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Among adult employees, interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision predict aggression toward
supervisors at work. The aim of this study was to assess whether similar relationships exist among
teenage employees and, further, whether teenagers’ reasons for working moderate these relationships.
Multiple regression analyses on data from 119 teenage employees showed that financial and personal
fulfillment reasons for working moderate the impact of interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision on
aggression directed at workplace supervisors. These findings contribute to the understanding of work-
place aggression by demonstrating that (a) teenagers engage in this workplace behavior, (b) the predictors
are similar to those of adult aggression, and (c) reasons for working play a moderating role among this
particular cohort. The possible long-term consequences of teenagers’ use of aggression at work are
discussed.
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Most teenagers in the United States, Canada, and Europe are
now employed on a part-time basis while still at school (see
Loughlin & Barling, 1999, 2001). Upon graduation from high
school, 80% of high school students in North America will have
held part-time jobs (Greenberger & Steinberg, 1986). Just under
half of these students will have worked more than 20 hr per week
during the school year (Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993), and by
12th grade, 70% of these students will have been employed for
more than 20 hr per week during the summer months (Runyan &
Zakocs, 2000). With part-time employment now the norm for
teenagers, the need to understand this phenomenon for young
workers, their employing organizations, and society in general
looms large (e.g., Barling & Kelloway, 1999).

Although the study of young workers has been recognized as an
important part of introducing teenagers to the world of work

(Frone, 2000; U.S. National Institute on Occupational Safety and
Health [NIOSH], 1996, 1997), young workers’ work-related ex-
periences, attitudes, and behaviors have received little research
attention (Frone, 1999; Loughlin & Barling, 1999, 2001). In par-
ticular, although several health and safety workplace issues have
received research attention within the realm of adult employment,
with few exceptions (e.g., Rubenstein & Sternbach, 1999), mini-
mal research has focused on health and safety issues relating to
teenagers’ jobs. One of these neglected issues is workplace ag-
gression, a phenomenon that is a common feature in workplace
settings.

There is evidence that young people are frequently the target of
workplace aggression (e.g., Keashly, Trott, & MacLean, 1994).
NIOSH (2003) reported that between 1992 and 2000, 63% of
workplace fatalities involving U.S. retail workers under the age of
18 were due to assaults and other violent acts. Although there are
several issues affecting young workers that in general warrant
empirical attention, we argue that from organizational, societal,
and developmental perspectives, further study of workplace ag-
gression is among the most significant of these issues (see also
Tucker & Loughlin, 2006). In particular we believe that beginning
to investigate whether teenagers act as perpetrators of workplace
aggression is of utmost importance.

Aggression is defined as behavior that is performed by one
individual with the intent of causing harm (see, for example,
Bandura, 1973; Jenkins, 1996). Aggressive behaviors at work can
take a variety of forms, and as a result a number of taxonomic
frameworks have been proposed to describe the wide range of acts
that constitute aggressive behaviors at work (e.g., R. A. Baron,
Neuman, & Geddes, 1999; S. A. Baron, 1993; Buss, 1961; S. Fox
& Spector, 1999; Mantell, 1994; Robinson & Bennett, 1995).
These acts include physical behaviors (e.g., punching, damaging
property) as well as psychological and verbal behaviors (e.g.,
verbal insults, ignoring the target), and they can be active or
passive (i.e., initiating or withholding actions), overt or covert (i.e.,
obvious or anonymous acts of aggression), and direct or indirect
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(i.e., targeting the intended target directly or a third party, Binning
& Wagner, 2002), focusing on both people in organizations and
the organizations themselves. Research indicates that all forms of
workplace aggression are potentially harmful for both individuals
and organizations (e.g., Barling, Rogers, & Kelloway, 2001; Budd,
Arvey, & Lawless, 1996; O’Leary-Kelly, Griffin, & Glew, 1996;
Rogers & Kelloway, 1997; Schat & Kelloway, 2000).

Although media reports often suggest that the most frequent
manifestations of workplace aggression are direct acts of physical
aggression, in reality less sensational acts such as verbal or psy-
chological aggression are more common (R. A. Baron et al., 1999;
Braverman, 1999; Neuman & Baron, 1998). L. Greenberg and
Barling (1999) found that whereas 2 of the 136 men in their study
reported using physical violence at work, 82%, 74%, and 76%
admitted to some form of psychological aggression against co-
workers, subordinates, and supervisors, respectively. Despite the
less dramatic nature of these acts, victims of psychological aggres-
sion often judge it to be worse than physical aggression (see
O’Leary & Jouriles, 1994), suggesting that the outcomes are not
necessarily less severe.

Notwithstanding the substantial and growing body of research
on workplace aggression, there is no research on workplace ag-
gression among teenage workers. This lack of research is prob-
lematic considering the number of teenagers who have the poten-
tial to engage in this workplace behavior given their occupational
status.

Teenage Aggression

The lack of research on teenage employees’ aggression is strik-
ing because teenage aggression is commonly viewed as a signifi-
cant societal problem with both immediate and long-term conse-
quences (American Psychological Association, 1999). National
statistics in both the United States and Canada indicate that young
people participate in more violent criminal activity than do adults
(Perkins, 1997; Wallace, 2003). According to the U.S. National
Crime Victimization Survey, although Americans aged 12 to 24
years constituted 22% of the population in 1992–1997, they were
the perpetrators in 35% of the country’s murders and 49% of
serious violent crime, including rape, robbery, and aggravated
assault (as cited in Perkins, 1997; see also Snyder, Sickmund, &
Poe-Yamagata, 1996). Current research suggests that various
forms of teenage aggression in schools exist at somewhat alarming
rates (see, e.g., the Youth Risk Behavior Survey; Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2004). Although aggression in
schools does not necessarily translate into aggression in the work-
place, and there is some variation across studies, it can provide an
indication of the degree of aggression among teenagers. Cleary
(2000), for example, found that 35% of students had been victim-
ized at school and approximately 39% had been involved in either
violence or the potential for violence at school (e.g., carried a
weapon or had been in physical fights).

Understanding the variables that predict aggressive behaviors in
teenage workers could be especially important for the intervention
and prevention of workplace aggression, given that aggression
may not only be carried into later career stages (Barling & Kello-
way, 1999) but also escalate over time (see Andersson & Pearson,
1999; Barling, 1996; Neuman & Baron, 1998). The notion of
escalation is reinforced by research findings showing that less

severe acts of relationship or marital aggression serve as the first
step in an upward spiral that may result in more severe levels of
aggression (Murphy & O’Leary, 1989). Likewise, some data sug-
gest that adolescent dating relationships form the foundation for
aggression in adult relationships (Henton, Cate, Koval, Lloyd, &
Christopher, 1983; Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & Silva, 1998). More-
over, patterns of behavior established in adolescence have been
shown to extend into adulthood (e.g., Huesmann, Moise-Titus,
Podolski, & Eron, 2003), providing further support for the impor-
tance of understanding such behaviors earlier rather than later in
life.

With part-time teenage employment the norm and evidence of
aggression in general among this cohort of individuals, it is plau-
sible that teenagers engage in aggression at work. If this workplace
behavior does exist, there may be critical implications for the
subsequent development of workplace attitudes and behaviors that
future research must consider. Thus, the aim of our study is to
ascertain whether teenage workplace aggression occurs and, per-
haps more important, if it does, to identify its predictors. As with
research that has examined workplace aggression among adults
(see, e.g., L. Greenberg & Barling, 1999; LeBlanc & Kelloway,
2002), in this study we focus on both psychological and physical
aggression engaged in by employees.

Predictors of Workplace Aggression

In workplace aggression research, a common method of predict-
ing employee aggression is to examine situational factors in the
workplace (e.g., Inness, Barling, & Turner, 2005; Neuman &
Baron, 1998). Moreover, Anderson and Bushman (2002) empha-
sized the instrumental nature of aggression, suggesting that the
specific motives and targets of aggressive acts are important for its
subsequent understanding. This is consistent with social interac-
tion theory, which suggests that aggressive behavior has a purpose
and tends to be goal directed (Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). L.
Greenberg and Barling (1999) showed the importance of consid-
ering the source and target of aggression, because different factors
predict psychological aggression against different groups of em-
ployees. More recent research supports this finding, with a meta-
analysis by Hershcovis et al. (2005) showing that aggression is
indeed target specific. Inness et al. (2005) provide further evidence
of the contextual nature of workplace aggression with their finding
that experiences at one job do not affect workplace aggression in
another job. In the present study, we focus specifically on the
aggression that teenage employees direct toward their workplace
supervisors. We focus explicitly on supervisor aggression because
among the studies that have specified the source and target of
workplace aggression, supervisor aggression is the one for which
we currently have the most knowledge and understanding (see,
e.g., Hershcovis et al., 2005).

Evidence indicates that workplace aggression tends to occur
when employees experience interpersonal mistreatment, with in-
terpersonal provocation argued to be among the most important
causes of human aggression (e.g., Anderson & Bushman, 2002).
Thus, when the source of interpersonal employee mistreatment is
a workplace supervisor, the employee may direct aggression at that
supervisor. Research on adult work experiences has identified
factors that predict aggression directed at supervisors. As with
research on adult work experiences, we focus on employees’
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perceptions of their supervisors’ behaviors (e.g., Inness et al.,
2005), in an attempt to examine the specific perceptions that may
lead to aggression. Consistent with this, we address two factors
that have been found to be linked to supervisor-directed aggres-
sion: perceived supervisory interpersonal injustice and abusive
supervision (e.g., R. A. Baron et al., 1999; Inness et al., 2005).
Given the strength of these predictors in influencing workplace
aggression in previous research with adults, and because the like-
lihood of them being relevant to employed teenagers is high given
the universality of these variables to employees of all ages, we
expect that perceived supervisory interpersonal injustice and abu-
sive supervision will be important predictors of teenagers’ aggres-
sion at work.

Various types of organizational injustice have received substan-
tial research attention. Earlier research focused on distributive
(Deutsch, 1985) and procedural (Folger & Greenberg, 1985; Lind
& Tyler, 1988) injustice (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001;
Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001), both of which are
related to aggression directed at workplace supervisors (see L.
Greenberg & Barling, 1999, for a discussion). More recently,
however, research has come to focus on interpersonal injustice,
with findings suggesting that it may be the most important form of
injustice in predicting aggression against workplace supervisors
(see Dupré & Barling, 2006; Inness et al., 2005).

Interpersonal injustice is described as employees’ perceptions of
whether they are treated with a lack of courtesy, respect, and
sensitivity by those responsible for carrying out procedures
(Colquitt, 2001; Donovan, Drasgow, & Munson, 1998). When
confronted with interpersonal injustice, people have been shown to
respond with negative emotions such as anger or hostility (Folger,
1993) and are motivated to reestablish a sense of perceived justice
(Cropanzano & Folger, 1989; Homans, 1961). This could be
achieved by retaliating against the source of the injustice
(Townsend, Phillips, & Elkins, 2000), by seeking restitution (e.g.,
Bies, Shapiro, & Cummings, 1988; J. Greenberg, 1990), or by
using aggression to “fire back” (J. A. Fox & Levin, 1994) at
perceived mistreatment by supervisors. Supervisors are usually
responsible for executing workplace decisions and procedures, and
thus the quality of their interactions with their subordinates is an
important source of justice, largely because it is so personal in
comparison to other forms of justice (Inness et al., 2005). More-
over, interpersonal injustice has been consistently associated with
supervisor-directed workplace aggression in previous research
(e.g., R. A. Baron et al., 1999).

Supervisors’ treatment of employees can go beyond being unfair
and become actively abusive (O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). Both
interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision are forms of super-
visor mistreatment, but whereas interpersonal injustice specifically
refers to the perception that supervisory treatment is unfair, super-
visor behavior becomes abusive when it includes a “sustained
display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding phys-
ical contact” (Tepper, 2000, p. 178). Although abusive supervision
is infrequent, it is associated with negative outcomes (Zellars,
Tepper, & Duffy, 2002), including poor health (Duffy, Ganster, &
Shaw, 1998) and destructive thoughts and feelings (Ashforth,
1997; Frone, 2000; Keashly et al., 1994). As compared with their
adult counterparts, we believe that abusive supervision will be
particularly salient for teenage employees given their relatively
greater vulnerability. This vulnerability is evidenced by their lim-

ited access to alternative jobs, fewer opportunities for geographical
mobility (Loughlin & Barling, 1999), lower representation by
unions (Bryson, Gomez, Gunderson, & Meltz, 2001; Gallagher,
1999; Mayhew & Quinlan, 2002), and the belief among some
employers (e.g., the fast food industry) that teenage employees are
easier to manage than adults because of their lack of power
(Schlosser, 2002).

Research indicates that at times, subordinates reciprocate their
supervisor’s behavior in some way as a method of coping with the
abuse (Duffy, Ganster, & Pagon, 2002; Inness et al., 2005). Day
and Hamblin (1964) found that “the extent that a supervisor
enforces work specifications or rules by aggressing against those
subordinates who depart from or violate the rules” (p. 500) pro-
duced significant increases in aggression toward supervisors in
return.

Interactions Between Individual Factors and Perceived
Workplace Factors

Individual factors interact with perceived workplace factors in
predicting workplace aggression (Barling, 1996). Given the im-
portance of teenagers’ reasons for working, we suggest that the
reasons why teenagers engage in part-time employment will mod-
erate the relationships between interpersonal injustice and abusive
supervision, on the one hand, and teenage employees’ workplace
aggression directed at their supervisors, on the other.

All people enter the workforce to meet certain goals, such as
financial need or personal fulfillment. This is important because
the reasons that people work may influence how they perceive and
experience the work environment and how they cope with unpleas-
ant incidents at work. Teenagers’ reasons for working have been
discussed extensively in an attempt to understand whether these
reasons are fulfilled or thwarted through their employment and
because of a belief that the reasons why teenagers work influence
their experience of work (e.g., Bedenbaugh & Garvey, 1993;
Crispell, 1995; Ruscoe, 1996; Sanford et al., 1994; Steinberg,
Fegley, & Dornbusch, 1993). We believe that two of teenagers’
predominant reasons for working will moderate the relationship
between their work experiences and workplace aggression:
namely, financial and personal fulfillment.

Teenagers who work primarily for financial reasons (Bailey,
1992; Bensimhon, 1993) may need to maintain their employment
in the face of an undesirable work environment, thus increasing
their dependence on their employment and employers. This may be
especially true for teenagers given recent statistics showing that
teenagers are at a disadvantage in the labor market as compared
with all workers. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2004)
reported that for the first quarter of 2004, the unemployment rate
for the 16–19 age group was 16.6%, as compared with 5.6%
among all workers. Although it is possible that teenagers work to
be able to spend money on frivolous items, Ruscoe (1996) reported
that 33% of students who work are saving their money for college,
with other uses of their money including care for their children,
money for parents, church donations, and clothing purchases. As
such, negative experiences at work may be more detrimental for
people who feel compelled to remain at a particular job for
financial reasons. Continuance commitment, for example, which
occurs when employees stay with an organization because of a
lack of alternatives (Meyer & Allen, 1997), is negatively associ-
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ated with job performance (Meyer, Paunonen, Gellatly, Goffin, &
Jackson, 1989). The negative effects of abusive supervision were
more pronounced for employees who perceived themselves to
have limited mobility (Tepper, 2000), and this may be particularly
relevant to teenagers, whose employment options are generally
more limited than those of adults, who have greater experience and
skills. Given that education, work experience, and skills are in-
versely related to age, young workers are likely to be less able to
command high-paying, high-quality jobs. Most young workers’
jobs in North America have been concentrated in the lower level
service industries (e.g., food and beverage services, cashiers, sales
clerks) since the 1980s (Loughlin & Barling, 1999). These jobs
typically pay poorly, require few skills, offer little career potential,
and have primarily part-time hours (Greenberger, Steinberg, &
Ruggiero, 1982). Teenagers are ideal candidates for these jobs
because they are willing to accept low pay and often want flexible
hours (Schlosser, 2002).

Individuals also choose to work for personal fulfillment, which
could arise from the job itself or from the quality of social
relationships on the job (e.g., Frost & Muhammad, 1979; Porter,
1962; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). Teenagers who work indi-
cate that some of the ways in which they get fulfillment through
their jobs are by the recognition that it will be good for their
resumes (Ruscoe, 1996) and through the social experience they
gain outside the home and school (Bailey, 1992). In contrast to the
situation in which financial reasons for employment are primary,
we expected that teenagers who primarily seek personal fulfillment
from their employment would be less dependent on their employ-
ment and employers, as personal fulfillment can be achieved
through other means (e.g., involvement in athletic activities, vol-
unteering in community activities). Thus, when teenagers perceive
supervisors as treating them unfairly or abusively, we expected
that those teens who work for personal fulfillment would be
willing to seek this fulfillment through alternative employment
(paid or volunteer) or through other means that provide personal
fulfillment.

Current Study Hypotheses

The main purpose of this study is to determine whether teenag-
ers engage in aggression at work. Moreover, if teenage workplace
aggression does exist, we want to examine the prediction of this
workplace phenomenon to understand why it occurs.

Hypothesis 1

We predict that when teenagers’ financial reasons for working
are high and interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision are
high, aggression will also be high, and when interpersonal injustice
and abusive supervision are low, aggression will be low. We
further hypothesize that when teenagers’ financial reasons for
working are low, aggression will be low, regardless of the degree
of perceived interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision.

Hypothesis 2

We hypothesize that when teenagers’ personal fulfillment rea-
sons for working are high, aggression will be low, regardless of the
degree of perceived interpersonal injustice and abusive supervi-

sion. We further predict that when teenagers’ personal fulfillment
reasons for working are low and interpersonal injustice and abu-
sive supervision are high, aggression will also be high, and when
interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision are low, aggression
will be low.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Surveys were distributed to 131 employed Canadian high school stu-
dents (71 girls, 60 boys) through peer nomination. A small group of senior
high school students were contracted to distribute questionnaires and
information about the study to full-time high school students who were
employed on a part-time basis, which was defined as working at least 2 hr
per week at a job and a maximum of 37.5 hr per week. Respondents who
worked more than 37.5 hr per week were excluded in subsequent analyses,
and the resulting sample consisted of 119 teenagers (69 girls, 50 boys).
Participants returned questionnaires anonymously in sealed envelopes to
the contracted students and in return received a $1 gift certificate for a local
coffee and donut store as a token of appreciation.

The average age of the participants was 17 years (SD � 1.2); their
average education level was Grade 11 (SD � 1.1). Participants worked an
average of 18.0 hr per week (SD � 8.6, range � 2.0–37.5; mean hourly
rate of pay � $7.29 Canadian, SD � $1.70), had been with their current
organization for an average of 10.4 months (SD � 10.6), and had been with
their current supervisor for an average of 9.3 months (SD � 9.8). All of
these teenagers were in nonmanagerial positions; 22% worked in fast food
restaurants, 17% in small local stores, 14% in large department and grocery
stores, 14% in restaurants, 9% in recreation and fitness centers, 9% in
community and government services, 8% in miscellaneous organizations
(e.g., construction firms, veterinary clinics, bowling alleys), 4% at gas
stations, and 4% in bars, and 4% delivered newspapers.1 The average
reported age of their supervisors was 37.2 years (SD � 11.6, range �
18.5–68.0; 58 men, 52 women2).

Materials

Although we focus on the roles of interpersonal injustice, abusive
supervision, and reasons for working in predicting teenagers’ workplace
aggression, other factors need to be controlled because of their demon-
strated relationship to aggression. Thus, participants were asked a series of
questions relating to age, education, hours worked per week, hourly rate of
pay, time worked with supervisor, and anger.

Research suggests that certain individuals have a greater predisposition
than others to act in aggressive ways. Although empirical studies are
inconclusive regarding the effects of age and workplace aggression, age
tends to show a relationship with aggression (see Douglas & Martinko,
2001). R. A. Baron et al. (1999) found that workers aged 19 to 24 years
reported demonstrating aggressive behaviors more often than workers over
the age of 24. However, a recent meta-analysis of full-time employees
found that age was not significantly related to aggression (Hershcovis et
al., 2005). It could be that in some employment situations young people
lack the necessary interpersonal skills to properly respond to potentially
aggressive situations. Although we control for age, the age range of
participants in this study is limited, and as a result age is less likely to play
a significant role as compared with previous research. We also control for
teenage employees’ highest level of education attained, hourly rate of pay,
hours worked per week, and time worked with supervisor, all of which are
relevant to teenagers’ experience of employment (Barling & Kelloway,

1 These percentages do not add to 100 because of rounding error.
2 The gender of 9 supervisors was not reported.
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1999; Barling, Rogers, & Kelloway, 1995). Additionally, we control for the
tendency to outwardly express anger, given the important finding that
anger tends to be related to aggressive behavior directed toward other
persons (see Averill, 1982; Douglas & Martinko, 2001; Dye & Eckhardt,
2000; Glomb & Liao, 2003; Spielberger, 1999). The eight-item Anger-Out
subscale of the State–Trait Anger Expression Inventory (Spielberger, 1999)
was used to assess the frequency with which anger is expressed outwardly.
Participants report on a 4-point scale (1 � infrequently; 4 � frequently)
how often they express feelings relating to their anger.

Workplace aggression toward supervisors was assessed using L. Green-
berg and Barling’s (1999) 22-item scale, which is based on Straus’s (1979)
Conflict Tactics Scales. Three items were added to this scale for the current
study to provide greater coverage of the range of workplace aggression
behaviors. Participants indicate how often they have engaged in a series of
aggressive acts over the past year (0 � never, 1 � once, 2 � twice, 3 �
3–5 times, 4 � 6–10 times, 5 � 11–20 times, 6 � more than 20 times).
Both psychological workplace aggression (12 items, e.g., “Over the last
year, I transmitted damaging information about my supervisor”) and phys-
ical workplace aggression (13 items; e.g., “Over the last year, I shoved my
supervisor”) are measured. Normally all items on this scale are combined
to provide an overall level of workplace aggression; however, it was our
intention to assess psychological and physical aggression separately.

Perceived workplace factors. Perceptions of interpersonal injustice
were measured using 13 items adapted from a scale developed by Donovan
et al. (1998) designed to measure employees’ perceptions of interpersonal
treatment at work. Items in the current study focused on supervisor treat-
ment (e.g., “At work, my supervisor plays favorites”). Although items
typically are rated on a 3-point response scale, we used a 7-point scale (1 �
strongly disagree; 7 � strongly agree) to maximize variance. Abusive
supervision was assessed using Tepper’s (2000) 15-item scale. Participants
rate on a 5-point scale (1 � I cannot remember him/her ever using this
behavior with me, 5 � He/she uses this behavior with me very often) the
extent to which one’s supervisor engages in a number of abusive behaviors,
such as “Tells me my thoughts or feelings are stupid.”

Reasons for working. Participants’ reasons for working were ascer-
tained using a six-item scale designed for the present study that measures
reasons for working using a 5-point scale (1 � strongly disagree; 5 �
strongly agree). An exploratory factor analysis with varimax rotation
provided strong support for two separate factors, one that reflected finan-
cial reasons and one that reflected personal fulfillment reasons for working
(see Table 1 for items and results).

Results

Descriptive statistics, intercorrelations, and reliability data for
all variables are presented in Table 2. Because only a small
percentage of teenagers had engaged in physical aggression at
work (14% in total, with 8% having engaged in only one act of
physical aggression), it was not possible to examine psychological

and physical aggression separately. The 12 items on the psycho-
logical workplace aggression scale were summed to provide an
overall score, and this measure of psychological aggression was
used in all subsequent analyses. The most common forms of
psychological aggression directed at supervisors were transmitting
damaging information, saying something spiteful, and making
rude gestures, with approximately 25% of participants having
engaged in these behaviors. Approximately 16% of participants
reported “giving the silent treatment,” being rude, yelling at, and
insulting or name-calling supervisors. Approximately 6% of par-
ticipants reported threatening to hit, threatening to throw some-
thing, damaging property, swearing at, and crying to make super-
visors feel guilty. Although the level of psychological aggression
in this group (M � 3.56, SD � 6.13) was similar to that of previous
studies using this same measure (see Dupré & Barling, 2006; L.
Greenberg & Barling, 1999; Inness et al., 2005), the relative lack
of physical aggression was different from other studies that have
examined workplace aggression.

The level of perceived interpersonal injustice (M � 3.37, SD �
1.05) was comparable to what has been reported in other studies
using this same measure (in previous studies, mean scores of
interpersonal injustice ranged from 2.45 to 5.16, with similar
standard deviations to that of the current study; see Dupré &
Barling, 2006; L. Greenberg & Barling, 1999; Inness et al., 2005).
The level of perceived abusive supervision (M � 2.01, SD � 0.99)
was somewhat higher than that reported in other studies using this
same measure (in previous studies, mean scores ranged from 1.31
to 1.70, with a lower standard deviation than that of the current
study; see Inness et al., 2005; Tepper, Duffy, & Shaw, 2001;
Zellars et al., 2002), suggesting teenagers’ perceived abusive su-
pervision may be higher than what is perceived in general.

To determine whether either financial or personal fulfillment
reasons for working moderated the relationships between interper-
sonal injustice and abusive supervision and workplace aggression,
we conducted separate moderated multiple regression analyses. On
the first step of each regression analysis, in addition to entering
age, education, hours worked per week, hourly rate of pay, time
worked with supervisor, and anger as control variables, given that
there may be overlap between the two reasons for working (i.e., the
variables being tested as moderators), we entered the reason for
working that was not being tested as the moderator in that partic-
ular regression analysis, as an additional control variable. Both
regression analyses and tests for interactions were conducted fol-
lowing the procedures outlined by Aiken and West (1991).

Table 1
Exploratory Factor Analysis of Six Items Assessing Reasons for Working

Item Factor 1 Factor 2

1. My main reason for working is for the pay. .81 �.17
2. Quite frankly, the only reason I work is for the money. .72 �.42
3. The pay that I receive for the work I do is very important. .48 .09
4. My main reason for working is because I enjoy the work. �.30 .76
5. My main reason for working is for the social relationships. �.09 .62
6. My main reason for working is for the experience. .07 .58

% variance 36.04 14.59
Eigenvalue 2.58 1.41
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Hypothesis 1

A regression analysis was conducted to test whether financial
reasons for working moderated the relationship between interper-
sonal injustice and workplace aggression, and a second regression
analysis was conducted to test whether financial reasons for work-
ing moderated the relationship between abusive supervision and
workplace aggression. In both of these regression analyses the
control variables (i.e., age, education, hours worked per week,
hourly rate of pay, time worked with supervisor, anger, and per-
sonal fulfillment reasons for working) were entered on Step 1; the
standardized independent variable (i.e., interpersonal injustice or
abusive supervision) and moderator variable (i.e., financial reasons
for working) were entered on Step 2; and the interaction term was
entered on Step 3.

Financial reasons for working moderated the effect of both
interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision on workplace ag-
gression: �R2 � .09, p � .01; �R2 � .14, p � .001, respectively
(see Table 3 for the results of both regression analyses). For both

low and high financial reasons for working, when interpersonal
injustice and abusive supervision were low, workplace aggression
was low. When interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision
were high and when financial reasons for working were low,
workplace aggression remained low. However, when interpersonal
injustice and abusive supervision were high and financial reasons
for working were also high, workplace aggression was higher (see
Figures 1 and 2).

Hypothesis 2

A regression analysis was conducted to test whether personal
fulfillment reasons for working moderated the relationship be-
tween interpersonal injustice and workplace aggression, and a
second regression analysis was conducted to test whether personal
fulfillment reasons for working moderated the relationship be-
tween abusive supervision and workplace aggression. In both of
these regression analyses the control variables (i.e., age, education,
hours worked per week, hourly rate of pay, time worked with

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among All Variables (N � 119)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Age 17.00 1.18 —
2. Education 11.12 1.07 .84** —
3. Hours per week 18.00 8.55 .24* .20* —
4. Hourly rate 7.29 1.67 �.01 �.04 �.09 —
5. Time with supervisor 9.33 9.81 .14 .12 �.02 .08 —
6. Anger-Out subscale 2.03 0.67 �.07 �.07 .02 .04 �.00 (.84)
7. Gender of teenager .15 .16 �.01 �.07 �.07 �.09 —
8. Gender of supervisor �.04 �.03 �.05 .08 �.13 �.08 .23* —
9. Interpersonal injustice 3.37 1.05 �.05 �.12 .14 �.11 .09 .15 �.14 �.06 (.85)

10. Abusive supervision 2.01 0.99 �.26** �.24* .11 �.09 �.05 .31** �.21* �.21* .61** (.95)
11. Financial reasons 3.74 0.97 .06 .00 �.02 �.01 �.07 �.22* .14 .11 �.05 �.33** (.71)
12. Personal fulfillment 3.23 1.00 .05 .14 .01 .09 �.17 �.28* .09 .02 �.34** �.14 �.29** (.70)
13. Aggressiona 3.56 6.13 �.05 �.17 �.03 .05 .09 .14 �.11 �.03 .28** .23* .27** �.27** —

Note. Reliability data (alphas) appear on the diagonal.
a Internal measures of consistency such as Cronbach’s alpha are inappropriate for the aggression measures included in this study and thus are not included
(see, e.g., Bollen & Lennox, 1991; MacCallum & Browne, 1993).
* p � .05. ** p � .01.

Table 3
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for the Moderating Effect of Financial Reasons for Working on the Relationships
Between Interpersonal Injustice and Workplace Aggression and Between Abusive Supervision and Workplace Aggression

Step Variable

Interpersonal injustice Abusive supervision

� R2 �R2 df � R2 �R2 df

1 Anger-Out subscale .02 .11 .11 7, 89 .02 .11 .11 7, 89
Age �.01 .13
Education �.09 �.09
Hours worked per week .07 .02
Hourly rate .08 .05
Time worked with supervisor .08 .05
Personal fulfillment reasons for working �.05 �.12

2 Independent variable .27** .26** .15** 2, 87 .38** .26** .16** 2, 87
Financial reasons for working .30** .31**

3 Independent Variable � Financial Reasons .31** .35** .09** 1, 86 .41** .41** .14** 1, 86

Note. N � 119.
** p � .01.
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supervisor, anger, and financial reasons for working) were entered
on Step 1; the standardized independent variable (i.e., interper-
sonal injustice or abusive supervision) and moderator variable (i.e.,
personal fulfillment reasons for working) were entered on Step 2;
and the interaction term was entered on Step 3.

Personal fulfillment reasons for working moderated the effect of
interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision on workplace ag-
gression: �R2 � .13, p � .001; �R2 � .06, p � .01, respectively
(see Table 4 for the results of both regression analyses). When
personal fulfillment was high, workplace aggression remained at a
similar level for both low and high interpersonal injustice and
abusive supervision. However, when personal fulfillment was low,
under low interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision, work-
place aggression was low, and under high interpersonal injustice
and abusive supervision, workplace aggression was higher (see
Figures 3 and 4).

Discussion

The aim of this study was to ascertain whether aggression at
work by teenage part-time employees exists, and the variance in
the workplace aggression data supports the notion that it does.
Teenagers are aggressive at work, and the predictors of this be-
havior are both unique and similar to those of adult workplace
aggression. Although teenagers appear to engage in levels of
aggression directed at workplace supervisors similar to those of
adult employees, most of this aggression is psychological. The
results show that reasons for working influence how workplace
experiences affect workplace aggression. In this respect, the cur-
rent findings extend research conducted on interpersonal injustice
and abusive supervision with adult employees.

Financial reasons for working moderated the relationships be-
tween interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision and work-
place aggression. When young workers expressed strong financial
reasons for employment, these relationships were exacerbated. For
those with low financial reasons for working, interpersonal injus-
tice and abusive supervision were not as strongly associated with
aggression. As suggested earlier, teenage employees who work for
financial reasons may feel somewhat trapped in their current jobs
and thus use aggression as a way of responding to interpersonal
mistreatment by their supervisors. Personal fulfillment reasons for
working also moderated the relationships between interpersonal

injustice and abusive supervision and workplace aggression. When
teenagers engaged in work for personal fulfillment, the associa-
tions between interpersonal injustice and abusive supervision and
workplace aggression were much weaker. One possibility is that
teenagers seeking personal fulfillment are less likely to remain in
a situation that makes such fulfillment unlikely, making exit an
attractive option (Barling et al., 2001). In contrast, those who do
not seek personal fulfillment through their work would be more
likely to submit to adverse circumstances and may respond ag-
gressively to interpersonal mistreatment, believing that they have
less to lose. Future research should examine why reasons for work
moderate the relationships between interpersonal injustice, abusive
supervision, and workplace aggression by focusing directly on the
possibilities for exit, and also perhaps for voice (Gallagher, 1999).

The findings from this study suggest several additional avenues
for future research that would be well worth considering. If rep-
licated, these findings are important because of what young work-
ers could be learning about work, supervision, and aggression.
This is especially salient because teenagers are more influenced by
their work environments than are their adult counterparts (Lorence
& Mortimer, 1985). The lessons learned during this developmental
phase may not be readily amenable to later change (e.g., Krosnick
& Alwin, 1989), may predict subsequent workplace aggression,
and may escalate into more severe forms of aggression.

Research indicates that early exposure to particular behaviors
that are either tolerated or reinforced may make these behaviors
more likely to occur in the future (Bandura, 1977), and data in
other contexts show that early exposure to aggression makes its
later occurrence more likely (Huesmann et al., 2003; O’Leary et
al., 1989). Krosnick and Alwin (1989) argued that people are most
vulnerable to attitude change during late adolescence and early
adulthood. Thus, the experience of having initiated acts of work-
place aggression could have implications for teenage employees’
well-being and subsequent workplace attitudes and behaviors as
they progress toward adulthood, along with conceptual implica-
tions for the understanding of aggression at work in general. Future
research is necessary to examine the long-term consequences of
involvement in and vicarious exposure to workplace aggression.
Moreover, because it is widely believed that there is a progression
from less serious to more serious forms of aggression (e.g.,
Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Barling, 1996; Neuman & Baron,

Figure 2. The moderating effect of financial reasons for working on the
relationship between abusive supervision and workplace aggression.

Figure 1. The moderating effect of financial reasons for working on the
relationship between interpersonal injustice and workplace aggression.
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1998), there is even more reason to focus on the evolution of
teenage employees’ aggression over time.

Both predictor variables in this study, interpersonal injustice and
abusive supervision, reflect poor quality leadership. Future re-
search might investigate specifically whether leadership training
could be used to prevent problems of aggression in the workplace,
especially as our findings suggested that perceptions of abusive
supervision among teenagers are higher than among their adult
counterparts. Research should also consider other predictors of
workplace aggression. For example, employees who feel that they
are controlled and closely monitored (see Dupré & Barling, 2006;
L. Greenberg & Barling, 1999) tend to be more aggressive toward
their supervisors, and these two variables might be related to
teenage workplace aggression. Moreover, reasons for working is
an area in which research could be undertaken in a number of
regards. A more finite focus on the reasons for working (e.g.,
provision of financial necessities vs. luxuries) might yield different
results (see March, 1991). Moreover, given the moderating role of
reasons for working in this study, future research might consider
whether reasons for working fulfill a similar role in the prediction
of adults’ workplace aggression. As well, future research could

benefit from greater heterogeneity of scale items for both financial
and personal fulfillment reasons for working.

Additionally, future research might consider the role of super-
visor and subordinate gender in workplace aggression directed at
workplace supervisors, as this might play a role in influencing
aggression in the workplace among teenagers. Job availability
could also affect findings related to teenage workplace aggression,
and future research should consider economic factors that relate to
teenage employment.

Last, other targets of aggression (coworkers, customers) should
now be included in research focusing on aggression at work among
teenagers. Given that our study indicates that teenagers do engage
in aggression at work toward supervisors, they might also direct
aggression at other sources. Moreover, while research does suggest
that aggression tends to be target specific, there is the possibility
for spillover effects, which occur when individuals are not able or
willing to retaliate against the source of their frustration and
instead aggress against a less threatening or more available target
(Marcus-Newhall, Pedersen, Carlson, & Miller, 2000), thus per-
haps making coworker aggression even more prevalent than
supervisor-directed aggression.

Figure 3. The moderating effect of personal fulfillment reasons for
working on the relationship between interpersonal injustice and workplace
aggression.

Figure 4. The moderating effect of personal fulfillment reasons for
working on the relationship between abusive supervision and workplace
aggression.

Table 4
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for the Moderating Effect of Personal Fulfillment Reasons for Working on the
Relationships Between Interpersonal Injustice and Workplace Aggression and Between Abusive Supervision and Workplace Aggression

Step Variable

Interpersonal injustice Abusive supervision

� R2 �R2 df � R2 �R2 df

1 Anger-Out subscale .01 .16* .16* 7, 89 �.03 .16* .16* 7, 89
Age .15 .16
Education �.21 �.21
Hours worked per week .05 .08
Hourly rate .02 .05
Time worked with supervisor .08 .13
Financial reasons for working .30** .38**

2 Independent variable .35** .26** .11** 2, 87 .35** .26** .11** 2, 87
Personal fulfillment reasons for working �.12 �.11

3 Independent Variable � Personal Fulfillment �.40** .40** .13** 1, 86 �.26** .33** .06** 1, 86

Note. N � 119.
* p � .05. ** p � .01.
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Limitations

As with any research, there are certain limitations to this study
that should be addressed in future research. First, the cross-
sectional nature of the data warrant consideration, especially be-
cause Hoobler and Tepper (2001) have shown a pattern of recip-
rocal causation between abusive supervision and job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, psychological distress, and job per-
formance. Second, the sample size limited the extent to which the
two predictor and two moderator variables could be examined
simultaneously. This is significant, because there may be additive
effects from the predictor variables. Third, because the data were
self-reported, the magnitude of the relationships between predictor
and dependent variables could be inflated. However, the minimal
correlation between some of the measured variables (e.g., .14 for
the Anger-Out subscale and workplace aggression), and the exis-
tence of significant interactions, reduces the likelihood that this is
a threat (Aiken & West, 1991; Lindell & Whitney, 2001).

Conclusion

We have shown that some of the factors that predict adults’
workplace aggression replicate to younger workers. In addition,
financial and personal fulfillment reasons for working moderate
the relationships between interpersonal injustice and workplace
aggression and between abusive supervision and workplace ag-
gression. Organizations have a responsibility for the well-being of
young workers, and research should continue to focus on this
important component of the workforce.
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