to the power imbalance (Hoobler & Brass, 2006). To sum up,
drawing on the cognitive theory of stress, we expect that higher levels of supervisors' hindrance stress will translate

to higher levels of abusive supervision.

Hypothesis 2 Supervisor's hindrance stress is positively related to abusive supervision.
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Tied to the fact that supervisors experiencing transformational change will encounter hindrance stressors which
are consequently associated with abusive supervision, the experience of hindrance stress should underlie the rela-
tionship between transformational change and abusive supervision. Some indirect evidence for this proposed rela-
tionship has been found by Mawritz et al. (2014) who demonstrated that the supervisors' experience of stress partly
mediated the experience of facing difficult goals and the subsequent display of abusive supervision. Furthermore,
stress theories (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) also assert that stressors can induce hindrance stress, which will direct

subsequent behaviors.

Hypothesis 3 Transformational change is indirectly related to abusive supervision through supervisors' hindrance stress.

4 | PRESENT RESEARCH

We conducted three studies to test our main predictions using different methods. First, we conducted a multi-source
field study (Study 1) to test the overall model and provide external validity. Next, we used an experimental causal-chain
approach (Spencer et al., 2005) to verify the causality of the proposed relations and to enhance internal validity (Study
2a and Study 2b).

5 | STUDY 1: METHOD

We used a multi-source design, a method where ratings from multiple sources are assessed. That is, both employees
and their matched supervisors responded to different measures. This procedure is often used to reduce same-source
method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

5.1 | Participants and procedure

We recruited participants from a variety of different organizations in Belgium via a snowballing sampling process.
We received 146 complete employee responses who worked at a variety of industries including government,
health care, technology, finance, manufacturing, and transport. Once employees finished their survey, we asked
them to give us contact details of their direct supervisor, which we then contacted to fill out their part of the
survey. In total we received 128 complete supervisor responses, a matching rate of 88%." Focal employees were
matched with their supervisor using a specific code allowing for anonymous participation. The questionnaires
were preceded by an online introduction and instructions from the researchers explaining that participation was
completely voluntary. All participants were assured an anonymous processing and confidential treatment of their
responses. Participants were asked to answer each question as honestly as possible and were assured that there
were no right or wrong answers.

The focal employees had an average age of 37.62 years (SD = 10.13). In the employee sample, 0.8% only finished
elementary school, 35.9% finished high school, 45.3% obtained a bachelor's degree, 15.6% obtained a master's degree
and 2.3% had a postgraduate degree. Employees had an average organizational tenure of 9.80 years (SD = 9.30) and
60.2% were women.

The supervisors had an average age of 42.55 years (SD = 8.72). Of these supervisors 13.3% finished high school,
50.8% had a bachelor's degree, 28.9% obtained a master's degree and 6.3% had a postgraduate degree (0.8% did not
indicate their highest education). Supervisors had an average organizational tenure of 14.54 years (SD = 9.18) and

44.5% were women.
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5.2 | Measures

Both supervisors and employees answered questions concerning demographic variables. Further, supervisors
responded to questions regarding transformational change and hindrance stress, whereas focal employees completed
questions about abusive supervision. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (= strongly disagree)

to 5 (= strongly agree).

5.2.1 | Transformational change

Supervisors' perception of transformational change was assessed through 3 items (Rafferty & Griffin, 2006). Partic-
ipants were asked to keep in mind the changes that occurred in their work environment in the past six months. An
example item is “to what extent have you experienced changes to the values of your work unit” (Cronbach's a = 0.80).

5.2.2 | Hindrance stress

Supervisors' hindrance stress was measured with the 3-item measure from Bardes (2009; see also LePine et al., 2005).
A sample item is “I feel that my job goals constrain my achievement of personal goals and development” (Cronbach's
a=0.79).

5.2.3 | Abusive supervision

Employees completed Tepper's (2000) 15-item measure of abusive supervision. A sample item is “my supervisor
ridicules me” (Cronbach's a = 0.95).

5.2.4 | Control variables

We included supervisors' and employees' age, gender, organizational tenure and education as control variables for
testing our model for several reasons. Prior research has shown that these demographic variables are related to
stress and coping responses (e.g., Billings & Moos, 1984; Folkman et al., 1987; Hammer et al., 2004; Spielberger &
Reheiser, 1994). We also measured employees' resistance to change with the six-item scale developed by Oreg (2003).
A sample item is “If | were to be informed that there's going to be a significant change regarding the way things are

done at work, | would probably feel stressed.” (Cronbach's a = 0.85).

5.3 | Measurement model

Before conducting our analyses, we ran confirmatory factor analyses to assess whether our constructs are statisti-
cally distinct from each other. Given that abusive supervision is not normally distributed, we used a robust maximum
likelihood estimator (Gana & Broc, 2019). The results of these analyses are shown in Table 1 and indicate that our
proposed three-factor measurement model has an adequate fit and fitted the data better than nested models and a
single-factor model where all items loaded onto one single factor, or a model where we incorporated an unmeasured
latent methods factor (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
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TABLE 1 Confirmatory factor analyses for study 1
daf X2 Ax? x?/df CFlI RMSEA SRMR
Proposed measurement model
AS, HS and TC treated as separate constructs 186 317.30 1.71 091 0.08 0.05
Two-factor models
AS and HS combined to load onto one factor. 188 459.12 37.21** 244 081 0.12 0.09
AS and TC combined to load onto one factor. 188 42485 139.23*** 226 0.84 0.11 0.09
HS and TC combined to load onto one factor. 188 404.91 72.63*** 215 0.85 0.11 0.08

Common methods bias
All items combined to load onto one single factor 189 555.72 82.08*** 294 074 0.14 0.11

Unmeasured latent methods factor for constructs filled 180 306.067 11.30 1.70 0.91 0.07 0.06
out by same source

Note: This table reports Yuan-Bentler scaled chi-squares (robust maximum likelihood estimator). Chi-squared differences
are corrected using the Satorra and Bentler (2001) scaling factor. As a robust difference test is a function of two standard
(not robust) statistics, the difference score reported is not equal to the absolute difference between the robust chi-squares
(Rosseel, 2012).

Abbreviations: AS, Abusive supervision; HS, hindrance stress; TC, Transformational change.

***p < 0.001.

6 | RESULTS

Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations between variables are presented in Table 2.

We conducted the analyses using heteroscedasticity-consistent standard errors (HC3) to account for potential heter-
oscedasticity within our sample (Hayes & Cai, 2007). Following Becker's (2005) recommendations, we examined which of
the control variables significantly correlated with the mediating (i.e., supervisors' hindrance stress) and dependent variable
(i.e., abusive supervision). We found that supervisors' age, employee gender, employee age, and employee resistance to
change met at least one of those criteria. Therefore, we also ran our model with these control variables. Because the
control variables did not alter our findings (see Table 3), we followed Carlson and Wu's (2012) recommendations and report
our results without including the control variables (see also Becker, 2005). Findings revealed that transformational change
was related to hindrance stress (b = 0.22, SE = 0.07, p = 0.001). This suggests that supervisors who experienced higher
(rather than lower) levels of transformational change felt more stressed. Hence, Hypothesis 1 is supported.

Further, supervisors' hindrance stress was related to abusive supervision (b = 0.18, SE = 0.08, p = 0.020). This
suggests that supervisors who felt higher levels of hindrance stress were more likely to be perceived as abusive.
Hence, Hypothesis 2 is confirmed.

To examine the indirect effect of transformational change on abusive supervision through supervisors' hindrance
stress we used the regression-based techniques described by Hayes (2018). More specifically, we ran PROCESS
Model 4, with 10,000 bootstraps, to test whether supervisors' experienced hindrance stress mediated the relation
between transformational change and abusive supervision. The results are presented in Table 3. As predicted, results
showed that supervisors' hindrance stress mediated the relationship between transformational change and abusive
supervision (indirect effect = 0.04, 95% Cl [0.0062, 0.0901]). Hence, Hypothesis 3 is supported.

7 | STUDY 2A: METHOD

Study 1 does not allow us to draw causal conclusions regarding the proposed relationships. Therefore, we tested

each step of our proposed mediation model in separate experimental studies, which is often referred to as a causal
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