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As a component of organizational aggression, co-worker undermining erodes the well-
being of the victims and the sustainability of the organization. Drawing on conservation
of resources theory, this study identified the negative impact of co-worker undermining
on the victim’s psychological capital, and empirically examined the influence of
performance pressure as an antecedent and of authentic leadership as a moderator
to suggest approaches to minimize this negative impact. A total of 485 subordinate
employees from 10 organizations in South Korea completed a questionnaire survey.
To prevent common method bias, the survey was designed to recruit participants
from multiple organizations and was conducted in two waves. First, the results
revealed that performance pressure had a positive relationship with the perception
of co-worker’s undermining. Second, this perception of co-worker undermining had
a negative influence on the victim’s psychological capital. Third, authentic leadership
had the moderating effect of decreasing the negative relationship between co-worker
undermining and psychological capital. Furthermore, authentic leadership moderated
the mediating relationship between the performance pressure and psychological capital
through co-worker’s undermining. These findings suggest that the level of performance
pressure should be managed in advance so as not to reach excessive levels and the
psychological capital of victims should be preserved through authentic leadership to
minimize the negative impact of co-worker undermining.

Keywords: performance pressure, co-worker undermining, psychological capital, authentic leadership,
conservation of resources theory

INTRODUCTION

Social undermining has recently received attention as one form of organizational aggression that
victimizes employees (Duffy et al., 2002). In particular, co-worker undermining may not only pose
a psychological and physical threat to the victim (Aquino and Thau, 2009), but may also lead to
serious conflicts within the organization, hindering its sustainability.
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Many studies have been conducted to date on the negative
consequences of co-worker undermining, but there is relatively
little research on the antecedents of undermining. The role of
leaders will likely be critical in minimizing the negative impact
on victims in cases of co-worker undermining. However, few
studies have analyzed what leadership styles can help alleviate
the negative influence of co-worker undermining. Therefore,
this study was conducted from the perspective of a sustainable
workplace to provide data to facilitate pre-controlling and post-
managing the negative effects of co-worker undermining.

There may be several predictors of victimization due to co-
worker undermining, such as personality or other traits of the
individual, but studies on organizational stressors are needed
to elucidate the collective and implicit causes of co-worker
undermining in the organization. In particular, performance
pressure is a stressor caused by excessive task demands from the
organization or supervisor, which leads employees to experience
intense internal pressure (Mitchell et al., 2018) and strain
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Although performance pressure
occurs frequently in most organizations, there has been little
research on it, as opposed to other stressors. Moreover, no
study has hitherto assessed whether employees who experience
performance pressure may engage in negative interactions
with their co-workers rather than with the organization or
with supervisors. Therefore, this study empirically investigates
whether performance pressure as an antecedent has significant
influence on co-worker undermining.

Second, organizational aggression is known to cause
negative emotions and attitudes in victims and degrade a
victim’s well-being. It has been argued that this aggression
damages the positive psychological resources of that employee
(Martinko et al., 2013). To demonstrate this relationship, this
study empirically examines the relationship between co-worker
undermining and psychological capital (henceforth, “PsyCap”) of
the victim. PsyCap refers to an individual’s positive psychological
state, which acts as a personal resource that can predict the
attitudes and behaviors expressed in stressful situations within an
organization (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Crawford et al., 2010;
Christian et al., 2011). However, there are few studies on the
relationship between negative organizational interactions and
the victims’ PsyCap (Karatepe and Talebzadeh, 2016; Wu and
Parker, 2016). Therefore, the current study focuses on co-worker
undermining and empirically characterizes its relationship with
victims’ PsyCap.

Third, this study draws on conservation of resources theory
(Hobfoll, 1989; Halbesleben et al., 2014) to hypothesize that a
victim’s lost PsyCap because of co-worker undermining could
be regained by a positive leadership style. In particular, we
focus on authentic leadership as one such positive leadership
style (Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Avolio and Gardner, 2005;
Walumbwa et al., 2007). Authentic leadership is a leadership
style that can promote organizational performance and desirable
organizational behaviors from employees based on authenticity.
However, the effectiveness of this authentic leadership remains
unclear, despite the positive reported aspects (Walumbwa
et al., 2010, 2011). Therefore, additional research on specific
factors of contextual difference is needed (Cooper et al., 2005;
Yammarino et al., 2008) as are more empirical studies in diverse

organizational context settings (Gardner et al., 2011; Petersen
and Youssef-Morgan, 2018). Further, there exists an urgent
need to study whether authentic leadership influences negative
organizational situations.

Because the study assesses whether authentic leadership
moderates the negative situation in which co-worker’s
undermining lessens the PsyCap of the victim, its findings
can contribute to more precisely establishing the role of
authentic leadership in leadership theory.

In summary, this study investigates the influence of
performance pressure as one of the antecedents of co-worker
undermining. As a consequence of co-worker undermining, we
examine the negative influence of undermining the PsyCap of the
victim. In addition, we empirically investigate whether authentic
leadership could decrease the negative impact of co-worker
undermining on the PsyCap of the victim. We aim to elucidate
implications that leaders could use to improve the sustainability
of their organizations and employees by controlling the level
of excessive performance demand and minimizing the negative
impact of co-worker undermining through authentic leadership.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

Performance Pressure and Co-worker
Undermining
Pressure is generally defined as any factor or combination
of factors that increases the importance of performing
well (Baumeister, 1984). Most organizations demand high
performance from their employees (DeZoort et al., 2006), and
such performance pressures put employees under stress to
enhance their performance. In this way, employees potentially
experience disadvantages if they fail to achieve the required
performance level (Gutnick et al., 2012). Therefore, high
performance pressure can lead employees to form negative
emotions, attitudes, and behaviors, which degrade their
well-being (Mitchell et al., 2018).

The stronger the performance pressure, the more employees
need to justify their performance. According to social
comparison theory, people continually evaluate their own
traits or performance, but if they cannot find an objective basis
for evaluation, they compare themselves to others around them
(Festinger, 1954). Thus, employees under performance pressure
try to evaluate their performance against their co-workers. When
a performance discrepancy is recognized, namely that their
performance is (or will be) worse than that of their co-workers,
negative emotions, such as anxiety and envy are engendered. To
relieve this stress, employees under performance pressure try to
improve their performance. However, if they believe the scope
for performance improvement is limited, they can be tempted to
undermine the performance of their co-workers. In particular,
forced distribution rating systems, currently in common use, tend
to cause excessive internal competition and such performance
pressure is more likely to trigger undermining of co-worker’s.

Therefore, when performance pressure is severe, there may
be increased co-worker undermining behavior in real-world
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organizations, and under performance pressure, employees
may also feel victimized through co-workers’ undermining.
Accordingly, the following hypothesis was proposed:

Hypothesis 1: Performance pressure is positively associated
with co-worker undermining.

Co-worker Undermining and PsyCap
Social undermining is one type of negative interaction that
can occur within an organization (Aquino and Thau, 2009).
It refers to behaviors intended to hinder a target person from
creating and maintaining positive interpersonal relationships,
achieving success at work, or maintaining a good reputation
(Duffy et al., 2002). The two types of social undermining in
business organizations are undermining by supervisors and
by co-workers; however, the latter is more likely to occur
due to performance pressure than the former, which requires
additional performance.

By contrast, PsyCap is a positive psychological resource that
consists of four sub dimensions: hope, resilience, self-efficacy,
and optimism. This resource operates as an important source
of internal motivation and is known to elicit desirable attitudes
and behaviors among employees. Several studies have shown that
PsyCap has a positive relationship with attitude to work (Avey
et al., 2010) and job performance (Luthans et al., 2007; Peterson
et al., 2012).

The perception of victimization due to the aggression of co-
workers is likely to have a negative impact on the PsyCap of
the victim. If the victim recognizes that co-worker’s undermining
will diminish their chance of success in work and interpersonal
relationships, the victim’s hope, resilience, self-efficacy, and
optimism will decrease. This decline in PsyCap ultimately has
a negative impact on the victim’s job performance and attitude.
Accordingly, the following hypothesis was proposed:

Hypothesis 2: Co-worker’s undermining is negatively
associated with the subsequent PsyCap.

Moderating Role of Authentic Leadership
in the Relationship Between
Performance Pressure and Co-worker
Undermining
There are several studies on the relationship between leadership
style and the perception of victimization by subordinates.
The perception of victimization by subordinates tends to
increase among leaders who are bureaucratic (Ashforth, 1997)
or authoritarian (Coyne et al., 2003), those who do not
share sufficient information with subordinates (Agervold and
Mikkelsen, 2004), those who fail to resolve conflicts within their
organizations (Hallberg and Strandmark, 2006), and laissez-faire
leaders (Skogstad et al., 2007). Conversely, leaders with positive
and open leadership styles may be able to decrease the perception
of victimization following organizational aggression such as co-
worker undermining.

Authentic leadership is a representative positive leadership
style defined by four dimensions: self-awareness, internalized
moral perspective, balanced processing of information, and

relational transparency (Walumbwa et al., 2007). Authentic
leaders make moral judgments based on their beliefs, regardless
of social pressures (Taylor, 1992; Guignon, 2004), and reveal
the relational characteristic of open communication with their
subordinates (Walumbwa et al., 2007, 2011). Based on these
characteristics, authentic leadership helps increase employees’
PsyCap (Avey et al., 2010).

The role of authentic leadership as a moderator of the negative
relationship between co-worker undermining and the PsyCap of
the victim can be explained by conservation of resources theory.
The theory posits that individuals essentially pursue situations
in which resources are sufficient and avoid situations in which
resources can be lost (Hobfoll, 2001). As previously mentioned,
the victim of co-worker undermining experiences severe stress.
Cobb (1976) argued that the perception of social support
by providing socio-emotional resources can be a moderating
variable in such stressful situations. The behavior of the leader can
be interpreted to correspond to that of the organization (Kang,
2019), leading employees to perceive that these direct supervisor
actions are a form of social support in the organizational context
(Eisenberger et al., 2002; Stinglhamber and Vandenberghe, 2003).
Moreover, authentic leadership provides confidence in achieving
the organization’s goal by the leader demonstrating their best
ability, and encourages expectations and hopes for the future
through transparent and fair communication (Bouckenooghe
et al., 2014). Thus, the four positive dimensions of authentic
leadership promote subordinates to form the positive PsyCap
needed (Gardner et al., 2005).

Therefore, similar to social support, authentic leadership can
act as a moderating variable that replenishes the PsyCap of
victims lost owing to co-worker undermining. Although co-
worker undermining leads to decreased PsyCap, the employees
who perceive a high level of authentic leadership receive sufficient
socio-emotional resources from the authentic leader such that
the loss of PsyCap owing to co-worker undermining is relatively
small. By contrast, employees who perceive a low level of
authentic leadership will have an insufficient capability to cope
with the stress caused by co-worker undermining. Therefore,
authentic leadership will have the moderating effect of decreasing
the strength of the negative relationship between co-worker
undermining and PsyCap, thereby leading to the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3:Authentic leadership moderates the relationship
between co-worker undermining and the victim’s PsyCap,
such that the association will be weaker when authentic
leadership is high (versus low).

Moderated Mediation Model Role of
Authentic Leadership
With reference to the previously proposed hypothesis, this can
be considered to be a moderated mediation model. Excessive
performance pressure increases the perception of co-worker’s
undermining and accordingly the victim’s PsyCap will be
decreased. The perception of authentic leadership can moderate
this indirect effect where performance pressure negatively
affects PsyCap through co-worker’s undermining. In detail,
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the higher the level of their leader’s authentic leadership hat
employees perceive, the more the negative effects of performance
pressure on their PsyCap through co-worker’s undermining
will be alleviated.

In other words, the indirect effect of performance pressure on
PsyCap through co-worker’s undermining may vary depending
on the perceived level of authentic leadership. Specifically,
the perceived level of authentic leadership can moderate the
influence of performance pressure on PsyCap which is mediated
by co-worker’s undermining. Thus, the following hypothesis is
established:

Hypothesis 4: The perceived level of authentic leadership
will moderate the mediating relationship between the
performance pressure and PsyCap through co-worker’s
undermining. This conditional indirect effect will be shown
when the perceived level of authentic leadership is higher.

According to the above hypotheses, the research model was
established, as shown in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Data Collection
To test our hypotheses, 485 employees who work at various
companies in South Korea responded to an online survey.
That is, to address potential sampling bias, data were collected
using random sampling at two different time points. In this
way, the limitations of cross-sectional research were addressed.
Participants had the opportunity to complete the online survey
during a 4-week period. Through this research design, we
reduced concerns regarding common method bias (MacKenzie
and Podsakoff, 2012). Specifically, 688 workers participated in
our survey at the first time point and 490 employees at the second.
Data from 485 responses were used in the final analysis. The
characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1.

Measures
The questionnaire used a five-point Likert scale, and the
questionnaires originally constructed in English were translated
into the Korean language (all questionnaire items used for
the survey are provided in Appendix). We used a standard

translation and back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1980) to
ensure the reliability and validity of the research tool.

Performance Pressure
We measured employees’ perceptions of performance pressure
using Mitchell et al.’s (2018) four-item scale. A sample item is
“The pressures for performance in my workplace are high.” The
resulting Cronbach’s α was 0.94.

Co-worker Undermining
We measured employees’ perceptions of co-worker’s
undermining using Duffy et al.’s (2006) seven-item scale.
A sample item is “How often group members criticized them
in front of other members/didn’t listen to them?” The resulting
Cronbach’s α was 0.97.

PsyCap
We measured employees’ perceptions of PsyCap using Luthans
et al.’s (2007) 12-item scale. A sample item is “I feel confident in
representing my work area in meetings with management.” The
resulting Cronbach’s α was 0.92.

Authentic Leadership
We measured employees’ perceptions of authentic leadership
using Walumbwa et al.’s (2007) ALQ 16-item scale. A sample
item is “My leader encourages everyone to speak their mind.” The
resulting Cronbach’s α was 0.96.

Control Variables
We included gender, age, education level of employees, status,
and tenure as control variables because they may affect employee
attitudes toward the organization (Tsui et al., 1992). Additionally,
Woolley et al. (2011) found that gender could moderate
the relationship between authentic leadership and positive
organizational climate. The gender response option of “male”
was coded as 0 and “female” as 1. Age, status, and tenure are
likely to represent increased seniority over time, and knowledge
or experience related to duties can affect members’ behavior when
carrying out tasks (Wu and Parker, 2016). Age and tenure were
measured in years. For status, the responses included “under
assistant,” coded as 1; “under manager,” coded as 2; “under
department manager,” coded as 3; and “over executive,” coded as
4. All control variables were collected at time point two.

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive characteristics of the sample.

Characteristic Frequency Percent

Gender

* Male 247 50.9%

* Female 238 49.1%

Age (years)

* 20–29 92 18.9%

* 30–39 215 44.3%

* 40–49 135 27.9%

* 50–59 43 8.9%

Tenure (years)

* 1–4 249 51.4%

* 5–9 128 26.4%

* 10–14 66 13.5%

* over 15 42 8.7%

Job level (rank)

* Assistant 254 52.3%

* Manager 109 22.5%

* Department Manager 54 20.6%

* Executive 22 4.5%

Statistical Analysis
All statistical analyses were performed using STATA 16.1. Before
testing the hypotheses, we conducted a series of confirmatory
factor analyses (CFAs) to examine the construct validities of
the variables. To evaluate whether the model fit was acceptable,
several goodness-of-fit indices were considered: comparative fit
index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root mean
square residual (SRMR). According to previous studies (Browne
and Cudeck, 1992), to consider a model adequate, CFI and TLI
should be greater than 0.90 and RMSEA below 0.06. Ordinary
least-squares regression-based analysis was used to examine
the direct and interaction effects. To examine the moderating
effect, we mean centered the values of the independent variable
and moderator and then created interaction terms using the
centered variables. We also calculated the variance inflation factor
(VIF) scores; the VIF scores of all variables were below 10
(Chatterjee et al., 2006).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
The means, standard deviations, and correlations of the variables
are summarized in Table 2. There were significant correlations
between performance pressure and each co-worker undermining
and PsyCap. Co-worker undermining had a negative significant
correlation with PsyCap but was not significantly correlated
with authentic leadership. PsyCap was positively correlated with
authentic leadership.

Measurement Model
Table 3 presents the measurement model fit indices for the
study variables. As previously mentioned, we conducted CFA
using STATA 16.1 to examine the construct validities of the
variables. As shown in Table 3, the fit indices supported that
the hypothesized four-factor model of performance pressure,
co-worker undermining, PsyCap, and authentic leadership
(χ2 = 2091.73, df = 685; RMSEA = 0.06; CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.90)
yielded a better fit to the data than the three-, two-, and one-factor
models. These CFA results confirm the distinctiveness of the four
study variables for subsequent analyses.

Hypothesis Testing
Hypothesis 1 posited that the perceptions of performance
pressure would be positively associated with co-worker
undermining. As shown in Model 2(Co-U) of Table 4, we found
that the perceptions of performance pressure were significantly
and positively related to co-worker undermining (β = 4.32,
p < 0.001). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 proposed that co-worker undermining would
be negatively related to their PsyCap. As shown in Model 2
(PsyCap) of Table 4, we found that the perceptions of co-
worker undermining were significantly and negatively related to
their PsyCap (β = −4.01, p < 0.001). Therefore, Hypothesis 2
was also supported.

To test the moderating role of authentic leadership on
the relationship between co-worker undermining and PsyCap
(Hypothesis 3), we conducted hierarchical multiple regression
analysis, as shown in Table 5. The interaction term (co-worker
undermining × authentic leadership) was significant (β = 4.05,

TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

(1) Gender 1.49 0.50 1

(2) Age 37.46 8.37 −0.34** 1

(3) Job level 2.64 1.46 −0.40** 0.66** 1

(4) Tenure 2.73 1.17 −0.21** 0.45** 0.41** 1

(5) PP 3.02 0.94 −0.09* 0.12** 0.21** 0.10* (0.94)

(6) Co-U 3.47 0.65 −0.14** 0.01 −0.01 −0.04 0.18** (0.97)

(7) PsyCap 1.77 0.94 −0.12* 0.32** 0.36** 0.19** 0.18** −0.17** (0.92)

(8) AL 3.28 0.78 −0.01 0.08 0.10* 0.050 0.02 −0.06 0.43** (0.96)

N = 485. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. () is a Cronbach’s alpha’s coefficient. PP = Performance Pressure, Co-U = Co-worker Undermining, AL = Authentic Leadership,
PsyCap = Psychological Capital.
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TABLE 3 | Chi-square difference tests and fit statistics for alternative measurement models.

Model χ2 df RMSEA CFI TLI 1df 1χ2

4-Factor model a 2091.73*** 685 0.06 0.91 0.90 - -

3-Factor modelb 4418.22*** 691 0.11 0.76 0.74 6 2325.49***

2-Factor model c 6218.55*** 701 0.13 0.68 0.66 10 1800.33***

1-Factor model d 11194.04*** 702 0.18 0.39 0.35 1 4975.49***

N = 485. ***p < 0.001. RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, CFI = Comparative Fit Index, TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index. PP = Performance Pressure
Co-U = Co-worker Undermining, AL = Authentic Leadership, PsyCap = Psychological Capital.
a4-Factor model = hypothesized model.
b3-Factor model = AL and PsyCap merged.
c2-Factor model = AL, PsyCap and PP merged.
d1-Factor model = all variables merged.

p < 0.001), as indicated in Table 5, Model 3. Accordingly,
Hypothesis 3 was also supported.

This modulating effect of authentic leadership is shown in
Figure 2, which illustrates that, although co-worker undermining
and PsyCap are negatively related, employees who perceived
greater authentic leadership tended to exhibit a smaller decrease
in PsyCap than those who perceived lower levels of authentic
leadership; that is, authentic leadership reduced the negative
impact of co-worker undermining on PsyCap.

We also conducted a simple slopes test for the significant
interaction. As predicted, the significance of the indices for high
authentic leadership (β =−0.44, n.s) and low authentic leadership
(β =−5.60, p < 0.001) supported Hypothesis 3.

Even though we identified the moderating effect by validation
of the significance of the interaction terms by moderated multiple
regression, we conducted additional testing utilizing the process
macro model 1 suggested by Hayes (2017). We implemented
5,000 boot strapping sessions in addition, all variables were mean-
centered.

The results of bootstrapping showed that the change in
R2 according to the addition of interaction terms between
co-worker’s undermining and authentic leadership was 0.01
(p < 0.01), which is statistically significant. The coefficient of the
interactional terms was 0.11 (LLCI = 0.04, ULCI = 0.18), since

TABLE 4 | Results of regressions testing Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2.

Variable Co-U PsyCap

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Gender −3.60*** −3.62*** 0.96 0.31

Age 0.37 0.54 2.63** 2.74**

Job level −1.04 −1.77 4.47*** 4.35***

Tenure −1.37 −1.51 0.62 0.38

PP 4.32*** -

Co-U - −4.01***

R2 0.03 0.20 0.15 0.17

1R2 0.02 0.19 0.14 0.16

F 3.70** 6.80*** 20.58*** 20.19***

n = 485, **p < 001, ***p < 0.001. Entries are standardized regression coefficients.
PP = Performance pressure, Co-U = Co-worker undermining, AL = Authentic
leadership, PsyCap = Psychological capital.

zero is not included between LLCI and ULCI, the moderating
effect of authentic leadership on the relationship between co-
worker’s undermining and PsyCap was supported. Therefore, the
significance of the moderating effect of authentic leadership has
been re-verified.

To validate the moderating mediation model of Hypothesis
4, we utilized the conditional indirect effect analysis method
suggested by Preacher et al. (2007) using model 14 of the process.
And to verify the significance of each indirect effect depending on
the perceived level of authentic leadership, 5,000 boot strapping
sessions were performed. In addition, all variables were mean-
centered for this analysis, and the results are shown as follows in
Table 6.

Whether the moderated mediation effect is significant can be
verified by testing the index of moderated mediation (Hayes,
2015). For moderated mediation effect verification, we performed
a bootstrapping using mean ± standard deviation (M ± SD) to
verify coefficient and statistical significance testing of indirect
effects based on conditional values of authentic leadership. The
moderated mediation effect of the average level of authentic
leadership is −0.14, the effect of the group of the low level of
authentic leadership perception (M-1 SD) is−0.22, and the effect
of the group of high authentic leadership perception (M+1 SD)
was −0.05. Therefore, as the level of authentic leadership
perception increases, the effect of moderated mediation increases.

In particular, zero was not included between LLCI and ULCI
in the groups with low authentic leadership perception (M-
1 SD) and mean (M), but it was revealed that the effect was
not significant in the groups with high authentic leadership
perception (M+1 SD). Therefore, it is confirmed that authentic
leadership perceived by employees moderates the mediation
effect of the performance pressure on PsyCap through co-
worker’s undermining and is regulated by the level of awareness
of authentic leadership.

DISCUSSION

Co-worker undermining can damage sustainability of
organizations and their employees. This study identified
an antecedent and moderator that minimize the effect of
organizational co-worker undermining. The results of this
study can be summarized as follows. First, the study empirically
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TABLE 5 | Results of hierarchical multiple regression testing Hypothesis 3.

Variables PsyCap

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Gender 0.31 −0.02 0.25

Age 2.74** 2.73** 3.09**

Job level 4.35*** 4.13*** 4.25

Tenure 0.38 0.38 0.24

Co-U (A) −4.01*** −3.82*** −4.82***

AL (B) 10.18*** 1.39

A x B 4.05***

R2 0.17 0.32 0.34

1R2 0.17 0.31 0.33

F 20.19*** 37.70*** 35.70***

n = 485, **p < 001, ***p < 0.001. Entries are standardized regression coefficients.
PP = Performance pressure, Co-U = Co-worker undermining, AL = Authentic
leadership, PsyCap = Psychological capital.

demonstrated that excessive organizational performance pressure
can lead to the negative action of undermining among employees.

Second, the perception of co-worker undermining reduced the
PsyCap of the victimized employee. That is, the victim of co-
worker undermining has less confidence in their ability, less hope
and optimism that they can achieve the desired results, and less
resilience to the stress experienced in the process of achieving the
required performance level.

Third, if the employee perceives that the supervisor’s
leadership is authentic, the loss of an employee’s PsyCap from
co-worker undermining can be reduced. That is, authentic
leadership is effective in the negative organizational context
of co-worker undermining. To summarize, co-worker
undermining has negative effects on a victim’s PsyCap; as
such, excessive performance pressure should be controlled
so that it does not cause co-worker undermining and leaders

should exercise authentic leadership to minimize any negative
influence of undermining.

The results of this study have the following theoretical
and practical implications. First, this study focused on co-
worker undermining as a form of organizational aggression
and suggested two directions to reduce its negative impact.
We considered performance pressure as an antecedent
and empirically examined its relationship with co-worker
undermining, which has not been studied to date. In particular,
this study broadens the scope for further research by presenting
both the organizational cause of intensive internal competition,
namely performance pressures, and the psychological cause
of victimization, namely stress from the possibility of failing
to meet goals. These findings also have useful practical
implications for organizations. Specifically, performance
pressure may have the positive effect of improving short-
term performance but a negative influence as well (Gardner,
2012), namely causing stress among employees, negative
attitudes and behaviors of employees toward the organization
or leader, as well as negative interactions among co-workers.
Therefore, even if some degree of performance pressure is
inevitable in organizations, it is necessary to ensure that it
is not excessive.

Second, this study demonstrated empirically for the first
time that co-worker undermining consumes the PsyCap
of victims. This is consistent with Cassidy et al. (2014),
who investigated the relationship between bullying, which
is a similar form of organizational aggression, and PsyCap.
This is further related to Duffy et al.’s (2006) argument
that an individual who is socially undermined tends to
perceive him- or herself as a victim of interpersonal injustice
in the organization. By being undermined by co-workers
within the same organization, the victim feels that they have
experienced discrimination by the organization or supervisor
(Tepper, 2000; Duffy et al., 2002), this stress eventually
negatively affects their positive PsyCap. These findings show

FIGURE 2 | Moderating effect of authentic leadership.
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TABLE 6 | Conditional effect of Authentic leadership according to co-worker
undermining and PsyCap.

Moderato r Effect Standard error p-value LLCI* ULCI**

M-1SD (2.49) −0.22 0.04 0.00 −0.31 −0.14

M (3.27) −0.14 0.02 0.00 −0.19 −0.08

M+1SD (4.06) −0.05 0.03 0.09 −0.12 0.01

n = 485, *LLCI = The lower limit in the 95% confidence section of the boot indirect
effect; **ULCI = Upper limit within 95% confidence section of boot indirect effect.

that organizations and leaders should maintain an equal level
of exchange with all employees and try to resolve peer
conflicts proactively to maintain a high level of positive PsyCap
among employees.

Third, based on conservation of resources theory, we
revealed that authentic leadership has a moderating effect
that replenishes an employee’s PsyCap that was reduced
by co-worker undermining. This is consistent with Cobb’s
(1976) argument that the perception of social support
can be the moderating variable in a stressful situation.
Further, Salas Vallina et al. (2019) argued that leadership
is a key contributor to individual ambidexterity, acting
as the mechanism that balances the development of new
knowledge and effective performance in clinical practice.
Moreover, in situations in which the effectiveness of authentic
leadership is questioned, its moderating effect, demonstrated
in this study, will help to reinforce the theoretical basis of
authentic leadership. Further, these results will also help
rediscover the importance of the leaders’ roles in the context
of negative interactions within the organization, especially
the need for authentic leadership. In other words, if a leader
honestly and authentically communicates with subordinates
and shares detailed information fairly, an organizational
climate of mutual cooperation will be created rather than
competition or mutual antagonization. This climate will
boost PsyCap, which drives future performance, even if there
is undermining or conflict among co-workers. Therefore,
in situations where negative interactions within the organization
occur, leaders should be encouraged to exercise a higher level of
authentic leadership.

In real world organizations, the most common pressure is a
requirement for performance above a target level in a limited
time period. Authentic leaders interact with their employees
based on influence and encourage voluntary performative and
desirable behaviors by role modeling. This process of role
modeling takes considerable time and can conflict with the
organization’s short-term performance pressures, resulting in a
dilemma for authentic leaders. Therefore, leaders must manage
a balance between the organization’s short-term performance
needs and the development of employees, as argued by
Salas Vallina et al. (2019).

Limitations and Future Research
Despite the theoretical and practical implications, this study
has some limitations. First, the data used in this study
were all collected from the same respondents by self-report

questionnaire, and there is concern about the common
method bias. In order to prevent common method bias in
research design, a longitudinal survey (2 times) was organized
and conducted. The survey responses utilized in this study
were collected from the same respondent twice with a
time lag of 1 month. Nevertheless, we further conducted a
single factor analysis suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003) to
verify whether Harman’s single factor test common method
bias can be issued.

This test indicates that when all variables are inputted into the
factor analysis at once, and the non-rotating factor analysis results
are either aggregated as single factor or a single factor describes
most of the covariances between the variables, then common
method bias would occur. As results of the test, it is shown that
a total of five factors were classified from factor analysis, and
the single factor with the highest explanatory power is 26.14%
of the total covariance. Therefore, common method bias can be
considered not to be serious.

Second, our study only considered performance pressure.
However, other antecedents may also cause co-worker
undermining; these remain to be discovered and examined.
Co-worker undermining is an organizational aggression that
is often exposed to a superficial extent, but nevertheless
affects the attitudes and behaviors of other employees
negatively, while disrupting the cooperation within the
organization and thereby hindering organization performance.
To create sustainable organization performance, it would
be desirable to identify the causes of negative behaviors
and prepare solutions in advance, rather than reacting ex
post facto. Therefore, similar studies need to be conducted
on other challenging stressors, such as time pressure or
role ambiguity, which can also appear while pursuing
additional performance.

Third, effective leadership has a positive impact on the
attitudes, behaviors, and performance of employees, and many
studies have revealed that authentic leadership also has a
positive relationship with work engagement (Walumbwa et al.,
2010), OCB and job performance (Peterson et al., 2012).
Although the current study investigated the effectiveness
of authentic leadership as a moderator of the relationship
between the perception of co-worker’s undermining and PsyCap,
further studies are required because other moderators, such
as negative social trends or proactive personality, could have
different effects in diverse contexts. In particular, team-
level study of authentic leadership and its influence is
requested in the future, as it can give different implications
from dyad-level research. Fourth, authentic leadership shares
characteristics in common with other positive leadership styles,
such as transformational or ethical leadership. In particular,
these styles are exemplified by moral, ethical managers, and
show characteristics of idealized influence in transformational
leadership. However, despite these common characteristics,
ethical and transformational leadership differ in that they
exert not only indirect influence but also direct influence
on their subordinates, while authentic leaders primarily exert
indirect influence by role modeling. Therefore, it would be
of interest for future studies to assess whether other positive
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leadership styles, such as transformational and ethical leadership,
have the same moderating effect to alleviate the negative
relationship between co-worker’s undermining and PsyCap.

Another limitation relates to the control variables in
this study: only gender, age, status, and tenure were
used as control variables. In future studies, educational
background, employment type, job, and industry will
need to be added as control variables to verify whether
the analyzed relationships differ with respect to each
control variable.
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APPENDIX

Performance pressure (α = 0.94) Mitchell et al. (2018)
(1) The pressures for performance in my workplace are high.
(2) I feel tremendous pressure to produce results.
(3) If I don’t produce at high levels, my job will be at risk.
(4) I would characterize my workplace as a results-driven environment.

Co-worker undermining (α = 0.97) Duffy et al. (2006)
(1) How often intentionally ignored them.
(2) How often gave them the silent treatment.
(3) How often went back on their word.
(4) How often look bad or slow you down.
(5) How often belittled them or their ideas.
(6) How often talked down to them.
(7) How often didn’t listen to them.

Psychological capital (α = 0.92) Luthans et al. (2007)
(1) I feel confident in representing my work area in meetings with management.
(2) I feel confident contributing to discussions about the organization’s strategy.
(3) I feel confident presenting information to a group of colleagues.
(4). If I should find myself in a jam at work, I could think of many ways to get out of it.
(5) Right now, I see myself as being pretty successful at work.
(6) I can think of many ways to reach my current work goals.
(7) At this time, I am meeting the work goals that I have set for myself.
(8) I can be “on my own,” so to speak, at work if I have to.
(9) I usually take stressful things at work in stride.
(10) I can get through difficult times at work because I’ve experienced difficulty before.
(11) I always look on the bright side of things regarding my job.
(12) I’m optimistic about what will happen to me in the future as it pertains to work.

Authentic leadership (α = 0.96) Walumbwa et al. (2007)
(1) My leader says exactly what he or she means.
(2) My leader admits mistakes when they are made.
(3) My leader encourages everyone to speak their mind.
(4) My leader tells you the hard truth.
(5) My leader displays emotions exactly in line with feelings.
(6)My leader demonstrates beliefs that are consistent with actions.
(7) My leader makes decisions based on his or her core values.
(8) My leader asks you to take positions that support your core values.
(9) My leader makes difficult decisions based on high standards of ethical conduct.
(10) My leader solicits views that challenge his or her deeply held positions.
(11) My leader analyzed relevant data before coming to a decision.
(12) My leader listens carefully to different points of view before coming to conclusions.
(13) My leader seeks feedback to improve interactions with others.
(14) My leader accurately describes how others view his or her capabilities.
(15) My leader knows when it is time to reevaluate his or her position on important issues.
(16) My leader shows he or she understands how specific actions impact others.
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