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What price do organizations pay when they allow abusive 
supervision? 
 

Costs are high 
 

When Shippensburg University undergraduate Psychology major Edward Dema 
decided to conduct research, his experiences as an employee immediately led him 
to the topic of abusive supervision. Unfortunately Edward had been both a target 
and an observer of abuse by managers. With the support of Psychology professor 
Dr. Jenny Pitts, Edward presented a study at the 2014 meeting of the Eastern 
Psychological Association in Boston and at Shippensburg University’s 2014 
Celebration of Student Research Conference.  The Dema and Pitts poster entitled 
“Employee Engagement as a Mediator of Abusive Supervision and Affective 
Commitment” reported on findings derived from three surveys completed by 
employees of a medical rehabilitation firm. 
 
Taking into account previous research on the topic, the investigators defined 
abusive supervision as harmful behavior by a manager that insults or attacks a 
subordinate. Such abuse has been shown to have many adverse consequences. 
One result is decreased employee engagement in the organization. Being excited 
about and immersed in work declines as one begins to see the environment as 
being unsafe and one’s efforts as being meaningless. 
 
Contrary to abusive supervision, supportive supervision has been found to be 
associated with increased employee engagement at work. A result of such 
engagement is enhanced affective commitment, meaning positive emotional 
attachment to the organization. 
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Dema and Pitts focused on a new research topic of whether decreased affective 
commitment might be precipitated by lessened employee engagement associated 
with abusive supervision.  Their first survey consisted of a 15-item questionnaire 
that had been shown to measure abusive supervision. At a later time participants 
responded to six questions that assessed organizational engagement. Finally the 
employees completed a 7-item questionnaire that focused on affective 
commitment.  
 
As expected, there were statistically significant negative correlations of abusive 
supervision with both employee engagement and affective commitment. Further 
analysis suggested that some of the lowered affective commitment associated 
with abusive supervision appeared to have been related to decreased employee 
engagement. 
 
Several of Edward’s encounters with abusive supervision occurred while he was in 
high school. Many secondary students may have had similar experiences. The 
authors suggest that organizations guard against abusive supervision because it 
can result in less engagement and commitment among employees. 
 

Who has good friends? 
 

Researchers identify two important predictors 
 

As is true for a lot of us, most adolescents want positive relationships with their 

peers. For both adolescents and those who support them, it can be helpful to 

understand factors contributing to adaptive peer relationships. 

 

With the support of Shippensburg University Psychology professor Dr. Ashley 

Seibert, undergraduate Psychology major Rikki Sargent conducted an 

“Investigation of the Relationship between Attachment, Peer Group Competence, 

and Friendship Quality.” The researchers presented their findings in Boston at the 

2014 meeting of the Eastern Psychological Association and at Shippensburg 

University’s 2014 Celebration of Student Research Conference. 
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The investigators surveyed 108 adolescents regarding the following four topics: 

the security of attachment to their mothers, the security of attachment to their 

fathers (an area receiving little previous research attention), their self-assessed 

competence in interacting with peers, and the friendship quality they believed 

they had. Competence with peers reflected one’s self-assessed ability to use social 

skills with peers and involved factors such as initiating interactions, self-

disclosure, emotional support, and conflict management. Friendship quality 

involved perceptions of having stimulating companionship, help, intimacy, reliable 

alliances, self-validation, and emotional security.  

 

Sargent and Seibert found several statistically significant correlations. The 

correlation between security attachment with one’s mother and peer group 

competence was .28. The correlation between security attachment with one’s 

mother and friendship quality was .20. (There were small positive correlations of 

father attachment with those two variables, but the correlations were not 

statistically significant.) Peer group competence correlated .47 with friendship 

quality. 

 

For adolescents, the findings suggest that attachment with one’s parents, 

especially one’s mother, is associated with both friendship quality and peer 

competence. An even more important factor associated with friendship quality 

appears to be one’s self-perceived ability to be socially competent when 

interacting with peers. 

 

The authors suggest that social skills training can be helpful for adolescents who 

want to increase their ability to make and keep friends. 
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Why do we still have shunning? 
 

It may be in our genes 
 

Shunning has a bad reputation, but it has persisted among humans for eons. One 
hypothesis is that potential reasons for shunning related to the ability to survive 
and pass on one’s genes should be more likely to result in shunning than reasons 
without such evolutionary significance. Findings consistent with that hypothesis 
would support the existence of a genetic predisposition for such behavior. 
 
Shippensburg University Psychology professor Dr. Robert Hale and Psychology 
students Stephanie Sema and James Evans investigated the hypothesis. They 
presented “Shunning as a Human Adaptation” at the 2013 meeting of the Eastern 
Psychological Association in New York. 
 
The researchers provided each of 237 participants with the following three 
scenarios. (The sequences in which the scenarios were presented varied so as to 
control for any order effect.) Participants indicated how likely they were to 
support shunning as a response to the scenario (with 1 being “very unlikely” and 7 
being “very likely”). 
 
Green Scenario: 
A group of friends goes across the state on a road trip to see a popular band. 
Casey, one of these friends, has just been paid and announces that fact during the 
trip. In addition, Casey mentions that this paycheck is going toward having a good 
time. When the group needs to buy gas, Casey refuses to chip in. 
 
Red Scenario: 
A group of friends is at a party. The group of people hanging out consists of both 
guys and girls. Everyone in the group is having a good time. As the evening 
progresses, Jesse, one of the group members, takes an interest in another 
member’s romantic partner and is obviously flirting with that individual. 
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Blue Scenario: 
Taylor meets up with a group of friends at a campus social. Taylor’s choice of 
clothing for the event is quite unique. Taylor's clothes do not at all match the 
styles being worn by anyone else who is there. 
 
Statistical analysis revealed significantly different likelihoods of shunning in 
response to the three scenarios.  The scenario most likely to generate a shunning 
response was the green one, with the red one following a close second, and the 
blue one finishing a distant third. (There were additional statistically significant 
findings. For example, participants who reported having actually participated in 
shunning produced higher shunning scores than those who said they had not 
engaged in shunning, and females produced higher shunning scores than males.) 
 
The investigators viewed the green scenario as an example of a threat to resource 
sharing. They saw the red scenario as an instance of mate poaching, and they 
interpreted the blue scenario to be an example of superficial “out-group 
appearance.” The researchers viewed mate poaching and threats to resource 
sharing as having much more evolutionary significance than out-group 
appearance. Consequently they concluded the findings support the hypothesis 
that there is a genetic predisposition for shunning. 
 
Since the three scenarios are contained in this article, you could use them to 
gather your own data regarding the hypothesis. 
 

 

 

Where can you read other newsletters? 

You can access all posted issues at the following URL.  

http://www.ship.edu/Psychology/PSI_High_Newsletter/ 

If you are a high school psychology teacher and you want to be notified when the next Psi High 
Newsletter has been posted on the web, just contact us. Compose an email message saying you 
want to subscribe to the newsletter, and include your name and school. Send the email to the 
following address.  
okfran@ship.edu 
 

http://www.ship.edu/Psychology/PSI_High_Newsletter/
mailto:okfran@ship.edu
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Editor: Kenneth France, Ph.D. 

 
The Psi High Newsletter is published for teachers of high school psychology by Shippensburg 
University. Contributions are encouraged and welcomed. Please submit material to the editor. 
 
Department of Psychology 
Shippensburg University 
1871 Old Main Drive 
Shippensburg, PA  
17257-2299 

 
Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania, in compliance with federal and state laws and 
university policy, is committed to human understanding and provides equal educational, 
employment, and economic opportunities for all persons without regard to age, color, national 
origin, race, religion, disability, veteran status, sex, sexual orientation, or gender identity. 
 
Direct requests for disability accommodations and other inquiries to the  
Office of Disability Services 
Horton Hall 120 
Shippensburg University 
1871 Old Main Drive 
Shippensburg, PA 
17257-2299 
ods@ship.edu 
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