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Abstract 

Workplace aggression is a factor that shapes the interaction between individuals 
and their work environment and produces many undesirable outcomes, sometimes 
introducing heavy costs for organizations. Only through a comprehensive understanding 
of the genesis of workplace aggression is possible to develop strategies and 
interventions to minimize its nefarious effects. 

The existent body of knowledge has already identified several individual, 
situational and contextual antecedents of workplace aggression, although this is a 
research area where significant gaps occur and many issues were still not addressed [1]. 
According to Baron and Neuman [2] one of these predictors is organizational change, 
since certain changes in the work environment (e.g., changes in management) can lead 
to increased aggression. This paper intends to contribute to workplace aggression 
research by studying its relationship with organizational change, considering a 
moderating role of political behaviors and organizational cynicism [e.g. 3, 4]. The 
literature review suggests that mediators and moderators that intervene in the 
relationships between workplace aggression and its antecedents are understudied topics. 
James [5] sustains that organizational politics is related to cynicism and the empirical 
research of Miranda [6] has identified leadership political behavior as an antecedent of 
cynicism but these two variables were not yet investigated regarding their relationship 
with workplace aggression. 

This investigation was operationalized using several scales including the 
Organizational Change Questionnaire-climate of change, processes, and readiness [7], a 
Workplace Aggression Scale [e.g. 8, 9, 10], an Organizational Cynicism Scale [11] and 
a Political Behavior Questionnaire [12]. 

Participants representing a wide variety of jobs across many organizations were 
surveyed. The results of the study and its implications will be presented and discussed. 
This study contribution is also discussed in what concerns organizational change 
practices in organizations. 
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Literature review 

Workplace agression 
Workplace aggression is a significant issue facing organizations [13] and an 

evolving area of research in organizational studies. Workplace aggression can be 
defined as "efforts by individuals to harm others with whom they work, or have worked, 
or the organizations in which they are presently, or were previously, employed" [2].  

Despite the expanding body of knowledge and empirical research in this domain, 
according to Dupré and Barling [14] significant gaps still remain in the knowledge of 
this phenomenon. Advances have been made in understanding and delimiting the 
concept [e.g. 13, 2] and the various forms of aggression at work [e.g., 16, 17, 18]. Some 
of the antecedents of workplace aggression have been studied, regarding person and 
situation predictors [e.g. 18, 13, 19]. Attitudinal and behavioral outcomes [20] and 
characteristics of the victim that make them more likely to become targets of aggression 
[e.g. 21, 22] have also been subject of analysis. Although that, there is still little research 
that examines what predicts workplace aggression in specific organizational situations 
[14].  
 
The predicting effect of climate of organizational change  

There is already evidence that change and climate of organizational change are a 
powerful antecedent of workplace aggression [2]. Organizational change can be defined 
as an intentional process in order to lead the organization from one state to a higher state 
[24]. Johns [25] pointed out that oorganizational change takes place in a specific context, 
that is, the climate of organizational change. Climate of organizational change is the 
climate perceived by employees during the change process, reflecting the individual 
interpretation of the change context and process [e.g. 26, 27]. We propose that this 
perception of the organizational change process and context may have an impact on 
individuals’ behavior, more specifically on individual reactions that reveal aggression. 

Altogether, this suggests that workplace aggression may be one of the results 
derived from the climate of change. Consistently to this discussion, we formulate our 
first hypothesis: 

 
Hypothesis 1 – Climate of organizational change influences the reported 

frequency of workplace aggression. 
 
The moderator effect of leader political behavior  

The literature review suggests that mediators and moderators that intervene in 
the relationships between workplace aggression and its antecedents are understudied 
topics. The current study examines the moderating effect of leader political behavior 
and organizational cynicism as 

The interest of academy in leader political behavior has grown substantially in 
the last decade [e.g. 3, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32]. According to Valle and Perrewé [33], leader 
political behaviors consist of those actions the leader undertakes in response to a 
perceived opportunity to influence a target and secure desired outcomes for one or more 
collective bodies he represents. Building on Kipnis et al. [34] groundbreaking research 
into influence tactics, Yukl and colleagues [e.g. 35, 36] developed an extensive and 
refined taxonomy, including political behavior like: rational persuasion, apprising, 
inspirational appeals, consultation, exchange, collaboration, personal appeals, 
ingratiation, pressure and legitimation. 

moderators of the relationship between organizational 
change and workplace aggression.  



Studies conducted on leader political behavior have mixed opinion about its 
consequences, however negative and dysfunctional outcomes are more highlighted than 
positive results. Miller, Rutherforn and Kolodinsky [29] concluded that political 
behavior potentiate key outcomes like job stress and turnover intentions, and has an 
inverse effect on job satisfaction, organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship [e.g. 37, 38]. Frost [39], Gilmore [40] and Kacmar and Baron [41] founded a 
close association between organizational politics, workplace deviance and retaliatory 
behavior. Spector and Fox [42] also sustain that power and politics may play a nontrivial 
role in workplace aggression. 

Other investigations stressed the interactive and moderator effect of political 
behavior. Miranda [6 ] using a diverse sample of 998 full-time employees drawn from a 
variety of organizations, assessed that in organizational change processes political 
climate has a powerful moderate effect maximizing, in situations of high levels of 
political climate, scores of organizational dissatisfaction, organizational distrust and 
organizational calculative commitment. Breaux et al. [43] concluded that accountability 
predicted lower levels of job satisfaction for those who perceived high levels of political 
behavior in organizations. Considering the theoretical and empirical evidences we 
suggest that:   

  
Hypothesis 2: Leader’s political behavior moderates the relation between 

organizational change and organizational aggression.    
 
The moderator effect of organizational cynicism 

Organizational cynicism is an emerging topic in the organizational science 
literature [e.g. 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50]. Abraham [51] states that it is a negative attitude 
towards one employing organization composed of the belief that “principles of honesty, 
fairness and sincerity are sacrificed to further the self-interests of the leadership, leading 
to actions based on hidden motives and deception” (p. 269). When understanding 
cynicism about organizational change, Reichers, Wanous and Austin [52] defend that 
itself combines pessimism about the likelihood of successful change with blame of 
those for change program. Thereby, if employees see organizations as generally 
insincere and duplicitous, then it makes sense that organizational changes will not be 
expected to be seriously undertaken and, therefore, will be expected to fail. 

Like political behavior, cynicism has been generally associated with negative 
consequences for organizations. Anderson and Bateman [53], and Abraham [54] found 
negative correlations between organizational cynicism, organizational commitment, and 
job satisfaction. Wanous et al. [55] concluded that increases grievance felling, James 
[48] and Bedeian [56] reported high levels of turnover and counterproductive work 
behavior among cynics.      

Apart consequences, Hochwarter [57] examined the interactive relationship of 
organizational change and cynicism on two work outcomes: job satisfaction and 
citizenship behaviors. Specifically, for those possessing higher levels of cynicism, 
organizational change was associated with lower job satisfaction scores and less 
participation in citizenship behaviors.  Similary to Hochwarter´s [57] findings, we 
believe that organizational change interact with organizational cynicism on 
organizational aggression.     

 
 Hypothesis 3: Organizational cynicism moderates the relation between 

organizational change and organizational aggression. 
 



Method 
 

Measures 
Workplace aggression. Vicente and D’Oliveira [e.g. 8, 59, 60] twenty-five item 

instrument was used to measure workplace aggression (α=.956). The Workplace 
Aggression Scale (WAS) comprises five dimensions: hostility, non-interaction, gossip, 
depreciation and organizational deviance. The authors reported acceptable psychometric 
properties and validity for the WAS. A sample item is: “Spreading rumours about 
someone”. Participants were asked to rate the frequency of a variety of behaviors in 
their workplace in general using a five-point response scale (1 =never to 5=always). 

Political behavior. The assessment of political behavior was made using the 
twenty-five item Leader’s Political Behaviors Scale [12]. A sample item is: “Promises to 
reward me if I act on your request”. Ratings were made on a 1 to 5 scale, with 1 
representing “strongly disagree” and 5 representing “strongly agree”.   

Organizational Cynicism. Ten items from the Organizational Cynicism Scale  
[11] were used to measure the loss of faith in the leaders of change. Example items 
include “People responsible for resolving the problems of the organization have the 
resources to perform their tasks”. The response scale for all items ranged from “1 = 
strongly disagree” to “5=strongly agree”.   

Organizational change climate. Organizational change climate was measured 
using the “involvement in the change process” (7 items), participatory management (3 
itens), and “trust in leadership” (3 items), three dimensions of the Organizational 
Change Questionnaire-Climate of change, processes, and readiness developed by 
Bouckenooghe, Devos and Van den Broeck [27]. A sample items is “We are sufficiently 
informed of the progress of change”. Each item was rated on a five-point response scale 
ranged from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5=strongly agree”.  

Individuals who were unemployed were not considered in this study.  
Furthermore, on the beginning of the questionnaire, an additional 13 items 

adopted by Baron and Neuman [23], asked participants to rate the extent to which 
various change events had occurred in their organization within the past twelve months. 
The changes rated were downsizing, layoffs, budget cuts, technological change, 
increased diversity, introduction of new affirmative action policies, use of computers to 
monitor employee performance, change in management, restructuring, reengineering, 
pay cuts or freezes, increased use of part-time workers and job sharing.  

A final section of the questionnaire was concerned with demographic data. Items 
asked individuals to indicate their gender, age, qualifications, type of work contract 
(effective, fixed term, uncertain term and temporary), the duration of the daily work 
(full-time or part-time), how long have the subjects been working in the organization 
and carry out its functions, current position (leader or not leader), and what is the 
function that performs.  
 
Participants  

The convenience sample used in this study comprises 85 working adults, holding 
a variety of occupations. To enhance the external validity of the results the sample was 
drawn from different organizations. Participants, 34.5% males and 63.2% females, 
represented the general working population. Participants’ age ranged from 19 and 56 
years, with an average of 35.15 years (SD= 10.25) and held different educational 
qualifications: 10.3% held a primary school, 1.1% complete the secondary school, 
80.4% complete their graduation and 8% had a PhD. The organizational tenure was 7 
years and 4% of the sample performs functions of leadership. 



Design and Procedure 
An online survey was used to collect data on the predictor and dependent 

variables from a heterogeneous group of employees from a wide variety of jobs and 
organizations. The convenience target sample received an e-mail requesting their 
participation in an online survey assessing the organizational changes that occurred in 
their workplace, political behaviors, organizational cynicism and workplace aggression 
and socio-demographical information. The subjects were informed that they were 
participating in a study examining several aspects regarding their job. Counterbalancing 
the order of the measurement of the predictor and criterion variables was also carried 
out [58]. Individuals were first asked to report the specific changes that occurred in their 
workplace in the last twelve months, then to mention the workplace aggression 
behaviors and political behaviors existent in their organization, organizational cynicism, 
and finally to report their perception about the climate of change. 

Data analysis and model testing 

In Table 1 summarizes descriptive statistics as well as intercorrelations for all 
the variables in the study. Organizational change climate was positively related to 
Political behavior and negatively related to Organizational cynicism. The variable 
“Number of changes” represents the sum of the changes reported by the participants that 
occurred in their workplace in the last twelve months (e.g. Downsizing, Budget Cuts, 
Technological). The Number of changes does not establish any significant association 
with other studied variables. We can see that

 

 Organizational cynicism and 
Organizational change climate were negatively related to Workplace aggression. 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations 
Variables M SD α 2 3 4 5 

1. Workplace aggression 53.03 18.93 .958 - .154 -
.509*

* 

-
.583*

* 

.002 

2. Political behavior 69.85 15.02 .859  .389*
* 

.422*
* 

.170 

3. Organizational cynicism 30.69 6.40 .757  .673*
* 

-.078 

4. Organizational change 
climate 

35.06 13.78 .957  -.046 

5.Number of changes 3.31 2.22 -  
** correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
 

We evaluated the significance of the effect of Organizational change climate on 
the Workplace aggression, moderated by Political behavior and Organizational cynicism 
through Structural Equation analysis, using the AMOS software (v.19

All studied dimensions were previously centered in order to avoid problems of 
multicollinearity. 

).  

The absence of multicollinearity among the predictors was verified by 
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). The highest value for VIF is 2.072, which is far above 
the cut-off threshold of 5 [63]. Likewise, none of the dimensions shows a deviation 
from the normal distribution

 
, Skewness <|3| and Kurtosis <|10| [62]. 

Figure 1. The moderation model of climate of change, organizational cynicism and 
political behavior on workplace aggression 



 
 

The model has an explanatory capacity of 41.2% (R2
adjusted=0.412) of the 

variability of aggressiveness. Only the trajectories “Organizational change climate  
Workplace aggression” (β= -0.42; Z= -3.519; p<0.001) and “Organizational Cynicism 
 Workplace aggression” (β= -0.29; Z= -2.495; p=0.013) are statistically significant 
and negative. The same is not seen in the trajectory “Political behavior  Workplace 
aggression” (β= 0.11; Z= 1.209; p=0.227). Similarly, we can’t perceive any effect of 
interaction/moderation between

Discussions and conclusions 

 Organizational change climate and Political behavior 
(b= -0.03 Z= -0.307; p=0.759; β= -0.30) and Organizational change climate and 
Organizational Cynicism (b= -0.040 Z= -1.649; p=0.099; β= -0.164). 

This research intended to fill a void in the literature regarding workplace 
aggression, since the knowledge of this phenomenon still presents significant gaps.  To 
our knowledge, this research is one of the first to address the possible effects of political 
behavior and organizational cynicism on the relationship between organizational change 
and workplace aggression.  Using structural equation modelling we tried to validate a 
model where political behavior and organizational cynicism acted as moderators on the 
relationship between organizational change and workplace aggression. 

Supporting prior research [23] and our Hypothesis 1, the climate of 
organizational change was found to be significantly associated with the frequency of 
workplace aggression.  

Contrary to what was predicted, political behavior and organizational cynicism 
did not function as moderators of the previous relationship. There are several potential 
explanations for these results. It is possible that in the case of some organizational 
changes there is an extended support and communication from leaders that fosters a 
climate of acceptance of change initiatives [61], that albeit produces some resistance 
expressed by the elicitation of overt workplace aggression behaviors mitigate the 
influence of subterraneous and nefarious processes as organizational cynicism or 
political behavior. Another possible explanation for this null-result is that these 
variables may not have an indirect but a direct effect on this relationship, acting as 
mediators and not as moderators. Partial support for this assumption comes from the 
works of Frost [39], Gilmore et al., [40], Hochwarter et al., [57] Kacmar and Baron [41], 
Spector and Fox [42] and Vigoda and Drizin [28]. A methodological issue may also 
contribute to our results, since one possible explanation for not obtaining moderation 



effects relies on the small size of our sample, since it is possible that with a larger 
sample these moderation effects may be significant.  
 
Theoretical and managerial implications 

This research intended to provide new insights to the fields of organizational 
change and workplace aggression. Even though the role of political behavior and 
organizational cynicism was not verified, this study provided evidence that 
organizational change can lead to disruptive behaviors in the organizational context, 
originating workplace aggressive behaviors. It is important that managers and leaders be 
aware of this association, in order to prevent its occurrence by acting to diminish 
resistance to change and providing support to workers during this process. 
 
Limitations and future research directions 

Caution should be used when interpreting these results due to the small sample 
size. Future research would benefit from using larger sample sizes. Moreover, all data 
were gathered through self-reports and obtained in the same period of time; hence, the 
results can be affected by common method variance. In future research this can be 
avoided by using objective and not only subjective assessments of the organizational 
change process and by collecting data in two different periods of time. 

This study has a cross sectional nature. This causality and the intervention of 
possible mediators and moderators of this relationship should be addressed in future 
longitudinal research. 
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