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ABSTRACT 
 
Counterproductive work behaviors (CWB) are harmful to organizations and detrimental to 
individual and collective performance. Although CWB have been considerably explored in the 
last decades, few studies have tried to assess the relative influence of their predictors. In this 
paper, we develop and test a structural equations model to evaluate the combined effects of two 
personality traits (agreeableness and neuroticism) and two situational variables (perceived 
organizational justice and leader-member exchange quality) on CWB. The analysis of data 
collected from 527 employees of a large Brazilian organization shows that agreeableness, 
neuroticism, and leader-member exchange quality (LMX) have direct effects on CWB and that 
LMX fully mediates the influence of organizational justice on the latter. Our findings extend 
previous models that looked into the Justice-LMX-CWB relationships and highlight the critical 
role played by leaders in preventing deleterious behaviors. We discuss their implications for 
research, as well as for human resource management (HRM) practice.  
 
Keywords: counterproductive work behaviors; leader-member exchange; organizational justice; 
personality traits; partial least squares 
 
JEL code: M540 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Considerable attention has been given in the management literature to counterproductive work 
behaviors (CWB), as they are harmful to organizations and detrimental to individual and 
collective performance. In the last decades, several studies have identified a variety of individual 
and situational antecedents of CWB. However, authors such as Cohen (2016) note that we still 
lack a proper understanding of counterproductive work behaviors, especially as far as the 
predictors of such behaviors are concerned. 
 
Both individual traits and situational factors have been connected to CWB. For instance, 
evidence suggests that personality traits affect how people interpret and react to the situations 
they face, and thereby, can influence the display of deviant behaviors (Dalal, 2005; Douglas & 
Martinko, 2001; Mount, Ilies, & Johnson, 2006; Salgado, 2002). As far as situational variables 
are concerned, empirical studies have linked perceived organizational justice and leadership to 
CWB (Colquitt et al., 2013; El Akremi, Vandenberghe, & Camerman, 2010; Hershcovis et al., 
2007; Holtz & Harold, 2013a, 2013b). 
 
Despite the growing interest in counterproductive work behaviors, assessments of the joint effects 
of different types of antecedents are scarce (Hershcovis et al., 2007; Holtz & Harold, 2013a). As 
several of such factors have been shown to be correlated — including organizational justice, 
leadership, and personality traits (Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014; Cohen-Charash & Spector, 
2001; Dulebohn, Bommer, Liden, Brouer, & Ferris, 2012) —, studies that take into consideration 
only a few of those variables may estimate effects on CWB that are inflated by the simultaneous 
influence of omitted antecedents on exogenous and endogenous variables. Thus, our 
understanding of how different individual and situational factors lead to counterproductive work 
behaviors cannot advance without empirically assessing their combined influence. 
 
In this study, we address this issue by integrating two personality traits (agreeableness and 
neuroticism) and two situational variables (perceived organizational justice and leader-member 
exchange quality) in a causal model that explains CWB. The influence of these constructs on 
counterproductive work behaviors have been investigated in the literature, but not in tandem. 
Furthermore, drawing on social exchange theory and on the stream of the human resource 
management (HRM) literature that discusses the role of immediate superiors as gatekeepers of 
organizational policies, we elucidate the causal links that connect LMX, organizational justice, 
and CWB, arguing that LMX behaves as a mediator of the influence of organizational justice on 
CWB (Cropanzano & Rupp, 2008; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; Sikora & Ferris, 2014). The 
associated hypotheses were statistically tested with data collected from 527 employees of a large 
Brazilian organization, using partial least squares (PLS) structural equation modeling techniques. 
 
The present study contributes to the literature on deviant behaviors by extending previous models 
that investigated the Justice-LMX-CWB relationship (Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014; El Akremi 
et al., 2010). It also adds to the literature on leadership by addressing the role LMX plays in 
deviant behaviors, as well as the impact of organizational justice on LMX. From a practical 
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standpoint, the findings can help organizations develop better HRM policies and practices to 
mitigate counterproductive work behaviors in their ranks.  
 
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES 
 
Counterproductive work behaviors 
 
Counterproductive work behaviors have been defined as deliberate employee acts that violate 
organizational norms, are socially reproved, and harm organizations’ legitimate interests, 
profitability, and reputation (Bennett & Robinson, 2000; Cohen, 2016; Ng, Lam, & Feldman, 
2016). 
 
There is no consensus in the literature regarding the structure of the CWB construct (Berry, 
Ones, & Sackett, 2007). Robinson and Bennett (1995) proposed a typology based on two 
dimensions (minor versus severe, interpersonal versus organizational), and, in a follow-up study, 
the authors developed a scale based only on the interpersonal versus organizational dichotomy 
(Bennett & Robinson, 2000).  
 
Berry, Ones, and Sackett (2007) suggest that the availability of the scale may have helped 
popularize studies focused on this duality, although it has been questioned in the literature. Lee 
and Allen (2002), for example, could not find a distinction between the CWB-I and CWB-O 
factors. Berry et al. (2007) reported ID and OD to be highly correlated ( = .62), while Dalal 
(2005) proposed that “the precise importance of the targets of behavior has not yet been 
conclusively established.” (Dalal, 2005, p. 1242). More recently, researchers have called attention 
to other possible sub-dimensions of CWB (e.g., Bowling & Gruys, 2010). Given the lack of 
consensus, we chose to perform an exploratory factor analysis to evaluate the dimensionality and 
structure of the construct (Brown, 2015). 
 
Over the past 30 years, several studies, including a handful of meta-analyses (Berry et al., 2007; 
Dalal, 2005; Hershcovis et al., 2007; Salgado, 2002) have examined the antecedents of CWB. 
Regarding situational variables, researchers have given considerable attention to organizational 
justice (Berry et al., 2007; Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2013; Holtz & 
Harold, 2013a; Mendonça & Tamayo, 2004; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997), as well as interpersonal 
conflict, situational constraints, and job dissatisfaction (Hershcovis et al., 2007). From an 
interpersonal perspective, Townsend, Phillips, and Elkins (2000) found that deviant behaviors 
were related to low-quality leader-member exchange relationships, although studies relating LMX 
and CWB are still scarce (Colquitt et al., 2013). 
 
Concerning individual differences, personality traits, negative affectivity, and self-control have 
been found to be related to CWB (Berry et al., 2007; Hershcovis et al., 2007; Mount et al., 2006). 
Gender and CWB also seem to be correlated, with men being more likely to engage in deviant 
behaviors than women (Berry et al. 2007; Hershcovis et al., 2007; Ng et al., 2016).  
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Scholars have also investigated the joint effects of individual and situational variables. Henle 
(2005), for example, found interactive effects of interactional justice and two personality traits 
(socialization and impulsivity) in predicting workplace deviance. Hershcovis et al. (2007) showed 
the relevance of both individual and situational antecedents of CWB and called for more research 
examining both types of predictors. In the present study, we investigate how personality traits, 
organizational justice, and leader-member exchange may interact to affect CWB, as discussed 
next. 
 
Personality traits 
 
Personality traits are defined as a relatively stable configuration of thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors that lead the individual to respond in specific ways to particular circumstances 
(Roberts, 2009). The five-factor model (FFM or Big Five) has been generally accepted as a valid 
structure of personality traits and widely adopted by organizational researchers (Salgado, 2002; 
Spector, 2011). Agreeableness is related to cooperativeness, good-nature, and kindness; 
conscientiousness to achievement orientation, persistence, dependability, and orderliness; 
extraversion to a preference for social interactions and need for stimulation; neuroticism to 
anxiety, hostility, and a general inability to deal with negative emotions; and finally, openness to 
experience to exploratory behaviors, active imagination, autonomy, and nonconformity (Barrick 
& Mount, 1991, Mount et al., 2006; Salgado, 2002). 
 
Regarding the influence of personality traits on CWB, Salgado (2002) found that agreeableness 
and conscientiousness were valid predictors of deviant behaviors, while Berry et al. (2007) showed 
that among the Big Five, only agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism were 
significantly related to CWB. Spector (2011) suggests that personality affects CWB through 
cognitive-emotional processes and, in line with the cognitive-motivational-relational theory 
(Lazarus, 1991a, 1991b), we propose that agreeableness and neuroticism are predictors of CWB. 
A person who is cooperative and kind is less likely to respond negatively to situations she/he 
encounters than an antagonist. Likewise, a person who is predominantly anxious and negative 
towards life in general tends to experience more negative emotions, leading her/him to be more 
prone to deviant behaviors. 

 
Hypothesis 1a: Agreeableness has a negative direct effect on CWB. 
 

Hypothesis 1b: Neuroticism has a positive direct effect on CWB. 
 

Organizational justice 
 
Perceived organizational justice is defined as how employees evaluate whether they have been 
treated fairly, an assessment that tends to influence their attitudes and behaviors (Moorman, 
1991). In this study, we adopt the four-dimensional structure of the organizational justice 
construct, including distributive, procedural, interpersonal, and informational components 
(Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2013). Distributive justice reflects the perception of how fair is 
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the distribution of organizational resources, and procedural justice relates to the procedures 
followed in allocating such organizational resources. Interpersonal justice involves the degree to 
which the superior treats the employee respectfully and adequately, and informational justice 
refers to the degree to which the superior provides adequate and timely information about the 
allocation of organizational resources (Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2013). 

 
Researchers have found empirical evidence for a direct negative effect of organizational justice on 
CWB (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2013; El Akremi et al. 2010). If employees believe that the organization 
is fair, they will be more likely to present positive attitudes and behaviors towards the 
organization, their managers, and their work. On the other hand, decisions seen as unfair may 
lead employees to cause what they perceive as equivalent damage to restore justice. Social 
exchange theory (Cropanzano & Rupp, 2008) and the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960) 
provide the theoretical support for this reasoning, as they suggest that “negative reciprocation 
serves as a means to restore the balance and eliminates anger and frustration engendered by unfair 
treatment” (El Akremi et al., 2010, p. 1690). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 
 

Hypothesis 2: Perceived organizational justice has a negative direct effect on CWB. 
 

As far as personality traits affect how an individual appraises situations, they may also influence 
perceived organizational justice. In a meta-analysis, Cohen-Charash and Spector (2001) found 
that negative affectivity is negatively related to distributive, procedural, and interactional justice, 
and that self-esteem is positively related to these justice dimensions. The authors also state that 
“other personality characteristics, such as agreeableness, may be good predictors of perceived 
justice” (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001, p. 303). Indeed, Shi, Lin, Wang, and Wang (2009) 
found evidence that agreeableness and neuroticism are related to organizational justice. We, 
therefore, propose the following hypotheses: 
 

Hypothesis 3a: Agreeableness has a positive direct effect on perceived organizational justice. 
 

Hypothesis 3b: Neuroticism has a negative direct effect on perceived organizational justice. 
 

Leader-member exchange 
 
According to the LMX theory, a leader does not treat all subordinates in the same way, developing 
closer relationships with a relatively small group of followers (in-group) and relating more 
distantly with others (out-group). The quality of these exchanges is proposed to affect the leader’s 
and the subordinates’ attitudes and behaviors (Liden & Graen, 1980). 
 
High-quality relationships have been found to be positively related to performance, retention, job 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, and organizational citizenship behaviors (Dulebohn et 
al., 2012; Gerstner & Day, 1997). On the other hand, research shows that low-quality 
relationships, low leadership consideration, and abusive supervision may lead to deviant 
behaviors (Holtz & Harold, 2013b).  
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Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) provides the rationale for these results, as it suggests that 
employees tend to emulate the behavior of their superiors. In this sense, if an employee perceives 
that her/his manager is distant and thoughtless, she/he may exhibit the same lack of concern 
towards the organization and its members, which may lead to deviant behaviors (Holtz & Harold, 
2013b). We, therefore, propose the following hypothesis: 
 

Hypothesis 4: LMX has a negative direct effect on CWB. 
 
Although the literature on the consequences of LMX has been fruitful, much less is known about 
its antecedents (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Sears & Hackett, 2011). A meta-analysis by Dulebohn, 
Bommer, Liden, Brouer, & Ferris (2012) showed that followers’ agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, and extraversion were related to LMX, while Bernerth, Armenakis, Feild, 
Giles and Walker (2008) found that followers’ neuroticism had a negative impact on LMX.  
 
In this study, we propose that agreeable followers are more likely to develop high-quality 
relationships with their leaders since they tend to be kind, cooperative, and motivated to engage 
in fulfilling relationships. On the other hand, follower’s neuroticism may have a negative effect 
on LMX, as these individuals tend to be anxious, negative, and hostile, which may hamper their 
relationships.  
 

Hypothesis 5a: Agreeableness has a positive direct effect on LMX. 
 

Hypothesis 5b: Neuroticism has a negative direct effect on LMX. 
 
Based on the preceding reasoning and the associated empirical evidence, it is reasonable to 
assume that the influence of agreeableness and neuroticism on CWB is partly due to their effect 
on LMX. Individuals that have a higher level of agreeableness tend to develop high-quality 
relationships with their leaders, which reduces their propensity to engage in deleterious work 
behaviors. Similarly, employees that have higher levels of neuroticism are more likely to develop 
poor relationships with their leaders, which increases their propensity to engage in CWB. 
Moreover, as noted by González-Navarro, Zurriaga-Llorens, Olateju and Llinares-Insa (2018), 
when an employee with high levels of neuroticism develops a high-quality relationship with the 
leader, she/he may be motivated to manage these emotions, therefore reducing her/his 
propensity to harming behavior. Thus, we propose the following hypotheses: 
 

Hypothesis 6a: LMX mediates the relationship between agreeableness and CWB. 
 

Hypothesis 6b: LMX mediates the relationship between neuroticism and CWB. 
 
The literature on human resource management (HRM) suggests that the immediate superior is 
frequently perceived as a ‘gatekeeper,’ responsible for putting into practice the HR policies of the 
organization (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; Sikora & Ferris, 2014). Thus, employees that perceive 
the organization to be unfair are prone to see their leaders’ actions and decisions in the same 
light, which may lead to poor leader-subordinate relationships. The opposite would happen when 
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employees believe their organizations are fair. This reasoning is consistent with social exchange 
theory, which indicates that the dynamics of social exchange relationships may be better captured 
by intervening variables such as LMX (Colquitt et al., 2013; Cropanzano & Rupp, 2008).  
 
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 
 

Hypothesis 7: Perceived organizational justice has a positive direct effect on LMX. 
 
Colquitt, Scott, Rodell, Long, Zapata, Conlon and Wesson (2013) point to a lack of research on 
potential mediators of the justice-behavior relationship. One exception is El Akremi, 
Vandenberghe and Camerman’s (2010) study, which found that LMX fully mediates the effect 
information and interpersonal justice on deviance. Likewise, we propose that general perceptions 
of unfairness within the organization may hurt the relationship with the leader — as long as 
she/he is seen as responsible for enacting organization’s policies (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; 
Sikora & Ferris, 2014) —, driving the employee to behave inappropriately.  
 

Hypothesis 8: LMX mediates the relationship between perceived organizational justice and 
CWB. 

 

Figure 1 displays the research model and hypotheses.  

 

 
Figure 1. Research model 

  

H5a (+) 

Org. Justice CWB 

Agreeableness Neuroticism 

H1b (+) H3b (-) H3a (+) 

H4 (-) 

H1a (-) 

H5b (-) 

H7 (+) 
LMX 

H2 (-) 

Proposed mediations: 
H6a: LMX mediates the relationship between agreeableness and CWB. 
H6b: LMX mediates the relationship between neuroticism and CWB. 
H8: LMX mediates the relationship between perceived organizational justice and CWB. 
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METHOD 
 
Procedures 
 
The research was conducted in the engineering division of a large Brazilian organization. This 
division encompasses a vast array of occupations, including engineers, administrators, and 
accountants, as well as different groups of technicians. It is also geographically dispersed, with 
operations in all regions of the country. 
 
The electronic questionnaire was developed on the SurveyMonkey® platform. An invitation with 
a link to the questionnaire was sent by e-mail to all 3,173 employees of the division. The message 
informed that the survey was part of an academic study and that no information that could 
identify the participants would be collected. A total of 527 fully completed questionnaires were 
obtained, corresponding to a 16.6% response rate. In that regard, it is important to acknowledge 
a potential non-response bias, although the sample is representative of the population with 
relation to age, gender, occupation, and tenure. 
 
We used structural equation modeling techniques to assess our hypotheses. The methods 
employed to prepare and analyze our data are described in detail in the results section. 
 
Measures 
 
‘Counterproductive Work Behaviors’. Given the debate on the dimensionality of the CWB 
construct (Berry et al., 2007; Bowling & Gruys, 2010; Dalal, 2005), we chose to adapt and test a 
scale based on previous research (Bennett & Robinson, 2000; Gruys & Sackett, 2003; Mendonça, 
Flauzino, Tamayo, & Paz, 2004). Respondents were asked to inform how often in the last 12 
months they engaged in 13 types of deleterious work behaviors, such as produce below own 
capacity and deny necessary information to a co-worker. A five-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) 
to 5 (always), was used. 
 
‘Organizational Justice’. Perceived organizational justice was measured with the scale developed 
by Colquitt (2001). It consists of 20 questions concerning distributive, procedural, interpersonal, 
and informational justice. For instance, participants were asked to inform to what extent the 
rewards they receive reflect their contribution to the organization (distributive) and if the 
procedures have been free of bias (procedural). Participants were also asked to inform to what 
extent their supervisor treated them with respect (interpersonal) and explained the procedures 
thoroughly (informational). A five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree), was used. 
 
‘Leader-Member Exchange’. Leader-member exchange quality was measured with the LMX-7 scale 
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). It contains seven items, each one with a specific five-point scale, 
designed to assess the quality of the relationship between supervisors and subordinates. Items 
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examples include ‘how well does your leader recognize your potential?’ and ‘how well does your 
leader understand your job problems and needs?’  
 
‘Personality traits’. Neuroticism and agreeableness were measured with the scales from the Big 
Five inventory (BFI) (John & Srivastava, 1999), using a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). An example item for neuroticism is ‘I see myself as a 
person who worries a lot’ and for agreeableness is ‘I see myself as a person who is helpful and 
unselfish with others.’ 
 
‘Control variables’. Gender and age were entered as control variables, as they have been found to 
affect CWB (Berry et al., 2007; Ng et al., 2016). 
 
RESULTS 
 
The sample was composed of 527 employees, of which 81% were male. The respondents’ age was 
between 23 and 81 years old (42.8 on average), the average tenure was 12.7 years, and 91% had 
at least a college degree, while the remaining 9% had only high school education. Regarding their 
occupations, 65.5% were in superior level positions (engineers, administrators, and accountants) 
and 34.5% were in technical positions. 
 
Before evaluating the proposed model, the robust Mahalanobis distances, calculated within and 
across scales with the Stata 14 software, were used to identify potential outliers. The results did 
not reveal any atypical observations.  
 
Exploratory factor analysis was used to assess CWB’s dimensionality. Results were obtained in 
SPSS version 22, using the principal component extraction method and oblimin rotation. An 
oblique rotation, such as oblimin, allows the latent factors to be correlated, while an orthogonal 
rotation, such as varimax, restricts the factors to be uncorrelated. Given that, in our analysis, the 
factors represented dimensions of the same construct; there was no theoretical reason to prevent 
them from being correlated.  
 
The best solution included four factors, which accounted for 64.35% of the variance in the 
sample and covered 11 of the original indicator variables. They were labeled, as shown in Table 
1. Based on the results of the EFA, we modeled CWB as a second-order, four-dimensional 
reflective construct when assessing the proposed hypotheses. 
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Table 1 
 
CWB — EFA factors and loadings 
 

Factor Items 1 2 3 4 h2 

1. Withholding effort 
(WE) 

8. Produce below own capacity. .79 

   

.62 

1. Stay idle instead of working. .78    .63 

9. Pretend to be busy. .67    .54 

3. Put little effort into your work. .60    .66 

2. Antisocial behavior 
(AB) 

7. Deny necessary information to a co-worker.  .78   .61 

6. Influence co-workers negatively.  .76   .60 

5. Fail to collaborate with co-workers.  .66   .55 

3. Poor attendance (PA) 4. Fail to go to work without reason.   .87  .75 

2. Arrive late to work on purpose.   .76  .69 

4. Unethical behavior 
(UB)  

12. Fail to comply with organizational norms.    .83 .76 

11. Use material resources of the organization for 
individual purposes. 

   .71 .68 

Note. h2 is the commonality. The two excluded items were: 10. Be indifferent to the requests of the manager; and 13. Doing 
your work poorly on purpose. 

 
A subsequent exploratory analysis of the dataset showed that the indicator variables did not meet 
the multivariate normality requirement of covariance-based structural equation modeling (SEM) 
techniques. Therefore, we opted to use partial least squares (PLS) to evaluate the proposed model. 
PLS is a structural equation modeling technique known for its robustness to departures from 
multivariate normality and ability to work efficiently with small sample sizes and complex 
structural and measurement models (Chin, 2010; Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2014). Model 
estimation and corresponding statistical tests were performed with SmartPLS version 2.0. 
Bootstrapping techniques (cases = 527; samples = 1,000) were employed to calculate the 
significance of the estimated effects. 
 
We used the approach described by Wetzels, Odekerken-Schroder and van Oppen (2009) to 
evaluate the proposed model, as it included two reflective, hierarchical latent variables 
(organizational justice and CWB). First, to assess indicator reliability, internal consistency 
reliability, and convergent and discriminant validity of our measurement model, we conducted a 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of the 11 latent variables and their 54 indicators (Tenenhaus 
& Hanafi, 2010). Although no cross-loading issues were detected, we had to remove ten 
indicators that presented low standardized loadings. The elimination process was iterative and 
took into consideration the trade-off between increments in reliability and convergent validity 
indexes, and the coverage of the domains of the constructs included in our model, as reflected 
by their original scales (Hair et al., 2014). The agreeableness measure was the one most affected. 
To obtain an average variance extracted (AVE) of at least 0.50 and have only standardized 
loadings close or above 0.70 (Chin, 2010; Hair, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2013; Hair et al., 2014), seven 
indicators had to be removed. Nevertheless, as the two remaining indicators were both general 
measures of agreeableness, instead of specific facets of the domain of the construct, we decided 
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to maintain the corresponding latent variable in our subsequent analysis. The final results of the 
CFA are presented in Table 2. 
 
Table 2 
 
CFA results 
 

First-order latent 
variables 

Ind. 

(a) 

Std. 
loadings 

(b) 

CR C 1(c) 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Agreeableness 2 .73-.83 .76 .37 .78           

2. CWB-PA 2 .89-.90 .84 .62 -.13 .85          

3. CWB-AB 3 .70-.80 .80 .62 -.24 .29 .75         

4. CWB-WE 4 .76-.81 .86 .78 -.15 .47 .41 .77        

5. CWB-UB  2 .82-.82 .80 .50 -.19 .27 .34 .43 .82       

6. Dist. Justice 4 .87-.91 .94 .92 .11 -.06 -.03 -.13 -.05 .90      

7. Inf. Justice 5 .75-.87 .92 .89 .20 -.10 -.14 -.19 -.06 .47 .83     

8. Int. Justice 3 .92-.94 .96 .93 .12 -.11 -.10 -.12 -.02 .38 .59 .94    

9. Proc. Justice 6 .65-.81 .87 .82 .14 -.08 -.07 -.15 -.05 .64 .63 .45 .73   

10. LMX 7 .79-.88 .94 .92 .15 -.18 -.15 -.30 -.13 .46 .71 .59 .55 .82  

11. Neuroticism 6 .67-.75 .85 .79 -.47 .17 .21 .17 .16 -.10 -.16 -.11 -.14 -.17 .70 

Note. (a) Number of indicators. (b) Range of standardized loadings. (c) Latent variable correlations, with the square root of AVE 
in the diagonal. 

 
All 44 loadings were statistically significant (p < 0.001), with only six marginally below the 0.70 
recommended threshold. Although some of the values of Cronbach’s alpha were lower than 0.50, 
all values of composite reliability (CR) were close or above 0.80. As the latter is considered a 
closer approximation of internal consistency reliability under the assumption that the parameter 
estimates are accurate (Chin, 2010), the results suggest that our measures are reliable (Chin, 2010; 
Hair et al., 2013; Hair et al., 2014). 
 
As shown in Table 2, the square root of AVE for a latent variable was greater than its correlations 
with the other variables. All cross-loadings values were much lower than the loadings of the 
indicators on their respective latent variables. These results confirm that the measurement model 
has acceptable discriminant validity (Chin, 2010; Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2013; Hair 
et al., 2014). Besides, all AVE values are very close to or above the 0.50 threshold. When taken 
together with the values obtained for the standardized loadings, which were statistically significant 
and close to or above 0.70, these results indicate that our measures had acceptable convergent 
validity (Chin, 2010; Hair et al., 2013; Hair et al., 2014). 
 
The analysis of the measurement model of the second-order reflective constructs (organizational 
justice and CWB) followed Wetzels et al.’s (2009) recommendations. The AVE and CR values 
were calculated considering the loadings of the first-order latent variables on the second-order 
latent variables. All loadings were statistically significant (p < 0.001) and close to or above 0.70. 
Also, as seen in Table 3, AVE and CR values for both second-order variables were above the 
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suggested limits (Chin, 2010; Hair et al., 2013; Hair et al., 2014). These results support the 
hierarchical reflective measurement model proposed for the organizational justice and the CWB 
constructs. 
 
Table 3 
 
Hierarchical latent variables 
 

Second-order latent variables Standardized loadings AVE CR 

CWB - .52 .81 

 CWB-Poor attendance .66 .72 .84 

 CWB-Antisocial behavior .68 .57 .80 

 CWB-Withholding effort .87 .60 .86 

 CWB-Unethical behavior .64 .67 .80 

Organizational justice - .65 .88 

 Distributive justice .78 .81 .94 

 Informational justice .85 .69 .92 

 Interpersonal justice .71 .88 .96 

 Procedural justice .86 .54 .87 

 
Figure 2 shows the relevant standardized path coefficients and R2 values obtained for the 
structural model. The R2 values obtained for LMX and CWB indicate that the model explained 
a reasonable proportion of the variances of these two variables in our sample.  
 

 

Figure 2. Results for the structural model 
Note. N = 527; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. The values represent completely standardized loadings. 
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Table 4 presents detailed information on the standardized direct effects among latent variables 
estimated with PLS. In line with our hypotheses, agreeableness and neuroticism had statistically 
significant direct effects on organizational justice and CWB (H1a and H1b, and H3a and H3b, 
respectively). Besides, the direct effect of LMX on CWB was statistically significant and negative, 
which provides empirical support for H4. Moreover, as proposed in H7, organizational justice 
had a strong, statistically significant direct positive effect on LMX. Our findings did not support 
hypotheses H2 (direct effect of organizational justice on CWB), H5a, and H5b (direct effects of 
agreeableness and neuroticism on LMX). 
 
Table 4 
 
Direct effects 
 

     95% Conf. Interval 

Effects Mean Std. Dev. t p-value Inf. Sup. 

Agreeableness → CWB (H1a) -.125 .055 2.25 .026 -.233 -.017 

Neuroticism → CWB (H1b) .130 .049 2.60 .010 .034 .226 

Just → CWB (H2) .100 .070 1.43 .153 -.037 .236 

Agreeableness → Just (H3a) .122 .047 2.62 .009 .030 .214 

Neuroticism → Just (H3b) -.119 .045 2.51 .013 -.206 -.032 

LMX → CWB (H4) -.311 .060 5.18 .000 -.429 -.193 

Agreeableness → LMX (H5a) -.009 .036 .287 .774 -.081 .062 

Neuroticism → LMX (H5b) -.068 .035 1.94 .053 -.137 .000 

Just → LMX (H7) .708 .027 26.0 .000 .654 .761 

 
To assess the mediation hypotheses, we calculated the standardized indirect effects of personality 
and organizational justice on CWB, shown in Table 5. Contrary to what was expected, the 
mediating role of LMX in the effects of agreeableness and neuroticism on CWB (H6a and H6b) 
was not empirically supported. However, the indirect effect of organizational justice through 
LMX on CWB was statistically significant, supporting H8. Given that the direct effect of justice 
on CWB was non-significant, the relationship between these variables was completely mediated 
by LMX. Furthermore, both agreeableness and neuroticism had statistically significant indirect 
effects on CWB through organizational justice and LMX. These results suggest that part of the 
influence of these two personality traits on CWB is channeled by justice and LMX. 
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Table 5 
 
Indirect effects 
 

Indirect paths Mean Std. Dev. t p-value 
95% Conf. Interval 

Inf. Sup. 

Agr. → LMX → CWB .003 .012 .27 .786 -.020 .026 

Neur. → LMX → CWB .021 .012 1.82 .069 -.002 .044 

Just → LMX → CWB -.220 .045 4.91 .000 -.309 -.132 

Agr. → Just → LMX → CWB -.027 .012 2.22 .027 -.051 -.003 

Neur. → Just → LMX → CWB .026 .011 2.30 .021 .004 .049 

 
It is important to note that the estimated total effects of organizational justice, agreeableness, and 
neuroticism on CWB were all statistically significant and similar in intensity (-0.12, -0.14, and 
0.16, respectively; p < 0.05). However, they were much weaker than the effect of LMX (-0.31). 
This further underlines the prominent role of LMX as a predictor of counterproductive 
behaviors, even when the influence of personality and organizational justice is also taken into 
consideration. 
 
Regarding the two control variables, only age had a statistically significant effect on a latent 
variable. As shown in Figure 1, age seems to negatively influence CWB, indicating that older 
employees are less likely to display deviant behaviors than their younger peers. 
 
We employed Harman’s post hoc single factor analysis to assess common method bias (Chang, 
Van Witteloostuijn, & Eden, 2010; Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). All indicators of the latent 
variables were entered in an explanatory factor analysis (EFA), generating 14 factors with 
eigenvalues above 1.0 that accounted for 62.25% of the total variance in our data. The factor 
with the highest eigenvalue explained only 20.86% of the variance, thus suggesting that common 
method variance is unlikely to have substantially biased our results. 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
The present study analyzed the combined effects of two personality traits — agreeableness and 
neuroticism —, organizational justice, and leader-member exchange on counterproductive work 
behaviors. Therefore, it gives an essential contribution to the literature on CWB, given the 
scarcity of research that addresses their individual and situational antecedents simultaneously 
(Hershcovis et al., 2007).  
 
The results indicate that agreeableness, neuroticism, and LMX have a direct impact on CWB, 
whereas the influence of organizational justice on the latter seems to be channeled entirely 
through LMX. Moreover, the effect of LMX on CWB appears to be much stronger than the total 
effects of the two personality traits and organizational justice, highlighting the crucial role of 
leaders in the psychological processes related to deviant behaviors in organizations. The quality 
of the relationship between leaders and subordinates was shown to be an essential causal 
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mechanism that connects employees’ fairness perceptions to their propensity to engage in CWB. 
Moreover, LMX also works in tandem with organizational justice to convey the influence of 
agreeableness and neuroticism on CWB. 
 
Regarding personality traits, the findings suggest that employees with high levels of agreeableness 
and low levels of neuroticism are more likely to exhibit CWB, corroborating previous evidence 
(Berry et al., 2007). These two personality traits also had significant direct effects on perceived 
organizational justice. In line with previous findings, the lower the employee’s level of 
agreeableness and the higher her/his level of neuroticism, the more likely she/he is to perceive 
the organization as unfair (Shi, Lin, Wang, & Wang, 2009). 
 
The lack of empirical support for a direct effect of organizational justice on CWB when LMX 
and personality are also taken into consideration resonates with previous research on individual 
and situational predictors of CWB. Holtz and Harold (2013a, p. 340) state that “perceived 
injustice does not always lead to deviant behavior,” calling attention to the role of individual 
differences. Berry et al. (2007, p. 420) found that the effects of justice on CWB were low to 
moderate in intensity and argue that “the assertion that justice is more important in predicting 
deviance than personality appears to be false.” (Berry et al., 2007, p. 420) 
 
On the other hand, the findings indicate that organizational justice has a direct and positive 
influence on LMX. This result extends previous findings, which were restricted to interactional 
justice (El Akremi et al., 2010). Indeed, the HRM literature suggests that leaders are often 
perceived as responsible for enacting the organization’s policies (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; 
Sikora & Ferris, 2014). Thus, employees who see their organization’s policies as unfair may hold 
their leaders accountable, negatively affecting the quality of their relationship. Drawing on the 
literature on HRM, we provide an explanation for this phenomenon, thus contributing to the 
relatively scant research on the antecedents of LMX (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Sears & Hackett, 
2011). 
 
As for the role of leadership in CWB, we found only a few studies that have addressed this issue 
(e.g., Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014; El Akremi et al., 2010). Hershcovis et al.’s (2007) meta-
analysis showed a small number of studies focused on the relationship between poor leadership 
and workplace aggression, mostly dealing with aggressive behaviors towards the leader. Our 
results go further, suggesting that LMX predicts a broader range of counterproductive behaviors, 
not only aggression.  
 
In line with El Akremi et al. (2010), our results also call attention to the pivotal mediation role 
played by LMX in processes that lead to deviant work behaviors. When employees perceive their 
organization to be unfair, they are likely to hold their leaders accountable — thus hurting their 
relationship, which in turn would stimulate them to engage in deviant behaviors. Furthermore, 
as both agreeableness and neuroticism influence one’s perceptions of organizational justice, their 
effect on CWB is also partially channeled through LMX.  
 
Regarding the debate over the dimensionality of CWB, our factor analysis provided empirical 
support for a four-dimensional structure. The construct’s sub-dimensions are: (1) ‘withholding 
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effort’, which refers to the employee’s choice to work below her/his capacity; (2) ‘antisocial 
behavior’, which pertains to her/his choice not to support her/his colleagues; (3) ‘poor 
attendance’, which involves deliberate tardiness or absenteeism; and (4) ‘unethical behavior’, 
which refers to her/his misusage of organization assets or intentional failure to comply with 
organizational norms. This result indicates that the organization/interpersonal dichotomy may 
be a simplification of a more complex phenomenon, as absenteeism, tardiness, or working below 
capacity may hurt both the organization as a whole and co-workers, who may become overloaded. 
As also proposed in the literature (e.g., Dalal, 2005), future studies should revisit the theoretical 
categorization of CWB and empirically verify the dimensionality of the construct. 
 
In summary, our study provides an important contribution to the literature on CWB, given that 
the combined effects of individual and situational antecedents of deviant behaviors have been 
relatively overlooked (Hershcovis et al., 2007). We were also able to extend previous models that 
addressed the Justice-LMX-CWB relationships (Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014; El Akremi et al., 
2010). Regarding the literature on leadership, our study makes two important contributions. 
First, we found evidence of the influence of organizational justice on LMX and provided an 
explanation for this phenomenon, based on the HRM literature. Additionally, the results show 
that leaders may play a key role in the processes that lead to deviant behaviors in organizations. 
 
Regarding the practical implications of our findings, they suggest that to minimize the likelihood 
of CWB, organizations may need to focus on selecting, training, and rewarding managers who 
dedicate time and effort in establishing quality relationships with their subordinates. It may also 
be essential to develop career management systems that favor those who are motivated to become 
leaders and have a genuine concern for the ones they lead. On the other hand, it may be necessary 
to create alternative career paths that recognize the individual contributions of employees who 
perform well but may not have the abilities or the motivation to manage teams.  
 
This study has some limitations. First, our model considered only two of the Big Five personality 
traits — agreeableness and neuroticism —, as they were found to influence all three constructs of 
our model. In that regard, future studies may take into account other individual differences. 
Second, our relatively low response rate might have created a non-response bias. Finally, although 
the results of Harman’s single-factor test suggest that common method variance did not 
significantly affect our analysis, the test itself tends to become less conservative as the number of 
variables increases (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). Thus, the use of self-reports from a single source 
can be a limitation. Data was also collected in only one organization — although very large, diverse, 
and geographically dispersed —, raising concerns about the generalizability of the results. Different 
research designs should be devised in the future to mitigate these issues.  
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