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   Measurement of Workplace Aggression    

    Steve M.   Jex     and     Alison M.   Bayne     

     Interpersonal mistreatment  is a broad term that has been used to describe 
a myriad of negative employee behaviors within organizations that are 
harmful to employees, as well as to organizations as a whole (Cortina & 
Magley,  2003 ). Under this general umbrella of interpersonal mistreatment 
there are a number of constructs such as workplace incivility, workplace 
bullying, interpersonal confl ict, social undermining, workplace deviance, 
and counterproductive work behavior. One of the biggest challenges for 
the interpersonal mistreatment literature has been to somehow distinguish 
these related constructs in a meaningful way; that is, at both  conceptual  and 
 operational  levels (see Hershcovis,  2011 ). 

 Th e most common ways of distinguishing among these forms of inter-
personal mistreatment have been to look at diff erences in  severity  as well as 
 intent to harm . If we use these two dimensions to distinguish diff erent forms 
of interpersonal mistreatment, what emerges is an important sub- construct 
that most researchers have labeled  workplace aggression . Specifi cally, work-
place aggression represents forms of interpersonal mistreatment that are 
(1) relatively severe, and (2) where there is a clear intent on the part of the 
perpetrator to harm the victim of such behaviors. 

 Th is chapter examines and critiques fi ve of the most frequently used 
measures of workplace aggression. Th ese include the Interpersonal 
Confl ict at Work Scale (Spector & Jex,  1998 ; 884 citations in the previ-
ous decade), Counterproductive Work Behavior Checklist (Spector, Fox, 
Penney, Bruursema, Goh, & Kessler,  2006 ; 436 citations since publication), 
Workplace Deviance Scale (Bennett & Robinson,  2000 ; 1,200 citations in 
the previous decade), Negative Acts Questionnaire  –  Revised (Einarsen, 
Hoel, & Notelaers,  2009 ; Einarsen, Raknes, Matthieson, & Hellsey, 1994; 
390 citations since 2009 publication), and the Social Undermining Scale 
(Duff y, Ganster, & Pagon,  2002 ; 595 citations in the previous decade). 
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If we apply the previously mentioned criteria of severity and intent, all 
of the aforementioned constructs would qualify as forms of workplace 
 aggression –  the one exception would be workplace incivility. Th is is because 
most forms of incivility (e.g., failing to return a phone call) are rather mild, 
and the intent behind uncivil behavior is oft en ambiguous. It is also worth 
noting that while three of the measures included in this review (the ICAWS, 
the NAQ, and the Social Undermining Scale) exclusively address workplace 
aggression, the other two scales (the Counterproductive Work Behavior 
Checklist and the Workplace Deviance Scale) assess workplace aggression 
in addition to other content, best described as counterproductive work 
behavior directed at the organization (e.g., tardiness, stealing supplies, etc.). 

 Th e focus of this chapter is to review and critique measures of the major 
forms of workplace aggression that are being studied by occupational 
health researchers. We chose to focus this review and critique on workplace 
aggression because there have been previous reviews that have focused on 
the measurement of workplace incivility (e.g., Jex, Burnfi eld- Geimer, Clark, 
Guidroz, & Yugo,  2010 ), and there have been few attempts to critique spe-
cifi c measures of any form of interpersonal mistreatment. We begin the 
chapter with a brief discussion of the general challenges associated with 
measuring workplace aggression, regardless of the specifi c measure used. 
We then focus specifi cally on fi ve commonly used measures, and then dis-
cuss the problems that we identify as being common to all fi ve of these mea-
sures. We conclude the chapter with some general suggestions to improve 
the measurement of workplace aggression  . 

    The Challenges of Measuring 
Workplace Aggression 

 Regardless of the specifi c instrument used, measuring workplace aggres-
sion can be a challenging endeavor for researchers. One of the major rea-
sons for this is the nature of the construct itself. Like many constructs in the 
organizational sciences, workplace aggression is largely subjective. In addi-
tion, as stated in the preceding section, one of the defi ning characteristics of 
workplace aggression is a clear intent to harm on the part of the person per-
petrating the aggression. Th e concept of intent to harm is relatively clear, 
yet in practice, unfortunately, this is rather diffi  cult to demonstrate. Th e 
reality is that the only person who knows whether or not harm is intended 
is the person who is perpetrating the aggression. 

 Another major challenge in measuring workplace aggression, and 
most other forms of interpersonal mistreatment for that matter, is that 
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respondents are oft en asked to recall behaviors that may have occurred sev-
eral months or, in some cases, even more than a year ago. Long time frames 
are oft en used out of necessity, since base rates for many forms of workplace 
aggression are low. Nevertheless, respondents may have considerable dif-
fi culty remembering instances of workplace aggression that have occurred 
several months or years in the past. 

 A third major challenge in measuring workplace aggression is that some 
forms of workplace aggression are not observable to victims, and thus if 
measurement is done from the victim perspective (which is quite common), 
the level of workplace aggression would be underestimated. For example, it 
is quite possible for social undermining (Duff y et al.,  2002 ) to occur with-
out the victim of undermining being present or aware that he or she is being 
undermined. Th e same can be said for many forms of Counterproductive 
Work Behavior (CWB) such as theft , sabotage, or a fellow employee delib-
erately refusing to provide help (Spector et al.,  2006 ). 

 A fi nal challenge in measuring workplace aggression, as with all forms of 
interpersonal mistreatment, is that it can be measured from multiple per-
spectives. As stated earlier, the most common perspective used in measur-
ing workplace aggression has been the victim (Duff y et al.,  2002 ; Einarsen 
et al.,  2009 ). An example item assessing interpersonal mistreatment from 
the victim’s perspective might ask how frequently a person has been shouted 
at in the previous six months (Einarsen, Hoel, & Notelaers,  2009 ). However, 
there are some forms of workplace aggression, most notably CWB, that are 
typically measured from the perpetrator perspective (Spector et al.,  2006 ). 
An example item from the perpetrator perspective might ask whether a per-
son has played a mean joke or prank on a coworker (Bennett & Robinson, 
 2000 ). In recent years there has also been some eff ort to measure mistreat-
ment from the perspective of those who  observe  such behaviors being per-
petrated within their organization. Such measurement might entail asking 
people about their reactions toward instigators and targets in an observed 
instance of mistreatment (e.g., Reich & Hershcovis,  2015 ). 

 What makes these multiple perspectives somewhat problematic, at least 
from a measurement perspective, is that very little workplace aggression 
research has attempted to triangulate measures from these diff erent per-
spectives. One exception is in the area of CWB where it has been shown, 
via meta- analysis, that self- reports converge well with measures from 
other data sources such as supervisors or coworkers (Berry, Carpenter, & 
Barratt,  2012 ). Conversely, Spector, Dwyer, and Jex ( 1988 ) found relatively 
modest convergence ( r   =  .30) between incumbent reports of the level of 
interpersonal confl ict in their jobs and supervisor reports of incumbent 
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interpersonal confl ict in a sample of university- based clerical employees. 
Th is level of convergence is similar to other studies that have attempted to 
triangulate self- report measures of incumbent job conditions with other 
data sources (e.g., Liu, Spector, & Jex,  2005 ; Spector & Jex,  1991 ), and high-
lights the potential problems with viewing workplace aggression exclu-
sively through one particular lens. Th is once again highlights the subjective 
nature of workplace aggression  .  

    Measures of Workplace Aggression 

 Despite the considerable challenges associated with measuring work-
place aggression, researchers need reliable, valid measures in order for 
research to proceed. Measures are also useful for Human Resource pro-
fessionals who wish to assess the level of workplace aggression in their 
organizations prior to developing interventions. Over the past 25 years 
there have been a number of measures developed and used extensively in 
workplace aggression research. Th ese include, in the approximate order in 
which they have appeared in the literature, the Interpersonal Confl ict at 
Work Scale (ICAWS; Spector,  1987 ; Spector & Jex,  1998 ); Th e Negative Acts 
Questionnaire (Einarsen et al., 2009; Einersen et al., 1994), which measures 
bullying; Th e Workplace Deviance Scale (Bennett & Robinson,  2000 ); the 
Social Undermining Scale (Duff y et al.,  2002 ), and the Counterproductive 
Work Behavior Checklist (Spector et al.,  2006 ). See  Table 1.1  for a descrip-
tion and example items from each of the fi ve scales. 

 Th e constructs measured by these fi ve scales  –  interpersonal confl ict, 
bullying, workplace deviance, social undermining, and counterproduc-
tive work behavior –  all represent behaviors that are potentially harmful to 
organizations, and they are also largely interpersonal. Despite these similar-
ities, however, there are also important diff erences. For example, these fi ve 
constructs diff er considerably in  severity . Interpersonal confl ict is generally 
considered to be the least severe, whereas bullying and social undermining 
are much higher in severity. Th e other major dimension along which these 
constructs diff er is in the dimension of  intent to harm . Bullying and social 
undermining involve a clear intent to harm the target of these behaviors, 
but intent to harm is oft en less clear for the other three behaviors.    

 In this section we move away from general discussions of the issues sur-
rounding the measurement of workplace aggression, and discuss each of 
these frequently used measures. For each measure we discuss the origin of 
the measure and provide information on its psychometric properties such 
as reliability and validity  . 
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  Table 1.1.      Summary and Examples of Workplace Mistreatment Scales  

Scale Example Items Instructions & 
Response Scales

 Interpersonal 
Confl ict at 
Work Scale   

(ICAWS)  
Spector & Jex,  1998 

“How oft en do you get 
into arguments with 
others at work?”  

“How oft en do other 
people yell at you 
at work?”  

“How oft en are people 
rude to you at work?”

Scale: 1 to 5 (Never, Rarely, 
Sometimes, Very Oft en, 
Quite Oft en)

 Negative Acts 
Questionnaire –  
Revised   

(NAQ- R)  
Einarsen, Hoel, & 

Notelaers,  2009 

“Being shouted at or 
being the target of 
spontaneous anger.”  

“Excessive monitoring of 
your work.”  

“Being exposed to an 
unmanageable workload”

Measures exposure to 
bullying within the 
last 6 months, with the 
response alternatives: 
‘‘Never,’’ ‘‘Now and then,’’ 
‘‘Monthly,’’ ‘‘Weekly’’ and 
‘‘Daily’’.

 Workplace 
Deviance   Scale   

Bennett & Robinson, 
 2000 

“Taken property from 
work without 
permission.”  

“Repeated a rumor 
or gossip about your 
company.”  

“Put little eff ort into 
your work.”

Measures frequency of 
participation in behaviors 
over a set time period. 
Scale: from 1 (never) to 7 
(daily)

 Social 
Undermining Scale   

Duff y, Ganster, & 
Pagon,  2002 

How oft en has your 
supervisor 
intentionally . . .  

“Undermined your 
eff ort to be successful 
on the job?”  

How oft en has your 
coworker closet to 
you intentionally . . .  

“Delayed work to make you 
look bad or slow 
you down?”

Frequency of each 
undermining behavior 
from supervisor and 
closest coworker in the 
previous month.  

Scale: 1 (never), 2 (once or 
twice), 3 (about once a 
week), 4 (several times 
a week), 5 (almost every 
day), and 6 (everyday).

 Counterproductive 
Work Behavior 
Checklist   

(CWB- C) (45- item)  
Spector, Fox, Penney, 

Bruursema, Goh, & 
Kessler,  2006 

“Purposely wasted your 
employer’s materials/ 
supplies”  

“Stayed home from work 
and said you were sick 
when you weren’t”  

“Insulted or made fun of 
someone at work”

How oft en have you done 
each of the following 
things on your 
present job?  

(Scale: 1 = never; 2 = once or 
twice; 3 = once or twice 
per month; 4 = once or 
twice per week; 5 = every 
day)
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    Interpersonal Confl ict at Work Scale (ICAWS; Spector, 
 1987 ; Spector & Jex,  1998 ) 

 Interpersonal confl ict, as defi ned by Spector and Jex ( 1998 ), is a general 
form of interpersonal mistreatment that ranges from minor disagreements 
between coworkers to physical assaults. Th ese authors further note that 
interpersonal confl ict may be overt (e.g., an employee intentionally being 
rude to a coworker) or covert (e.g., an employee spreading a damaging 
rumor about a coworker). Oft entimes in organizations, interpersonal con-
fl ict is tied to some specifi c work issue, such as how best to accomplish a 
particular task (Jehn,  1995 ). In other cases, however, interpersonal confl ict 
may emerge due to personality confl ict or dislike between employees. 

 Given our defi nition of workplace aggression provided at the beginning 
of the chapter, interpersonal confl ict can be viewed as a somewhat “fringe” 
form of workplace aggression. On the one hand, there are instances in 
which confl icts between coworkers escalate to the point where the parties 
involved have a clear intent to harm each other. On the other hand, there 
are many other instances in which employees may disagree about some-
thing, yet there is no escalation to the point where there is any intent to 
harm. For example, two employees may like each other yet still disagree and 
argue over the best way to accomplish a work task (Jehn,  1995 ). Th is form 
of confl ict has, in fact, been shown to enhance the performance of teams. 

    Scale description and history.  Th e Interpersonal Confl ict at Work Scale 
(ICAWS) is a four- item measure that was developed in 1987 (Spector,  1987 ) 
in order to measure what was then considered to be an emerging workplace 
stressor (Keenan & Newton,  1985 ). Th e “development” of the ICAWS, like 
many measures in the occupational stress literature, consisted of simply cre-
ating the items and using them in a particular study. Given this lack of sys-
tematic development of the ICAWS (and many other measures, we might 
add), it is diffi  cult to evaluate the procedures used to develop this measure. 
Nevertheless, when one views the items on this measure (see  Table 1.1 ), they 
certainly appear to have a high level of face validity  . 

    Psychometric properties.  Despite the fact that the ICAWS was not 
created using extensive, systematic scale development procedures (e.g., 
Hinkin,  1995 ), it has been used extensively in the occupational stress lit-
erature so there is a good deal of psychometric data available. For example, 
Spector and Jex ( 1998 ) summarized the results of their own studies in which 
the ICAWS was used and found that across 13 samples the average inter-
nal consistency reliability estimate was .74. Bowling and Beehr ( 2006 ), in a 
much larger meta- analysis of workplace harassment, found that the average 
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reliability of all harassment measures was .81. Since the majority of samples 
in this meta- analysis (k = 25) used the ICAWS, this again suggests that the 
internal consistency reliability of this measure is acceptable. Th e ICAWS 
has been found to yield marginal Chronbach’s alphas (e.g., around .70). As 
a result, Beehr, Bowling, and Bennett ( 2010 ) added a fi ft h item in an eff ort 
to improve internal- consistency reliability of the ICAWS. 

 Both meta- analyses by Spector and Jex ( 1998 ) and Bowling and Beehr 
( 2006 ) also presented considerable evidence bearing on the nomological 
validity of the ICAWS. For example, Spector and Jex ( 1998 ) reported that 
the ICAWS was positively related to workload (r = .20), organizational con-
straints (r = .44), role ambiguity (r = .29), and role confl ict (r = .44), which 
suggests that these may be conditions that foster confl ict or at least suggests 
that they co- occur with interpersonal confl ict. Bowling and Beehr ( 2006 ) 
reported that the ICAWS was related to role confl ict (r = .41), role ambiguity 
(r = .29), role overload (r = .22), and job autonomy (r = - .17). 

 Both of these meta- analyses also investigated the relationship between 
the ICAWS and a number of employee outcomes that would be predicted 
based on what is known about the eff ects of interpersonal mistreatment (e.g., 
Hershcovis & Barling,  2010 ). For example, Spector and Jex ( 1998 ) reported 
that the ICAWS was related to anxiety (r = .36), frustration (r = .32), depres-
sion (r = .32), job satisfaction (r = - .32), intent to quit (r = .40), and physi-
cal symptoms (r = .26). Bowling and Beehr ( 2006 ) reported similar values 
for all of these outcomes, supporting the notion that interpersonal confl ict 
leads to   psychological and physical strain  .  

    Negative Acts Questionnaire –  Revised (NAQ- R) 
(Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen et al., 2009) 

 Th e Negative Acts Questionnaire –  Revised is a broad measure of work-
place bullying. Th e construct of bullying covers multiple dimensions and 
defi ning characteristics, but is typically defi ned as any situation in which 
an employee is exposed to negative or aggressive behaviors at work that are 
intended to threaten, humiliate, intimidate, punish or frighten the target 
(Einarsen et al.,  2009 ). Consistent with the defi nition of workplace aggres-
sion presented earlier in this chapter, bullying is characterized by both 
moderate to high severity and a clear intent to harm. However, bullying is 
further characterized by its  frequency  and  duration : while employees may 
be periodic targets of isolated negative or aggressive behaviors at work, 
persistent exposure to such behaviors can have a greater negative eff ect 
on targets. Th us, while the defi nition of bullying is concerned with nature 
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of the bullying behavior, it is equally concerned with how long a target 
is exposed (duration) as well as the number of times a target is exposed 
(frequency). 

 Within workplace settings, a distinction has been made between 
person- related behaviors and work- related behaviors stemming from 
bullying (Einarsen,  1999 ). Person- related behaviors entail negative acts 
that target a person based on personal characteristics; rumors and slan-
der are examples of such behavior. In contrast, work- related behaviors 
are negative acts that target a person based on their work, such as con-
stant criticism or overloading a target with diffi  cult or menial tasks. 
While the bullying construct as defi ned by Einarsen et al. ( 2009 ) is pri-
marily concerned with negative acts of a psychological nature, more 
severe, physically aggressive behaviors such as physical intimidation or 
even violence are part of a wider range of aggressive acts seen in bullying 
cases (Leymann,  1990 ). 

 Another important aspect of the bullying construct is the idea of power 
imbalance between the perpetrator and victim (Niedl,  1996 ). In most cases, 
bullying is perpetrated by an employee with more power or infl uence 
than that of the target; in turn, this power imbalance makes it diffi  cult for 
the target to defend themselves. Th is imbalance may exist naturally within the 
formal organizational structure in which the perpetrator and target are 
situated, or it may form naturally due to informal circumstances such as 
knowledge or tenure (Einarsen & Mikkelsen,  2003 ; Einarsen et al., 2009; 
Hutchinson, Vickers, Jackson, & Wilkes,  2006 ). 

    Scale description and history.  Th e Negative Acts Questionnaire  –  
Revised (NAQ- R) is a reliable and valid measure of workplace bullying, 
which comprises three related factors associated with person- related bully-
ing, work- related bullying, and physically intimidating bullying. Th e scale 
can be used as a single- factor, two- factor (personal-  or work- related), or 
three- factor measurement of bullying, enhancing its usefulness for measur-
ing bullying in a variety of situations. 

 Th e NAQ- R is based on the original Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ; 
Einarsen & Raknes,  1997 ; Mikkelson & Einarsen,  2001 ). Th e original 23- 
item measure had items describing both personal and work- related nega-
tive acts. However, the scale was originally developed for use in Nordic 
countries. When the items were translated into English, the new version 
had item- level issues with both face validity and cultural bias. Th e NAQ- R 
was developed in response to the weaknesses of the NAQ, and is intended 
as a comprehensive yet short scale that is valid, reliable, and adapted for use 
in Anglo- American cultures (Einarsen et al.,  2009 ). 
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 Scale development involved refi nement of the original NAQ, as well as 
item generation and a focus group study that used 11 focus groups from dif-
ferent organizations within the United Kingdom (Hoel, Cooper, & Faragher, 
 2001 ). Th ese eff orts resulted in a 29- item version of the NAQ, which was 
subsequently reduced to the 22- item NAQ- R scale currently used (Einarsen 
et al.,  2009 ; Hoel, Cooper, & Faragher,  2001 ,  2004 ). Given that item devel-
opment for the NAQ- R was based on refi nement of a previously validated 
measure and involved additional item generation and focus groups, the 
NAQ- R was developed fairly systematically; this makes the NAQ- R unique 
compared to many of the other aggression measures discussed in the chap-
ter, such as ICAWS, which was developed through the generation and test-
ing of face- valid items  . 

    Psychometric properties.  Part of the goal in revising the NAQ was 
to improve the face validity and decrease the cultural bias of the items. 
Examining the fi nal 22- items included in the NAQ- R, it appears these pre-
vious issues have been addressed. Reliability tests in the scale development 
paper (Einarsen et al.,  2009 ) show that the measure has excellent internal 
consistency: Chronbach’s alpha for the 22 items was .90. Additionally, three 
measurement models were tested to show that the scale items loaded onto 
the appropriate conceptual dimensions. Analyses showed that the overall 
one- dimension model fi t the data well, suggesting that the items can be 
interpreted together as an overall workplace bullying measure. However, 
the best fi t was the three- dimension model, in which items load exclusively 
on a person- related bullying dimension, a work- related bullying dimension, 
and a dimension of physically intimidating act. While the three- dimension 
model is a useful representation for the diff erent types of workplace bul-
lying within the NAQ- R, the three factors were found to be highly corre-
lated, which suggests that the dimensions do not successfully discriminate 
between diff erent types of bullying behaviors, and that the diff erent types of 
bullying occur simultaneously. 

 In addition to the useful distinctions in the factor structure of the 
model, there is strong evidence for the nomological validity of the NAQ- R. 
In the Einarsen et al.’s ( 2009 ) study, the scale was signifi cantly correlated 
with many relevant measures, and all relationships were in the expected 
directions. Specifi cally, the NAQ- R was correlated with psychosomatic 
complaints (r = .41), sickness absenteeism (r = .13), self- ratings of recent 
work performance (r = - .22), and turnover considerations (r = .36), as well 
as the 12- item version of the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ- 12), 
which asked about psychosomatic health complaints (r = .43). Th ere were 
also signifi cant, strong correlations between NAQ- R scores and measures 
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of organizational climate (r = - .53), as well as ratings of leadership styles 
of one’s supervisor. Th e strongest correlations were between bullying and 
autocratic leadership (r  =  .52), as well as between bullying and a nega-
tive relationship experience with colleagues (r = .61), whereas the weak-
est were between the NAQ- R and organizational commitment (r = - .35), 
suggesting that the behaviors measured by this scale are more strongly 
associated with personal relationships than a person’s relationship with 
their organization. 

 Th e scale may also be used for categorizing targets by severity and per-
sistence of their experience with bullying:  latent class analysis revealed 
that the NAQ- R discriminates between diff erent target groups of bully-
ing, diff erentiating between both the nature and severity of exposure. 
Th is ability to discern diff erent levels of severity and exposure also allows 
the scale to target groups that face occasional aggression or incivility, 
rather than the persistence and severity of incidents that characterizes 
bullying. 

 We should note that the ability to classify scores using latent class analy-
sis based on severity and duration is a particular strength of the NAQ- R. 
Whereas a wide range of severity is a potential criticism for other mea-
sures of workplace aggression, the NAQ- R provides useful classifi cations. 
Because the bullying construct captures a considerable range of workplace 
aggression- related behaviors, it makes sense that the scale would be broad 
in its range   of severity  .  

    Bennett and Robinson’s ( 2000 ) Workplace Deviance Scale 

 Robinson and Bennett ( 1995 , p. 556) defi ned workplace deviance as “volun-
tary behavior that violates signifi cant organizational norms, and in doing 
so, threatens the well- being of the organization, and its members, or both.” 
Given this defi nition, it is clear that many forms of workplace deviance also 
fi t the defi nition of workplace aggression. As a result, many researchers use 
the two terns interchangeably. 

 According to Bennett and Robinson ( 2000 ), one of the major barriers 
to research on workplace deviance, at least at that time, was the lack of a 
psychometrically sound measure; thus, they decided to develop one, and 
their measure has become one of the most widely used among workplace 
aggression researchers. It has also been frequently used as a measure of the 
similar variable CWB. 

    Scale description and history.  Th e scale development approach used 
by Bennett and Robinson was to develop a measure that distinguished 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316160930.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316160930.002


Measurement of Workplace Aggression 19

19

between the  targets  of the deviant actions by employees. Using this frame-
work as a general guide, they began by simply asking a sample of employees 
to describe two incidents in which someone at work did something that was 
deviant or wrong. Th ese researchers also generated a number of items on 
their own. An initial pool of 113 items was reduced through expert analysis, 
item- total correlations, and item variances. Bennett and Robinson also con-
ducted an exploratory factor analysis to verify that items measuring deviant 
behaviors aimed at either the organization or other people. Th e results of 
the study supported the factor structure of the measure, and reduced the 
fi nal number of items to 24 (16 items for Organizational Deviance and 8 
items for Interpersonal Deviance). Bennett and Robinson also conducted 
a third study with a Confi rmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) on the fi nal items 
to assess the construct validity of the measure. Results of this study are 
discussed in the  following section  on the psychometric properties of this 
measure.   

    Psychometric properties.  For the fi nal version of the measure, 
Bennett and Robinson reported an internal consistency reliability of .81 
for the Organizational Deviance subscale and .78 for the Interpersonal 
Subscale. In addition, both exploratory and confi rmatory factor analysis 
supported the two- factor structure. Other researchers who have used this 
measure in subsequent studies have reported internal consistency reli-
abilities comparable to these values. For example, Mitchell and Ambrose 
( 2007 ) reported an internal consistency reliability estimate of .79 for the 
Organizational Deviance subscale and .82 for the Interpersonal Deviance 
subscale. Th e most recent reliability we could fi nd comes from a study 
by Guay, Choi, Oh, Mitchell, Mount, & Shin ( 2016 ) where the internal 
consistency reliability was .91 for the Organizational Deviance measure 
and .87 for the Interpersonal Deviance subscale. Th us, it appears that the 
internal consistency of this measure has been acceptable across many 
samples. 

 In Bennett and Robinson’s initial paper describing the development of 
their measure, they conducted a study in order to assess construct validity 
according to long- standing criteria (e.g., Campbell & Fiske,  1959 ) such as 
convergence, discrimination, and nomological validity. Based on the data 
collected in this study, they found reasonably strong support for construct 
validity. In terms of convergence, the Organizational Deviance subscale 
converged very well with Property Deviance (r = .59), Production Deviance 
(r =.70), Physical Withdrawal (r  =  .79), and Psychological Withdrawal 
(r = .65). Th e Interpersonal Deviance, in contrast, only converged well with 
a measure of Antagonistic Work behavior (r = .62). 
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 Bennett and Robinson chose the variables from Farrell and Rusbult 
( 1986 ) as examples of variables that were conceptually  unrelated  to organi-
zational and interpersonal deviance in order to assess discriminant validity; 
these included Voice, Exit, and Loyalty. Th e only signifi cant correlation that 
resulted was between Interpersonal Deviance and Loyalty (r = - .21), which 
largely supports discriminant validity. 

 In order to assess nomological validity, Bennett and Robinson inves-
tigated a number of potential causes of deviance (e.g., frustration, proce-
dural justice, distributive justice, interactional justice, normlessness, and 
Machiavellianism), and investigated two dimensions of Organizational 
Citizenship Behavior (OCB; Courtesy and Conscientiousness) as potential 
eff ects of deviance. In terms of potential causes, Organizational Deviance 
was correlated only with Procedural Justice (r = - .32) and Machiavellianism 
(r = .26). Results for Interpersonal Deviance were much stronger, since it 
was correlated with all causes in the expected direction except for distribu-
tive justice. In terms of potential eff ects of deviance, both deviance sub-
scales were negatively related to both dimensions of OCB as predicted. 

 Since Bennett and Robinson’s initial 2000 paper that describes the devel-
opment of their measure, it has been used extensively, so there is consid-
erable evidence bearing on its nomological validity (see Hershcovis,  2011 ; 
Hershcovis & Barling,  2010 ). Th e vast majority of studies that have used 
this measure have used it as an  outcome , so there is much more evidence 
on correlations with potential antecedents, as compared to potential eff ects. 
In this regard, this measure has been consistently shown to be associated 
with workplace stressors and individual diff erences that have been associ-
ated with workplace deviance (e.g., Alexander,  2011 ; Ferris, Brown, Lian, & 
Keeping,  2009 ; Mitchell & Ambrose,  2007 ; Tepper, Henle, Lambert, 
Giacalone, & Duff y,  2008 ). 

 One form of validation that was not examined by Bennett and Robinson 
( 2000 ), and that has been given scant attention in research using this mea-
sure, is convergence between incumbent reports and other data sources 
such as coworkers or supervisors. One study we located did suggest, how-
ever, that convergence between incumbent and coworker ratings was quite 
good. Specifi cally, Alexander ( 2011 ) examined convergence in a sample 
of 50 Human Resource professionals where incumbent self- reports were 
matched with a nominated coworker, and found that the convergence for 
Organizational Deviance was r = .53, while convergence for Interpersonal 
Deviance was r  =  .59. Although this represents a rather small sample of 
employees in one profession, it does suggest that employees are aware of the 
deviant behaviors of their   coworkers  .  
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      Social Undermining Scale (Duff y et al.,  2002 ) 

 Th e term “social undermining” was originally coined by Vinokur and van 
Ryn in  1993 , although Rook ( 1984 ) was an early theorist who called for more 
researchers to pay attention to the negative or problematic aspects of social 
relations (Duff y et al.,  2002 ). Th e fi rst defi nition of the construct created by 
Vinokur and van Ryn ( 1993 ) included several aspects of behavior toward a 
target: negative aff ect; negative evaluation of the target in terms of his or her 
attributes, actions, and eff orts; and/ or actions that decrease attainment of 
goals (Vinokur, Price, & Caplan,  1996 ). 

 Subsequent research on social undermining was conducted mostly in 
nonwork settings, and was extended to the workplace in the scale develop-
ment paper by Duff y and colleagues in  2002 . For the purposes of their scale, 
social undermining was defi ned as “behavior intended to hinder, over time, 
the ability to establish and maintain positive interpersonal relationships, 
work- related success, and favorable reputation” (Duff y et al.,  2002 , p. 332). 
Like other workplace aggression constructs, social undermining is deter-
mined by the  target’s perspective  rather than that of the perpetrator. 

 Th e defi nition of social undermining has two key aspects. First, behav-
ior is only considered as undermining if it is  perceived  as undermining by 
the target. Behaviors that may be construed as negative social behaviors, 
such as making a rude comment or failing to help out a coworker, are only 
considered undermining if the target perceives them as so. If, for example, 
a target attributes a rude comment to the actor’s stressful personal life, they 
may not perceive it as undermining. Second, undermining behaviors are 
low- magnitude or  insidious . More severe acts of aggression, such as physi-
cal violence, may negatively impact interpersonal relationships, but are not 
categorized as undermining behavior because of their direct nature and the 
immediate severity of their eff ects. 

 Undermining is further classifi ed into several forms. First, the construct 
includes both  direct  actions and  withholding.  Direct undermining involves 
direct, visible actions, such as overtly rejecting a coworker. In turn, with-
holding is a more covert action that may involve behaviors such as withhold-
ing important information. Interestingly, the covert quality of withholding 
allows perpetrators to play negative behavior off  as ambiguous, or unin-
tentional. Because of the potentially ambiguous nature of withholding, 
this form of undermining is similar to workplace incivility (Andersson & 
Pearson,  1999 ). 

 Second, undermining can be classifi ed as  verbal  or  physical , includ-
ing  active  and  passive  verbal undermining. Verbal undermining includes 
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any vocal undermining, where active undermining is directed and public 
(such as putting down a target), and passive undermining is more ambigu-
ous (such as giving a target the silent treatment). Physical undermining 
involves any physical action that aff ects a target’s personal relationships, 
success, or reputation, such as withholding needed materials or overload-
ing a target with menial tasks. 

    Scale description and history.  Th e Social Undermining Scale (Duff y 
et al.,  2002 ) is a validated 26- item measure of social undermining devel-
oped for use in organizational settings. Th e scale was validated in the 
Republic of Slovenia, and was created using a combination of previous 
nonwork measures of social undermining, item writing, focus groups, 
and exploratory and confi rmatory factor analyses. Th ese procedures are 
in line with systematic scale development recommendations (e.g., Hinkin, 
 1995 ). Th e preliminary list of social undermining items was created from 
these processes, with a total of 72 total items covering both coworker and 
supervisor undermining. Aft er initial data collection, exploratory prin-
cipal component analysis resulted in two strong 13- item factors, one for 
coworker and one for supervisor: the supervisor factor explained 33% of 
the variance, and the coworker factor explained 18% of the   variance (Duff y 
et al.,  2002 ). 

    Psychometric properties.  In the scale development process, the results 
of a confi rmatory factor analysis produced a two- factor solution that rep-
resented supervisor undermining and coworker undermining. However, it 
was also found that items from each facet also overlapped: some of these 
items included “hurt your feelings,” “let you know that they did not like 
something about you,” “insulted you,” and “gave you the silent treatment.” 
Th is suggests that supervisors and coworkers engage in some of the same 
undermining behaviors. Although reliabilities were not reported in the ini-
tial scale development paper, they have since been reported as up to α = .93 
(Duff y, Scott, Shaw, Tepper, & Aquino,  2012 ). An examination of the items 
shows that they have good face validity and cover the construct domain, 
including items about direct social undermining and withholding, as well 
as verbal and physical undermining (Duff y et al.,  2002 ). 

 Additionally, the social undermining scale is correlated with many work 
outcomes that could be predicted based on the negative outcomes of inter-
personal mistreatment (e.g., Hershcovis & Barling,  2010 ). For instance, 
Duff y et al. ( 2002 ) reported that the measure is signifi cantly related to active 
counterproductive behaviors (r = .30), passive counterproductive behaviors 
(r = .13), and somatic complaints (r = .13), which are all logical outcomes of 
the   stress response associated with perceptions of social undermining  .  
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    Counterproductive Work Behavior Checklist (Spector et al.,  2006 ) 

 Counterproductive Work Behavior (CWB) represents behaviors on the part 
of employees that run counter to the goals of their employing organization 
(Jex & Britt,  2014 ). Not all forms of CWB represent instances of workplace 
aggression, but many do, so many workplace aggression researchers have 
drawn from CWB measures. It is worth noting that most researchers con-
sider CWB and workplace deviance to be identical constructs (Bennett & 
Robinson,  2000 ). One of the most widely used measures of CWB is the 
Counterproductive Work Behavior (CWB) Checklist, which was developed 
by Spector and colleagues. 

    Scale description and history.  Th e beginnings of the CWB checklist can 
be traced to a 1975 paper in which Spector investigated zero- order correla-
tions between organizational frustration and behavioral reactions of employ-
ees (Spector,  1975a ). Th ough not acknowledged in this paper, these items 
likely came from Spector’s doctoral dissertation, which involved the creation 
of a simulated organization where frustrating organizational conditions were 
created and participants’ reactions were observed (Spector,  1975b ). Th e items, 
which originated from this initial research eff ort, were further refi ned over 
the years, primarily in research conducted by Spector and his students (e.g., 
Chen & Spector,  1992 ; Spector & Fox,  2002 ; Storms & Spector,  1987 ). 

 Although there are several forms of the CWB Checklist, we focus on 
the full 45- item measure along with the dimensions represented by these 
items. Th is measure consists of fi ve distinct dimensions.  Abuse  represents 
CWBs that are directed at other people, such as rudeness, starting rumors, 
or making fun of others.  Production deviance  represents a form of CWB in 
which employees deliberately work slower than they or capable of, or oth-
erwise work below their capabilities.  Sabotage  is a relatively serious form of 
CWB, which involves employees deliberately destroying company property 
or in some cases simply wasting materials.  Th eft   as a form of CWB does not 
require a great deal of explanation –  this is simply employees taking things 
from their employer that do not belong to them. However, as can be seen 
with the theft  items, theft  can also be from fellow employees and can also 
take the form of time.  Withdrawal  represents a fairly broad form of CWB, 
which involves avoidance of work by employees, which can take the form of 
leaving early, unexcused absences, or taking longer breaks than are allowed. 
As can be seen in  Table 1.1 , Spector and colleagues have used a time- based 
response scale that ranges from “Never” to as much as “Every day.  ” 

    Psychometric properties.  Spector and colleagues have long main-
tained that the items on the CWB checklist are  formative  rather than 
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 refl ective  indicators (Spector et al.,  2006 ), and thus internal consistency 
reliability estimates are not appropriate. In essence, this means that there 
is no underlying latent construct that would necessarily cause the items 
on a given subscale to intercorrelate highly. Rather, the “construct” mea-
sured in each of these subscales is defi ned by the cumulative frequency 
with which they are performed by respondents. For example, with the 
dimension of sabotage there is no reason an employee who wastes his 
or her employer’s materials would necessarily also damage equipment or 
property. Rather, the sum total of responses to the sabotage items defi ne 
the construct. 

 Despite this argument, there have been many internal consistency reli-
ability estimates reported for the CWB Checklist calculated over the years. 
Some researchers have calculated internal consistency estimates for a com-
posite consisting of the entire 45 items of this measure (e.g., Sprung & Jex, 
 2012 ), others have collapsed the items into two broad factors representing 
CWBs directed at the organization versus those directed at people (e.g., 
Berry et at.,  2012 ), while still others have calculated reliability estimates for 
each of the subscales representing each of the fi ve diff erent forms of CWB. 
In general reliability estimates hovered around .70, although there was con-
siderable variability. Th e largest we found was .99, which was for a com-
posite consisting of all items on the scale (Sprung & Jex,  2012 ), while the 
smallest was .42 for the sabotage subscale (Spector et al.,  2006 ). Generally 
speaking, reliability estimates were higher as items on this measure were 
collapsed to higher levels. 

 In terms of validity, there have been two primary ways that this has been 
assessed with the CWB Checklist:  (1)  convergence between incumbent 
reports and other rating sources (e.g., supervisors or peers) and (2) patterns 
of correlations between diff erence dimension of the measures and diff er-
ent antecedents and outcomes. If one looks at convergence, there is reason-
ably strong support for the validity of the CWB Checklist. Specifi cally, Fox, 
Spector, Goh, and Bruursma ( 2007 ) reported a correlation of .47 between 
incumbent and coworker reports of CWBs directed at other people, while 
convergence was only .13 (n.s.) for CWBs directed at the organization. Th is 
diff erence in convergence is understandable, since CWBs directed at other 
people are oft en more visible than those directed at the organization. 

 If we assess the validity of the CWB based on the patterns of correlations 
with the measure, these fi ndings also support its validity. More specifi cally, 
theoretical models of CWB (e.g., Fox & Spector,  1999 ) have proposed that 
negative emotions (e.g., frustration, anger) tend to be the most proximal 
causes of CWB, and results have tended to show that relations between 
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these measures and negative emotions tend to be the strongest correla-
tions with the measure (Berry et al.,  2012 ). More distal causes, such as job 
stressors and injustice, tend to be more weakly correlated with the measure. 
In addition, individual diff erences that are proposed to be related to CWB 
such as anger and negative aff ectivity are also positively related to the CWB 
Checklist. 

 Finally, there is mixed evidence supporting the fi ve dimensions that 
constitute the measure, even though most researchers have tended to col-
lapse those subscales into a smaller number of dimensions, specifi cally 
CWBs directed at people and those directed at the organization. Marcus, 
Taylor, Hastings, Sturm, and Weigelt ( 2013 ) conducted a confi rmatory fac-
tor analysis of the items on the CWB Checklist and did not support a fi ve- 
factor structure, as proposed by Spector and colleagues. Rather, they found 
that the subscales on this measure loaded onto one general CWB factor. 
However, in defense of the fi ve subscales, Spector et al. ( 2006 ) supported 
unique theoretically based predictions for each of the diff erent forms of 
CWB, which suggests that distinguishing between these   fi ve diff erent forms 
of CWB is meaningful  .   

    Critique of Workplace Aggression 
Measures 

 Although each of the fi ve measures of workplace aggression is unique, we 
believe that they share many similarities due to the constructs they are 
designed to measure. As a result, we chose to provide a critique that focuses 
on what we see are the major problems common to all fi ve measures, rather 
than focusing specifi cally on each measure. Our purpose here is not to sin-
gle out any of these measures for criticism, because all of them have been 
useful tools for workplace aggression researchers. Rather, our goal here is 
to highlight what we see as the most important problems that are common 
to these frequently used workplace aggression measures. Th e problems we 
identify in this section will also provide the basis for the  fi nal section  of the 
chapter in which we provide ideas for improving these and other measures 
of workplace aggression. 

 One problem common to all fi ve measures described in this chapter is 
that the behaviors described in the items are devoid of any situational con-
text. Th at is to say, we do not know the circumstances under which the 
behaviors described on any of these measures occurred. However, this is 
vitally important information if we are to understand whether such behav-
iors are in fact workplace aggression. For example, if a person frequently 
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gets into arguments with others at work, is excluded from work group 
activities, has their opinions ignored, or is otherwise treated rudely by 
coworkers, it may be due to the fact that his or her coworkers are acting 
aggressively. However, it could also be that the respondent is argumenta-
tive, rude, instigates arguments with fellow employees, and forces his or 
her opinions on others. If this is the case, then the behaviors reported are 
clearly still negative, but they take on a somewhat diff erent meaning. Th e 
overall point is that for all of these measures, without any information other 
than whether or not the behavior occurred, it is impossible to say for sure 
whether the behavior is workplace aggression. 

 A second problem is that the items within each of these fi ve measures 
represent considerable variability in severity. If one considers the items on 
the ICAWS, for example, we would argue that getting into arguments and 
experiencing rudeness are much milder forms of interpersonal mistreat-
ment compared to being yelled at and having coworkers do nasty things at 
your expense. Th is is also a major issue with both the Bennett and Robinson 
( 2000 ) and Spector et  al. ( 2006 ) measures. Within these measures there 
are behaviors that clearly do not rise to the level of aggression (e.g., litter-
ing, taking a long break), mixed with items that clearly go beyond typi-
cal organization- based aggression (e.g., used an illegal drug, threatened 
someone at work with violence). Given this mixture of items, it is hard to 
interpret the composite score when the frequency of such items is added 
together. 

 A third issue with all fi ve measures is that they can potentially place 
fairly diffi  cult memory demands on respondents. Th e time frames for 
these measures range from a low of 30 days (ICAWS) to as much as one 
year (Bennett & Robinson,  2000 ). Even though workplace aggression rep-
resents a relatively signifi cant and sometimes even traumatic event for 
most people, estimating these behaviors even over a relatively short period 
of 30 days may be a challenge for many people. If a time frame of a year or 
more is used, this task may become extremely diffi  cult, and respondents 
may ultimately fall back on relatively recent experiences in order to pro-
vide an estimate. 

 A fi nal issue, and one that is loosely related to the issue of time frame, is 
that these fi ve measures also vary on the response scales presented to respon-
dents. However, all fi ve use some type of frequency- based measure that is 
either based on specifi c frequencies (e.g., “Once a Month”) or descriptive 
terms that typically range from “Never” to almost constant or “Daily.” Given 
the memory issues described earlier, we would argue that most respondents 
probably would not have a great deal of diffi  culty determining whether they 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316160930.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316160930.002


Measurement of Workplace Aggression 27

27

had either  never  had experienced it or whether exposure was at a  constant  
level. Estimating frequencies in between these end points, however, may 
be more problematic. Th e other problem with such frequency- based scales 
is that the respondent is left  to determine the meaning of each of the scale 
points. More specifi cally, terms such as “Rarely” (ICAWS), “Now and Th en” 
(NAQ- R), and “Almost every day” (Social Undermining Scale) require 
varying degrees of interpretation on the part of the respondent  .  

  Suggestions for Improvement 

 Based on our critique in the  previous section , we see a number of ways that 
measures of workplace aggression could be improved. Perhaps the most 
obvious way would be making sure that the items on such measures refl ect 
one construct, and one construct only. As we stated earlier, the items on 
these measures refl ect diff ering levels of intensity and, as a result, refl ect dif-
ferent constructs. Given the similarity in many of the constructs under the 
general workplace mistreatment umbrella (e.g., Hershcovis,  2011 ), it is not 
surprising that the internal consistencies of these measures are high; how-
ever, if a researcher is specifi cally aiming to measure workplace aggression, 
the items on such measure should be more homogeneous. Furthermore, 
based on currently accepted defi nitions, behaviors should be at a reason-
ably high level of severity and the intent to harm should be unambiguous. 

 A second way all of these measures could be improved would be to ask 
respondents to recall the behaviors described in the measure over a rel-
atively limited time period. As stated earlier, the shortest time period of 
the fi ve measures was 30 days, while the longest was one year. While we 
believe that it may be reasonable for an employee to remember being in an 
argument with a coworker during the past 30 days or less, we fi nd it much 
less plausible that an employee could remember such an incident aft er a 
year or more has passed. Th is problem could be addressed via the use of 
Experience Sampling Method (ESM) study designs where data are collected 
over a relatively short time frame (e.g., two weeks; Fisher & To,  2012 ). Th is 
puts much less memory demands on respondents, although a potential 
drawback is that since workplace aggression is a low- base- rate behavior, 
this approach may lead to distributional problems. In the few ESM studies 
in which researchers have measured workplace aggression, however, this 
does not seem to be the case (e.g., Judge, Scott, & Ilies,  2006 ). 

 A third suggestion for improving these and other measures of work-
place aggression is to make a greater eff ort to assess the  context  in which 
these behaviors occur. Th is could be done in a variety of ways. For 
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example, in the instructions to such measures reference could be made to 
specifi c situations such as business meetings, specifi c types of tasks (e.g., 
transactions with customers), or types of people (e.g., employees who do 
the same jobs). Th is would help provide a much better understanding of 
the meaning of such behaviors, and perhaps more importantly, help pro-
vide a better overall understanding of the workplace aggression construct. 
It may be, for example, that some behaviors coming from fellow employ-
ees may be seen as workplace aggression, while the same behaviors com-
ing from customers during a service transaction are simply viewed as 
“venting.” 

 A fourth and fi nal suggestion, which does not apply specifi cally to the 
fi ve measures discussed in this chapter, but that could be used to improve 
the measurement of workplace aggression, is to incorporate the use of 
qualitative measures when possible. Although qualitative measurement 
certainly does have some drawbacks (see Jex & Britt,  2014  for a discus-
sion), it may be useful given the wide variety of settings in which work-
place aggression occurs, since the existing measures might not refl ect 
what employees actually experience. One way that qualitative measure-
ment has already been used successfully in the workplace mistreatment 
literature is in having respondents describe an example of mistreatment 
and then ask closed- ended questions about things such as severity, per-
ceived motives behind the mistreatment, and respondents’ reactions (e.g., 
Crossley,  2009 ).  

  Summary and Conclusions 

 Although workplace aggression is relatively easy to defi ne, developing reli-
able, valid measures of this construct is a challenge. Th e fi ve measures we 
reviewed in this chapter have served researchers well, and more generally 
facilitated a much greater understanding of workplace aggression. Despite 
their usefulness, there are some problems with these measures, and many of 
those problems are common across measures. In this concluding section we 
summarize these common problems and off er suggestions for improving 
the measurement of workplace aggression. 

 Although the fi ve measures reviewed all measured slightly diff erent con-
structs, we believe there are three problematic issues that are common to 
all, which include (1) mixing together items of diff erent levels of severity, 
(2) placing unrealistic memory demands on respondents, and (3) a lack of 
contextual information in the items. Each of these issues is discussed in 
turn here. 
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 While there are many diff erent forms of workplace mistreatment (e.g., 
Hershcovis,  2011 ), we would argue that  workplace aggression  is distinguish-
able, at least conceptually, based on both severity and intent to harm. If 
this distinction can be made at a conceptual level, it is certainly possible to 
create relatively pure measures of workplace aggression. As we indicated in 
describing these measures, most of these measures appear to mix incivility 
and aggression items together. If a researcher’s goal is to measure workplace 
aggression, we recommend eliminating items from measures that are more 
in line with “low- level” forms of mistreatment such as incivility. 

 For all of the measures reviewed, we also mentioned the issue of placing 
unrealistic memory demands on respondents. As we state in the chapter, 
there is no “magic number” with respect to the time frame respondents 
should be given. However, we think researchers should move toward 
shorter time frames to combat possible memory issues. Ideally, we would 
like to see workplace aggression researchers move toward the use of short- 
term ESM studies in order to ensure that memory biases do not severely 
impact their fi ndings. 

 Finally, we pointed out that most of the items on these fi ve measures do 
not contain information about the situational context in which the behav-
iors occur. In our opinion, this is an important omission, because situ-
ational context oft en determines whether or not a particular behavior is 
actually workplace aggression. We also point out that putting situational 
context into survey items is challenging, but there are methods by which it 
can be done. We would urge workplace aggression researchers to explore 
this in further eff orts to refi ne their measures. 

 In summary, we believe that existing measures have greatly facilitated 
the study of workplace aggression. Scale development, however, is an ongo-
ing process, so we would encourage workplace aggression researchers to 
focus more time on measurement issues in order to improve the overall 
quality of research in this area  .   
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