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ABSTRACT 

Author:  Kevin Allen 

Title: Igniting Counterproductive Work Behavior (CWB): The Role of 

Personality 

Institution:  Florida Atlantic University 

Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Michael Harari 

Degree:  Doctor of Philosophy 

Year:   2023 

Evidence in literature suggests that factors of personality are theoretically and 

empirically linked to counterproductive work behavior (CWB). This paper advances that 

personality is related to CWB through the prediction of a relationship between 

personality trait neuroticism factors volatility and withdrawal and CWB factors deviance 

and withdrawal. Further, workplace stressors are tested as moderators for personality and 

CWB dimensions. Useful data were provided by 542 working participants. The study 

affirms a personality-behavior connection between subscales of Neurotic personality, 

volatility, and withdrawal, with the two behavioral manifestations of counterproductive 

work behavior, deviance, and withdrawal. Moderating results are modest, with results 

indicating a moderating effect limited to only organizational constraints on the volatility-

deviance relationship.
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I. THE PHENOMENON OF COUNTERPRODUCTIVE WORK BEHAVIOR 

 

Introduction 

There is a story of a Cadillac owner who discovered an annoying rattle soon after the 

purchase of his dream car. Weeks upon weeks of returns to the dealer had no result. In frustration, 

the dealer, so as not to earn a poor reputation, replaced the vehicle and directed his mechanics to 

tear down the car to find the rattle. Hidden in the recesses of the door frame was a nut with a note 

attached reading, “Aha! You’ve found me.” This anecdote, corroborated later by famed football 

player Boz Bosworth (Bosworth & Riley, 1988), lay testimony to the phenomenon of what we 

now know as counterproductive work behavior (CWB) described as “voluntary work behaviors 

that violate specific organizational norms” (Robinson & Bennett, 1995, p.556). This anecdotal 

testimony illustrates the act of an employee willing to sabotage a product the company is making, 

knowing the effect it would have on the customer and the antipathy it would cause to an employer. 

CWB has immense financial and employee well-being implications. Estimates have 

ranged from $6 to $200 billion (Bennett & Robinson, 2000; Murphy, 1993) in losses arising from 

CWB. It is for this reason that scholars began to take up the task to define CWB and the root causes 

and consequential implications of behaviors that make up this phenomenon. With the growing 

effect and impact of CWB, stakeholders—including shareholders, communities, and governments 

alike—called on organizations to take some manner of corrective action to modify employee 

behavior and curb destructive tendencies (Weitz & Vardi, 2007). Implicit in the voluminous
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literature is the human toll of workplace frustration, victimization, and isolation arising from CWB, 

a true humanitarian crisis. With the growing urgency surrounding the need to address the critical 

challenge of CWB to organizations, scholars set out to define the scope of what constitutes CWB 

and to understand its causes. The objective was to gain sufficient understanding of the dynamics of 

CWB to develop a means for intervening and providing potential workplace deviance 

countermeasures. Scholars addressing CWB understood that isolating a fixed set of behaviors into 

a framework would allow a structure to emerge to build a more comprehensive view of the CWB 

phenomenon and its implications. 

A milestone in this regard was the elements of CWB researched and validated by Gruys & 

Sackett (2003). The authors classified 11 distinct behaviors, among them deviance, which included 

outwardly destructive manifestations such as theft and destruction of property, but also included a 

more elusive category including poor attendance and drug abuse, coined withdrawal. In doing so, 

analyzing two key CWB outcomes would be possible. First, further research in CWB would now 

have a foundational element. Second, organizations might be able to predict and take steps to 

prevent CWB owing to this groundwork more effectively. 

While the Gruys & Sackett (2003) framework was an important step, much work was still 

needed for a more comprehensive theory. Looking across studies reveals a consistent theme for 

additional research and a more robust model (Sackett & DeVore, 2002). In this regard, researchers 

began to look not only at antecedents but discrete elements of CWB as a model for behavior. 

Pointing toward the deviance and withdrawal duality, Fox, Penney, Bruursema, Goh, and Kessler 

(2006) established five subscales: abuse toward others, production deviance, sabotage, theft, and 

withdrawal. By their admission, further distillation would be needed to provide an overarching 
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categorization for a set of counterproductive behaviors and emergence of a streamlined organizing 

principle.  

How CWB Manifests 

To understand CWB more deeply, behaviors were formalized. CWBs were shown to be 

channeled into two specific directions: toward organizations (CWB-O) and toward individuals 

(CWB-I). CWB-O was seen as directed at the firm at large, such as production deviance or an act 

of willing sabotage or destruction to property, with more passive behaviors seen as absenteeism 

and lateness. In parallel, CWB-I involved negative behavior directed at other employees, such as 

bullying and intimidation (Robinson & Bennett, 2000). These two avenues of CWB assisted in 

beginning the process of looking at underlying causes, such as frustration, perceived injustice, 

normalness (or operating outside of norms of behavior), and Machiavellianism. 

Counterproductive Work Behavior: Deviance and Withdrawal 

Early work in CWB focused on what was characterized as employee deviance, falling into 

categories of product deviance, property deviance, political divisions, and personal aggression 

(Robinson & Bennett, 1995). This initial definition of CWB expanded significantly over time, 

uncovering behaviors that, while harmful to the organization, were not by definition violent or 

destructive. This became known as the phenomenon of withdrawal, a tendency or behavior on the 

part of an employee to avoid (Hanish & Hulin, 1991). In this light, withdrawal could be seen as an 

alternative pathway, distinct from other, more aggressive forms of CWB. Consequently, CWB can 

be seen as two behavioral pathways that, depending on conditions, are either aggressive or passive 

in their manifestations. Looking at each of these more deeply sheds light on the distinctiveness of 

how CWB manifests. 
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Deviance 

Deviance has been characterized as “violating behaviors,” which are those that benefit self, 

those that benefit the organization in an unethical manner, or destruction to exact revenge 

(Robinson & Bennett, 2007). Definitions of deviance evolved in both the acts and their effect, with 

CWB defined as “behavior by employees that harms an organization or its members and includes 

acts such as theft, sabotage, verbal abuse, withholding of effort, lying, refusing to cooperate, and 

physical assault” (Penny & Spector, 2005, p. 777). Considerable scholarship centered around this 

outward and destructive definition of CWB across a range of behavioral manifestations: 

 • Noncompliant behavior (Puffer, 1987) 

• Organizational misbehavior (Vardi & Wiener, 1996; Ackroyd & Thompson, 1999) 

• Workplace aggression (Baron & Neuman, 1996); O’Leary-Kelly, Griffin, & Glew, 1996) 

• Antisocial behavior (Giacalone & Greenberg, 1997) 

• Retaliatory behavior (Skarlicki & Folger, 1997) 

Up to this point, CWB was discussed in terms of a discrete set of behaviors all referred to 

as workplace deviance, expressed largely in active terms of property destruction, theft, and the like. 

Looking closely at the work of Gruys & Sackett (2007) reveals a more complex picture—not only 

the potential for interrelationships, but examination of workplace behaviors different in their 

outcomes, such as vandalism versus absenteeism. Over time, CWB became defined not exclusively 

as destructive or physically harmful, but as part of a wider set of CWBs. The implication that there 

might be two divergent paths of CWBs—the well-accepted notion of deviance and another, less 

visible, yet no less harmful set of CWBs, withdrawal—was profound. 
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Withdrawal 

Hanish & Hulin (1991) defined withdrawal as a distinct behavior of employee avoidance 

or intent to avoid. In this light, withdrawal could be seen as an alternative pathway, distinct from 

other more aggressive forms of CWB. This thinking was advanced in related work in substance 

abuse research, confirming the existence of withdrawal behaviors exemplified by drug use in the 

workplace. This workplace behavior was contrasted with and separate from other more active or 

destructive workplace behaviors physically harmful to the organization (Lehman & Simpson, 

1992). 

Support for the independence of withdrawal can be found in related research exploring the 

relationship between Organizational Citizenship. Dalal, Lam, Weiss, and Hulin (2009, p. 1399) 

outlined the “within person approach” suggesting the notion of separate responses to work stimuli 

based on linkages to flight and flight response. The conclusion was clear that there might well be 

support for two distinct forms of CWB: active and passive in nature and impact.  

Despite calls for deeper examination of withdrawal as a distinct subset of CWB, there was 

a period where withdrawal disappeared from the discussion, overshadowed by an emphasis on the 

physicality of deviance. Summarizing the prevailing wisdom of the period, “withdrawal had 

become subsumed to a large extent under the concept of CWB (Harrison & Newman 2013, p. 283). 

This school of thought suggested one label for CWB, with a series of deviant work behaviors such 

as theft, sabotage, and bullying articulated as manifestations. 

The argument for withdrawal by Carpenter & Berry (2014) created a demarcation for 

withdrawal as not subsumed, but a distinct facet of CWB. CWB could be viewed as one of two 

parallel behaviors, deviance, and withdrawal, each with their own physical manifestation and  
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antecedents. Arguing that CWB had an active and passive composition, and in line with CWB-O 

and CWB-I categorization, Carpenter &Berry (2014) made a clear distinction between two 

essential components of CWB: (1) deviance, behaviors meant to cause harm, whether to the 

organization or individuals, such as theft, destruction of property and bullying, as distinct from (2) 

withdrawal, behaviors with a character of avoidance, including absenteeism, daydreaming, and 

habitual lateness.  

The deviance and withdrawal behaviors are in large measure a polarized response 

of destructive and aggressive behaviors on one hand and avoidance and retreat on the other. 

A unique CWB, shirking, is a manifestation of deviant CWB that has the appearance of 

withdrawal but beneath the surface is aggressive in its nature. Shirking has been defined as 

a willful act of task avoidance with an assumption that others will bear the burdens of job 

responsibility. The free ride, as it has been described, is a conscious refusal to bear work 

responsibilities and thereby a deviant CWB (Bednar et al., 2006).
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II. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This brings us to the central questions of this research: 

How is Counterproductive Work Behavior Triggered? How do normally operating 

employees go from a steady productive state to one where they: 

• Lash out toward either the company or other individuals? (Deviance) 

• Remove themselves from workplace activity? (Withdrawal) 

What Intervening Forces Serve to Ignite Counterproductive Work Behavior and under  

what Conditions? 

The present work proposes that the answer lies in a unique composite of circumstances, 

events, and the temperaments of people and how they conspire in reaction to circumstances that 

confront them in the workplace. The first element in this interdependent chain of events is 

personality—the dispositions that lend themselves to CWB. 
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III. THE DEVIANCE AND WITHDRAWAL FRAMEWORK: 

TOWARD A MODEL OF CWB 

The classification of CWB in deviance and withdrawal establishes a foundation to allow 

uncovering motivations for these dimensions of work behavior and a search for the answer as to 

why people engage in various behaviors in these two distinct realms. These two discrete sets of 

CWBs provide a workable platform on which to analyze workplace behaviors and to form a basis 

for further investigation and the construction of a broader CWB theory and model. This would 

allow for the opportunity to unearth the root causes and motivations behind these behaviors. This 

study will examine an interactive model of CWB resting on the premise that CWB takes place 

when individuals with unique personality traits, when confronted with workplace stressors, result 

in emotional responses that trigger deviance or withdrawal CWBs. This yields a template for the 

proposed model of CWB and the interconnected components. Figure 1 depicts a model of CWB 

and the interconnected components. The first step then, will be to examine personality and 

tendencies toward CWB.  
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Figure 1 

Counterproductive Behavior CWB Activation Model 
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IV. THE ROLE OF PERSONALITY: THE FIVE FACTOR MODEL 

The foundational step in answering the question of why and how CWB occurs is 

found in personality theory. Personality theory begins with an examination of human traits 

and temperaments that influence actions. Specific personality traits emerge that 

demonstrate a predisposition toward CWB given a particular set of circumstances.  

Origins 

Few fields of endeavor can boast a universally accepted framework and starting point for 

theoretical discussion. The Big Five personality model is one such entity. Known also as the Five 

Factor Model (FFM), the taxonomy suggests five core personality groupings. The crystallization 

of this thinking took place largely in the 1990’s, but its origins go back as far as 1946 and work by 

Cattell (1946) who put forward the problem of psychological scholarship having achieved 

significant theoretical understanding of personality on one hand, but a lack of a precise means of 

identifying “exact and measurable variables based on clear theoretical conceptions” on the other. 

(Catell, 1946, p. 559).) Others called for “trait unity” that would isolate and define main personality 

groups and their elemental parts, (Goldberg, 1983) that would advance the classification process in 

a study of English-language trait labeling, developing an adjective catalog that would later prove 

invaluable in the identification of an array of major personality traits and their qualities. Eysenck 

(1984) put forward a Two Factor model, positing two primary traits, Extroversion and Neuroticism, 

from which, in his view, all sub-traits emanated.
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The Five Factor Model 

Foundational work in the establishment of a Five-Factor model emerged thanks to the work 

of Costa & McCrae (1980), who presented expanded dispositions and their personality 

implications in a discussion of neuroticism and extraversion. By 1985, they put forward the Five 

Factor personality model, the Neuroticism Extraversion Openness Inventory (NEO), amidst a good 

deal of criticism both over the very existence of the model and the potential inadequacy in research 

and methodology. The Five Factors, also referred to as domains, include: 

• Conscientiousness: Hardworking, ambitious, energetic 

• Neuroticism: Anxiety, depression, anger 

• Openness: Original, imaginative, daring 

• Extraversion: Social, fun loving, affectionate 

• Agreeableness: Trust, sympathetic, self-effacing 

The Five Factor Model was an important advancement, providing a universal foundation 

for incorporating narrow trait descriptors into a broader framework that would serve as a model for 

when and how these personalities could be predicted to behave. 

Personality Model Hierarchy 

The existence of a source trait from which further personality characteristics 

emanated was advanced by Costa & McCrae (1995) through the introduction of the NEO-

PI. The renamed NEO expanded to a model with a series of six individual traits, called 

facets, for each of the five factors. In extending the Five Factors, now commonly known 

as the Big Five, a further richness could be achieved not only in recognizing the existence 

of these personalities but in understanding the behavioral implications of these personality 

traits. Costa and McCrae identified six facets across all five personality traits as a means of 
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providing a revised inventory that defined personality tendencies reflecting everyday life of how 

people think, feel, and act (Costa & McCrae, 1995). (See figure 2) 

Figure 2 

Big five Inventory: Extroversion, Openness, Agreeableness, Consciousness 

 

 

Given our interest in Neuroticism and its propensity for CWB, Costa and McCrae’s work 

identified these facets of Neuroticism, depicted in figure 3. 
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Figure 3 

Big Five Inventory: Neuroticism 

 

Advancing the Trait Hierarchy 

A significant advancement in understanding the nature of FFM traits came in the work of 

DeYoung, Quilty, & Peterson (2007), who demonstrated the presence of “Aspects” in each of the 

Big Five. These elements depicted a level in the personality structure that stood between the main 

domain personality characteristics and their facets previously identified. Stemming from each of 

the Big Five traits are twin aspects for each with characteristic adoption implications: 

Extroversion: Assertiveness and Enthusiasm 

A drive toward social status; leadership gregariousness and social interaction 

Openness: Intellect and Openness 

Seeking sensory stimulus and information; curiosity, innovation, and creativity 

Neuroticism: Volatility and Withdrawal 

  A response to threat, active defense, and passive avoidance 
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Agreeableness: Compassion and Politeness 

 Motivated toward cooperation and altruism, appreciation for others’ emotions. 

Conscientiousness: Industriousness and Orderliness 

  Motivated by achievement, exactitude, and a commitment to work. 

Volatility and Withdrawal 

The addition of a further element in the hierarchy, known as aspects, provided a 

consolidation principle for the facets previously identified: the coupling of two aspects 

identified for each of the Big Five. For our focus of interest, neuroticism, the hierarchy 

evolved thusly: these two aspects, volatility, and withdrawal, were assigned to overarch the 

six facets to better explain the behavioral implications based upon the fight, flight, freeze 

system of response (DeYoung, 2014). This explains the emotional response to 

circumstances presented and the resultant motivations that take place by people in the 

moment. Recent investigation into CWB has expanded into numerous tributaries 

contributing to the overall knowledge of the CWB dynamic. A study of age, for example, 

demonstrated older employees less likely to engage in CWB (Pletzer, 2021) In other areas, 

workplace status was shown to have an impact on propensity for counterproductive work 

behavior. Significant differences were demonstrated between permanent and part time 

employees, with greater counterproductive work behaviour demonstrated by the latter. (Ma 

et. al., 2019) Probably the most significant and relevant of recent studies involved the 

phenomenon of emotional exhaustion. It was shown that trait neuroticism individuals 

coped less successfully with high work levels leading to states of emotional exhaustion 

(Chan, 2021).   
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V. THE LINKAGE OF FFM TO CWB 

As the consensus grew around the Big Five traits, scholars grew interested in explaining 

linkages between the traits and CWB with the conclusion that among the FFM traits, neuroticism 

demonstrated a consistent association with CWB (Berry et al., 2007). The present study seeks to 

add greater nuance to this observed relationship by considering the implications of neuroticism 

aspects, workplace stressors, and CWB dimensions. The cornerstone of this investigation are 

neuroticism aspects volatility and withdrawal. As shown in DeYoung (2014), these dimensions 

have distinct behavioral characteristics. Aspect volatility captures neuroticism aspects including 

anger, irritation, and ease to anger, while aspect withdrawal captures neuroticism aspects such as 

anxiety, depression, and an automatic withdrawal of motivation. This important work establishing 

a hierarchy of personality traits allows us to hypothesize relationships between two key and 

alternative dimensions of CWB, deviance and withdrawal, and two key aspects of neuroticism, 

volatility, and withdrawal. 

Neuroticism and CWB 

The foundation of this study is the establishment of a relationship between personality and 

CWB. In doing so, I posit that personality disposition has a fundamental role to play in CWB 

prediction and that trait neuroticism is significant in its potential for CWB. The characteristics of 

neuroticism outlining low self-esteem and other negative affective states point to the relationship 

between the characteristics of neuroticism to be associated with CWB (Miles et al., 2002; Spector
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& Fox, 2002). Jensen & Patel (2011) demonstrated the interaction of personality traits and CWB, 

providing findings that pointed to the consistent role Neuroticism plays in CWB. This important 

work was advanced, with similar findings putting Neuroticism at the center of CWB (Bowling et 

al., 2011).  

Deviance, Withdrawal, and CWB 

If Neuroticism is positively associated with CWB, then it follows that the characteristics of 

Neuroticism will be correspondingly associated. In this regard, I posit an association between the 

core elements of CWB, volatility and withdrawal, with the two aspects of Neuroticism, deviance, 

and withdrawal. With the establishment of the presence of CWB tendencies in other personality 

domain traits, Neuroticism stands as a major driver of CWB. At the same time, it is arguable that 

the greater conclusion is the fact that they act independently. As time progressed, further work was 

undertaken to understand the role of the two parallel pathways of volatility and withdrawal in 

CWB. While prior work tended to focus on more outward expressions of volatility, withdrawal 

seemed to fade in its presence, some arguing that withdrawal was redundant or part of other CWB 

constructs. Others however, thought otherwise. In their work “Discrete negative emotions and 

counterproductive work behavior,” Bauer & Spector (2015) asserted both the opportunity and a 

vital need to examine both the passive and active forces that are represented in volatility and 

withdrawal as explicit manifestations of CWB. 

Withdrawal and Deviance Hypothesis: Volatility and CWB 

DeYoung & Quilty (2007) demonstrated that the big five personality domains have related 

aspects, with trait neuroticism having the aspect of volatility. This aspect was shown to be associ-

ated with aggressive and antisocial behavior including anger, loss of composure, and lack of 

emotional control. 
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Deviance is the most visible and recognizable dimension of CWB, with behaviors 

characterized as those that harm the organization and individuals within it (Carpenter & Robinson, 

2007). These can be looked at on a spectrum from overt actions such as noncompliance (Puffer, 

1987) ranging to aggressive actions such as physical violence and sabotage (Skarlicki & Folger, 

1997). Deviance has been demonstrated to manifest in two pathways: organizational (directed at 

the company) and interpersonal (directed at other employees) (Penny & Spector, 2005). The search 

for causes included a sense of injustice (Jones, 2009) or individuals with antisocial tendencies 

(Giacalone & Greenberg, 1997), with scholarship turning to the role of personality, trait 

neuroticism in particular (Costa & McCrae, 1998). As a relationship between personality and 

workplace deviance has been demonstrated (Berry et al., 2007; Hastings & O’Neill, 2009), and 

given we have seen neuroticism aspect of volatility associated with aggressive and antisocial 

behaviors, I posit that volatility neuroticism is positively related to workplace deviance. 

Hypothesis 1: (H1) The volatility neuroticism aspect is positively related to deviance. 

Withdrawal and Deviance Hypothesis: Withdrawal and CWB 

Laying out a concrete foundation for the dimension of withdrawal, Carpenter & Berry 

(2017) argued withdrawal to be a distinct element in a binary manifestation of CWB. This work 

outlined a “person-oriented perspective focus” (Carpenter & Berry 2017, p. 838), referring to a 

disposition or personality trait that would exhibit a propensity to demonstrate withdrawal rather 

than deviance. These personality traits would result in an alternative expression of CWB. While 

the volatility personality trait manifests in deviance and destructive behaviors meant to cause harm,  

the neuroticism personality trait of withdrawal results in CWB withdrawal—the more passive-

avoidant behaviors, such as absenteeism. In further work demonstrating the value of self-reporting 

data, personality traits were shown to be associated with CWB with the demonstration of a 
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relationship between neuroticism and the more passive form of CWB, withdrawal (Bolton et al., 

2009). Others suggest CWB withdrawal to be an emotional coping phenomenon, where 

employees with personality disposition of withdrawal choose alternative pathways of coping with 

workplace circumstances versus their volatility counterparts (Shoss et al., 2010). Consequently, I 

posit that neuroticism is positively associated with the more passive dimension of CWB, 

withdrawal.  

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The withdrawal neuroticism aspect is positively related to Withdrawal. 

Figure 4 depicts the full personality trait dimensions in a CWB activation model. 

Figure 4 

Counterproductive Work Behavior Activation Model 
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VI. THE INITIATION OF CWB 

 

With the establishment of the relationship between personality and CWB, the discussion 

turns to how CWB is initiated, that is, what conditions ignite unwanted behaviors in the workplace. 

The following sections describe the mechanism accounting for this linkage, proposing a moderator 

model helping to understand under what conditions the Neuroticism aspects drive engagement into 

the two CWB dimensions.  

Workplace Stressors as Moderator 

Understanding how personality traits and aspects are activated toward various work 

behaviors begins with an overarching set of assumptions about intentions in the workplace. 

Purposeful Work Behavior Theory asserts that personality traits and job characteristics jointly 

determine work outcomes. The goal, irrespective of personality, is the pursuit of meaningfulness 

both in the job to be performed and the perceived worth of the person performing it (Barrack, 

Mount, & Li, 2013) This purposefulness is derailed when certain stressors are introduced to 

personality types. Understanding this moment of truth can be found in Trait Activation Theory. 

Trait Activation 

CWB occurs when a person with a particular personality trait finds themselves in a situation that 

contains incitements that compel them to behave in a maladaptive manner. Tett & Burnett 

(2003)outlined this phenomenon by positing that personality traits need specific situations in order 

for behaviors to be expressed, articulating this situation/trait relevance in the establishment of Trait 
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Activation Theory (TAT). Establishing an “interactional principle,” TAT asserts that personality 

factors incite  behavior  in response to  stimuli in  the  work  environment.   These   environmental 

elements include job tasks, other people, organizational environments, leadership, and rewards. 

These stimuli-termed cues activate traits that have specific behavioral tendencies. 

TAT, described as a person-situation interactionist model, focuses not on an understanding 

of personality per se but on the circumstances that trigger these personality traits. It is the person-

by-situation interaction that is ultimately responsible for workplace behavior. The authors 

assembled a framework against each of the Big Five personality traits explaining how each 

personality is predicted to behave given unique circumstances. These include: 

• Job Demand: An opportunity to fulfill a job constructively 

• Distractors: that which interferes with job performance 

• Constraints: A barrier of job fulfillment 

• Releasers: An event that reverses the constraints 

Stressors in the workplace “press” on personality types, effectively triggering a 

trait-relevant cue on how to respond and what coping mechanism to choose. For each 

personality these will differ. Described as Situational Trait Relevance (Tett & Burnett, 

2003), a model of these predicted behaviors can be constructed depicting outcomes for 

each personality given a particular situation. Sources of pressure in the form of 

organizational, social, and task influences weigh against the rewards the employees seek, 

be they intrinsic or extrinsic. These have been referred to as strivings (Barrick & Mount, 

2016). Stressors effectively intervene in this process, halting the rewards expected, causing 

for some the invention of a means to cope but for others emotional derailment and the 
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inexorable path toward CWB. It is the situational features and the personality orientation 

astride them that set the match to the powder keg and the resort to CWB. 

Workplace Stressors 

The situational features that ignite CWB can be found in workplace stressors. Early work 

in work-related stress set out to provide both definitions and frameworks for the various stressors 

experienced in the workplace to examine their causes and consequences. Pioneer work by Kahn & 

Byosiere (1992) examined the consequences of exposure to stressful working conditions, the 

strains that the experiences caused, and the resultant behaviors that were manifest. This established 

an important groundwork for the fundamental thinking in CWB and stressors, crystallized by Zhou 

& Specter (2014) in the three-way interaction among job stressors, emotional stability, and CWB. 

The interim years would be a journey toward the development of framework to inventory stressors 

for more structured analysis of stressors, their origins, and their effects. 

A foundational framework in the form of a stress survey inventory was established by 

Peters, O’Connor, & Rudolph (1980). This framework included a range of situational variables 

relating to performance to provide an indicator of origin for the various stressors that might be 

triggered. These included their original inventory of eight work stressors:  

1. Job Related Information: Information needed to perform. 

2. Tools and Equipment: Sufficient tools needed to do the job. 

3. Materials and Supplies: Raw materials needed to do the job.  

4. Budgetary Support: Financial support needed to do the job. 

5. Required Support and help from others: Help needed to perform the task. 

6. Task Preparation: Experience and training to perform successfully. 
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7. Time Availability: Sufficient time to complete given distractions. 

8. Work Environment: Physical environment that facilitates or hinders. 

Later, Spector & Jex (1998) added three additional elements as part of building multiple 

scales for assessing stressors and their effects—Transportation, Job Relevant Authority, and 

Scheduling of Activities—yielding what was called the Inventory of Work Stressors.  

Moving on from functional categories of stressor origins, work evolved to more refined 

categorizations. Cullen & Sackett (2003) offered a view of the role of stressors and a summary of  

reactions to what were described as organizational events, correspondingly observed by Herschovis 

(2007), describing them in terms of the impact of organizational constraints and interpersonal 

conflicts that initiate CWB. The eleven elements in the stressor inventory could then be narrowed 

to two key categories: Organizational Constraint (the situation or events at work that prevent or 

interfere with an employee’s ability to complete their work), and Interpersonal Conflict (the 

frequency of arguments or personal disruptions that others have at work that have the capacity to 

influence job performance) (Spector & Jex, 1998). This organization of stressors from the 

perspective of the effect on workplace performance was categorized in other ways, including the 

notion of Hindrance and Challenge (LePine, Podsakoff, & Lepine, 2005). In this work, the notion 

of a hindrance stressor (a threat to attaining a goal) and a challenge stressor (the opportunity of 

attaining a given goal) contrasted two stressors that offer the potential for a positive or negative 

outcome. Challenge stressors link to performance and motivation while hindrance stressors are 

relative to work performance. Both have inevitable effects: anxiety, depression, emotional 

exhaustion, health complexities, and other negative workplace outcomes.  

Important work continued not only in categorizing sources of workplace stress but in the  

definition. Describing stressors and a corresponding CWB model, Hershcovis described stressors  
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as “…stressful events which can cause employees to react with negative emotions and behaviors” 

(Hershcovis, 2007, p. 231). This evolved model described stressors in four key categories: 

Distributive Justice, Procedural Justice, Interpersonal Conflict, and Organizational Constraints. 

Distributive and procedural justice had an important role to play from the perspective of perceived 

fairness and the potentially negative reaction on the part of employees to conditions of unfairness, 

with interpersonal conflict dealing with conflict and dysfunctional relationships between 

employees and Organizational Constraints involving difficulties created by the organization, 

including leadership ineptitude and other institutional conditions for suboptimal working 

conditions. The study concluded that of these four important categorizations, Organizational 

Constraints and Interpersonal Conflict represented the largest correlation with CWB. These 

categorizations of stressors were further refined into three scales of job-related stressors and 

established with an additional physical stressor category: 

• Interpersonal Conflict at Work (ICAW) 

• Organizational Constraints (OCS) 

• Quantitative Workload Inventory (QWI) 

• Physical Symptoms Inventory (PSI) 

These categorizations would not only offer further insight to the phenomenon of workplace 

stressors but provide a consequential framework for future study in linking stressors, personality 

characteristics, and the CWBs that ensue (Spector & Jex, 1998). 

This study seeks to examine personality, the emotional impact of workplace stressors, and 

the relationship with counterproductive workplace behaviors. For the purposes of this study, I have 

selected the preponderant elements of the two central workplace stressors, Organizational 

Constraint, and Interpersonal Conflict (Spector & Jex, 2011), as moderators. 
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The Relationship of Workplace Stressors and CWB 

The role stressors play in triggering CWB rests on a fundamental human reaction, 

the dynamics of which have long since been established. Lewin’s Field theory posits, 

“Every psychological event depends on the state of the person at the time of the state of 

the environment” (Lewin, 1936, p.12). This can be contemporized with Kahneman’s Dual 

Processing Theory. When people are confronted with emergencies or threats, the System 

1 brain instantaneously and intuitively engages a visceral emotional response, a virtually 

automatic response based upon the fundamentals of their personality (Kahneman, 2011).  

In this vein, the triggering of CWB, be it a deviant outbreak or silent withdrawal, 

occurs when a workplace stressor causes a strain, which in turn causes a visceral emotional 

reaction. These workplace stressors produce negative emotions, which are tied to CWB. 

Bauer & Spector (2015) examined these, identifying two categories of negative emotions. 

One category was characterized by “approach”-related emotions, including anger, envy, 

jealousy, and boredom. These were contrasted with “avoidant”-related emotions of shame, 

anxiety, and depression. In each instance, all seven emotions cited were correlated with 

CWB, and the pathway to deviance and withdrawal becoming clearer. 

The emotional reaction to a workplace stress is filtered by the personality type, 

which results in a coping response that is either successful or unsuccessful. Some 

employees possess coping mechanisms that allow them to deal with stressors and 

effectively  take  them  in  stride.  Trait  personalities  including  Extraversion,   Concien- 

tiousness, Openness,   and  Agreeableness   show  abilities  to  engage  in  successful coping 

strategies. Others, however, owing to their personality orientation—Neuroticism cannot 

cope in the usual way and consequently finds alternative outlets manifesting in CWB, 
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taking either a path of deviance or withdrawal (Zhou, Meier, & Spector, 2014). Inherent in 

this model is the moment of incitement when the alchemy of this three-way dynamic is 

triggered (Figure 3). 

Workplace Stressor Hypothesis 

 With an understanding of the predisposition of Neuroticism and its aspects of volatility and 

withdrawal toward CWB, the question turns to understanding not only why CWB occurs, but under 

what set of circumstances individuals will exhibit behavior harmful to an organization, to other 

people, and arguably to themselves and choose the behavior path of deviance or withdrawal.  

Workplace stressors affect different personalities in different ways. For many, 

coping mechanisms will instinctively take root, providing employees with the tools to deal 

with the pressures of the workplace. For others, people with trait Neuroticism and aspects 

of volatility and withdrawal in particular, workplace stressors trigger emotions with the 

potency to activate CWB. Bauer & Spector (2015) demonstrated that workplace stressors 

produce emotional responses that fall into two categories: approach related and avoidant 

related. Approach-related emotions include anger, envy, jealousy, and boredom. These 

emotions are associated with a more active response to conditions presented, as those we 

see in the counter-productive work of deviance. Alternatively, avoidant-related emotions 

include shame, anxiety, and sadness. These avoidant-oriented responses coincide with the 

CWB of withdrawal. 

 

Based  on  the  arguments  outlined earlier,  I   propose  a  model  whereby  the  relationship  

between neuroticism aspects and CWB dimensions is moderated by workplace stressors. When 

confronted with workplace stressors, volatile people experience emotions that lead them to 
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workplace deviance. Conversely, when withdrawal people are confronted with workplace 

stressors, they have an emotional response that leads them to withdrawal. 

 The result is a completed circuit, from a personality of neuroticism with a tendency 

toward volatility, in the presence of a workplace stressor, which produces a range of 

approach-related emotions triggering the CWB of deviance. Alternatively, those with 

neuroticism traits of withdrawal in the presence of both interpersonal and organizational 

workplace stressors produce avoidant-related emotions resulting in the CWB of 

withdrawal. This is shown is figure 5. 

Figure 5 

Completed CWB Activation Model 

 

 

 

Moderator Hypotheses 

I now advance the assumptions on the interaction of key elements in the CWB 

phenomenon, establishing the relationship between workplace stressors identified earlier and their 
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relationship and the relationship between the two establishing manifestations of CWB. First, the 

effects of stressors on the volatility neuroticism aspect and deviance:  

Hypothesis 3: (H3) Organizational constraints moderate the relationship between the 

volatility neuroticism aspect and deviance. 

Hypothesis 4: (H4) Interpersonal conflict moderates the relationship between the volatility 

neuroticism aspect and deviance. 

Following the model are the effects of stressors on the withdrawal neuroticism aspect and 

withdrawal:  

Hypothesis 5: (H5) Organizational constraints moderate the relationship between the 

withdrawal neuroticism aspect and withdrawal. 

Hypothesis 6: (H6) Interpersonal conflict moderates the relationship between the 

withdrawal neuroticism aspect and withdrawal. 

Through an examination of the role of workplace stressors, the interactions between Personality 

and CWB is established and further understood. 
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VII. RESEARCH DESIGN 

Method 

The research methodology for this study follows a longitudinal design utilized by 

Hastings et al. (2021). This survey method consists of self-administered questionnaires 

employed in three sequential phases, with each wave focused on one of the key elements 

of study hypotheses: 

Wave 1—Personality Assessment: The Identification of Personality Type. 

Wave 2—Work Stressors: The Presence of Operative Work Stressors.  

Wave 3—CWB Manifestation:  Active Counterproductive Work Behaviors. 

Three waves were scheduled, designed to have the same cohort complete each 

wave. Respondents were contacted twice, first for the initial invitation, then a reminder two 

days prior to the close of each wave. An initial cohort of 600 respondents was recruited, 

with the objective of achieving a minimum cohort of 300 to complete each of three waves. 

After removing timed-out and returned surveys, Wave 1 accomplished 599 surveys (99.8% 

completion rate), Wave 2 accomplished 561 surveys (93.5%), and Wave 3 had 542 surveys 

(90.3%). With this result, the study was based on a participant field of 542, well exceeding 

the original 300-participant goal. 

Participants 

Employed adults were recruited through Prolific. Participants were targeted as 

those in functional capacities in varied industry types in full-time, office as contrasted to
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factory floor settings. Participants were screened according to the following dimensions: 

• Working adults over the age of 18, maximum age 65 

• Balance male and female 

• Full time  

• Balance of remote and on-premises working 

• Prolific approval rate of 90% 

• Previous Prolific submissions: 2  

Demographics 

A total of 122,305 eligible participants were identified from which the final sample 

of 542 was derived. The sample was predominantly male (60.5%) and white (70.1%) with 

a mean age of 36 (SD = 36). Job titles were widely distributed across occupation types, and 

54% of respondents described themselves in a supervisory role, 46% nonsupervisory. 

Tables 1 and 2 show the complete sample demographics.  
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Table 1 

 Completion- Non-Completion Comparison on Demographics 

 

Factors 

Completed 

(N=542) 

Not completed 

(N=59) 

Total Sample 

(N=601) 

N % N % N % 

Gender               

  Female 211 38.90% 27 45.80% 238 39.60% 

  Male 328 60.50% 30 50.80% 358 59.60% 

  Others 3 0.60% 2 3.40% 5 0.80% 

Ethnicity             

 

 

  

  White 380 70.10% 43 72.90% 423 70.40% 

  Black or African American 36 6.60% 11 18.60% 47 7.80% 

  
American Indian and Alaska 

Native 
2 0.40%     2 0.30% 

  Asian 64 11.80% 3 5.10% 67 11.10% 

  Hispanic or Latino 45 8.30% 2 3.40% 47 7.80% 

  Other 15 2.80%     15 2.50% 

Employed               

  Full Time 487 89.90% 56 94.90% 543 90.30% 

  Part Time 55 10.10% 3 5.10% 58 9.70% 

Age (Years)               

  18-25 75 13.84% 16 27.12% 91 15.14% 

  26-33 172 31.73% 21 35.59% 193 32.11% 

  34-39 123 22.69% 8 13.56% 131 21.80% 

  40-47 79 14.58% 4 6.78% 83 13.81% 

  48-55 58 10.70% 10 16.95% 68 11.31% 

  56-65 35 6.46% 0 0.00% 35 5.82% 
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Table 2 

Employment Profile and Completion on Employment Profile  

Factors 

Completed (N=542) Not completed (N=59) 
Total Sample 

(N=601) 

N % N % N % 

Occupation        

 Architecture and Engineering 37 6.8% 1 1.70% 38 6.3% 

 
Arts, Design, Entertainment, 

Sports, and Media 
36 6.6% 1 1.70% 37 6.20% 

 
Business and Financial 

Operations 
90 16.6% 9 15.30% 99 16.5% 

 Community and Social Service 10 1.8% 1 1.70% 11 1.8% 

 Construction and Extraction 10 1.8% 1 1.70% 11 1.8% 

 
Educational Instruction and 

Library 
67 12.4% 6 10.20% 73 12.1% 

 Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 2 0.4%     2 0.3% 

 
Food Preparation and Serving 

Related 
7 1.3%     7 1.2% 

 
Healthcare Practitioners and 

Technical 
30 5.5% 6 10.20% 36 6.0% 

 
Installation, Maintenance, and 

Repair 
10 1.8% 2 3.40% 12 2.0% 

 Legal 17 3.1% 5 8.50% 22 3.7% 

 
Life, Physical, and Social 

Science 
28 5.2% 2 3.40% 30 5.0% 

 Management 40 7.4% 1 1.70% 41 6.8% 

 Military Service 1 0.2%     1 0.2% 

 
Office and Administrative 

Support 
36 6.6% 5 8.50% 41 6.8% 

 Personal Care and Service 3 0.6% 2 3.40% 5 0.8% 

 Production 12 2.2% 1 1.70% 13 2.2% 

 Sales and Related 33 6.1% 1 1.70% 34 5.7% 

 Transport and Material Moving 10 1.8% 2 3.40% 12 2.0% 

 Other 62 11.4% 12 20.30% 74 12.3% 

 Missing 1 0.2%     1 20.0% 

Supervisor        

 Yes 290 53.5% 30 50.80% 320 53.2% 

 No 248 45.8% 29 49.20% 277 46.1% 

 Missing 4 0.7%     4 0.7% 

Employed              

 Full Time 
48

7 
89.9% 56 94.9% 543 90.3% 

 Part Time 55 10.1% 3 5.1% 58 9.7% 
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Dropout Profile 

Tables 1 and 2 also depicts a completion/non-completion comparison to determine 

if those who did not participate from the first and second waves might constitute a cohort 

that could skew or affect the result. The conclusion was that there was no discernible 

pattern that would negatively affect the outcome of the study. 

Table 3 

Personality Distribution 

 

 

 Completed  

(N=542) 

Not completed  

(N=59)  

Total Sample 

 (N=601) 

Scales Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Extraversion 37.85 9.309 37.36 7.93 37.80 9.178 

Sociability 11.49 4.213 10.96 3.928 11.44 4.186 

Assertiveness 12.49 3.544 12.39 3.389 12.48 3.536 

 Energy Level 13.87 3.267 13.98 3.088 13.88 3.248 

Agreeableness 45.19 7.611 44.85 6.286 45.16 7.488 

 Compassion 15.65 2.958 15.51 2.775 15.63 2.939 

Respectful 16.32 2.661 16.39 2.378 16.32 2.633 

Trust 13.23 3.61 12.95 2.927 13.20 3.548 

Conscientiousness 46.02 8.787 46.24 7.370 46.04 8.653 

Organization 15.31 3.506 15.53 3.170 15.33 3.473 

Productiveness 15.34 3.226 15.24 2.725 15.33 3.178 

Responsibility 15.38 3.097 15.47 2.706 15.39 3.059 

Neuroticism 31.45 10.536 32.44 9.553 31.54 10.440 

Anxiety 11.97 3.995 12.53 3.535 12.03 3.953 

Depression 9.88 3.86 9.92 3.701 9.89 3.842 

Emotional Volatility 9.59 3.791 10.00 3.606 9.63 3.773 

Withdraw 21.86 7.322 22.44 6.569 21.91 7.248 

Openness 47.62 7.697 46.22 7.753 47.48 7.707 

Intellectual Curiosity 16.38 2.728 16.15 2.888 16.36 2.743 

Aesthetic Sensitivity 15.36 3.436 14.98 3.345 15.32 3.427 

Creative Imagination 15.88 2.972 15.08 2.884 15.80 2.971 

 26.44 8.372 28.51                 7.908       26.64 8.344 



   

33 

Generalizability of the Sample: Personality 

An important element in study validity is the degree to which the sample achieved 

contains a proportional representation of personality types—neuroticism in particular—

relative to the population. Table 3 shows personality distribution in a like-for-like 

comparison with a strong proximity result. This suggests there was no unbalanced 

concentration of participants in a particular personality type that would unduly influence 

the result.     

Measurements 

The survey employed was a composite of validated measures in their respective 

fields.  

Personality: (Neuroticism Volatility, Neuroticism Withdrawal) 

The Big 5 Inventory BFI II, (Soto & John, 2017) is a well-accepted tool with high 

test-retest reliability, internal consistency, and validity (Gnambs, 2014), that fields 60 items 

the respondent replies to, rating each item as descriptive of themselves. It was chosen over 

other short forms due to the comparative lack of evidence on the validity and reliability of 

shorter forms. A 5-point Likert scale, from strongly disagree to strongly agree is employed. 

Characteristics the respondent rate about themselves includes items such as, is 

temperamental, gets emotional easily, keeps emotions under control. 

Work Stressors: Organizational Constraints, Interpersonal Conflict 

Two measures of work stressors were selected for the second wave, both sourced 

from the same originators and found in a meta-analysis of 18 studies to have high validity, 
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Spector & Jex, (1998). These allow for both Organizational Constraints and Interpersonal 

Conflict stressors to be captured. This method has been reliably shown to be high in validity 

and internal consistency. It is comprised of 2 sub-scales, which are defined and explained 

below.  

The Organizational Constraints Scale 

This is an 11-point scale that sets out to capture the extent to which a circumstance 

at work interferes with job performance. As an example, “How often do you find it difficult 

or impossible to do your job because of organizational rules and procedure?” Responses 

are scaled on a range from (1), less than once per day or never, to (5), several times per 

day. 

The Interpersonal Conflict at Work Scale: 

This is a 4-item scale involving conflict with other employees in the workplace, or 

given remote working, in the work/job context. An example of these include How often 

are people rude to you at work? Responses are captured in a scale from (1), less than once 

per month or never, to (5) several times per day.  

Counterproductive Work Behavior: Deviance, Withdrawal 

Studies in counterproductive work behavior have made extensive use of a 45-item 

CWB scale advanced by Fox & Spector (2002). More recently, an advancement was made 

to allow for a closer delineation of deviance and withdrawal elements in assessing CWB 

behaviors. Carpenter et al. (2021) put forward an expanded assessment, building in 

measures of task performance, organizational citizenship, counterproductive, and 

withdrawal behaviors.   
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This study utilizes a shorter question survey developed by Spector & Fox (2010) 

authors of the original CWB 45 item survey. Respondents were asked to rate the degree to 

Figure 6 

CWB Short Survey Scale 

 

which they engaged in such activities as acts rudely toward someone at work, is absent 

when he/she is not actually sick. A 5-point Likert scale is used spanning from never to 

daily. However, the short form has an imbalance of deviance relative to withdrawal 

behavior questions. This original survey, however, offers challenges to our study 

intentions. Of the 10 survey questions, eight are those associated with deviance. (See figure 

6)  

To provide a sufficient response base for both withdrawal and deviant CWB 

behaviors, withdrawal questions from the 45 question Spector & Fox (2010) survey were 

added to the 10-question short survey. (The result is a better balance of eight deviance and 
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seven withdrawal questions, resulting in a 15-question short survey. In doing so, the survey 

contains the best and balanced representation of possible withdrawal manifestations. (See 

figure 7) 

Figure 7 

Amended CWB Scale 
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Variables 

Figure 8 depicts the variables for this study, with Counterproductive work behavior 

as the Dependent variable, measured against independent variables, Personality trait 

neuroticism aspects, Volatility and Withdrawal, and the Moderator variables, 

Organizational and Interpersonal Workplace Stressors.  

Figure 8 

Study Variables 
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VIII. RESULTS 

Estimation was conducted utilizing SPSS. Hypotheses 1 and 2 were tested by using 

Pearson’s correlations. Hypotheses 3, 4, 5, and 6 were tested using Hayes Model 1 in 

PROCESS macro, applying bootstrapping (Hayes, 2013). Correlations between all study 

variables are reported in Tables 4 and 5 in Appendix C. Four moderation analyses were 

conducted to test hypotheses 3 through 6 using PROCESS (Hayes, 2013).  

Correlational Analyses 

Hypothesis 1 proposed that the volatility neuroticism aspect is positively related to 

deviance. The conceptual model is reported below in Figure 8.  This hypothesis was tested 

using Pearson’s correlations. The Pearson’s correlation between volatility neuroticism 

aspect and deviance was significant (r = .31, p < .001). Thus, hypothesis 1 was supported. 

Results are depicted in Table 4. 

 Hypothesis 2 proposed that the withdrawal neuroticism aspect is positively related to 

withdrawal. This hypothesis was tested using Pearson’s correlations. The Pearson’s correlation 

between withdrawal neuroticism aspect and withdrawal was significant (r = .25, p < .001). 

Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported. Results are depicted in Table 4. 

 



   

39 

Table 4  

Descriptive Statistics, Pearsonôs Correlations, and Cronbachôs Alphas for all Primary 

Study Variables 

 

 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Neuroticism 31.45 10.54 .94        

2. Neuroticism 

(Volatility) 

9.59 3.79 .90*** .88       

3. Neuroticism 

(Withdrawal) 

21.86 7.32 .97*** .78*** .91      

4. CWB (Total) 24.25 6.75 .32*** .20*** .30*** .86     

5. CWB 

(Deviance) 

11.35 3.39 .31*** .31*** .28*** .86*** .82    

6. CWB 

(Withdrawal) 

12.90 6.75 .26*** .25*** .25*** .91*** .58*** .82   

7. OCS 18.56 6.83 .25*** .21*** .25*** .38*** .39*** .29*** .90  

8. ICWAS 5.08 1.72 .20*** .20*** .18*** .25*** .33*** .14*** .48*** .67 

Note: N = 542, Numbers in bold represent Cronbach’s alpha values, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

 

Moderation Analyses 

Hypothesis 3 proposed that organizational constraints (OCS) moderate the relationship 

between the volatility neuroticism aspect and deviance. The conceptual model is depicted in 

Figure 9. This hypothesis was tested by specifying a moderated regression model. The 

results showed that the relationship between volatility neuroticism aspect and deviance was 

significantly moderated by OCS ( = .014, p = .0065). Results are depicted in Table 5. 

 

 

 

  


