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Abusive Bosses

• Thirteen to 25 percent of American employees 
have an “abusive” boss

• But why should we care about this?



“A significant social problem”
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But why?

• No one wakes up in the morning and decides 
they want to be the worst boss ever

• So, why and how does this happen?



Potential Reasons Why

• It’s just their personality

• They’re mad about an injustice at work

• Monkey see, monkey do

• Some subordinates “deserve” it



Our Theory

• “I lose it sometimes. If I was at something late 
and up early with the kids, then I am not a 
particularly good colleague at work.”

Stella McCartney



Resource Drain Theory

• Three main parts:

– Family demands/stress often interfere with work 
– “greedy institutions”

– Self-regulatory resources (i.e., internal restraints) 
are needed to manage interrole conflict, but can 
be depleted when used (“ego depletion”)

– This can translate into abusive behavior



Resource Drain Theory

• Effects of family-work conflict on ego 
depletion depend on resource allocation 
decisions (gender)

• Effects of ego depletion on abusive 
supervision depend on presence of external 
constraints (situational control)



Testing Our Theory

• Two studies with different research designs

– Study 1: Middle managers at Fortune 500 
company; three surveys across four months

– Study 2: Supervisors from all over USA; daily 
surveys for two weeks straight



Study 1

• Distributed surveys to managers in April and 
July 2011. 
– N = 134 (44% female, 67% between 41-60 years 

old)

– Leader personality traits and demographics

– Perceptions of subordinate performance problems

– Role stressors 

– Family-work conflict and “situation-control”



Study 1

• Distributed survey to subordinates in August 
2011. 

– N = 580 (55% female, 50% between 41-60 years 
old)

– Perceptions of abusive supervision

– Other leader behaviors



Study 1

• Family-work conflict was related to abusive 
supervision after controlling for other 
explanations (role stressors, subordinate 
performance problems, personality)
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Questions after Study 1

• Are the results generalizable?

• Is “ego depletion” the key explanation as we 
predicted?

• Do the relationships hold with a within-person 
design?



Study 2

• Used Qualtrics Panels to recruit supervisors 
from different industries and organizations

• Collected daily surveys for two weeks in order 
to track daily causal effects 

• Measured “ego depletion” on a daily basis



Study 2

• Distributed surveys in March 2014 

– N = 92 (50% female, average age was 44)

– Most were mid-level to senior-level managers

– Average of 15 years of managerial experience

– Most worked in medium to large size companies



Study 2

• “Ego depletion” mediates the relationship 
between family-work conflict and abusive 
supervision
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10,000 foot view of findings

• Supervisors have to juggle family and work 
demands

• Juggling these demands can be mentally, 
physically, and emotionally depleting

• This makes managers more likely to act out their 
home-based frustration on subordinates

• But this is most likely to happen to female 
supervisors and when organizations don’t punish 
abusive behavior



Practical Implications
• Bosses need to be part of “work-family 

balance” efforts

• Organizations can help managers recover from 
exhaustion and control aggressive impulses

• Companies can impose a “no @$$hole rule”



Thank you!  Questions?

Email: scourtright@mays.tamu.edu

Phone: (979) 862-3953

mailto:scourtright@mays.tamu.edu
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