
Vol.:(0123456789)

Occupational Health Science (2022) 6:387–423
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41542-022-00115-x

1 3

ORIGINAL RESEARCH ARTICLE

“Your help isn’t helping me!” Unhelpful workplace social 
support, strain, and the role of individual differences

Ian M. Hughes1   · Lindsey M. Freier1 · Clare L. Barratt1

Received: 29 July 2021 / Revised: 7 March 2022 / Accepted: 8 March 2022 /  
Published online: 25 March 2022 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022

Abstract
While the reception of social support at work is generally considered a net positive 
for employees, researchers have identified that particular kinds of social support, 
such as unhelpful workplace social support (UWSS), tend to evoke stress and con-
tribute to strain for recipients. Although (Gray et al. Work and Stress, 34(4), 359–
385, 2020), when validating the novel UWSS measure, uncovered relations between 
UWSS and various outcomes, more research is needed to further understand the 
impacts of UWSS. Furthermore, the extant social support literature is currently lack-
ing in its understanding of how individual differences strengthen or weaken the rela-
tions such support has with strain. Drawing from the Theory of Stress as Offense to 
Self (Semmer et al. Occupational Health Science, 3(3), 205–238. 10.1007/s41542-
019-00041-5, 2019), we, through two studies (N1 = 203, N2 = 277), further explore 
the relations of UWSS, focusing on behavioral and psychological strain, and exam-
ine how these relations are influenced by relevant individual differences (e.g., Big 
Five traits). Results from our first study replicate key findings from (Gray et al. Work 
and Stress, 34(4), 359–385, 2020), providing additional validity evidence for the 
novel measure of UWSS, and demonstrate that UWSS is related to various types of 
behavioral strain. Our second study shows that the strength of these deleterious rela-
tions varies based on characteristics of the recipient of UWSS. Altogether, the pre-
sent research contributes to the literature on social support as a stressor by elucidat-
ing further the effects of UWSS, and, perhaps more importantly, for whom UWSS is 
particularly deleterious.

Keywords  Social Support · Emotional Exhaustion · Personality · Negative 
Reciprocity · Counterproductive Work Behavior

 *	 Ian M. Hughes 
	 ihughes@bgsu.edu

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2923-2820
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s41542-022-00115-x&domain=pdf


388	 Occupational Health Science (2022) 6:387–423

1 3

Social support, which broadly refers to “psychological or material resources that 
are provided to a focal individual by partners in some form of social relationship” 
(Jolly et al., 2020, p. 229), is a dynamic, exchange-based process widely researched 
across psychological disciplines (e.g., French et  al., 2018; Schwarzer & Leppin, 
1989). Generally, the reception of social support is considered a net positive for 
individuals, both in a work context and in general. With regard to work, meta-ana-
lytic research demonstrates that the reception of both emotional (e.g., one colleague 
being allowed to vent to another about a personal problem) and instrumental (e.g., a 
colleague helping another with a task-related problem) support share positive rela-
tions with desirable job attitudes (e.g., job satisfaction, organizational commitment), 
negative relations with stressors (e.g., role stress) and strains (e.g., burnout), and 
can often mitigate the relations between stressors and strains (e.g., Kossek et  al., 
2011; Mathieu et al., 2019). Altogether, the reception of social support is generally 
a resource for employees, one which enriches the psychological context of work and 
erodes the effects of stress.

Recent research, however, has helped to elucidate where and when social sup-
port exchanges—even the reception of social support—have the potential to yield 
negative effects for employees (e.g., Deelstra et al., 2003; Gallagher et al., 2021; 
Hughes, 2021). The present research focuses on broadening our understanding of 
one such example of the “dark side” of social support: the reception of unhelpful 
workplace social support (UWSS). Defined as “any action taken by a supervi-
sor and/or colleague that the recipient believes was intended to benefit him or 
her but is perceived as unhelpful or harmful” (Gray et al., 2020, p. 376), UWSS 
is a novel framing of a type of social support exchange likely to be lamented by 
employees—that which amplifies and contributes to stress. Indeed, when validat-
ing their measure of UWSS, Gray et al. (2020) found that UWSS was related to 
numerous kinds of employee strain, ranging from emotional exhaustion to nega-
tive mood, in addition to exacerbating the impacts of stressors (e.g., organiza-
tional constraints) on strains (e.g., physical symptoms). Their study echoes and 
extends past research on social support as a potential stressor (e.g., Beehr et al., 
2010) and provides scholars with a psychometrically valid measure to continue to 
investigate such deleterious support exchanges.

Empirical findings, although few and far between, suggest that UWSS is a 
stressor for employees (e.g., Beehr et al., 2010; Gray et al., 2020). What remains 
unclear, however, is for whom these exchanges are most deleterious for. That is, 
the existing literature on unhelpful social support at work is void of knowledge 
surrounding the impact of individual differences on relations between such sup-
port and strain. It seems intuitive that UWSS would be more salient, and therefore 
more damaging, to certain kinds of employees, making individual differences of 
heightened importance for this kind of negative social exchange. Indeed, Bowling 
& Jex (2013) suggest that a better understanding of the relations between stress-
ors and strains can be obtained by exploring the influencing role of individual 
differences. Moreover, Semmer et al. (2019) note, in their updating of the Theory 
of Stress as Offense to Self (SOS model; Semmer et  al., 2019), that additional 
research is needed to determine the impact of individual differences on boosts 
and, importantly for UWSS, threats to the self.
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To address this gap in the literature on workplace social support as a stressor and 
build upon extant research, the present study had several goals. Drawing from the 
SOS model (Semmer et al., 2019), we first, using Gray et al.’s (2020) novel measure 
of UWSS, establish relations between UWSS and behavioral strain (i.e., counter-
productive work behavior, a noted form of behavioral strain, e.g., Fox et al., 2001; 
Penney & Spector, 2005; Welbourne & Sariol, 2016), as well as replicate strong 
main effects from previous research. In addition, we delineate UWSS’ place among 
related negative workplace exchanges (e.g., interpersonal conflict, incivility) in the 
prediction of well-being and attitudinal outcomes. Finally, we examine relevant indi-
vidual differences (e.g., Big Five traits) that may work to strengthen or buffer the 
associations between UWSS and strain. Taken together, the present research con-
tributes to the nascent literature on workplace social support as a stressor by estab-
lishing novel UWSS relations (e.g., behavioral strain) and focusing on how indi-
vidual differences influence these and other important (e.g., psychological strain) 
relations. These findings contribute to theoretical models of such support by linking 
these exchanges to behavioral strain and establishing for whom such exchanges are 
particularly impactful. Furthermore, we continue to build upon the needed research 
surrounding individual differences and stressor-strain frameworks (Bowling & Jex, 
2013).

When Support Can be Stressful

Although social support has long been discussed as a resource that buffers or miti-
gates the effects of stress (e.g., Cobb, 1976), there are numerous instances where 
social support can contribute to and magnify stress. Research on the stressful 
impacts of workplace social support can be traced back several decades to when 
scholars began to uncover what are known as “reverse buffering effects” of social 
support (e.g., Kaufmann & Beehr, 1986, 1989). In instances of reverse buffering, 
social support will strengthen, as opposed to alleviate, the relations between work-
place stressors and consequent strain. For example, a study from LaRocco et  al. 
(1980) found that supervisor support enhanced the relation between workload stress 
and somatic complaints and workload dissatisfaction. The authors suggested that 
support from supervisors has the potential to make unappealing elements of the 
work context more salient to recipients, thus amplifying the impact of stress caused 
by workload. In the years following, other authors put forth alternative explanations 
for reverse buffering effects of social support. Chisholm et al. (1986) and Karasek 
et al. (1982) found reverse buffering effects in samples of low stress employees, pro-
posing that social support, while a net positive for work units overall, may add extra 
burden to those who are not “in need” of such resources.

With the goal of clarifying precisely when social support is stressful, Beehr et al. 
(2010), drawing from the research on the reverse buffering effects of social support, 
found that social support was appraised as stressful if: a) it made draining aspects of 
the environment more salient (e.g., consoling a dissatisfied colleague while validat-
ing and expanding their perception of the work environment as unfulfilling), b) was 
not wanted by the recipient (e.g., helping another when not asked), or c) made the 
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recipient feel incompetent (e.g., helping another by doing their task for them). The 
authors found, in these instances, social support will contribute to workplace strain, 
such as emotional exhaustion and physical symptoms. This study, in tandem with 
prior research on reverse buffering effects, helped establish the foundation for Gray 
et al.’s (2020) conceptualization of UWSS.

Unhelpful Workplace Social Support

Borne out of the aforementioned research on the receipt of social support as a cata-
lyst for stress (e.g., Beehr et  al., 2010), Gray et  al. (2020), acknowledging a gap 
in the stressful social support literature, sought to construct a measure that cap-
tures social support exchanges that contribute to and amplify the impact of stress 
on various types of strain. Using qualitative data as a guide during their measure-
ment development process, the authors verified a seven-factor model of unhelpful 
workplace social support (UWSS) exchanges from the perspective of the recipient of 
such support. The types of UWSS noted by the authors are as follows: critical social 
support, imposing social support, partial social support, undependable social sup-
port, shortsighted social support, uncomforting social support, and conflicting social 
support (Gray et al., 2020).

It is important to note, UWSS is not the absence of helpful social support; as 
demonstrated by Gray et al. (2020), UWSS is a unique exchange where support is 
provided to recipients, but in ways that are not actually helpful or are draining (e.g., 
rude or uncourteous). Also of importance is the distinction between UWSS and 
other negative social exchanges, such as incivility and interpersonal conflict. Inci-
vility, defined as “rude and discourteous behavior that lacks a clear intent to harm” 
(Cortina et al., 2013, p. 1580), and interpersonal conflict (i.e., conflict between col-
leagues, ranging from minor disagreements all the way to physical assault; Spec-
tor & Jex, 1998) are two of the more researched negative social exchanges in the 
organizational sciences, contributing to a bevy of negative outcomes on behalf of 
employees (e.g., emotional exhaustion) and organizations (e.g., turnover inten-
tions) (e.g., Nixon et al., 2011; Yao et al., 2021). While UWSS appears similar to 
these exchanges in nomological network, UWSS is distinct in that instrumental, 
emotional, appraisal, or informational resources (House, 1981) are provided to the 
recipient from a provider—just in a manner that is stressful. In contrast, resources 
are not necessarily provided in instances of incivility and interpersonal conflict. For 
example, while critical social support is akin to incivility and interpersonal conflict 
in terms of display valence (i.e., all are rude or hostile), recipients of critical social 
support are still receiving resources of value from providers. Even in instances 
where incorrect or faulty resources are provided (e.g., conflicting social support, 
undependable social support), there is an effort on the part of the provider to bestow 
resources to a recipient—an effort not made when simply behaving uncivil or hostile 
towards others.

Drawing from prior research on social support as a stressor (e.g., Beehr et  al., 
2010; Deelstra et al., 2003), Gray et al. (2020) contended that UWSS would have 
significant negative impacts for recipients in that these exchanges may generate 
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negative affect and negative self-evaluations as well as impede their ability to com-
plete work tasks. In their exploration of main effects, the authors found preliminary 
support for these notions, with UWSS sharing positive relations with work-related 
burnout, interpersonal conflict, job-related negative affect, organizational frustration, 
organizational constraints, and negative mood, and negative relations with coworker 
satisfaction, organizational self-esteem, and helpful social support. Before extend-
ing research on UWSS, given the novelty of the construct and its measurement, we 
attempt to replicate strong relations (r > .50) observed by Gray et al. (2020); in par-
ticular, relations between UWSS, job-related negative affect, emotional exhaustion, 
interpersonal conflict, and coworker satisfaction. The authors expected UWSS to 
relate to these outcomes due to UWSS’ potential for self-esteem threat (e.g., Deel-
stra et al., 2003), theoretical rationale that we expand upon in the following section.

Hypothesis 1a-d: UWSS will be positively related to a) job-related negative 
affect, b) emotional exhaustion, and c) interpersonal conflict, and negatively 
related to d) coworker satisfaction.

Unhelpful Workplace Social Support as a Threat to the Self

To meaningfully contribute to the nascent literature on workplace social support as 
a stressor beyond Gray et al.’s (2020) findings, we draw from the SOS model (Sem-
mer et  al., 2019) to develop hypotheses focused on UWSS and behavioral strain, 
as well as on the role individual differences may play in influencing the relations 
between UWSS and key strain. The SOS model is useful for constructing hypoth-
eses surrounding the relations UWSS shares with strain, as both functional and dys-
functional social support are constructs integral to the theoretical model.

The SOS model of stress positions self-esteem as a core contributor to stress and 
well-being. More specifically, the SOS model contends that there are two kinds of 
self-esteem: personal self-esteem, which concerns one’s self-evaluation in terms 
of aspired (e.g., competence, attractiveness) and intrinsic (e.g., dignity) qualities, 
and social self-esteem, which concerns the degree to which one feels “esteemed, 
acknowledged, and appreciated by significant others” (Semmer et al., 2019, p. 208), 
and is strongly dependent on one’s social environment. Threats to personal or social 
self-esteem (e.g., interpersonal stressors) engender physiological, behavioral, and 
psychological strain in focal individuals, while boosts to self-esteem (e.g., apprecia-
tion, social support) help to foster well-being.

We contend that UWSS is likely to be a significant threat to recipients’ personal 
and social self-esteem in spite of the fact that UWSS is social support, an exchange 
that often boosts self-esteem (Semmer et al., 2019). As described earlier, although 
resources are provided (or an attempt is made to provide resources) during instances 
of UWSS (marking a distinction from other negative exchanges), they are pro-
vided in a way that engenders stress—likely due to such support being perceived 
as a threat to both kinds of self-esteem. For example, a recipient of critical social 
support, while acknowledging that resources were indeed provided, may feel that 
the provider of the support does not respect them due to the providers’ rudeness 
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(threat to social self-esteem), which may deflate one’s self-evaluations of compe-
tence or worthiness (threat to personal self-esteem). Similarly, a recipient of unde-
pendable social support may, while acknowledging that an attempt was made to 
provide instrumental resources, feel worse about their level of competence once the 
exchange has concluded (threat to personal self-esteem), as now they must worry 
about correcting the mistakes of another (which they may or may not know how to 
do) while further attempting to understand the task in question.

The SOS model posits that behavioral strain, in addition to psychological and 
physiological strain, is a likely outcome of self-esteem threat (Semmer et al., 2019). 
Behavioral strains, such as counterproductive work behavior (CWB; i.e., voluntary 
behaviors that harm the organization, its members, or its stakeholders; Marcus et al., 
2016), are often spurred on by interpersonal stressors (threats to self-esteem), such 
as interpersonal conflict or incivility (Berry et al., 2012; Han et al., 2020). CWB is 
a family of behaviors of heightened importance for organizations as it is estimated 
that 33 to 75% of all employees engage in CWB at some point in their career (Rob-
inson & Bennett, 1995). Further, in the United States alone, it is estimated that 2.8 
million productive workdays are lost due to absenteeism (Ones & Dilchert, 2013) 
and theft and fraud cost businesses up to $50 billion annually (Coffin, 2003).

It is important to note that employees do not engage in such harmful acts in a vac-
uum. Organizational scientists have concluded that, in general, employees engage in 
CWB as a reaction to negative environmental and emotional stimuli (e.g., Neuman 
& Baron, 2005). To that end, research drawing from the SOS model (Semmer et al., 
2019) has found that CWB is a probable response to threats to self-esteem (e.g., 
Semmer et al., 2010; Zhou et al., 2018). Given our positioning of UWSS as a threat 
to the self, building from this research, we anticipate UWSS will relate to various 
forms of CWB such as production deviance (e.g., purposefully working slowly), 
withdrawal (e.g., arriving late to work without permission), and abuse (e.g., verbally 
threatening someone at work). These types of CWB have been identified as forms 
of emotion-focused coping an employee may leverage to deal with the stress engen-
dered by negative social exchanges (e.g., Krischer et al., 2010; Shoss et al., 2016).

Hypothesis 2a-c: UWSS will be positively related to a) abuse, b) withdrawal, and 
c) production deviance.

UWSS Among Related Exchanges

Before transitioning into our hypothesis development surrounding individual dif-
ferences and UWSS, it is important to discuss UWSS’ place among related con-
structs. UWSS seems at home among a variety of interpersonal workplace stressors, 
such as incivility and interpersonal conflict, previously discussed. Both incivility 
and interpersonal conflict are relatively well understood by organizational scholars 
(e.g., Hershcovis et  al., 2007; Schilpzand et  al., 2016). What is unclear, however, 
is how UWSS fits in with these constructs: does UWSS have explanatory power in 
the prediction of employee outcomes over incivility and interpersonal conflict? We 
will take an exploratory approach to this question due to the novelty of the UWSS 
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construct, comparing UWSS with incivility and interpersonal conflict in the predic-
tion of well-being (i.e., emotional exhaustion) and attitudinal (i.e., satisfaction with 
coworkers, job-related negative affect) outcomes.

Research Question: Does UWSS have incremental validity over incivility and 
interpersonal conflict in the prediction of well-being and attitudinal outcomes?

The Moderating Role of Individual Differences

When concluding their update of the SOS model, Semmer et al. (2019) note that “it 
is unlikely that threats and boosts to the self are the same for everyone” (p. 226), and 
encourage future research to explore the role of individual differences as boundary 
conditions for the impacts of boosts and threats to the self. We answer this call and 
add to the literature by investigating the role of individual differences in influenc-
ing the UWSS-CWB and UWSS-emotional exhaustion relations. We focus on these 
forms of behavioral and psychological strain, respectively, as they are of heightened 
importance for organizations. CWB is, as mentioned previously, particularly costly 
(e.g., U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 2002); similarly, emotional exhaustion contrib-
utes to massive revenue loss for organizations: a survey conducted by the American 
Psychological Association in 2017 found that U.S. businesses lose up to 300 billion 
dollars yearly because of workplace stress, a precursor to emotional exhaustion and 
strain.

We contend that the Big Five traits of extraversion, agreeableness, conscientious-
ness, and neuroticism (McCrae & Costa, 1987),1 and the social exchange disposi-
tion of negative reciprocity beliefs (Eisenberger et al., 2004) are likely important in 
determining the extent to which an interpersonal stressor such as UWSS is appraised 
as a threat to personal or social self-esteem. These individual differences have been 
found to influence interpersonal stressor-strain relations (e.g., Gallagher & Hughes, 
2020; Welbourne et al., 2020), and may be of importance here.

Neuroticism  Neurotic employees can best be described as worrisome, insecure, 
temperamental, and anxious (McCrae & Costa, 1987). Individuals who are high 
in neuroticism often display consistent negative reactions to stressors (McCrae & 
Costa, 1987), tend to over-think events or stimuli that could be considered threat-
ening (McCrae & Costa, 1987), and usually maladaptively cope with stress (e.g., 
Gross, 1998). In addition, neuroticism is also a crucial moderator for stressor-strain 
relations (e.g., Kennedy & Hughes, 2004; Mohiyeddini et  al., 2015; Welbourne 
et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2014a, b).

Neurotic employees are likely to appraise UWSS as a significant threat to per-
sonal and social self-esteem. This is due to their general tendency to perceive (or 
identify behaviors as) stressors in their environment (e.g., Gallagher, 1990; Sliter 

1  We will not assess Openness, as this trait is often considered less relevant to stressor-strain relations 
(Bowling & Jex, 2013; Grant & Langan-Fox, 2007).
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et al., 2015): neurotic employees may view UWSS as an attack on their competence 
(if the social support is unwanted or controlling), their time (if the social support is 
incomplete or incorrect), or their character (if the social support is rude). Apprais-
ing UWSS in such ways would likely contribute to employees feeling poorly about 
themselves (personal self-esteem) and the way others perceive them (social self-
esteem). Neurotic employees, then, are likely to hyper fixate on such appraisals and 
events, boosting the relations between UWSS and emotional exhaustion. Moreover, 
the relations between UWSS and behavioral strains, such as CWB, are likely to be 
stronger for those who are more neurotic. This is because, as previously described, 
neurotic employees tend to maladaptively cope with stress as a result of feeling over-
whelmed (e.g., Gross, 1998).

Agreeableness  Agreeable employees can be described as selfless, trusting, help-
ful, and forgiving (McCrae & Costa, 1987). They tend to cultivate and utilize social 
support processes (e.g., Zellars & Perrewé, 2001), meaning that these individuals 
often have social resources available to buffer the impacts of stressors (e.g., Swick-
ert et al., 2010). Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that agreeableness tends to reduce 
the likelihood of maladaptive coping in response to workplace stressors (e.g., Yang 
& Diefendorff, 2009; Zhou et al., 2014a, b).

Important for UWSS, though, research has shown that agreeableness tends to 
negatively relate with primary appraisal (i.e., whether a person perceives a situation 
or stimuli to be threatening; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) of stressors. That is, agree-
able people tend to give others “the benefit of the doubt”; this phenomenon was 
observed by Sliter et al. (2015). When agreeable employees encounter UWSS, they 
may be more likely to forgive or disregard any rudeness accompanying the support 
and chalk up incomplete, partial, or incorrect support as simply a mistake on behalf 
of the provider. That is, agreeable employees are likely to not perceive UWSS as a 
threat to personal or social self-esteem—meaning that psychological or behavioral 
strain outcomes are less likely.

Extraversion  Extraverted employees are those who are sociable, friendly, and talka-
tive (McCrae & Costa, 1987). These individuals like to invest time and energy into 
social interactions, or events that otherwise attract social attention (Ashton et  al., 
2002). Moreover, extraverted individuals tend to be high in positive affectivity (e.g., 
Meyer & Shack, 1989), meaning that they are often jovial, confident, and optimistic. 
The impacts of extraversion on the stressor-strain process have been researched for 
some time. Importantly, Milam et  al. (2009), drawing from research on traits and 
temperament (e.g., Watson & Clark, 1992), suggested that extraverted employees 
may be less likely to perceive minor breaches in social norms as a result of their 
often positive outlook; indeed, other authors, such as Sliter et al. (2015) have made 
similar propositions. Both Milam et al. (2009) and Sliter et al. (2015), though, did 
not find support for these predictions, as their results surrounding incivility percep-
tions and extraversion were null.

It is important to note that these studies focused on incivility. As described pre-
viously, incivility is meaningfully distinct from UWSS in that no resources are (or 
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are attempted to be) provided. Incivility, characterized by ambiguity and low-level 
hostility, may not activate elements of positive affect potentially necessary to give 
instigators the “benefit of the doubt” (akin to agreeableness). It may be that extra-
verted employees are, as a result of their positive and social disposition, less likely to 
emphasize the negative elements of UWSS, though, since—opposed to incivility—
resources are (or are attempted to be) provided during UWSS exchanges. Instead, 
extraverted employees may focus on the positive element of the UWSS exchange 
(the attempted support), meaning that UWSS is not likely to be perceived as a threat 
to personal or social self-esteem for these individuals (i.e., psychological and behav-
ioral strain outcomes are less likely).

Conscientiousness  Conscientious employees are those who are orderly, hard-work-
ing, thorough, and reliable (McCrae & Costa, 1987). As a result of such qualities, 
conscientious employees are often better performers, with higher reported task and 
citizenship performance (e.g., Debusscher et  al., 2017; Mount & Barrick, 1998). 
Furthermore, they are often firm rule followers who are sensitive to violations of 
formal expectations and norms (McCrae & Costa, 1987).

We anticipate, building from the SOS model (Semmer et al., 2019) and the notion 
that UWSS is perceived as a threat to personal and social self-esteem, that consci-
entiousness will differentially impact the UWSS-emotional exhaustion and UWSS-
CWB relations. Conscientious employees, in addition to being firm rule follow-
ers, tend to hold others to the same standard of rule adherence (McCrae & Costa, 
1987). Consequently, these employees are typically more sensitive to violations of 
social norms during interpersonal exchanges (Coyne et al., 2000; Sliter et al., 2015). 
UWSS represents a family of exchanges that can be rude, passive aggressive, or irri-
tating (e.g., incomplete, incorrect, or conflicting support), all of which would violate 
the “good colleague” norm inherent to most workplaces (Stryker & Vryan, 2006). 
As a result, we anticipate UWSS—esteem-threatening exchanges that violate inter-
personal norms in most work settings—to be particularly draining for conscientious 
employees, with conscientiousness strengthening the UWSS-emotional exhaus-
tion relation. Conversely, we expect conscientiousness to weaken the UWSS-CWB 
relation, even if conscientious employees are more likely to detect and appraise 
UWSS as a threat to the self. This is because conscientious employees tend to avoid 
emotion-focused coping behaviors, such as CWB (e.g., Krischer et al., 2010), opt-
ing instead to engage in problem-focused coping (e.g., Bartley & Roesch, 2011). 
Even if conscientious employees are, as suggested by previous research (e.g., Sliter 
et al., 2015), more likely to detect norm violations (inherent to UWSS), they may be 
more likely regulate their behavior, address any concerns surrounding the UWSS 
exchange with the provider of the support, and avoid lashing out at others or the 
organization as a result of threats to the self generated by such exchanges.

Negative Reciprocity  Reciprocity is a key component of social exchanges (Cropan-
zano & Mitchell, 2005) which revolves around the idea that actions from a distrib-
uting party create obligations for and prompt actions from a receiving party. Peo-
ple who believe that negative actions should be returned in kind are described as 
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possessing negative reciprocity beliefs (Eisenberger et al., 2004). In essence, nega-
tive reciprocity beliefs detail the possession of “an eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth” 
mentality. To provide an organizational example, an employee high in negative 
reciprocity beliefs who experiences mistreatment from a focal employee is likely to 
return mistreatment to “get even with” the focal employee.

Although not yet assessed in an SOS framework, we contend that those higher in 
negative reciprocity beliefs are likely to perceive UWSS as a salient threat to per-
sonal and social self-esteem. Prior research has found that those who hold nega-
tive reciprocity beliefs are, perhaps intuitively, hot-headed, and quick to attribute 
hostility when confronted with negative events (e.g., Hoobler & Brass, 2006). It is 
likely that social support that is not actually helpful, and is often rude, incomplete, 
or ambiguous, is more likely to be viewed as hostile, and a threat to the self by 
those with such beliefs. If UWSS is perceived as a threat to personal and social self-
esteem, recipients who hold negative reciprocity beliefs may feel that such support 
is worthy of “getting even” over, specifically in the form of abuse. We feel that nega-
tive reciprocity beliefs are likely to strengthen the UWSS-abuse relation in particu-
lar, as UWSS is an interpersonal stressor, and abusive behaviors are hostile, inter-
personally targeted behaviors. That is, people higher in negative reciprocity beliefs 
may be more likely to return perceived interpersonal mistreatment with acts of inter-
personal mistreatment. This pattern of returned interpersonal mistreatment has been 
observed in a number of studies (e.g., Gallagher & Hughes, 2020; Wu et al., 2014).

In sum, the following individual difference related hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 3a-d. UWSS will interact with a) neuroticism, b) conscientiousness, 
c) agreeableness, and d) extraversion to predict emotional exhaustion, such that 
higher levels of neuroticism and conscientiousness will strengthen the relation 
between UWSS and emotional exhaustion, and higher levels of agreeableness and 
extraversion and will buffer the relation between UWSS and emotional exhaus-
tion.
Hypothesis 4a-d. UWSS will interact with a) neuroticism, b) conscientiousness, 
c) agreeableness, and d) extraversion to predict production deviance, such that 
higher levels of neuroticism will strengthen the relation between UWSS and 
production deviance, and higher levels of conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 
extraversion will buffer the relation between UWSS and production deviance.
Hypothesis 5a-d. UWSS will interact with a) neuroticism, b) conscientiousness, 
c) agreeableness, and d) extraversion to predict withdrawal, such that higher lev-
els of neuroticism will strengthen the relation between UWSS and withdrawal, 
and higher levels of conscientiousness, agreeableness, and extraversion will 
buffer the relation between UWSS and withdrawal.
Hypothesis 6a-e. UWSS will interact with a) neuroticism, b) conscientiousness, 
c) agreeableness, d) extraversion, and e) negative reciprocity beliefs to predict 
abuse, such that higher levels of neuroticism and negative reciprocity beliefs will 
strengthen the relation between UWSS and abuse, and higher levels of conscien-
tiousness, agreeableness, and extraversion will buffer the relation between UWSS 
and abuse.
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Overview of Studies

We conducted two studies to test our hypotheses and research question. Our first 
study replicates key findings from Gray et al. (2020), establishes relations between 
UWSS and behavioral strain (CWB), and assesses the incremental validity of UWSS 
over incivility and interpersonal conflict in the prediction of relevant workplace out-
comes. Our second study replicates UWSS-CWB relations from Study 1 and exam-
ines the influencing role of individual differences on UWSS-Emotional exhaustion 
and UWSS-CWB relations. Taken together, these studies, drawing from the SOS 
model (Semmer et al., 2019), help broaden and build upon the growing research on 
social support as a stressor, and further contribute to the literature on individual dif-
ferences in stressor-strain relations.

Study 1 Method

Participants and Procedure

Data for this study were collected using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the pandemic’s potential effects on the focal 
constructs in this study (e.g., experiencing UWSS and other behaviors), data were 
screened meticulously. To participate in our survey, participants had to first pass a 
CAPCHA (to prove they were not bots) and a 4-item English language competency 
test (e.g., “Choose the best synonym (words of similar meaning) for “bold”). Then, 
they had to meet criteria such as being employed outside of MTurk (and working 20 
non-MTurk hours per week), working on-site at least sometimes, and interacting on-
site with at least 1 coworker. In total, 1061 participants consented to participate in 
this study, however, only 307 were eligible to participate. Of those 307, 104 partici-
pants were removed for inattentive responding (i.e., missing 2 or more of 4 attention 
check items; N = 30), taking longer than 30 min to complete the survey (N = 20), or 
identically responding to 14 or more consecutive UWSS items (half of the scale; 
N = 54), resulting in a final sample of 203 (Mage = 37, SDage = 11; 57% male). Par-
ticipants worked an average of 38 non-MTurk hours per week (SD = 8.5) and the 
majority (75%) worked on-site over half the time. This sample was representative 
of a variety of occupations, with the most prevalent being Health Care and Social 
Assistance (13%), Finance and Insurance (11%), and Manufacturing (11%).

Measures

Unhelpful Workplace Social Support  To measure UWSS, the 28-item UWSS meas-
ure from Gray et  al. (2020) was used. Responses are quantified on a 1 to 6 scale 
(1 = Never, 6 = Very frequently). Although we model this construct as unidimen-
sional (i.e., general unhelpful support) to test our hypotheses (similar to Gray et al. 
(2020) multivariate analyses), we will present the 7 subscales in our correlation 
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matrix in order to observe potential differences in bivariate relations with the other 
constructs in this study. The UWSS measure reported a coefficient alpha value of 
.98.

Incivility  To measure workplace incivility, the 4-item Workplace Incivility measure 
from Matthews and Ritter (2016) was used. Responses to items are quantified on a 1 
to 5 scale (1 = Never, 5 = Many times). The coefficient alpha value for this measure 
was .88.

Interpersonal Conflict at Work  To measure interpersonal conflict at work, the 
4-item Interpersonal Conflict at Work Scale from Spector and Jex (1998) was used. 
Responses are quantified on a 1 to 5 scale (1 = Less than once per month or never, 
5 = Several times per day). The coefficient alpha value for this measure was .94.

Counterproductive Work Behavior  To measure abuse, production deviance, and 
withdrawal, we used the 17, 3, and 4-item subscales (respectively) from the 32-item 
Counterproductive Work Behavior Checklist (CWB-C; Spector et  al., 2006). 
Responses to items are quantified on a 1 to 5 scale (1 = Never, 5 = Everyday). The 
coefficient alpha values for the production deviance, withdrawal, and abuse scales 
were .94, .89, .99.

Job‑related Negative Affect  To measure job-related negative affect, 10-items from 
the Job-Related Affective Well-Being scale (Van Katwyk et  al., 2000) were used. 
Responses are quantified on a 1 to 5 scale (1 = Never, 5 = Extremely often). The coef-
ficient alpha value for this measure was .94.

Emotional Exhaustion  To measure emotional exhaustion, 8 items from the 
16-item Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI; Demerouti & Bakker, 2008) were 
used. Responses to items are quantified on a 1 to 4 scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 
4 = Strongly agree). The coefficient alpha value for this measure was .68.

Satisfaction with Coworkers  To measure satisfaction with coworkers, the 4-item 
Satisfaction with Coworkers subscale taken from the 36-item Job Satisfaction Sur-
vey (Spector, 1985) was used. Responses are quantified on a 1 to 6 scale (1 = Disa-
gree very much, 6 = Agree very much). The coefficient alpha value for this measure 
was .71.

Study 1 Results

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for each variable can be found in 
Table  1. Before testing our hypotheses, we tested several measurement models to 
ensure construct validity of our variables. Our utilized 9-factor measurement model, 
estimated using diagonally weighted least squares estimation demonstrated excel-
lent fit using fit indices recommended by Kline (2015): χ2(3203) = 2326.93, p > .01; 



399

1 3

Occupational Health Science (2022) 6:387–423	

Ta
bl

e 
1  

M
ea

ns
, s

ta
nd

ar
d 

de
vi

at
io

ns
, a

nd
 c

or
re

la
tio

ns
 w

ith
 c

on
fid

en
ce

 in
te

rv
al

s f
or

 st
ud

y 
1

Va
ria

bl
e

M
SD

1
2

3
4

5
6

1.
 U

W
SS

 (G
en

er
al

)
3.

02
1.

27
.9
8

2.
 U

W
SS

 (C
rit

ic
al

)
2.

56
1.

58
.9

0*
*

[.8
6,

 .9
2]

.9
5

3.
 U

W
SS

 (I
m

po
si

ng
)

3.
17

1.
32

.9
2*

*
[.9

0,
 .9

4]
.8

3*
*

[.7
8,

 .8
7]

.9
0

4.
 U

W
SS

 (P
ar

tia
l)

3.
28

1.
30

.8
9*

*
[.8

5,
 .9

1]
.7

2*
*

[.6
5,

 .7
8]

.8
0*

*
[.7

4,
 .8

4]
.9
1

5.
 U

W
SS

 (U
nd

ep
en

d-
ab

le
)

3.
14

1.
34

.9
1*

*
[.8

8,
 .9

3]
.7

4*
*

[.6
7,

 .8
0]

.7
9*

*
[.7

3,
 .8

4]
.8

1*
*

[.7
5,

 .8
5]

.9
1

6.
 U

W
SS

 (S
ho

rts
ig

ht
ed

)
2.

95
1.

43
.9

0*
*

[.8
8,

 .9
3]

.8
3*

*
[.7

8,
 .8

7]
.8

6*
*

[.8
2,

 .8
9]

.7
2*

*
[.6

5,
 .7

8]
.7

5*
*

[.6
8,

 .8
0]

.9
4

7.
 U

W
SS

 (U
nc

om
fo

rt-
in

g)
2.

89
1.

49
.9

1*
*

[.8
8,

 .9
3]

.8
0*

*
[.7

5,
 .8

5]
.8

0*
*

[.7
5,

 .8
5]

.7
5*

*
[.6

9,
 .8

1]
.8

2*
*

[.7
7,

 .8
6]

.7
9*

*
[.7

3,
 .8

3]
8.

 U
W

SS
 (C

on
fli

ct
in

g)
3.

08
1.

39
.9

3*
*

[.9
1,

 .9
4]

.7
5*

*
[.6

8,
 .8

0]
.7

9*
*

[.7
3,

 .8
3]

.8
3*

*
[.7

8,
 .8

7]
.8

6*
*

[.8
3,

 .9
0]

.7
9*

*
[.7

3,
 .8

4]
9.

 In
ci

vi
lit

y
2.

40
1.

13
.8

4*
*

[.7
9,

 .8
7]

.8
0*

*
[.7

4,
 .8

4]
.7

6*
*

[.7
0,

 .8
1]

.7
1*

*
[.6

3,
 .7

7]
.7

7*
*

[.7
1,

 .8
2]

.7
3*

*
[.6

6,
 .7

9]
10

. I
nt

er
pe

rs
on

al
 

C
on

fli
ct

2.
12

1.
23

.8
2*

*
[.7

6,
 .8

6]
.8

6*
*

[.8
1,

 .8
9]

.7
4*

*
[.6

8,
 .8

0]
.6

6*
*

[.5
8,

 .7
4]

.7
1*

*
[.6

4,
 .7

7]
.7

6*
*

[.6
9,

 .8
1]

11
. A

bu
se

1.
94

1.
16

.8
4*

*
[.7

9,
 .8

8]
.8

5*
*

[.8
0,

 .8
8]

.7
5*

*
[.6

8,
 .8

0]
.6

7*
*

[.5
9,

 .7
4]

.7
4*

*
[.6

6,
 .7

9]
.7

7*
*

[.7
0,

 .8
2]

12
. P

ro
du

ct
io

n 
D

ev
ia

nc
e

1.
95

1.
16

.7
8*

*
[.7

2,
 .8

3]
.7

8*
*

[.7
2,

 .8
3]

.6
9*

*
[.6

1,
 .7

5]
.6

3*
*

[.5
4,

 .7
1]

.6
8*

*
[.6

0,
 .7

5]
.7

1*
*

[.6
4,

 .7
8]

13
. W

ith
dr

aw
al

2.
28

1.
08

.7
6*

*
[.7

0,
 .8

1]
.7

2*
*

[.6
5,

 .7
8]

.6
7*

*
[.5

9,
 .7

4]
.6

3*
*

[.5
4,

 .7
1]

.7
2*

*
[.6

4,
 .7

8]
.6

8*
*

[.6
0,

 .7
5]

14
. J

AW
S

2.
41

1.
00

.7
3*

*
[.6

6,
 .7

9]
.6

6*
*

[.5
7,

 .7
3]

.6
5*

*
[.5

6,
 .7

2]
.6

6*
*

[.5
7,

 .7
3]

.7
2*

*
[.6

5,
 .7

8]
.5

9*
*

[.5
0,

 .6
8]

15
. E

m
ot

io
na

l E
xh

au
s-

tio
n

2.
34

0.
46

.4
1*

*
[.2

9,
 .5

2]
.3

0*
*

[.1
7,

 .4
2]

.3
6*

*
[.2

3,
 .4

8]
.4

3*
*

[.3
1,

 .5
4]

.4
3*

*
[.3

1,
 .5

4]
.3

1*
*

[.1
8,

 .4
3]



400	 Occupational Health Science (2022) 6:387–423

1 3

N
 =

 20
3.

 V
al

ue
s 

in
 s

qu
ar

e 
br

ac
ke

ts
 in

di
ca

te
 th

e 
95

%
 c

on
fid

en
ce

 in
te

rv
al

 fo
r e

ac
h 

co
rr

el
at

io
n.

 T
he

 c
on

fid
en

ce
 in

te
rv

al
 is

 a
 p

la
us

ib
le

 ra
ng

e 
of

 p
op

ul
at

io
n 

co
rr

el
at

io
ns

 th
at

 
co

ul
d 

ha
ve

 c
au

se
d 

th
e 

sa
m

pl
e 

co
rr

el
at

io
n 

(C
um

m
in

g,
 2

01
4)

. A
lp

ha
 v

al
ue

s 
ar

e 
in

 b
ol

d 
al

on
g 

th
e 

di
ag

on
al

. U
W

SS
:U

nh
el

pf
ul

 w
or

kp
la

ce
 s

oc
ia

l s
up

po
rt;

 J
AW

S 
Jo

b-
re

la
te

d 
ne

ga
tiv

e 
aff

ec
t

* 
p <

 .0
5,

 *
* 

p <
 .0

1

Ta
bl

e 
1  

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

16
. C

ow
or

ke
r S

at
is

fa
c-

tio
n

4.
16

0.
96

−
.5

5*
*

[−
.6

4,
 −

.4
5]

−
.4

7*
*

[−
.5

8,
 −

.3
6]

−
.5

0*
*

[−
.6

0,
 −

.3
9]

−
.5

2*
*

[−
.6

1,
 −

.4
1]

−
.5

7*
*

[−
.6

6,
 −

.4
7]

−
.4

0*
*

[−
.5

1,
 −

.2
7]

Va
ria

bl
e

7
8

9
10

11
12

13
14

15
16

7.
 U

W
SS

 (U
nc

om
fo

rt-
in

g)
.9
2

8.
 U

W
SS

 (C
on

fli
ct

in
g)

.8
4*

*
[.8

0,
 .8

8]
.9
4

9.
 In

ci
vi

lit
y

.7
8*

*
[.7

2,
 .8

3]
.7

6*
*

[.6
9,

 .8
1]

.8
8

10
. I

nt
er

pe
rs

on
al

 
C

on
fli

ct
.7

4*
*

[.6
7,

 .7
9]

.7
0*

*
[.6

2,
 .7

6]
.8

2*
*

[.7
6,

 .8
6]

.9
4

11
. A

bu
se

.8
0*

*
[.7

5,
 .8

5]
.7

5*
*

[.6
8,

 .8
0]

.8
4*

*
[.7

9,
 .8

7]
.8

8*
*

[.8
5,

 .9
1]

.9
9

12
. P

ro
du

ct
io

n 
D

ev
ia

nc
e

.7
3*

*
[.6

6,
 .7

9]
.7

0*
*

[.6
2,

 .7
6]

.8
0*

*
[.7

4,
 .8

4]
.8

2*
*

[.7
7,

 .8
6]

.9
3*

*
[.9

1,
 .9

5]
.9
4

13
. W

ith
dr

aw
al

.7
0*

*
[.6

2,
 .7

6]
.7

0*
*

[.6
2,

 .7
6]

.7
8*

*
[.7

2,
 .8

3]
.7

7*
*

[.7
1,

 .8
2]

.8
7*

*
[.8

3,
 .9

0]
.8

7*
*

[.8
3,

 .9
0]

.8
9

14
. J

AW
S

.7
0*

*
[.6

2,
 .7

7]
.6

6*
*

[.5
7,

 .7
3]

.8
0*

*
[.7

4,
 .8

4]
.7

1*
*

[.6
4,

 .7
8]

.7
3*

*
[.6

6,
 .7

9]
.7

1*
*

[.6
3,

 .7
7]

.7
5*

*
[.6

8,
 .8

0]
.9
4

15
. E

m
ot

io
na

l E
xh

au
s-

tio
n

.3
8*

*
[.2

5,
 .4

9]
.4

0*
*

[.2
8,

 .5
1]

.4
1*

*
[.2

8,
 .5

2]
.3

1*
*

[.1
8,

 .4
3]

.2
2*

*
[.0

9,
 .3

6]
.2

2*
*

[.0
8,

 .3
5]

.2
8*

*
[.1

4,
 .4

0]
.5

3*
*

[.4
2,

 .6
2]

.6
8

16
. C

ow
or

ke
r S

at
is

fa
c-

tio
n

−
.5

3*
*

[−
.6

2,
 −

.4
2]

−
.5

3*
*

[−
.6

2,
 −

.4
2]

−
.5

3*
*

[−
.6

2,
 −

.4
2]

−
.5

0*
*

[−
.6

0,
 −

.3
9]

−
.4

5*
*

[−
.5

6,
 −

.3
3]

−
.4

3*
*

[−
.5

4,
 −

.3
1]

−
.4

7*
*

[−
.5

7,
 −

.3
5]

−
.5

3*
*

[−
.6

3,
 −

.4
2]

−
.5

8*
*

[−
.6

7,
 −

.4
8]

.7
1



401

1 3

Occupational Health Science (2022) 6:387–423	

CFI = 1.00; RMSEA = .00; SRMR = .06. This model also demonstrated significantly 
better fit compared to a 7-factor model that combined UWSS, incivility, and inter-
personal conflict (i.e., negative social exchanges that were highly correlated), as 
well as to a 5-factor model that combined these exchanges and collapsed the CWB 
dimensions (all highly correlated) into a single factor: χ2(15) = 285.84, p < .01; 
χ2(26) = 313.78, p < .01, respectively. These results help provide construct validity 
evidence for our variables.

Hereon, we report the 95% confidence intervals for our correlations, denoted as 
“95% CI”, with the corresponding lower- and upper-bound confidence intervals fol-
lowing suit.

Hypothesis 1 Supported  UWSS was related to increased a) job-related negative 
affect (r = .73, 95% CI[.66, .79], p < .01), b) emotional exhaustion (r = .41, 95% 
CI[.29, .52], p < .01), and c) interpersonal conflict at work (r = .82, 95% CI[.76, 
.86], p < .01). UWSS was also related to decreased d) satisfaction with coworkers 
(r = −.55, 95% CI[−.64, −.45], p < .01).

Hypothesis 2 Supported  UWSS was related to a) abuse (r = .84, 95% CI[.79, .88], 
p < .01), b) withdrawal (r = .76, 95% CI[.70, .81], p < .01), and c) production devi-
ance (r = .78, 95% CI[.72, .83], p < .01).

Research Question  Delineating UWSS’ place among related workplace exchanges 
is important, particularly with a construct as novel as UWSS. We took a research 
question approach, using hierarchical regression, assessing the predictive valid-
ity of UWSS compared to incivility and interpersonal conflict in predicting well-
being (i.e., emotional exhaustion) and attitudinal (i.e., satisfaction with coworkers, 
job-related negative affect) outcomes. UWSS demonstrated incremental validity 
over incivility and interpersonal conflict in the prediction of satisfaction with cow-
orkers (ΔR2 = .03, F(3,194) = 30.3, β = −.33, t(194) = −2.77, p < .01) and emotional 
exhaustion (ΔR2 = .03, F(3,192) = 15.4, β = .32, t(192) = 2.47, p < .05), but not in the 
prediction of job-related negative affect.

Study 1 Discussion

The purpose of this study was to replicate findings from Gray et  al. (2020) and 
extend these findings by focusing on behavioral strain in the form of CWB. In addi-
tion, we sought to determine the incremental validity of UWSS over incivility and 
interpersonal conflict—similar but distinct negative social exchanges. Results fully 
supported our hypotheses. To begin, UWSS was related to engaging in production 
deviance, withdrawal, and abusive behavior at work, which is in line with the SOS 
model’s proposition that behavioral strain is a likely outcome of threats to self-
esteem. Next, we replicated several strong (i.e., r > .50) significant relations from 
Gray et  al. (2020), focused on interpersonal conflict, emotional exhaustion, (dis)
satisfaction with coworkers, and job-related negative affect, with each replicated 
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bivariate relation providing additional validity support for Gray et al.’s (2020) novel 
measure of UWSS—and the latter three providing support for UWSS as a threat to 
the self per the SOS model (Semmer et al., 2019). Lastly, our incremental validity 
analyses revealed that UWSS has explanatory power above and beyond incivility 
and interpersonal conflict in the prediction of emotional exhaustion and satisfaction 
with coworkers, established outcomes of both interpersonal stressors. Moreover, 
incivility, interpersonal conflict, and UWSS were all highly correlated (see Table 1); 
this was expected, as each of these experiences would be categorized as an inter-
personal workplace stressor. Our findings clearly indicate that UWSS, even when 
compared to established negative workplace experiences, is a potent stressor for 
employees—one that warrants further investigation. Moving forward, we focus on 
the moderating effects of individual differences on the impacts of UWSS.

Study 2 Method

Participants and Procedure

A total of 1035 employees consented to complete a survey hosted on CloudResearch 
containing measures of UWSS, emotional exhaustion, incivility, CWB, and our indi-
vidual differences variables. Participants were required to meet all the same eligi-
bility criteria as Study 1. After eligibility screening and data cleaning (data were 
cleaned akin to Study 1; eligibility, N = 629; attention checks, N = 0; consecutive 
responses, N = 109; over 30-min survey completion time, N = 20), which removed 
758 participants, the final sample consisted of 277 employees (Mage = 40, SDage = 12; 
52% female). Participants worked an average of 39 non-MTurk hours (SD = 7) and 
the majority (64%) worked on-site over half the time. This sample was representa-
tive of a variety of occupations, with the most prevalent being Education (16%), 
Health Care and Social Assistance (14%), and Retail Trade (9%).

Measures

Unhelpful workplace social support (α = .95), emotional exhaustion (α = .84), abuse 
(α = .94), production deviance (α = .58),2 and withdrawal (α = .76) were assessed 
using the same measures and response formats found in Study 1.

Personality  To assess the focal FFM personality domains, 32 items from the 
40-item Big Five Mini-Markers measure (Saucier, 1994) were used. Responses are 

2  While the production deviance subscale demonstrated unsatisfactory reliability (α = .58) per the typi-
cal standard surrounding Cronbach’s alpha (i.e., α > .70), it is important to note that this three-item scale 
was developed as a formative measure. That is, the production deviance behaviors in this scale are non-
interchangeable causal indicators that “create” the production deviance construct (as opposed to being 
reflective of a latent “production deviance” disposition, for example). Formative measures may demon-
strate lower internal consistency reliability due to these measures being comprised of items that are often 
not highly related (Spector et al., 2006).
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quantified on a 1 to 9 scale (1 = Extremely inaccurate, 9 = Extremely accurate). The 
coefficient alphas for each of the Big Five domains were as follows: extraversion 
(.86), agreeableness (.91), conscientiousness (.88), and neuroticism (.85).

Incivility  Given the strong correlation between UWSS and incivility in Study 1 
(r = .85[.81,.88], p ≤ .01), we opted to assess incivility using a more comprehen-
sive measure: the 12-item workplace incivility measure from Cortina et al. (2013). 
Responses are quantified on a 1 to 5 scale (1 = Never, 5 = Many times). The coeffi-
cient alpha for this measure was .95.

Negative Reciprocity  To measure negative reciprocity beliefs, the 14-item negative 
reciprocity measure from Eisenberger et al. (2004) was used. Responses to items are 
quantified on a 1 to 7 scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). The coeffi-
cient alpha for this measure was .95.

Study 2 Results

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for each variable can be found in 
Table 2. As in Study 1, we fit our intended measurement model (estimated using 
diagonally weighted least squares estimation) and compared this model to alterna-
tive models. Our utilized 11-factor measurement model demonstrated acceptable 
fit: χ2(6730) = 6993.33, p < .05; CFI = .99; RMSEA = .01; SRMR = .07. This model 
also demonstrated significantly better fit compared to a 10-factor measurement 
model that combined UWSS and incivility (i.e., negative social exchanges that were 
highly correlated): χ2(10) = 569.78, p < .01. These results help provide construct 
validity evidence for our variables.

Hypotheses were tested using Hierarchical Moderated Multiple Regression 
(HMMR). Hierarchical regression is an analytic technique, guided by a set of the-
oretical assumptions, that allows for a predictor(s) to account for variance beyond 
another predictor(s); this approach is often employed to investigate multivariate 
effects (Aiken et  al., 1991). In step 1, continuous predictors (e.g., UWSS) were 
entered into the regression equation, followed by interaction terms (e.g., UWSS x 
Conscientiousness) in step 2. For increased interpretability, predictors and interac-
tion terms were mean centered (Dalal & Zickar, 2012). Each interaction was probed 
using simple slopes analyses to determine which levels of each respective moderator 
had significant slopes. See Table 3 for complete HMMR results. Interactions were 
deemed meaningful in magnitude if the range in slopes (difference between +1 SD 
and − 1 SD) was greater than .1 as all interactions below this range had slopes whose 
confidence intervals overlapped entirely across all ranges of UWSS.

The observed relations in Study 1 between UWSS and abuse (r = .38, 95% CI[.28, 
.48], p < .01), production deviance (r = .35, 95% CI[.24, .45], p < .01), and with-
drawal (r = .28, 95% CI[.17, .39], p < .01) were replicated here. These results provide 
additional empirical evidence for the ties between UWSS and CWB. In addition, 
UWSS and incivility were once again highly correlated (r = .66, 95% CI[.59, .72], 
p < .01).
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Hypothesis 3 Partially Supported  Agreeableness (β = .06, t(267) = .75, p = .46) 
and extraversion (β = −.03, t(267) = −.56, p = .57) did not significantly interact 
with UWSS in the prediction of emotional exhaustion. Conscientiousness (β = .25, 
t(267) = 2.9, p < .01; see Fig. 1) and neuroticism (β = .21, t(267) = 2.7, p < .01; see 
Fig. 2), however, did significantly interact with UWSS in the prediction of emotional 
exhaustion (ΔR2 = .04, F(9, 267) = 14.08, p < .01). The relation between UWSS and 
emotional exhaustion was strengthened by higher levels of conscientiousness and 
neuroticism.

Hypothesis 4 Partially Supported  Neuroticism (β = .03, t(267) = .34, p = .73) and 
conscientiousness (β = −.12, t(267) = −1.4, p = .17) did not significantly interact 
with UWSS in the prediction of production deviance. Agreeableness (β = −.20, 
t(267) = −2.6, p < .05; see Fig. 3) and extraversion (β = .12, t(267) = 2.0, p < .05; see 
Fig. 4), however, did significantly interact with UWSS to predict production devi-
ance (ΔR2 = .06, F(9, 267) = 13.95, p < .01). The relation between UWSS and pro-
duction deviance was weakened by higher levels of agreeableness and strengthened 
by higher levels of extraversion.

Hypothesis 5 Not Supported  None of the Big Five traits interacted with UWSS to 
predict withdrawal: neuroticism (β = −.17, t(267) = −1.9, p = .06), conscientiousness 
(β = .02, t(267) = .17, p = .86), agreeableness (β = −.14, t(267) = −1.6, p = .11), and 
extraversion (β = −.02, t(267) = −.28, p = .78).

Fig. 1   Slopes of effect of UWSS on emotional exhaustion for low, average, and high conscientiousness. 
Note. Low/High Conscientiousness groups −1/+1 standard deviation. UWSS: Unhelpful Workplace 
Social Support
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Hypothesis 6 Partially Supported  Extraversion (β = −.05, t(265) = −.87, p = .38), 
neuroticism (β = −.09, t(265) = −1.2, p = .24), and agreeableness (β = −.00, 
t(265) = −.04, p = .97) did not significantly interact with UWSS in the prediction 
of abuse. Negative reciprocity beliefs (β = .21, t(265) = 3.3, p < .01; see Fig. 5) and 
conscientiousness (β = −.29, t(265) = −3.5, p < .01; see Fig. 6), however, did signifi-
cantly interact with UWSS in the prediction of abuse (ΔR2 = .11, F(11, 265) = 14.94, 
p < .01). The relation between UWSS and abuse was strengthened by higher levels 
of negative reciprocity beliefs and lower levels of conscientiousness.

Exploratory Analysis

Although the purpose of this paper is to examine UWSS holistically, it is likely that 
the unique forms of UWSS differentially contribute to strain. To test this assump-
tion, we conducted a series of dominance analyses. Dominance analysis allows 
researchers a glimpse into the importance of each predictor in terms of R2 contri-
bution (Azen & Budescu, 2003), and is useful for addressing questions surround-
ing the relative explanatory importance of each form of UWSS. We focused on our 
focal outcomes (emotional exhaustion, production deviance, abuse, withdrawal), and 

Fig. 2   Slopes of effect of UWSS on abuse for low, average, and high neuroticism. Note. Low/High Neu-
roticism groups −1/+1 standard deviation. UWSS: Unhelpful Workplace Social Support
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found differences among forms of UWSS in predictor importance: critical support 
(social support that is delivered in a rude or hostile manner) was the most important 
predictor of both abuse and production deviance, conflicting social support (social 
support that conflicts with advice given previously by others) was the most impor-
tance predictor of emotional exhaustion, and undependable social support (social 
support that is low quality, unreliable, or delayed) was the most important predictor 
of withdrawal. See Table 4 for a complete summary of our dominance analyses.

Study 2 Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate the moderating effects of individual dif-
ferences on the UWSS-emotional exhaustion and UWSS-CWB relations, as well as 
replicate the behavioral strain findings from Study 1. Main effects between UWSS 
and production deviance, withdrawal, and abuse were replicated, providing further 
support for the notion of behavioral strain as an outcome of threats to the self, and 
UWSS as such a threat. Our multivariate results suggest that specific individual 
differences play a role in determining the extent to which UWSS is appraised as 
a threat to self, though. More specifically, we found that conscientiousness, agree-
ableness, extraversion, neuroticism, and negative reciprocity beliefs play a role in 
influencing the strength of relations held between UWSS and emotional exhaustion 
and CWB—costly outcomes for organizations. Moreover, once again found incivil-
ity and UWSS to be highly related; we discuss theoretical explanations for these 

Fig. 3   Slopes of Effect of UWSS on Production Deviance for low, average, and high Agreeableness. 
Note. Low/High Agreeableness groups −1/+1 standard deviation. UWSS: Unhelpful Workplace Social 
Support
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relations in a future section. Finally, we found that different forms of UWSS were 
of differential importance in predicting focal outcomes in our exploratory analyses.

General Discussion

The purpose of the present research was to extend the literature on workplace social 
support as a stressor (i.e., UWSS) by establishing novel—and replicating prior—
main effect relations, as well as addressing the individual differences gap in said 
literature. Drawing from the SOS model (Semmer et  al., 2019), we, through two 
studies, present findings that contribute to the literature on stressful social support 
by: a) establishing relations between UWSS and behavioral strain (i.e., CWB) and 
replicating prior main effects, b) determining how UWSS is situated among related 
exchanges and interactions (e.g., incivility and interpersonal conflict), and c) assess-
ing how individual differences impact the strength of noteworthy UWSS relations. 
Furthermore, these findings provide additional validity support for the novel UWSS 
measure constructed to assess this space (Gray et al., 2020), as well as build upon 
the extant research drawing from the SOS model (Semmer et al., 2019).

Fig. 4   Slopes of effect of UWSS on abuse for low, average, and high extraversion. Note. Low/High 
Extraversion groups −1/+1 standard deviation. UWSS: Unhelpful Workplace Social Support
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Fig. 5   Slopes of effect of UWSS on Abuse for low, average, and high Negative Reciprocity. Note. Low/
High Negative Reciprocity groups −1/+1 standard deviation. NR: Negative Reciprocity; UWSS: Unhelp-
ful Workplace Social Support

Fig. 6   Slopes of effect of UWSS on Abuse for low, average, and high Conscientiousness. Note. Low/
High Conscientiousness groups −1/+1 standard deviation. UWSS: Unhelpful Workplace Social Support
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The guiding principle of the SOS model (Semmer et al., 2019) is that personal 
or social self-esteem is threatened or boosted by external stimuli, and that threats to 
either kind of self-esteem work to engender stress and reduce well-being. In support 
of this premise, three of the four higher magnitude relations we replicated dealt with 
psychological strain (e.g., job-related negative affect), a common outcome of threats 
to personal and social self-esteem. We also observed relations between UWSS and 
CWB, a noteworthy form of behavioral strain; behavioral strains are also typical as 
a response to threats to the self (Semmer et al., 2019). Such results were anticipated, 
despite UWSS exchanges bestowing (or attempting to bestow) resources to recipi-
ents—resources absent in other negative social exchanges (e.g., incivility). This is 
because these resources are delivered in ways that are likely to threaten and conse-
quently reduce social (e.g., “Do they think that I’m unintelligent?”; “Do they think 
that I’m not worth teaching?”) and personal self-esteem (e.g., “Maybe I am unintel-
ligent.”; “Maybe I’m not actually worth teaching.”). It should be noted that UWSS 
appears to be on par with other social stressors in terms of impact, as we found 
that UWSS had incremental validity beyond incivility and interpersonal conflict in 
the prediction of emotional exhaustion and coworker (dis)satisfaction. This finding 
opens the door for interesting future research, as we will describe in a future section.

The results from our second study suggest, as noted by Semmer et  al. (2019), 
that people are likely to vary in the extent to which UWSS may be appraised as a 
threat to the self, thus influencing such exchanges’ relations with strain. The impact 
of other negative interpersonal exchanges are moderated by individual differences 
(e.g., Gallagher & Hughes, 2020; Peng et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2014), and UWSS is 
no different. We found that negative reciprocity beliefs, extraversion, and agreea-
bleness influenced particular UWSS-CWB relations, while neuroticism influenced 
the UWSS-emotional exhaustion relation. Moreover, conscientiousness uniformly 
influenced UWSS-emotional exhaustion and UWSS-CWB relations. Beginning 
with agreeableness, those who are more agreeable have been found to give people 
the “benefit of the doubt” often (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), and we anticipated 

Table 4   Summary of exploratory dominance analyses

N = 277. The greatest average R2 contribution for each outcome is bolded. EE Emotional exhaustion; PD 
Production deviance

Predictor Average R2 Con-
tribution for EE

Average R2 
Contribution for 
Abuse

Average R2 
Contribution 
for PD

Average R2 
Contribution for 
Withdrawal

Critical Social Support .02 .13 .05 .01
Imposing Social Support .01 .02 .01 .00
Partial Social Support .02 .01 .02 .02
Undependable Social Sup-

port
.02 .04 .02 .03

Shortsighted Social Support .01 .02 .01 .00
Uncomforting Social Sup-

port
.03 .01 .01 .01

Conflicting Social Support .06 .02 .03 .02
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agreeableness to uniformly weaken UWSS-CWB relations because of UWSS not 
being perceived as a threat to the self in these individuals. This buffering effect, 
however, only held for production deviance. Production deviance behaviors repre-
sent purposeful attempts by an employee to incorrectly perform tasks and is a noted 
form of organizationally directed deviance. Perhaps agreeable employees, because 
of their kindness and compassion, feel that their employers need not suffer as a 
result of their employees’ unhelpful or ineffective support. Meanwhile, negative 
reciprocity beliefs strengthened the UWSS-abuse relation. Those who possess nega-
tive reciprocity beliefs, in addition to believing in “eye for an eye” sentiment, are 
also likely to attribute hostility to negative events (e.g., Hoobler & Brass, 2006), 
meaning they are likely to view UWSS, despite the attempt of or actual provision 
of resources, as a significant threat to the self—one worth interpersonally retaliat-
ing over. Finally, conscientiousness played a role in UWSS’ relations with both psy-
chological (emotional exhaustion) and behavioral strain (abuse). We contended that 
conscientious employees would be, as suggested by prior research (e.g., Sliter et al., 
2015), more likely to detect the social norm violations inherent to UWSS, making 
UWSS a more salient threat to the self. Indeed, conscientiousness strengthening the 
UWSS-emotional exhaustion relation supports this line of thinking. Importantly, 
though, conscientiousness employees are strict rule followers, and may want oth-
ers to view them as such (e.g., Chang et al., 2012; Shaffer et al., 2015), helping to 
explain the buffering effect conscientiousness had on the UWSS-abuse relation in 
particular, as these behaviors are typically more visible (e.g., Bowling et al., 2020). 
Finally, we also found moderating effects for both neuroticism and extraversion for 
the relations between UWSS and emotional exhaustion and UWSS and production 
deviance, respectively. The former effect was expected, as neurotic employees are 
often sensitive to stressors (McCrae & Costa, 1987), and are likely to find UWSS 
particularly draining. Extraverted employees, though, were more likely to engage in 
production deviance—an unexpected finding. It may be that extraverted employees, 
as a result of their social intelligence (Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010), do perceive 
UWSS as a threat to the self, but only to the extent that they need to engage in pro-
duction deviance behaviors (e.g., intentionally working slowly) to cope with them. 
We, however, advise that these specific effects be interpreted with caution, as the 
change in the slopes for UWSS at each level of neuroticism/extraversion were very 
small compared to our other interactions (less than a .06 change in slope between +1 
and − 1 standard deviation of neuroticism/extraversion; our other interactions saw 
changes in slope greater than .1 for +1 and − 1 standard deviations of our modera-
tors). Altogether, these findings begin to fill the individual difference-related void 
in the literature on workplace social support as a stressor, and further contribute to 
the needed research on the role of individual differences in stressor-strain relations 
(Bowling & Jex, 2013). We strongly recommend scholars continue to explore the 
impact of individual differences on these relations.

In both studies, we found incivility and UWSS to be strongly related (r > .65). 
Although our measurement models suggest superior fit when modeled as distinct, 
there are certainly conceptual similarities that should be highlighted between both 
constructs. Perhaps most of the conceptual overlap between UWSS and incivility 
concerns the valence and modality of both behaviors. Regarding the former, both 
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UWSS and incivility are behaviors of a negative valence, as demonstrated by their 
nomological networks. The latter may be of particular importance, though. Take, 
for instance, critical social support; this type of UWSS concerns support that is pro-
vided in a way that is rude or hostile (e.g., “Insult me when providing advice”). 
Compare this to a common example of incivility: “Made insulting or disrespectful 
remarks about you” (e.g., Cortina et al., 2013). The modalities of these behaviors are 
rather similar, with both being rude or hostile, although UWSS exchanges bestow 
resources to recipients, while uncivil exchanges, by definition, do not. It is possi-
ble that employees may lump such exchanges together under a broad “interpersonal 
stressor” umbrella, rendering them highly correlated in both samples. The intercon-
nectedness of these constructs demands future research.

Finally, our exploratory analyses revealed that the different forms of UWSS were 
of differential importance in predicting our focal outcomes. Although we focus 
primarily on UWSS holistically, as it is a relatively novel social exchange vari-
able, we think it is important that researchers be aware of the differential explana-
tory power of each form. As we note in the following section, it may be that differ-
ent forms of UWSS work through different mechanisms (e.g., cognitive depletion, 
negative affect). For instance, perhaps critical social support, due to the hostility of 
these exchanges, works primarily through affective mechanisms, similar to other 
forms of mistreatment (Su et al., 2021). Meanwhile, undependable social support, 
or that which is unreliable, low quality, or delayed, may work through more cogni-
tive mechanisms, as recipients must expend cognitive resources to correct or work 
through the provider’s mistakes. Further delineating differences between the forms 
of UWSS would be beneficial for both theory and practice, as such findings would 
provide both a better understanding of social support as a stressor and may inform 
social support interventions in organizations.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The present research is not without limitations. Perhaps the largest limitation is that 
both studies reported findings that were cross-sectional and monomethod in nature. 
This removes the ability to make inferences regarding the causality or temporal 
ordering of results observed and increases concerns over common method bias, 
which can inflate relations between constructs (Podsakoff et al., 2003); although our 
utilized measurement model demonstrated acceptable fit in Study 1, providing confi-
dence in the construct validity of our measures, the correlations were high, possibly 
as a result of our design and common method bias. It should be noted, though, that 
significant multivariate effects, of which we report several in Study 2, tend to not 
spuriously appear as a result of a common method (Siemsen et al., 2010). Indeed, 
these type of effects are more prone to Type II error (e.g., Jaccard & Wan, 1995). 
Thus, while there are limitations in what can be drawn from some of our results, our 
interaction results can be interpreted with greater confidence.

From a theoretical standpoint, we want to note that we did not assess the rela-
tions between UWSS and self-esteem. Thus, while the nomological network of 
UWSS suggests that it is a threat to the self, future research should explicitly assess 
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self-esteem alongside UWSS. Gray et  al. (2020) uncovered a strong positive rela-
tion between the two constructs, but future research should consider assessing self-
esteem loss as a mediator between UWSS and outcomes. Such research would add 
validity evidence in support of UWSS’ place within the SOS model (Semmer et al., 
2019).

Another potential limitation with this research is both studies’ reliance on par-
ticipants from MTurk—a crowdsourcing platform whose data quality has been 
questioned as a result of inhuman participation (i.e., bots), inattentive responding, 
and more (e.g., Chmielewski & Kucker, 2020). We kept these limitations in mind 
and used several screening processes to help ensure data quality. For instance, in 
both studies, CAPCHAs were used to prevent inhuman participants from gaining 
access to the survey, and participants were required to pass an English competency 
test to ensure a reading level high enough for participation. Furthermore, to prevent 
range restriction of our exchange-based variables as a result of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we screened participants to ensure that they were having at least some on-
site interaction with (at least) a single coworker. Finally, we also screened collected 
data using attention check items and indicators of careless responding (i.e., response 
time, consecutive responses) in an attempt to retain only responses of higher qual-
ity. In light of these concerns, it should be noted that MTurk does afford research-
ers some advantages, namely the ability to acquire samples diverse in age, occupa-
tion, and education (Keith et al., 2017). Altogether, while MTurk data quality can be 
questionable, we took several steps to verify data were appropriate for use in these 
studies.

Keeping these limitations in mind, future research should assess UWSS dynamics 
using more robust designs. For example, experience sampling methodology would 
allow researchers to determine which types of UWSS may be more distressing in 
the moment; here, we found, perhaps because of the designs used, that the pattern 
of relations across the different types of UWSS did not differ to a notable degree. 
Future research should empirically investigate the similarities between incivility and 
UWSS. We suggest that the similarities observed here may be due to similarity in 
valence and modality. A potentially interesting avenue for future research would be 
spiraling effects of UWSS. The spiraling effects of incivility have long been dis-
cussed (e.g., Andersson & Pearson, 1999), and repeated instances of UWSS may 
lead recipients to—in addition to engaging in CWB, which we observed—begin 
providing UWSS to perpetrators in an attempt to “get even” with them. As astutely 
noted by a reviewer, it is possible that the different kinds of UWSS relate to out-
comes through different mechanisms. For example, undependable social support 
may be especially taxing for cognitive resources, as recipients must work to correct 
the mistakes of the provider while further trying to understand the task in question. 
Meanwhile, critical social support may primarily generate negative affect, as the pro-
vider in such exchanges is rude, discourteous, or hostile. In our tests of incremental 
assessment, we found that UWSS predicted above and beyond incivility and inter-
personal conflict in the prediction of emotional exhaustion and coworker (dis)satis-
faction, but not job-related negative affect. Future research should work to determine 
in what contexts UWSS is more distressing than other social stressors. Finally, more 
individual difference-based research surrounding unhelpful social support is needed. 
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Individual differences are important for all other social exchanges, and UWSS is no 
different.

Conclusion

In closing, the present research, drawing from the SOS model (Semmer et al., 2019), 
builds upon the extant research surrounding social support as a stressor. More spe-
cifically, we establish (and replicate) relations between UWSS and behavioral strain, 
determine that UWSS has explanatory power over established interpersonal stress-
ors in the prediction of detrimental outcomes, and, perhaps most importantly (and 
intuitively), find that relations between UWSS and strains are influenced by indi-
vidual differences. We echo Gray et al. (2020) by suggesting that additional research 
on this type of support exchange be conducted, as UWSS appears to be a critical 
stressor for employees whose impacts need to be further understood. More broadly, 
we encourage future research continue to explore the role of individual differences 
in stressor-strain relations, as such exploration informs both theory and practice (see 
Bowling & Jex, 2013).
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