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Abstract
‘We are humans not robots!’ This protest slogan denounces 
a working reality in which employees perceive that they 
are reduced to a mere tool or instrument at the service of  
the organization. Such an experience refers to organiza-
tional dehumanization. Researchers have recently indicated 
that organizational dehumanization may shape employee 
work behaviours. However, why, and for whom, organiza-
tional dehumanization leads to maladaptive work behav-
iours remains unclear in this literature. Drawing upon social 
exchange theory, we first propose that employees who expe-
rience organizational dehumanization engage in a reciprocity 
process by first developing thoughts of  revenge that, in turn, 
materialize into more organizational deviance. We further 
argue that compliance buffers the indirect effect of  organiza-
tional dehumanization on deviant behaviours via thoughts of  
revenge. Overall, the combined results of  two experimental 
studies, a cross-sectional study and two three-wave studies 
provide strong evidence for our hypothesized relationships. 
Our research suggests that when experiencing organiza-
tional dehumanization, compliant employees are less likely 
to engage in a homeomorphic reciprocity in the exchange 
relationship with their organization.
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INTRODUCTION

I felt as if  the company wanted us to be robots–never stopping, never letting our minds 
wander off  task. I felt an incredible amount of  pressure to repress the human “failings” that 
made me less efficient than a machine. 

Emily Guendelsberger, July 2019, TIME

This working reality has been called organizational dehumanization (ODH). As a mistreatment from 
the organization (Nguyen & Stinglhamber, 2020, 2021), it represents the negative side of  the employee–
organization relationship (Caesens et al., 2017). Bell and Khoury (2011) defined ODH as ‘the experience 
of  an employee who feels (…) like a tool or an instrument for the organization's ends’ (p. 168). Scholars 
have mainly studied the consequences of  ODH on employee well-being and attitudes, showing that it 
reduces employee well-being (Caesens et al., 2017; Christoff, 2014) and positive work attitudes (Bell & 
Khoury, 2016; Caesens et al., 2019).

Recently, research has examined behavioural consequences of  ODH. For instance, ODH engenders 
maladaptive behaviours and reduces adaptive ones (Demoulin et al., 2021; Muhammad & Sarwar, 2021; 
Nguyen, Cheung, & Stinglhamber, 2021; Nguyen, Dao, et al., 2021; Sarwar et al., 2021; Sarwar & 
Muhammad, 2021; Stinglhamber et al., 2021; Taskin et al., 2019). Given that the literature on the employee–
organization relationship is dominated by social exchange theory (SET; Gibney et al., 2009), this theo-
retical framework has been used to theoretically explain the link between ODH and work-related behav-
iours (Ahmed & Khan, 2016; Muhammad & Sarwar, 2021; Sarwar & Muhammad, 2021; Stinglhamber 
et al., 2021). However, this framework has never been empirically tested, thus leaving unclear whether and 
how SET is useful in understanding such relationships.

We rely on the two-dimensional conceptualization that Cropanzano et al. (2017) proposed as an exten-
sion of  SET, to explain why ODH may lead to maladaptive work behaviours. Specifically, we propose 
that, although not the only possible reaction, employees experiencing ODH may seek to negatively 
and actively reciprocate such mistreatment by engaging in a revenge process. In particular, we examine 
whether thoughts of  revenge may constitute the starting point of  this revenge process (Greco et al., 2019) 
that, in turn, may lead to behaviours intentionally harming the organization (e.g., organizational deviance, 
defined as purposeful behaviours violating organizational norms to harm the organization; Bennett & 
Robinson, 20001). Our first objective is thus to test the mediating role of  thoughts of  revenge in the rela-
tionship between ODH and employees' deviant behaviours towards their organization.

1 Within the literature on workplace aggression, scholars regularly consider that deviant and counter-productive behaviours may be treated as 
interchangeable. Recently, Thrasher et al. (2020), however, concluded that “although defined similarly, the tools used to measure counterproductive 
workplace behaviours and workplace deviance behaviours are very different in both their development and content” (p. 247). Since we are using the 
Bennett and Robinson's (2000) measure in the present research, we deliberately refer to deviant behaviours and not to counterproductive behaviours.

STINGLHAMBER ET AL.204

Practitioner Points

• Organizational dehumanization refers to the extent to which employees feel treated by their 
organization as tools or instruments for the organization's ends.

• When employees feel dehumanized by their organization, it leads them to have thoughts of  
revenge against that organization.

• These thoughts of  revenge then materialize into deviant behaviours against the organization.
• Compliant employees engage less in thoughts of  revenge and subsequent deviant behaviours 

when they experience dehumanization from their organization.
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Second, we address the call of  researchers who have emphasized the need to expand the literature on 
workplace behaviours by investigating the moderating factors of  the workplace mistreatment-workplace 
behaviour relationship (Michel et al., 2016). In particular, they argued that research should consider 
dispositional characteristics that help to build a more generalizable framework of  workplace behaviours. 
Because compliance may be a personality trait capturing interindividual variations in the endorsement 
of  the reciprocity norm that lies at the core of  SET (Gouldner, 1960), we argue that it plays a key role 
in the social exchange relationships between employees and their organization. Specifically, we propose 
that compliance may buffer the deleterious effects of  ODH on organizational deviance via thoughts of  
revenge. Our second objective is thus to expand the mediation model by exploring the moderating role of  
compliance. In doing so, this research goes one step further in understanding the social exchanges at stake 
between ODH and organizational deviance. Indeed, it examines for the first time the possibility that when 
faced with an equivalent perception of  ODH, employees may engage in a revenge process of  different 
intensity depending on a dispositional characteristic.

Overall, our research advances the ODH literature by shedding light on why, and for whom, ODH 
generates deviant behaviours (i.e., moderated mediation model). It also contributes to SET literature by 
proposing a theoretical model that is consistent with Cropanzano et al.'s (2017) one, which advances 
our understanding of  how people are most likely to react when faced with a specific initiating action. 
Finally, by examining what triggers organizational deviance, this research provides insight into a work-
place phenomenon that costs billions of  dollars per year to organizations (Stewart et al., 2009) and clues 
to potential levers for reducing it in practice.

Organizational dehumanization

ODH emerged from the social psychology literature on dehumanization, defined as a cognitive process 
in which humanity is denied to others (Haslam, 2006). Resulting from a form of  dehumanization that 
Haslam (2006) described as ‘mechanistic’, ODH is defined as the experience of  an employee who feels 
treated as a tool or instrument for the organization's ends (Bell & Khoury, 2016; Caesens et al., 2017). 
ODH has been conceptualized as an organizational mistreatment (Nguyen & Stinglhamber, 2021) that 
theoretically differs from related constructs such as perceived organizational obstruction (for a litera-
ture review, see Brison et al., 2022). Furthermore, Nguyen, Besson, and Stinglhamber (2021) empirically 
showed that this organizational mistreatment differs from and predicts beyond other types of  interper-
sonal mistreatments in the workplace, further demonstrating the specificity of  ODH.

In recent years, ODH has received increasing attention from researchers in an effort to identify its 
nomological network. Specifically, in their recent literature review, Brison et al. (2022) identified six cate-
gories of  predictors of  ODH: societal factors (e.g., national culture; Nguyen, Dao, et al., 2021), organ-
izational characteristics (e.g., organizational rules; Lagios, Nguyen, et al., 2022), environmental factors 
(e.g., bad air quality or noise; Stinglhamber et al., 2022), job characteristics (e.g., job autonomy; Demoulin 
et al., 2021), interpersonal factors (e.g., abusive supervision; Caesens et al., 2019) and individual factors 
(e.g., negative affectivity; Nguyen, Besson, & Stinglhamber, 2021). It was all the more important to iden-
tify these antecedents because ODH has very deleterious consequences for both employees and organiza-
tions. First, ODH impairs employees' well-being and fosters negative attitudes towards the organization. 
For instance, employees experiencing ODH reported low job satisfaction, more emotional exhaustion and 
psychological strains (Caesens et al., 2019; Lagios, Caesens, et al., 2022; Lagios, Nguyen, et al., 2022) but 
also more intentions to quit the organization and low organizational commitment (Caesens et al., 2017; 
Nguyen, Dao, et al., 2021). To explain these harmful effects, scholars (Christoff, 2014) suggested that 
ODH frustrates employees' basic psychological needs. Relying on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci 
& Ryan, 2000), Lagios, Caesens, et al. (2022) empirically showed that psychological need thwarting indeed 
mediates some of  these relationships.

Second, beyond affecting employee well-being and attitudes, ODH also leads to maladaptive 
work-related behaviours. For instance, ODH may lead to dysfunctional coping behaviours (Demoulin 
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et al., 2021), malfunctioning socio-emotional behaviours (Nguyen, Besson, & Stinglhamber, 2021), 
less proactive behaviours (Stinglhamber et al., 2021), impaired in-role job performance (Sarwar & 
Muhammad, 2021) and deviant behaviours (Ahmed & Khan, 2016; Muhammad & Sarwar, 2021; Sarwar 
et al., 2021). Studies on the mechanisms underlying these relationships primarily relied on conservation of  
resources theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1989). In this vein, Sarwar et al. (2021) showed that job stress mediates 
the ODH-deviant behaviours relationship among nurses, whereas Muhammad and Sarwar (2021) and 
Sarwar and Muhammad (2021) found that perceived incivility mediates the relationships between ODH 
and both mild deviant behaviours (i.e., knowledge hiding and time theft) and employee performance in 
the hotel industry. Beyond the COR theory, scholars also built on SET (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) and 
negative reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960) to explain why ODH would lead to detrimental behaviours (Ahmed 
& Khan, 2016; Lagios, Caesens, et al., 2022; Muhammad & Sarwar, 2021; Sarwar & Muhammad, 2021; 
Stinglhamber et al., 2021). Although proposed theoretically, SET has not yet been empirically demon-
strated to be relevant in understanding these relationships. We thus rely on this theoretical framework to 
specifically examine the relationship between ODH and organizational deviance.

The role of  thoughts of  revenge in the organizational dehumanization-deviant 
behaviours relationship

As mentioned earlier, ODH is a construct that negatively characterizes the employee–organization rela-
tionship (Caesens et al., 2017). The literature on the latter is dominated by SET (Gibney et al., 2009), 
considering employees and organizations as partners who exchange resources. At the heart of  SET lies 
the norm of  reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), which states that employees view their relation with the organ-
ization as a social exchange in which each entity seeks to return and reciprocate the benefits (e.g., material 
and socio-emotional rewards), as well as the injuries (e.g., mistreatment) received to maintain balance in 
the social exchange.

Traditional approaches to reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960) have focused on its hedonic value, that is on 
the valence of  the initiating action, which will condition the valence of  the reciprocal response: a positive 
conduct will generate a positive response in return, and conversely. While positive reciprocity focuses on 
the obligation to repay desirable actions with desirable responses, negative reciprocity holds ‘sentiments 
of  retaliation where the emphasis is placed not on the return of  benefits but on the return of  injuries’ 
(Gouldner, 1960, p. 172).

Accordingly, employees retaliate against perceived injustices (Skarlicki & Folger, 1997), identity 
threats (Aquino & Douglas, 2003), trust violations (Bies & Tripp, 1996) and personal offence (Aquino 
et al., 2001). Although individuals may reciprocate those negative experiences by displacing their aggres-
sion onto others (Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000), Greco et al. (2019) indicated that individuals tend to 
return the injuries directly to the source of  those negative experiences, that is, engaging in ‘negative reci-
procity with the idea of  an eye for an eye’ (p. 1118).

In 2017, Cropanzano et al. insisted on a second dimension of  reciprocity, that is its level of  activity. 
This dimension captures that an entity can actively engage in an action or a behaviour (which may be 
either desirable or not) or inactively withhold it (which again may be either desirable or not). The authors 
proposed to cross the two dimensions so that there would be ‘homeomorphic reciprocity’ when people 
reciprocate to an initiating action with a response that matches in terms of  both hedonic value and level 
of  activity. Cropanzano et al. (2017) further suggested that even though other responses are possible, 
people preferably and commonly opt for congruence on both dimensions in their social exchanges.

In line with this two-dimensional conceptualization, ODH represents an undesirable and active action 
or treatment from the organization, reducing its employee to a mere object. Employees experiencing 
ODH may, therefore, seek to restore the balance in their exchange relationship with their organization by 
adopting homeomorphic reciprocity and displaying negative and active behaviours towards this organiza-
tion in return (Cropanzano et al., 2017). In the present research, we propose that employees confronted 
with ODH may, in a first stage and before engaging in active behaviours, develop thoughts of  revenge—

STINGLHAMBER ET AL.206
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which characterize the desire to harm back the entity blamed for the offence (Sukhodolsky et al., 2001). 
Specifically, by generating thoughts of  revenge, ODH would initiate a cognitive process that underlies 
the homeomorphic reciprocity. Supporting this idea, researchers showed that when employees experience 
aggression or mistreatment in the workplace, they tend to develop thoughts of  revenge towards the 
source of  those negative experiences, driven by a desire for revenge (Jones, 2009; Karatuna & Gök, 2014; 
Liu et al., 2010).

In a second stage, thoughts of  revenge, induced by ODH, may lead employees to actively engage in 
work-related behaviours commensurate with the strength and valence of  the mistreatment received. We 
focus on organizational deviance, as it consists of  a set of  work-related behaviours designed to inten-
tionally harm the organization (e.g., stealing property from the organization). Specifically, we argue that 
organizational deviance is one way in which thoughts of  revenge materialize into behaviours aimed at 
getting even with the mistreating organization. Supporting this view, Jones (2009) showed that the desire 
for revenge against the organization is related to behaviours such as littering one's work environment.

Hypothesis 1 Thoughts of  revenge mediate the positive relationship between ODH and organizational deviance.

The moderating role of  compliance

Social exchange theorists suggested that reciprocity constitutes a social norm to which not everyone 
adheres to the same degree (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Gouldner, 1960). Some individuals are more 
likely than others to endorse the reciprocity norm underlying social exchanges (Eisenberger et al., 2004). 
We propose that compliance is a personality trait that may capture these interindividual variations in 
the endorsement of  the reciprocity norm and, as such, play a key role in the homeomorphic reciprocity 
depicted in our Hypothesis 1. Compliance is the tendency to defer to others and to inhibit aggression 
with the inclination to forgive and forget (Costa et al., 1991). While non-compliant individuals are prone 
to feel and exhibit aggression, to express their anger when necessary and wish to act more according to 
the motto ‘an eye for an eye’, compliant individuals are probably less likely to engage in a revenge process 
following an undesirable action because of  their natural inclination to forgive and forget.

Supporting this view, compliant individuals who are more submissive and seek to avoid conflicts 
(Samuel & Gore, 2012) are more prone to give up, whereas their non-compliant counterparts who are 
antagonistic and hostile (Costa et al., 1989) are more likely to fight back in response to conflicts and 
mistreatments (Costa et al., 1991; Spratlen, 1995). This may be explained by the fact that compliant people 
are motivated to preserve and maintain good relationships with others and to ‘generate positive percep-
tions and attributions to otherwise-provocative behavior’ (Graziano et al., 1996 p. 832). Similarly, after a 
conflict, compliant individuals are more likely to exhibit fewer negative perceptions, while non-compliant 
individuals present higher negative perceptions (John & Srivastava, 1999).

In line with this, we thus argue that compliant employees experiencing ODH may develop fewer 
thoughts of  revenge and exhibit fewer subsequent deviant behaviours. Specifically, we expect that 
thoughts of  revenge mediate the interactive effect of  ODH and compliance on organizational deviance, 
so that the relationship is weaker for compliant employees than for non-compliant ones.

Hypothesis 2 The positive indirect effect of  ODH on organizational deviance via thoughts of  revenge is weaker for 
compliant employees than for non-compliant ones.

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIES

Figure 1 displays the hypothesized theoretical model. We conducted five studies to investigate our hypoth-
eses. Studies 1a and 1b are experimental studies based on the vignette procedure and tested the mediation 
suggested in Hypothesis 1. In Study 1a, we manipulated ODH to examine its effects on thoughts of  
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revenge and organizational deviance. In Study 1b, we manipulated thoughts of  revenge to test their effect 
on organizational deviance.

Studies 2a and 2b are field studies that tested whether the ODH-deviance relationship is mediated by 
thoughts of  revenge (Hypothesis 1) and whether this mediating effect is moderated by employees' levels 
of  compliance (Hypothesis 2). While Study 2a is cross-sectional and thus sensitive to method bias, Study 
2b adopted a three-wave design to lessen it.

Finally, Study 3 is a three-wave field study replicating Studies 2a and 2b (Hypotheses 1 and 2), by 
further examining whether the moderated mediation model holds when including three other possible 
mediators. As Lagios, Caesens, et al. (2022) showed that psychological need thwarting (cf. SDT; Deci 
& Ryan, 2000) acts as a mechanism in the ODH-outcomes relationships, we controlled for its possi-
ble mediating role. Because Sarwar et al. (2021) found that job stress (cf. COR theory; Hobfoll, 1989) 
mediates the ODH-deviance link, we also considered job stress as another mediator. Finally, since prior 
research (Michel et al., 2016) showed that an affective process (cf. affective events theory; Weiss & 
Cropanzano, 1996) explains the workplace mistreatment-deviance relationship, we controlled for negative 
affect towards the organization.

The three field studies were conducted within samples of  employees working in diverse organizations 
and jobs for generalization purposes. This research project was approved by the ethics committee of  the 
first author's home institution.2

STUDY 1A

Method

Participants and design

We recruited participants via Prolific Academic. They had to be at least 18 years old, be native English 
speakers, not be unemployed and self-employed, and have at least 90% approval rate in prior studies 
completed on Prolific Academic. Each participant received a £1 compensation for the time spent on 
completing the survey. Three hundred and one participants took part in our experiment. Two hundred 
twenty-three were women, 76 were men, and 2 individuals did not indicate their gender. Their mean age 
was 33.39 years (SD = 8.73) and their mean organizational tenure was 5.69 years (SD = 5.45).

In line with prior experimental studies on ODH (Nguyen et al., in press), we used a scenario vignette 
procedure to manipulate ODH (Table S1). We invited respondents to participate in a short study on 

2 Material, data, syntax and results for the five studies are available online on Open Science Framework at the following address: https://osf.io/
g8vcw/?view_only=92aef722c19d4e599185163a9884d389.
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the ‘employee–organization relationships in organizational settings’, which implies for them to read a 
short text (i.e., a hypothetical scenario) and to put themselves into the role of  the supermarket cashier 
described in the text. They were randomly assigned to one of  our two conditions (i.e., low vs. high ODH). 
After reading the hypothetical scenario, participants had to describe in a few lines a typical working day 
of  the cashier in whose shoes they were to put themselves. Next, participants answered several items 
from the perspective of  this cashier. They first assessed the extent to which they perceived themselves 
as dehumanized by their organization by using the ODH scale, included to test the effectiveness of  our 
manipulation. Then, participants responded to the items of  thoughts of  revenge and  those capturing 
organizational deviance. Finally, they responded to realism check items and provided demographics. The 
study concluded by thanking them for their participation and debriefing them.

Measures

Unless otherwise stated, the items were assessed using a Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree).

ODH (manipulation check)
Participants rated the extent to which they would feel dehumanized by their organization if  they were 
in the cashier's shoes, using the 11-item scale developed by Caesens et al. (2017; e.g., ‘My organization 
considers me as a tool to use for its own ends’; α = .94).

Thoughts of  revenge
We asked participants to assess the extent to which they would have thoughts of  revenge towards the 
organization if  they were in the cashier's shoes, using the four items from Sukhodolsky et al. (2001). 
These items were adapted to the relationship with the organization (e.g., ‘When my organization makes 
me angry, I can't stop thinking about how to get back at my organization’).

Organizational deviance
We measured participants' intention to engage in deviant behaviours towards the organization if  they 
were in the cashier's shoes, using the 12 items from Bennett and Robinson (2000). Participants indicated 
to what extent they would engage in deviant behaviours towards their organization (e.g., ‘Littered your 
work environment’) on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always).

Scenario realism
We used three items from Klotz and Bolino (2016) to assess the realism of  the hypothetical scenarios (e.g., 
‘The situation described above was realistic’). The mean was 5.45 (SD = 1.00) for the low ODH scenario 
and 5.47 (SD = 1.29) for the high ODH scenario, suggesting that participants considered the scenarios 
as realistic.

Control variables
We examined the empirical relationships between the various control variables (i.e., gender, age, education 
level, organizational tenure, organizational size and scenario realism) and the dependent variables (i.e., 
thoughts of  revenge and organizational deviance). Gender, age and scenario realism were correlated with 
organizational deviance (Table 1). Following Becker et al.'s (2016) recommendations, we performed anal-
yses with and without gender, age and scenario realism as control variables. The results were essentially 
identical and did not change the interpretation of  the findings. Therefore, the results reported here are 
free from any control variables to reduce model complexity, while those with the control variables are 
presented in Table S2.

ORGANIZATIONAL DEHUMANIZATION AND DEVIANCE 209

 20448325, 2023, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.12409 by B

ibliothecaire E
n C

hef U
ni C

atholique D
e L

ouvain (U
cl), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [09/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



STINGLHAMBER ET AL.210

M
S1

a
SD

S1
a

M
S1

b
SD

S1
b

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

1.
 T

ho
ug

ht
s o

f 
re

ve
ng

e
2.

84
1.

35
N

M
N

M
(.8

4/
N

M
)

N
M

N
M

N
M

N
M

N
M

N
M

N
M

2.
 O

rg
an

iz
at

io
na

l d
ev

ia
nc

e
2.

37
0.

98
2.

90
1.

21
.5

3*
*

(.9
1/

.9
3)

−
.0

5
−

.0
8

.1
5*

.0
4

−
.0

6
.0

1

3.
 G

en
de

r
–

–
–

–
−

.0
9

−
.1

7*
*

–
−

.1
5*

−
.1

1
−

.0
0

−
.1

3*
−

.0
5

4.
 A

ge
33

.3
9

8.
73

36
.4

7
9.

63
−

.1
0

−
.1

4*
−

.2
1*

*
–

−
.1

4*
.0

0
.4

9*
*

−
.0

6

5.
 E

du
ca

tio
n 

le
ve

l
3.

64
1.

04
3.

75
.9

2
.0

1
.1

0
−

.0
0

−
.0

9
–

.0
8

−
.1

2
.1

3*

6.
 O

rg
an

iz
at

io
na

l s
iz

e
4.

84
2.

67
5.

44
2.

70
−

.0
6

.0
6

−
.0

7
.0

3
.0

1
–

.1
7*

*
.0

7

7.
 O

rg
an

iz
at

io
na

l t
en

ur
e

5.
69

5.
45

6.
50

6.
29

−
.0

9
−

.0
4

−
.1

7*
*

.5
0*

*
−

.0
8

.2
1*

*
–

.0
8

8.
 S

ce
na

rio
 re

al
ism

5.
46

1.
16

5.
38

1.
27

.1
3*

.1
4*

−
.0

8
−

.0
0

.0
3

−
.0

5
.0

2
(.9

3/
.9

3)

N
ote

: N
St

ud
y 

1a
 =

 3
01

 (n
 =

 2
99

 fo
r G

en
de

r a
nd

 n
 =

 2
96

 fo
r E

du
ca

tio
n 

le
ve

l),
 N

St
ud

y 
1b

 =
 2

50
 (n

 =
 2

48
 fo

r G
en

de
r a

nd
 E

du
ca

tio
n 

le
ve

l).
 C

or
re

la
tio

n 
co

ef
fic

ie
nt

s a
re

 b
el

ow
 th

e 
di

ag
on

al
 fo

r S
tu

dy
 1

a 
an

d 
ab

ov
e 

th
e 

di
ag

on
al

 fo
r 

St
ud

y 
1b

. R
el

ia
bi

lit
y 

al
ph

a 
va

lu
es

 a
re

 o
n 

th
e 

di
ag

on
al

 (S
tu

dy
 1

a/
St

ud
y 

1b
). 

G
en

de
r w

as
 c

od
ed

 1
 fo

r m
al

e 
an

d 
2 

fo
r f

em
al

e. 
E

du
ca

tio
n 

le
ve

l w
as

 c
od

ed
 1

 fo
r ‘

di
d 

no
t c

om
pl

et
e 

hi
gh

 sc
ho

ol
’, 

2 
fo

r ‘
hi

gh
 sc

ho
ol

’, 
3 

fo
r ‘

so
m

e 
co

lle
ge

’, 
4 

fo
r ‘

ba
ch

el
or

's 
de

gr
ee

’, 
5 

fo
r ‘

m
as

te
r's

 d
eg

re
e’

 a
nd

 6
 fo

r ‘
Ph

D
’. 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l s

iz
e 

w
as

 c
od

ed
 1

 fo
r 1

–9
 e

m
pl

oy
ee

s, 
2 

fo
r 1

0–
49

 e
m

pl
oy

ee
s, 

3 
fo

r 5
0–

24
9 

em
pl

oy
ee

s, 
4 

fo
r 2

50
–4

99
 e

m
pl

oy
ee

s, 
5 

fo
r 5

00
–9

99
 

em
pl

oy
ee

s, 
6 

fo
r 1

00
0–

19
99

 e
m

pl
oy

ee
s, 

7 
fo

r 2
00

0–
49

99
 e

m
pl

oy
ee

s, 
8 

fo
r 5

00
0–

99
99

 e
m

pl
oy

ee
s a

nd
 9

 fo
r 1

0,
00

0 
em

pl
oy

ee
s a

nd
 m

or
e. 

S1
a 

=
 S

tu
dy

 1
a; 

S1
b 

=
 S

tu
dy

 1
b;

 N
M

 =
 n

ot
 m

ea
su

re
d.

 *
p <

 .0
5.

 *
*p

 <
 .0

1.

T
A

B
L

E
 1

 
St

ud
ie

s 1
a 

an
d 

1b
: D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 
st

at
ist

ic
s a

nd
 in

te
rc

or
re

la
tio

ns
 a

m
on

g 
va

ria
bl

es

 20448325, 2023, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.12409 by B

ibliothecaire E
n C

hef U
ni C

atholique D
e L

ouvain (U
cl), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [09/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Results

Manipulation check

Independent samples t-test indicated that in the high ODH condition, the participants reported higher 
levels of  ODH (M = 5.84; SD = 0.95) than in the low condition (M = 4.94; SD = 1.20), t(299) = −7.20, 
p < .001, d = 1.08.

Measurement model

We performed CFAs to investigate the distinctiveness of  the latent factors included in our study using 
Mplus 8.4 (MLR estimator). Table S3 shows that the four-factor model adequately fitted the data and, 
more importantly, was significantly better than all more constrained models.

Main analyses

To test the first stage effect and the direct effect of  the mediation suggested through Hypothesis 1, 
we conducted hierarchical regression analyses. First, the ODH condition (low ODH coded 0 and high 
ODH coded 1) had a positive effect on thoughts of  revenge (β = .32, p < .001). Second, the ODH condi-
tion positively predicted organizational deviance (β = .14, p = .017). When controlling for thoughts of  
revenge, this effect of  the ODH condition on organizational deviance was, however, no more signifi-
cant (β = −.03, p = .53). The effect of  thoughts of  revenge on organizational deviance was significant 
(β = .54, p < .001). Finally, a bootstrap analysis (macro PROCESS of  Hayes; model 4; 10,000 iterations) 
confirmed these findings and further indicated that the unstandardized indirect effect of  the ODH condi-
tion on organizational deviance via thoughts of  revenge was significant (indirect effect = 0.33, BCa 
95% CI = [0.20; 0.47]). In sum, consistent with Hypothesis 1, our results confirmed that ODH predicts 
thoughts of  revenge and organizational deviance, and that thoughts of  revenge mediate the effect of  
ODH on organizational deviance.

STUDY 1B

Method

Participants and design

Similar to Study 1a, participants were recruited via Prolific Academic, using the same inclusion criteria. 
Furthermore, we ensured that participants from Study 1a did not take part in Study 1b. Each participant 
received a £1 compensation for the time spent on completing the survey. Two hundred and fifty partic-
ipants took part in our experiment. One hundred and twenty-four were women and 124 were men, with 
2 individuals not indicating their gender. Their mean age was 36.47 years (SD = 9.63) and their mean 
organizational tenure was 6.50 years (SD = 6.29).

As in Study 1a, participants were invited to participate in a short study on the ‘employee–organization 
relationships in organizational settings’, to read a short hypothetical scenario and to answer questions as if  
they were in the shoes of  the employee described in the scenario. They were randomly assigned to one of  
our two conditions (i.e., low vs. high thoughts of  revenge). In line with Study 1a, we added to the vignette 
describing a high ODH a paragraph about the cashier's thoughts regarding this dehumanizing treatment 
from the supermarket (Table S1). After reading the hypothetical scenario, participants had to describe in a 
few lines their thoughts during a typical working day if  they were in the shoes of  the supermarket cashier. 
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Next, they answered the items of  organizational deviance from the perspective of  this cashier. Then, they 
responded to items regarding thoughts of  revenge, included to test the effectiveness of  our manipulation. 
Finally, they responded to realism check items and provide demographics. The study concluded by thank-
ing them for their participation and debriefing them.

Measures

We assessed thoughts of  revenge (manipulation check; α = .94), organizational deviance and scenario 
realism with the same scales as those used in Study 1a. Regarding scenario realism, the mean was 5.59 
(SD = 1.14) for the low thoughts of  revenge scenario and 5.18 (SD = 1.35) for the high thoughts of  
revenge scenario, suggesting that participants considered the scenarios as realistic.

Control variables
Education level was correlated with organizational deviance (Table 1). The results were essentially iden-
tical with and without education level as control variable. The results reported below are, therefore, free 
from any control variable to reduce model complexity (Becker et al., 2016), while those with education 
level as control are presented in Table S4.

Results

Manipulation check

Independent samples t-test indicated that in the high thoughts of  revenge condition, participants 
reported higher levels of  thoughts of  revenge (M = 5.36; SD = 1.47) than in the low condition (M = 2.28; 
SD = 1.21), t(248) = −18.11, p < .001, d = 1.35.

Measurement model

We performed CFAs to investigate the distinctiveness of  the latent factors included in our study using 
Mplus 8.4 (MLR estimator). Table S3 shows that the three-factor model adequately fitted the data and, 
more importantly, was significantly better than all more constrained models.

Main analysis

To test the second stage effect of  the mediation suggested through Hypothesis 1, an ANOVA was 
performed. The results indicated that participants in the high thoughts of  revenge condition reported 
higher levels of  organizational deviance (M = 3.46; SD = 1.25) than participants in the low thoughts of  
revenge condition (M = 2.32; SD = 0.83), F (1, 248) = 72.14, p < .001. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, our 
findings confirmed that thoughts of  revenge predict organizational deviance.

Overall, Studies 1a and 1b confirmed the mediation suggested through Hypothesis 1, that is that 
thoughts of  revenge mediate the relationship between ODH and organizational deviance.

STUDIES 2A AND 2B

Studies 2a and 2b build on the findings of  Studies 1a and 1b to examine how, in real work settings, compli-
ance can modulate the mediation confirmed by these two first studies. Study 2a is a cross-sectional field 
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study, whereas Study 2b is a three-wave field study with three months between each measurement time. 
Specifically, we measured ODH and compliance at Time 1, thoughts of  revenge at Time 2 and organiza-
tional deviance at Time 3.

Method

Participants and procedure

We recruited participants via Prolific Academic, using the same inclusion criteria as for Studies 1a and 1b. 
Furthermore, we ensured that participants from Studies 1a and 1b did not take part in these studies and 
that participants in one could not take part in the other. Participants received a £1.5 compensation for the 
time spent on completing each survey.

Study 2a
Three hundred forty-seven participants answered the questionnaire. However, 29 participants were 
excluded from the analyses as they failed to attentional check questions or because they were unemployed, 
fully retired or worked as freelancers. The final sample comprised 318 employees (61.6% of  women). 
Their mean age was 36.25 years (SD = 9.54). Most participants held a bachelor's degree (39%) and worked 
in organizations employing 50–249 people (16.7%). On average, they had been working in their current 
organization for 6.85 years (SD = 6.54).

Study 2b
Nine hundred forty-seven participants fully completed the questionnaire at Time 1, 685 at Time 2 
(response rate = 72.33%) and 561 at Time 3 (response rate = 59.24%). However, participants who failed 
to attentional check questions, who finally reported being unemployed, fully retired or freelancers, and 
who indicated a change of  organization between measurement times were withdrawn from the analy-
ses. Finally, after matching questionnaires provided by employees at each time point, the final sample 
comprised 425 participants (61.4% of  women). Their mean age was 38.37 years (SD = 10.68). Most 
participants held a bachelor's degree (48.0%) and worked in organizations comprising 50–249 employees 
(18.1%). On average, they have been working in their organization for 7.42 years (SD = 6.95).

Measures

As part of  a larger survey, we assessed ODH, compliance, thoughts of  revenge and organizational devi-
ance with the same scales as those used in Studies 1a and 1b. This time, however, participants were 
asked to rate their own work situation and the reality of  it, not a hypothetical work situation. Regarding 
organizational deviance, Berry et al. (2012) provided strong evidence supporting the use of  self-reported 
measures to capture organizational deviance in field studies: convergence between self  and other reports, 
small differences in correlations of  self  versus other reports with other variables, and the finding that 
employees do not underreport their deviant behaviours compared to other sources.

Compliance
Participants' stable personality trait of  compliance was measured using the 8-item compliance sub-scale 
from the Revised NEO Personality Inventory (e.g., ‘If  someone starts a fight, I'm ready to fight back’ [R]; 
Costa & McCrae, 1992).

Control variables
As shown in Table 2, in Study 2a, thoughts of  revenge correlated with gender and organizational tenure, 
whereas organizational deviance correlated with gender and education level. In Study 2b, education level 
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was related to organizational deviance. The inclusion of  these control variables in the analyses did not 
modify our findings. The results presented below were thus free from any control variables for parsimo-
nious purposes (Becker et al., 2016), while those with the control variables are presented in Figure S1.

Results

Measurement model

For both studies, we performed CFAs to investigate the distinctiveness of  the latent factors included in 
each study using Mplus 8.4 (MLR estimator). First, we performed CFAs on the item-level data. Tables S5 
and S6 show that while the RMSEA and SRMR of  the four-factor model indicated a very good fit to the 
data, its CFI and TLI are slightly below the conventional threshold of  .90 in both studies. Importantly, 
however, this model was significantly better than all more constrained models in both studies. Second, 
we used an item-parcelling strategy (item-to-construct balance technique; Little et al., 2002) to reduce the 
number of  indicators per latent variable to four when they were more numerous. This procedure allowed 
us to have the same number of  indicators for the independent and moderating variables at stake in our 
Hypothesis 2, which is necessary to create indicators for the latent interaction term as recommended in 
the Unconstrained Product Indicator (UPI) approach of  Marsh et al. (2004). Cortina et al. (2021) recently 
recommended the use of  a fully latent approach such as the UPI approach to test interactions, and Aytürk 
et al. (2020) supported the use of  a parcelling strategy to create product indicators in this UPI approach. 
Tables S5 and S6 show that the four-factor model using parcels fitted the data well and was significantly 
better than all more constrained models in both studies.

Moderated mediation model

Using the parcels, we tested structural equation models in which ODH, compliance and their interaction 
were associated with organizational deviance, both directly and indirectly via thoughts of  revenge. We 
first centred the indicators of  the independent (i.e., ODH) and moderating (i.e., compliance) variables to 
lessen multicollinearity effects (Marsh et al., 2004). We then created the indicators of  the latent interaction 
term by multiplying the indicator of  ODH displaying the highest loading with the indicator of  compli-
ance displaying the highest loading. This technique was repeated for each subsequent pair of  indicators. 
The structural models showed a very good fit to the data, χ 2(160) = 291.25; RMSEA = .05; SRMR = .06; 
CFI = .95; TLI = .94 for Study 2a; χ 2(160) = 269.94; RMSEA = .04; SRMR = .05; CFI = .97; TLI = .96 
for Study 2b. The results also showed that ODH and the interactive term were not related to organiza-
tional deviance in either study. Thus, an alternative model without these non-significant paths was tested, 
χ 2(162) = 294.59; RMSEA = .05; SRMR = .06; CFI = .95; TLI = .94 for Study 2a; χ 2(162) = 271.38; 
RMSEA = .04; SRMR = .05; CFI = .97; TLI = .96 for Study 2b and was found equivalent to the first 
model, Δχ 2(2) = 3.34, SBc = 3.23, p > .05 for Study 2a; Δχ 2(2) = 1.44, SBc = 1.40, p > .05 for Study 2b. 
Therefore, the alternative model was retained as the best description of  the data for parsimony reasons. 
Figure 2 displays the standardized parameter estimates of  the model.

In both studies, ODH and compliance were both significantly related to thoughts of  revenge. In addi-
tion, thoughts of  revenge were positively associated with organizational deviance, while compliance was 
negatively related to workplace deviance. To explore further the mediating role of  thoughts of  revenge in 
the ODH-organizational deviance relationship, we used a bootstrapping analysis on our latent variables 
(ML estimator). Results showed that the indirect effect of  ODH on organizational deviance via thoughts of  
revenge was significant (indirect effect = 0.17; BC 95% CI = [0.10; 0.26] for Study 2a; indirect effect = 0.14; 
BC 95% CI = [0.08; 0.22] for Study 2b), while the direct effect of  ODH on workplace deviance was no 
longer significant (direct effect = 0.09; BC 95% CI = [−0.03; 0.21] for Study 2a; direct effect = 0.07; BC 
95% CI = [−0.04; 0.18] for Study 2b). These results support the mediation suggested through Hypothesis 1.
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The structural model also showed that the interactive effect of  ODH and compliance on thoughts 
of  revenge was significant in both studies. The moderating effect of  compliance on the ODH-thoughts 
of  revenge relationship is illustrated in Figure 3. The simple slopes tests indicated that the relationship 
between ODH and thoughts of  revenge was significant at +1SD (B = .23, p < .01 for Study 2a; B = .11, 
p < .05 for Study 2b) and −1SD (B = .57, p < .001 for Study 2a; B = .45, p < .001 for Study 2b) of  the mean 
of  compliance. These results showed that the relationship between ODH and thoughts of  revenge was 
weaker for compliant employees.

To investigate further the combined effect of  ODH and compliance on organizational devi-
ance through thoughts of  revenge, we used a bootstrapping analysis (ML estimator) as in Cheung and 
Lau (2017). The indirect effect of  ODH on organizational deviance via thoughts of  revenge was signif-
icant at both low (indirect effect = 0.09; BC 95% CI = [0.04; 0.16] for Study 2a; indirect effect = 0.09; 
BC 95% CI = [0.05; 0.14] for Study 2b) and high (indirect effect = 0.04; BC 95% CI = [0.01; 0.07] for 
Study 2a; indirect effect = 0.02; BC 95% CI = [0.002; 0.05] for Study 2b) levels of  compliance. Figure S2 
shows Johnson-Neyman regions of  significance and confidence bands for the indirect effect as a func-
tion of  compliance. In addition, the index of  moderated mediation was also significant in both studies 
(index = −.03; SE = .01; BC 95% CI = [−0.07; −0.01] for Study 2a; index = −.03; SE = .01; BC 95% 
CI = [−0.06; −0.02] for Study 2b), which supports Hypothesis 2.

Overall, the findings of  Studies 2a and 2b confirmed that thoughts of  revenge mediate the relationship 
between ODH and organizational deviance and indicated that the relationship between ODH and organ-
izational deviance via thoughts of  revenge is weaker for compliant employees than for non-compliant 
ones.

STUDY 3

Study 3 builds on the results of  Studies 2a and 2b to examine whether the effects found hold when includ-
ing other possible mediators (i.e., psychological need thwarting, job stress and negative affect towards the 
organization). Study 3 is a three-wave field study with three weeks3 between each measurement time. We 

3 In Studies 2b and 3, we opted for short (i.e., 3 months and 3 weeks, respectively) but different time lags in order to generalize our results. This 
methodological choice is based on the fact that many important changes in applied psychology can be observed over reasonably short periods of  

STINGLHAMBER ET AL.216

F I G U R E  2  Studies 2a and 2b: Standardized coefficients for the retained structural equation model. Note: Standardized 
coefficients of  Study 2b are into parentheses. ODH, organizational dehumanization. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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measured ODH and compliance at Time 1, thoughts of  revenge, psychological need thwarting, job stress 
and negative affect towards the organization at Time 2 and organizational deviance at Time 3.

Method

Participants and procedure

We recruited participants via Prolific Academic, using the same inclusion criteria as for the other studies 
and avoiding previous participation in any of  them. Each participant received a £1.5 compensation for the 
time spent on completing the two first surveys and £2 for the last one. Six hundred and thirteen partici-
pants fully completed the questionnaire at Time 1, 545 participants at Time 2 (response rate = 88.91%) 
and 495 at Time 3 (response rate = 80.75%). However, participants who failed to attentional check ques-
tions, who finally reported being unemployed, fully retired or freelancers, and who indicated a change 
of  organization between measurement times were withdrawn from the analyses. Finally, after matching 

time, which fully justifies short time lags (Dormann & Griffin, 2015). Furthermore, longer time frames may underestimate the effect size between 
variables (Dormann & Griffin, 2015). Finally, in relation to the variables specifically studied in this research, Grégoire et al. (2009) showed that the 
desire for revenge can decrease over time, as can the negative cognitions (i.e., thoughts of  revenge) associated with it and that subsequent retaliatory 
behaviours become too costly to maintain.

ORGANIZATIONAL DEHUMANIZATION AND DEVIANCE 217

F I G U R E  3  Studies 2a, 2b and 3: Relationship between organizational dehumanization and thoughts of  revenge as a 
function of  compliance. Note: High and low compliance are one standard deviation above and below the mean
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questionnaires provided by employees at each time point, the final sample comprised 397 participants 
(72.5% of  women). Their mean age was 33.35 years (SD = 8.41). Most participants held a bachelor's 
degree (39.3%) and worked in organizations comprising more than 10,000 people (18.4%). On average, 
they have been working in their organization for 5.37 years (SD = 5.74).

Measures

As part of  a larger survey, we assessed participants' ODH, compliance, thoughts of  revenge and organi-
zational deviance in their current work situation with the same scales as those used in the previous studies. 
Unless otherwise stated, the following items were assessed using a Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Psychological need thwarting
We used the nine items from Gillet et al. (2012; e.g., ‘In my work, situations occur in which I am made to 
feel incapable’).

Job stress
We assessed job stress using the four items of  Cohen et al. (1983; e.g., ‘In the last three weeks, how 
often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not overcome them?’). Participants 
responded on a Likert-scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (very often).

Negative affect towards the organization
We relied on Martinko et al.'s (2018) work to measure negative affect towards the organization. These 
authors developed and validated measures of  affect towards the leader (i.e., Leader Affect Questionnaires; 
LAQ). Because the focus in our research is the organization and not the leader, we thus adapted their 
five-item negative LAQ, so that our items measured the degree to which employees have negative feelings 
about their organizations (e.g., ‘I dislike my organization’).

Control variables
As shown in Table 3, thoughts of  revenge correlated with gender, whereas organizational deviance 
correlated with age and organizational tenure. The inclusion of  these control variables in the analyses 
did not change our findings. The results presented below were thus free from any control variables 
for parsimonious purposes (Becker et al., 2016), while those with the control variables are presented 
in Figure S3.

Results

Measurement model

We proceeded in the same way as in Studies 2a and 2b to investigate the distinctiveness of  the latent 
factors included in this third study. Table S7 shows that the seven-factor model adequately fitted the 
data and was significantly better than all more constrained models when we performed the CFAs on the 
item-level data. Furthermore, when performed on parcels, the seven-factor model fitted the data well and 
was significantly better than all more constrained models.

STINGLHAMBER ET AL.218
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Moderated mediation model

To test our hypotheses, we proceeded in the same way as in Studies 2a and 2b. The final structural model 
showed a good fit to the data (χ 2[451] = 802.69; RMSEA = .04; SRMR = .08; CFI = .94; TLI = .93). 
Figure 4 displays the standardized parameter estimates of  the model.

ODH and compliance were both significantly related to thoughts of  revenge. In addition, thoughts of  
revenge were positively associated with organizational deviance. The indirect effect of  ODH on organiza-
tional deviance via thoughts of  revenge was significant (indirect effect = 0.04; BC 95% CI = [0.01; 0.10]). 
Furthermore, the results indicated that the direct effect of  ODH on organizational deviance was no 
longer significant (direct effect = −0.09; BC 95% CI = [−0.23; 0.06]). These findings indicate that, even 
in the presence of  the other possible mediators4, thoughts of  revenge mediate the ODH-organizational 
deviance relationship, supporting Hypothesis 1.

Moreover, the interactive effect of  ODH and compliance was negatively related to thoughts of  revenge. 
The relationship between ODH and thoughts of  revenge was significant at −1SD (B = .23; p < .001) and 
not significant at +1SD (B = .04; p > .05) of  the mean of  compliance (Figure 3). The ODH-thoughts 
of  revenge relationship was weaker for compliant employees as compared to non-compliant employees.

The indirect effect of  ODH on organizational deviance via thoughts of  revenge was significant 
at a low level of  compliance (indirect effect = 0.03; BC 95% CI = [0.01; 0.06]) and not significant at a 
high level of  compliance (indirect effect = 0.004; BC 95% CI = [−0.01; 0.02]; see Figure S2, for John-
son-Neyman regions of  significance and confidence bands). In addition, the index of  moderated media-
tion was significantly different from 0 (index = −0.01; SE = .01; BC 95% CI = [−0.04; −0.002]). In sum, 

4 The indirect effect of  organizational dehumanization on organizational deviance was not significant via psychological need thwarting (indirect 
effect = 0.01; BC 95% CI = [−0.09; 0.11]) but significant via job stress (indirect effect = 0.06; BC 95% CI = [0.02; 0.12]) and negative affect toward 
the organization (indirect effect = 0.12; BC 95% CI = [0.04; 0.21]).

STINGLHAMBER ET AL.220

F I G U R E  4  Study 3: Standardized coefficients for the retained structural equation model. ODH, organizational 
dehumanization. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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even when considering three other possible mediators, thoughts of  revenge still mediate the combined 
effect of  ODH and compliance on organizational deviance, which supports Hypothesis 2.

Overall, Study 3 confirms that when we controlled for three other possible mediators of  the relation-
ship between ODH and organizational deviance (i.e., psychological need thwarting, job stress and nega-
tive affect towards the organization), thoughts of  revenge still mediate this relationship and compliance 
still moderates this mediation so that the mediation is weaker for compliant employees.

DISCUSSION

Using SET (Cropanzano et al., 2017), we explored how ODH shapes employees' deviant behaviours 
towards their organization. First, through three research designs (experimental, cross-sectional and 
multi-wave studies), we bring strong evidence that employees who feel maltreated by their organization 
(i.e., treated as a tool or an instrument) are more prone to engage in harmful behaviours towards the 
organization. Although they may respond in other ways, individuals who feel dehumanized are likely to 
fight the perceived source of  maltreatment back, even when this source is an abstract entity like the organ-
ization. After experiencing organizational mistreatment, employees indeed engage in a revenge process 
starting with thoughts of  revenge against the organization and ending with intentional behaviours to 
threaten its well-being.

By showing that ODH engenders malfunctioning behaviours, this research points out that ODH 
may also impact the organization's health and efficiency. Importantly, it further contributes to the ODH 
literature by clarifying the relationship between ODH and employees' organizational deviance. By show-
ing the mediating role of  thoughts of  revenge in this relationship, we highlight that SET and the reci-
procity norm lying at its core are relevant frameworks (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Gouldner, 1960) 
to understand the deleterious effects of  ODH. These results are consistent with the perspective that 
employees are focusing on repaying the bad actions of  their organization by turning their thoughts of  
revenge into prejudicial behaviours towards it. As we measured thoughts of  revenge via items reflecting 
vindictive intentions and revenge utility, our findings suggest that workplace revenge is an intentional 
and deliberate response to perceived organizational mistreatments (Bies & Tripp, 1996). Accordingly, 
Jones and Carroll (2007) emphasized that employees may initially plan their revenge (i.e., thinking about 
various revenge options), before engaging in revenge-motivated behaviours. Interestingly, these findings 
support the view that, beyond the hedonic value of  reciprocity (i.e., negative reciprocity), the level of  
activity is also a relevant dimension to consider when studying the deleterious effects of  ODH. ODH is 
a negative and active initiating action that generates a cognitive process, ultimately eliciting a negative and 
active behavioural response. While it does not rule out that ODH-facing employees may respond in ways 
other than organizational deviance, this research supports and deepens the homeomorphic reciprocity 
(Cropanzano et al., 2017) at stake in the relationship between ODH and organizational deviance.

This cognitive process holds when testing other possible underlying mechanisms. When including 
psychological need thwarting, job stress and negative affect towards the organization in Study 3, our 
research suggests that other theoretical frameworks (self-determination theory, conservation of  resources 
theory and affective events theory, respectively) may also explain the effect of  ODH on organizational 
deviance. Among these frameworks, we particularly found that a resource loss principle and an affective 
process might also be relevant to consider, in line with previous research (Lee & Allen, 2002; Sarwar 
et al., 2021). Future research should certainly disentangle the different processes at stake. Furthermore, 
future studies should consider mediators that embody the two dimensions proposed by Cropanzano 
et al. (2017) as an extension of  SET (i.e., hedonic value and level of  activity) and not just the hedonic value 
dimension as it is the case for thoughts of  revenge.

The fact remains that, beyond other processes, a cognitive process is initiated following ODH. These 
results are in line with models proposed in other literatures such as Olson-Buchanan and Boswell's (2008) 
model in conflict management research. Their premise is that employees perceive a deterioration in the 
employment relationship and that an organizational constituent can be blamed for this deterioration. 

ORGANIZATIONAL DEHUMANIZATION AND DEVIANCE 221
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Then, employees would engage in a sensemaking process to conclude whether or not they have been 
mistreated and determine the response to provide, depending on the nature and severity of  mistreatment. 
Even though ODH is not a one-time event but rather a more latent, long-term organizational variable with 
recurrent manifestations, a parallel can be drawn between this model and our research. As a mistreatment 
emanating from this abstract and distal entity that is the organization (Nguyen & Stinglhamber, 2021), 
ODH indeed captures a low-quality employee–organization relationship (Brison et al., 2022) that activates 
a cognitive process leading to the decision about the appropriate response to provide.

Both Olson-Buchanan and Boswell's (2008) model and the SET framework (Cropanzano 
et al., 2017; Gouldner, 1960) pointed out something that our results also highlight, namely that there 
are interindividual variations in this cognitive process. A dispositional characteristic (i.e., compliance) 
indeed buffers the revenge process following ODH. By showing that the indirect effects of  ODH 
on organizational deviance via thoughts of  revenge is weaker or absent among employees with high 
compliance, we highlight the importance to consider personality in workplace mistreatment research 
in several ways. First, by supporting the buffering effect of  compliance within mistreatment situations, 
we suggest that compliant employees may prefer conflict-avoidance strategies to conflict-assertion 
strategies (Costa et al., 1991). Our paper thus suggests to consider individual variability when interpret-
ing prior results on the effects of  ODH on workplace behaviours. Second, through the lens of  SET 
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005), our results suggest that compliance may bias employees' perceptions 
to view their social exchanges with their dehumanizing organization as less deleterious. By endors-
ing less the reciprocity norm, compliant employees are less likely to reciprocate to their dehumaniz-
ing organization, perhaps because they consider such treatment as a natural part of  the employment 
relationship. Third, our findings are in line with Olson-Buchanan and Boswell's (2008) model, which 
also suggest that individual factors (e.g., personality traits, conflict styles) moderate the sensemaking 
process. Overall, dispositional factors are a key component to further investigate since they shape the 
response to workplace mistreatment.

Finally, our field studies reported levels of  ODH (Ms = 4.08/3.85/3.91, in Studies 2a/2b/3, respec-
tively), which are comparable to those reported earlier (Ms from 3.07 to 4.14 on a 7-point Likert-type 
scale with employees originating from a variety of  jobs and organizations; Caesens et al., 2019, 2017; 
Caesens & Stinglhamber, 2019; Demoulin et al., 2021; Lagios, Caesens, et al., 2022; Lagios, Nguyen, 
et al., 2022; Nguyen, Besson, & Stinglhamber, 2021; Nguyen, Cheung, & Stinglhamber, 2021; Nguyen, 
Dao, et al., 2021; Nguyen & Stinglhamber, 2020, 2021; Stinglhamber et al., 2021; Taskin et al., 2019; 
Tseng, 2020; and Ms of  3.10 and 3.72 on a 5-point Likert-type scale with employees working in hotels 
and nurses, respectively; Sarwar et al., 2021; Sarwar & Muhammad, 2021). Those mean scores suggest 
that dehumanizing experiences are a common phenomenon in organizations. Future research should thus 
further explore how organizations may reduce dehumanization feelings among employees (see Brison 
et al., 2022 for a review of  ODH antecedents).

Limitations and future research

A first limitation relates to the fact that endogeneity bias may have affected the results by producing 
incorrect estimates and may thus be a concern in this research. In line with Hill et al.'s (2021) recom-
mendations, we identified four potential causes of  endogeneity. The first one is an omitted variable that 
may affect both our predictor and our outcome. Although our field studies may be particularly affected 
by these missing variables, our experimental studies based on the vignette procedure (Studies 1a and 1b) 
reduce this concern insofar as any omitted variables (e.g., negative affectivity) was randomly distributed 
across the two conditions.

The second cause is simultaneity, that is the relationship between our predictor and our outcome is 
biased by the fact that our outcome may also affect our predictor. Again, the use of  experimental designs 
in Studies 1a and 1b reduces this concern to the extent that when the predictor is manipulated, any varia-
tion in the outcome can only be attributed to this manipulation (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014; Hill et al., 2021). 
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However, our Studies 1a and 1b are based on the vignette procedure and, as such, only evidenced that 
ODH induces hypothetical thoughts of  revenge that increase subsequent intentions to behave in deviant 
ways. Furthermore, our research cannot, however, rule out the possibility that engaging in deviant behav-
iours may also impact ODH (i.e., reverse effect). The literature on victimization (Aquino, 2000) suggests 
that individuals who engage in harmful behaviours may also be more likely to describe themselves as 
frequent targets of  harmful actions. Future research might, therefore, investigate whether employee's 
deviant behaviours induce ODH.

The third cause of  endogeneity is measurement error that cannot be precluded by any research 
design. Obviously, we modelled measurement error and used validated measures as recommended by 
Hill et al. (2021), but we had no control over the conditions under which our participants took part in 
our online studies. Further, sources of  method bias should be considered, as they may have inflated 
or deflated the links between variables. Concerning our interaction effect, we believe that Common 
Method Variance (CMV) did not bias our results since ‘CMV cannot create artificial interaction effect, 
[it] can only deflate existing interactions’ (Lai et al., 2013, p. 259). The moderating role of  compliance 
in the ODH-thoughts of  revenge relationship is thus not merely resulting from such bias. Nevertheless, 
the exclusive use of  self-reported measures makes our research sensitive to the Common Method Bias 
(CMB). Indeed, assessing different constructs with the same method might induce that ‘at least some of  
the observed covariation between them may be due to the fact that they share the same method of  meas-
urement’ (Podsakoff  et al., 2012, p. 540).

To limit the effects of  CMB, we followed the remedies suggested by Podsakoff  et al. (2012). First, 
in all studies, we assured participants' anonymity and indicated they could stop the study at any time, to 
lessen social desirability bias. Second, in field studies, we stated there were no right or wrong answers and 
that only their opinion mattered, to increase their motivation to provide accurate responses. Third, we 
counterbalanced the items of  each scale in each study to reduce response order effects that may give more 
weight to the first items. Fourth, in Studies 2b and 3, we introduced a time lag between the measurement 
of  the predictor/moderator, mediator and criterion variables that reduces method bias by ‘eliminating 
the saliency of  any contextually provided retrieval cues’ (Podsakoff  et al., 2012, p. 563). Finally, Conway 
and Lance (2010) suggested that one possibility to rule out substantial CMB ‘is to demonstrate construct 
validity of  the measures used’ (p. 329). In line with this, our variables showed good internal consistencies 
and discriminant validity. Overall, the relationships between our variables cannot be attributed solely to 
method bias. That being said, we strongly encourage researchers to conduct future studies that overcome 
this limitation and rely on alternative measures (e.g., peer or supervisor ratings) to assess deviant behav-
iours. While Berry et al. (2012) showed that using self-reported measures does not induce a large system-
atic concern in terms of  method bias, using reports from others will further eliminate any concern of  
this nature. In addition, other reports can be valuable when assessing relatively public deviant behaviours 
(Berry et al., 2012). They can thus provide another perspective on workplace deviance, which can lead to 
interesting and complementary results.

The last possible cause of  endogeneity in our research is what Hill et al. (2021) labelled ‘selection into 
samples’. Although we use several samples composed each time of  different employees, all participants 
were recruited via Prolific Academic. Although studies have shown that Prolific shows adequate data 
quality (Peer et al., 2017), one may argue that our participants are not representative of  the full population 
of  potential workers. Overall, while it is impossible for a single study to fully mitigate all endogeneity 
issues, the fact that our research is based on five studies using different designs (including two experi-
mental designs based on the vignette procedure), samples, analyses and operationalizations of  variables 
reduces our concerns about endogeneity bias (Hill et al., 2021).

Finally, we examine in the present research an active and negative response (i.e., deviant behaviours), 
as a consequence of  an active and negative initial treatment (i.e., ODH). However, we have also suggested 
throughout the manuscript that this is not the only behaviour employees may display when feeling dehu-
manized. As suggested by Cropanzano et al. (2017), while employees often formulate intentions to match 
on both dimensions (i.e., hedonic value and level of  activity), it is not always possible to act accordingly 
and to actively harm the source of  the mistreatment (i.e., the organization). Even if  deviant behav-
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iours are often relatively covert behaviours that employees engage in with the intention of  not getting 
caught, they also carry a risk that employees may not be willing to take due to work rule constraints or a 
tight labour market. Cropanzano et al. (2017) advocated that in these situations, individuals will probably 
need to select a substitute response. Instead of  presenting something undesirable, employees may for 
instance passively respond by withholding something desirable (e.g., reducing work efforts). In other 
words, instead of  favouring the R (as ‘revenge’) of  the EVLN-R model, they would shift to the N (as 
‘neglect’; Michalak et al., 2019).

In addition, instead of  retaliating against the organization, dehumanized employees may also repay 
the bad actions to a party other than the perceived source of  the mistreatment (Greco et al., 2019). In 
line with the displaced aggression framework (Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000), Sarwar (2020) suggested and 
found that employees experiencing organizational dehumanization are likely to project their negativity 
onto their coworkers by hiding knowledge (see also Muhammad & Sarwar, 2021). In line with this perspec-
tive, the present findings could be extended to interpersonal deviance (Bennett & Robinson, 2000). In 
the same vein, Lagios and Caesens (2022) showed that supervisors who are dehumanized by their organ-
ization tend to displace their aggression towards their subordinates who subsequently displace their own 
aggression towards their family (see trickle effects; Wo et al., 2019). Furthermore, they found that these 
mediated relationships are exacerbated when supervisors' fear of  retaliation from the organization is high. 
Consistent with these latter findings, future research should identify specific situational constraints that 
would prevent employees from directly retaliating against the dehumanizing organization and lead them 
to engage in substitute behaviours.

Practical implications

We showed that when employees experience ODH, they develop thoughts increasing the likelihood 
to behave harmfully towards this organization (e.g., reduced productivity, property theft, sabotage and 
absenteeism), which costs billions of  dollars annually (Stewart et al., 2009). Companies should thus reduce 
ODH feelings among their employees. The Time Magazine article quoted above reported the circum-
stances in which employees felt treated like robots by their organization. These stories point to three 
categories of  factors inducing ODH and in line with the scientific literature (Brison et al., 2022). They are 
all levers that can be used by organizations to reduce this dehumanization.

First, job characteristics such as repetitive tasks, dependence on technology or high demands (e.g., 
‘Technology has enabled employers to enforce a work pace with no room for inefficiency, squeezing 
every ounce of  downtime out of  workers' days’) foster ODH. Organizations should offer better 
work conditions to their personnel, for example by increasing their autonomy (Demoulin et al., 2021). 
Second, leadership styles (e.g., control-based leadership) can induce ODH (e.g., ‘It also alerted a 
manager if  I had too many minutes of  “Time Off  Task”’). Organizations should thus offer training 
programs to supervisors to promote support, civility and trust in management (Brady et al., 2021). 
Third, organizational factors (e.g., ‘I felt as if  the company wanted us to be robots-never stopping, 
never letting our minds wander off  task’) are important determinants in ODH perceptions. Accord-
ingly, organizations should promote the belief  that employees' well-being is considered and their 
labour valued. This means implementing organizational human resources policies that help employees 
to develop their personal growth (e.g., developmental programs and valuable training; Eisenberger & 
Stinglhamber, 2011).

Furthermore, our findings indicate that, because compliance is mainly seen as stable over time (Costa 
& McCrae, 1988), organizations should consider interindividual differences across their employees rather 
than focusing only on situational and organizational levers. For instance, organizations should help their 
employees to manage the development of  negative perceptions by providing skills-based interventions 
helping employees to deal with negative thoughts arising after organizational maltreatment (Karabinski 
et al., 2021).
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CONCLUSION

Our research highlights that ODH is not only deleterious for employee well-being and attitudes but also 
for organizational health and efficiency. By applying SET to the study of  ODH, we highlight that ODH 
may promote a negative and active exchange relationship between employees and organizations. There-
fore, organizations should minimize ODH feelings, for both individual and organizational interests.
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