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The current study examined interactive effects among personality and job stressors in pre-
dicting employees’ engagement in counterproductive work behavior (CWB) defined as be-
havior that harms organizations or people in organizations. Survey data were collected
from 932 employees and results showed significant negative relationships of agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and emotional stability with CWB directed at organizations (CWB-O)
and people (CWB-P), and significant positive relationships of interpersonal conflict and or-
ganizational constraints with CWB-O and CWB-P. Further, it was found that the positive
relationships of interpersonal conflict with CWB-O and CWB-P were strongest for people
of low emotional stability–low agreeableness among all emotional stability–agreeableness
combinations, and that the positive relationships of organizational constraints with CWB-O
and CWB-P were strongest for people of high emotional stability–low conscientiousness
among all emotional stability–conscientiousness combinations.

1. Introduction

Counterproductive work behavior (CWB) refers to
intentional behaviors that harm or intend to harm

organizations or people in organizations (Spector & Fox,
2005). Examples of CWB include yelling at someone,
stealing from the organizations, damaging organization’s
property, and taking longer breaks than allowed. Con-
sidering the nature of these behaviors, it is of little
doubt that CWB can have important negative impact on
both organizations and people in organizations (Bowling
& Eschleman, 2010; Camara & Schneider, 1994; Rotundo
& Spector, 2010; Vardi & Weitz, 2004). Because of con-
cerns over potential the negative effects, past research
has taken different approaches to uncover possible pre-
dictors of CWB that might enhance our understanding
on why employees engage in CWB. Traditionally, while
some studies have focused on main effects of job stress-
ors and personality (e.g., Hershcovis et al., 2007;
Salgado, 2002), others have examined two-way interact-
ive effects between job stressors and personality in pre-
dicting CWB (e.g., Bowling & Eschleman, 2010; Fox,
Spector, & Miles, 2001; Penney, 2002; Penney & Spector,

2005). Building on these findings, a personality-
moderated stressor–CWB relationship has been well
established. More recently, a few researchers have
started to pay attention to prediction of CWB with
combinations of several personality traits (Bowling,
Burns, Stewart, & Gruys, 2011; Jensen & Patel, 2011),
but what is lacking in the current literature is an integra-
tion of the combined personality approach with the
stressor–personality interaction approach in predicting
CWB. That is, in addition to individual personality traits,
whether certain combinations of personality traits also
influence previously known stressor–CWB relation-
ships, is a question we want to address in the current
study. Thus our study contributes to the current literat-
ure of CWB by further exploring patterns in which indi-
viduals react to experienced job stressors with CWB.

2. Main effects and two-way interaction
of stressors and personality on CWB

CWB consists of behaviors that have been divided into
two categories by the target (Robinson & Bennett,
1995). CWB against organizations (CWB-O) consists of
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acts from minor behaviors, such as taking longer breaks
than allowed, to more severe acts such as stealing
organizational property. CWB against people (CWB-P)
includes mainly aggressive acts which can be either
physical (e.g., hitting someone) or nonphysical (e.g., in-
sulting someone). This taxonomy has been widely used
in CWB research and thus will be applied in the current
study.

A great amount of research has been carried out to
uncover external and internal antecedents of CWB. Ex-
ternally, it has been suggested that stressful events and
conditions at work (job stressors) can cause employees
to react with negative emotions and behaviors (Spector
& Jex, 1998), and that perception of workplace stressors
can lead to engaging in CWB (Cullen & Sackett, 2003).
Past research has provided consistent evidence for di-
rect positive relationships of CWB with a variety of job
stressors, specifically distributive injustice, procedural
injustice, interpersonal conflict, and organizational con-
straints (Hershcovis et al., 2007). In a meta-analysis, or-
ganizational constraints and interpersonal conflict were
found to have the largest mean correlations with CWB
(Hershcovis et al., 2007), and thus they were our
choices of job stressors in the current study. Organiza-
tional constraints refer to situations or events at work
that interfere with one’s efforts to complete his/her
work. Examples include poor equipment and inadequate
training. Interpersonal conflict concerns the frequency
of arguments or disputes one has with others at work
(Spector & Jex, 1998).

Another line of research focuses on internal predic-
tors of CWB and it has been well established that
people of certain personality traits are more likely to
engage in CWB. Among various personality models, the
five-factor model has been widely used in CWB literat-
ure (e.g., Berry, Ones, & Sackett, 2007; Sackett &
DeVore, 2002). Among the five factors, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and emotional stability have been
studied the most (e.g., Bowling et al., 2011; Bowling &
Eschleman, 2010; Jensen & Patel, 2011). Meta-analyses
provided evidence that agreeableness, conscientious-
ness, and emotional stability all negatively predicted
CWB, whereas extraversion and openness failed to re-
late to CWB (Berry et al., 2007; Salgado, 2002). People
high in agreeableness are more cooperative, people of
high conscientiousness are more responsible and cau-
tious, and people of high emotional stability are less
likely to experience negative emotions. It was suggested
that people with these traits are more likely to believe
CWB can be detected, less likely to believe that other
employees are engaging CWB, and are more motivated
to comply with workplace norms, and thus engage in
less CWB (Jensen & Patel, 2011). Given the fact that
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability
were suggested to have the most potential to predict
CWB (Jensen & Patel, 2011) and extraversion and open-

ness to experience were not related to CWB (Berry
et al., 2007), the current study will only include agree-
ableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability as
internal personality predictors of CWB.

A third approach has examined joint effects of stress-
ors and personality traits in predicting CWB. For ex-
ample, Fox et al. (2001) found that trait anxiety (a
personality trait closely related to emotional stability)
moderated the positive relationship between interper-
sonal conflict and CWB-P while trait anger moderated
the positive relationship between organizational con-
straints and CWB-O, with the positive relationships
being stronger for people at high level as compared with
low level of these traits. Further, Penney and Spector
(2005) found that negative affectivity (another trait re-
lated closely to emotional stability) moderated the rela-
tionships of interpersonal conflict and organizational
constraints with CWB, with the positive relationships
being stronger for people of high as compared with low
negative affectivity. Recently, Bowling and Eschleman
(2010) reported that the positive relationships of inter-
personal conflict and organizational constraints with
CWB were stronger when employees were low on
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stabil-
ity, respectively.

Bowling and Eschleman (2010) discussed the potential
reasons for the moderating effect of agreeableness, con-
scientiousness, and emotional stability on stressor–
CWB relationships. The first possible explanation
focuses on strategies people of different levels of per-
sonality traits might take when facing job stressors: en-
gaging in CWB might be the immediate response
strategy for people at low levels of these personality
traits when facing job stressors, while people of high
levels of these personality traits tend to engage in other
more effective coping responses and will engage in
CWB only after the constructive coping responses do
not work. For example, people of low conscientiousness
might take engaging in CWB as their immediate re-
sponse after experiencing job stressors, while people of
high conscientiousness would first try to figure out
whether they can deal with the stressors in more effect-
ive ways, and might engage in CWB only after all pos-
sible effective ways have failed. Their second possible
explanation concerns threshold for CWB, and proposes
that people at low levels of these personality traits have
low thresholds for CWB and tend to engage in CWB
even when experiencing low levels of job stressors,
while people at high levels of these personality traits
have higher thresholds for CWB and will engage in
CWB only when facing high levels of job stressors. For
example, people of low agreeableness might have low
threshold for CWB and would engage in CWB when
experiencing low levels of job stressors; on the other
hand, people of high agreeableness might have high
threshold for CWB and would engage in CWB only
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when facing high levels of job stressors. Taken together,
past findings have provided empirical evidence and
potential theoretical underlying mechanisms for the
moderating effects of individual personality traits on
stressor–CWB relationships.

3. Combined personality on CWB and
stressor–CWB relationship

Previous research has mainly focused on effects of indi-
vidual personality traits, either main effects or moder-
ating effects, in predicting CWB, which assumes that
the effect of one personality trait is not affected by
levels of a second trait. In contrast, Epstein (1994) sug-
gested that it is necessary to examine how personality
variables interact with each other within individuals to
better understand people’s behavior. This approach
can help us better understand the stressor–CWB rela-
tionships given the fact that people of different com-
binations of personality variables tend to engage in
different coping strategies, and to experience different
levels of negative attitudes (Grant & Langan-Fox, 2006;
Vollrath & Torgerse, 2000). For example, Grant and
Langan-Fox (2006) found that people of low emotional
stability and low conscientiousness tend to engage in
more dysfunctional coping (e.g., behavioral disengage-
ment) instead of problem-focused coping, and to ex-
perience more job dissatisfaction. Meanwhile, people of
low emotional stability and low agreeableness also tend
to have higher job dissatisfaction. It is possible that in-
dividuals of different combinations of personality traits
might have different coping strategies and different
tendencies to experienced negative attitudes when ex-
periencing job stressors.

Along with this idea, more recently, a few researchers
have explored two-way interactions among personality
traits in predicting CWB. For example, Jensen and Patel
(2011) found that all three two-way interactions among
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability
predicted CWB above and beyond their individual main
effects. Specifically, when employees were high on both
traits in any combination, they engaged in the least
CWB. Bowling et al. (2011) also reported that the
negative relationship between emotional stability and
CWB was stronger for participants who were low on
either conscientiousness or agreeableness than for
those who were high on those traits. These findings sug-
gest that the tendency to engage in CWB not only de-
pends on one single personality trait, but also on the
interactions between them.

It is reasonable to believe that the interaction among
these personality traits might shed some light on the
stressor–CWB relationships. When employees experi-
ence job stressors at work, CWB can be one way of
coping (Cullen & Sackett, 2003). That is, when employ-
ees experience job stressors at work, if they cannot en-

gage in effective coping strategies, such as problem-
focused coping to change the stressful situations, they
are more likely to engage in alternative coping strategies
such as performing CWB. Grant and Langan-Fox (2006)
and Vollrath and Torgerse (2000) have both found that
people of low emotional stability–low conscientiousness
use more dysfunctional coping and less problem-focused
coping, so it is likely that people with this personality
trait combination will also engage in the most CWB
when experiencing job stressors. One plausible explana-
tion is that although people of low emotional stability
are more likely to engage in avoidance-based coping in-
stead of problem-focused coping (Cullen & Sackett,
2003), this tendency is also subject to regulations of
other personality traits such as conscientiousness. Com-
pared with people of low conscientiousness, people of
high conscientiousness tend to be more self-disciplined
and dutiful, which encourages them to engage in more
problem-focused coping and to think more about the
potential consequences of engaging in CWB, and thus
restricts their tendency to engage in CWB. Therefore,
for a person of low emotional stability but of high con-
scientiousness, the restricting effect of high conscien-
tiousness will inhibit his or her tendency to engage in
more dysfunctional coping and subsequent harmful be-
haviors; on the other hand, a person of low emotional
stability and low conscientiousness will be less restricted
and is more likely to engage in dysfunctional coping such
as more CWB. Further, as people of high agreeableness
are low on the tendency to harm others (Bowling et al.,
2011) and high on the tendency to get along with oth-
ers, it is likely that high agreeableness will have the same
restricting effect on low emotional stability by avoiding
the potential negative consequences of engaging in CWB
and encouraging them to use more effective coping.

Moreover, the stressor–CWB relationships are also
subject to people’s tendency to experience negative
emotions with the relationships being stronger for
people who are more likely to experience negative
emotions (Penney & Spector, 2005). Grant and
Langan-Fox (2006) found that people of low emotional
stability–low conscientiousness and people of low emo-
tional stability–low agreeableness are both more likely
to experience job dissatisfaction. As people of low emo-
tional stability have the tendency to experience negative
emotions in general, it is likely that low conscientious-
ness or low agreeableness will strengthen this tendency
when experiencing job stressors, while high conscien-
tiousness or agreeableness will motivate people to focus
more on dealing with their problems, and thus experi-
ence less negative emotions. Therefore, it is reasonable
to speculate that people of low emotional stability–low
conscientiousness and people of low emotional stability–
low agreeableness are more likely to experience negat-
ive emotions when experiencing job stressors, and then
subsequently engage in more CWB.

288 Zhiqing E. Zhou, Laurenz L. Meier and Paul E. Spector

International Journal of Selection and Assessment
Volume 22 Number 3 September 2014

© 2014 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/216443673_Job_Stress_Incivility_and_Counterproductive_Work_Behavior_CWB?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222378441_Occupational_stress_coping_and_strain_The_combinedinteractive_effect_of_the_Big_Five_traits?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236063563_Predicting_counterproductive_work_behavior_from_the_interaction_of_personality_traits?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236063563_Predicting_counterproductive_work_behavior_from_the_interaction_of_personality_traits?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257045937_Personality_types_and_coping?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247504124_Trait_Theory_as_Personality_Theory_Can_a_Part_Be_as_Great_as_the_Whole?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228253947_Conscientiousness_and_Agreeableness_as_Moderators_of_the_Relationship_between_Neuroticism_and_Counterproductive_Work_Behaviors_A_Constructive_Replication?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228253947_Conscientiousness_and_Agreeableness_as_Moderators_of_the_Relationship_between_Neuroticism_and_Counterproductive_Work_Behaviors_A_Constructive_Replication?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228253947_Conscientiousness_and_Agreeableness_as_Moderators_of_the_Relationship_between_Neuroticism_and_Counterproductive_Work_Behaviors_A_Constructive_Replication?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-be2cb7fa21faa181610fe60361bcbcb5-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NDQ2MDk4OTtBUzoxMjc1MDI2NDczMDQxOTJAMTQwNzQxMDQwODYxNw==


In summary, when experiencing job stressors, people
of low emotional stability will react with more CWB in
general (Bowling and Eschleman, 2010), but it is likely
that this reaction will be stronger when they are also
low on conscientiousness or low on agreeableness as
compared with when they are high on conscientiousness
or high on agreeableness, respectively. Taken together,
we expect that the stressor–CWB relationships will be
moderated by combinations of personality traits, which
leads us to the following two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: There will be a three-way interaction
among job stressors (interpersonal conflict and organ-
izational constraints), emotional stability, and agreeable-
ness in predicting CWB. Specifically, the positive
relationship between job stressors (interpersonal con-
flict and organizational constraints) and CWB will be
strongest for people of low emotional stability–low
agreeableness among people of all emotional stability–
agreeableness combinations.

Hypothesis 2: There will be a three-way interaction
among job stressors (interpersonal conflict and organ-
izational constraints), emotional stability, and conscien-
tiousness in predicting CWB. Specifically, the positive
relationship between job stressors (interpersonal con-
flict and organizational constraints) and CWB will be
strongest for people of low emotional stability–low con-
scientiousness among people of all emotional stability–
conscientiousness combinations.

4. Method

4.1. Participants
Data were collected from 932 employed individuals re-
cruited from various undergraduate and graduate classes
at a large southern public university. The average age of
our sample was 21.77 years (SD = 4.25, range = 18–58),
the mean working hours every week was 26.36 hr with
a minimum requirement of 20 hr (SD = 7.15, range = 20–
60), and the mean tenure at their current jobs was
25.95 months (SD = 25.92, range = 0.5–268). The major-
ity of our participants were White (62%) and female
(78%). Our participants were working with various job
titles, such as customer care representative, sales
representative, waitress/waiter, bartender, assistants,
and teller/cashier. An additional 115 participants were
dropped because they either worked fewer than 20 hr
per week, or failed to report their working hours. One
participant was deleted who reported working 98 hr per
week, which was assumed to be an error.

4.2. Measures
4.2.1. Interpersonal conflict
Interpersonal conflict was assessed using the 4-item in-
terpersonal conflict at work scale (Spector & Jex, 1998).

Participants were asked to rate how often each of the
events had happened to them on a 5-point scale from 1
(less than once per month or never) to 5 (several times per
day). A sample item is ‘How often do you get into argu-
ments with others at work?’ The scale yielded an inter-
nal reliability of .85 with our sample.

4.2.2. Organizational constraints
Organizational constraints were assessed with the 11-
item organizational constraints scale (Spector & Jex,
1998). Participants are asked to rate how often they find
it difficult or impossible to do their job because of each
of 11 areas on a 5-point scale from 1 (less than once per
month or never) to 5 (several times per day). An example
item is ‘Poor equipment or supplies’. The scale had an
internal reliability of .92 in the current study.

4.2.3. Personality traits
Agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stabil-
ity were all measured with 10-item measures from the
international personality item pool (Goldberg et al.,
2006). Participants were asked to indicate how close
each item was to characterizing them on a 5-point scale
from 1 (very inaccurate) to 5 (very accurate). An example
item for agreeableness was ‘I feel others’ emotions’, an
example item for conscientiousness was ‘I pay attention
to details’, and a reversely coded example item for emo-
tional stability was ‘I worry about things’. Coefficient
alphas of the scales with our sample were .89
(agreeableness), .86 (conscientiousness), and .88 (emo-
tional stability).

4.2.4. CWB
CWB was measured with the 45-item counterproduct-
ive work behavior checklist (Spector et al., 2006). Par-
ticipants were asked how often they had performed
each of the behaviors on their present jobs on a 5-point
scale from 1 (never) to 5 (every day). CWB-O and
CWB-P were each measured using 21 and 23 items, re-
spectively. One item does not fit either subscale and
was omitted. An example item for CWB-O is ‘Stolen
something belonging to your employer’, and one ex-
ample item for CWB-P is ‘Verbally abused someone at
work’. The coefficient alphas of the scales in the current
sample were .92 (CWB-O) and .96 (CWB-P).

5. Results

5.1. Descriptive statistics and main effects
Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics for all variables,
including means, SDs, and coefficient alphas for each
measure. All measures have coefficient alpha higher than
.80.
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Table 1 also shows the zero-order correlations
among the study’s variables, as well as demographic vari-
ables of gender, age, working hours per week, and ten-
ure. Both job stressors were positively related to both
forms CWB, indicating that people who experienced
more job stressors also reported engaging in more
CWB-O and CWB-P. All personality variables were
negatively related to both forms of CWB, indicating that
people at high level of each of the personality traits re-
ported engaging in less CWB-O and CWB-P.

Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to
test our moderator hypotheses. Personality variables
and job stressors were all centered on their grand
means, and interaction terms (two-way and three-way)
were computed by multiplying mean-centered predictor
variables. Predictors and their interaction terms were
entered in the following orders: (1) two personality
traits and one job stressor; (2) two-way interaction
terms of two personality variables, and two-way interac-
tion terms of personality variables and one job stressor;
(3) three-way interaction terms of two personality vari-
ables and one job stressor. Hierarchical regression
analyses with and without control variables (age, gender,
tenure, and working hour per week) being controlled
for before step 1 were both conducted, and the pat-
terns of significance for two-way interactions and three-
way interactions remained the same. Thus, for the
purpose of comparing with previous studies (e.g.,
Bowling & Eschleman, 2010), results of regression ana-
lyses without control variables being controlled for are
shown in Table 2. We will briefly present two-way in-
teraction results and then concentrate on the three-way
interactions.

5.2. Two-way interactions
As shown in Table 2, agreeableness moderated the
positive relationships of interpersonal conflict and orga-
nizational constraints for both CWB-O and CWB-P,

with the relationships being stronger for people of low
agreeableness than people of high agreeableness. The
same pattern appears for the moderating effect of con-
scientiousness on the positive relationships of interper-
sonal conflict and organizational constraints with
CWB-O and CWB-P, respectively. Further, when in-
cluding conscientiousness in the regression analyses,
emotional stability moderated the relationships of inter-
personal conflict and organizational constraints with
CWB-O and CWB-P, with the positive relationships
being stronger for people of high emotional stability
than people of low emotional stability. Lastly, conscien-
tiousness moderated the negative relationships of emo-
tional stability with CWB-O and CWB-P, with the
relationships being stronger for people of high conscien-
tiousness than for people of low conscientiousness. The
two-way interaction of agreeableness and emotional sta-
bility did not predict CWB-O or CWB-P in any analysis.

5.3. Three-way interactions
As shown in Table 2, the three-way interactions were
significant for the following combinations: interpersonal
conflict, emotional stability, and agreeableness interac-
tively predicted CWB-O (β = .07, p < .05) and CWB-P
(β = .06, p < .01); organizational constraints, emotional
stability, and conscientiousness interactively predicted
CWB-O (β = −.07, p < .01) and CWB-P (β = −.11,
p < .001). The interaction of interpersonal conflict, emo-
tional stability, and conscientiousness and the interac-
tion of organizational constraints, emotional stability,
and agreeableness did not significantly predict CWB-O
or CWB-P.

Simple slope analyses were conducted for significant
three-way interactions following suggestions in Dawson
and Richter (2006). Results showed that for relation-
ships of interpersonal conflict with CWB-O and
CWB-P, the slope of low emotional stability–low agree-
ableness combination was significantly different from

Table 1. Zero-order correlations among study variables

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1 Gender 0.22 0.41 –
2 Age 21.77 4.25 .05 –
3 Hour 26.36 7.15 .05 .38** –
4 Tenure 25.95 25.92 .05 .36** .31** –
5 Agreeableness 4.06 0.65 −.20** .10** .02 .02 (.89)
6 Conscientiousness 3.67 0.68 −.11** .12** .05 .03 .33** (.86)
7 Emotional stability 3.19 0.76 .13** .01 .02 .02 .17** .24** (.88)
8 Constraints 1.77 0.75 .09** .06 .18** .08* −.16** −.15** −.18** (.92)
9 Conflict 1.41 0.68 .10** −.06 .06 .06 −.25** −.16** −.16** .58** (.85)

10 CWB-O 1.54 0.48 .11** −.02 .04 .06 −.32** −.37** −.21** .53** .53** (.92)
11 CWB-P 1.27 0.44 .17** −.03 .04 .07* −.41** −.28** −.15** .47** .58** .84** (.96)

Note: N = 932 for all correlations except for those involving tenure (N = 925). Gender: male = 1, female = 0; Constraints = organizational constraints;
Conflict = interpersonal conflict; CWB-O = counterproductive work behaviors against organizations; CWB-P = counterproductive work behaviors
against people. Cronbach’s alphas are indicated in parentheses. *p < .05, **p < .01.
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Table 2. Regression results for three-way interaction in predicting CWB-O and CWB-P

Predictors

CWB-O CWB-P

β in Final β β in Final β

Step 1
Agreeableness −.19*** −.16*** −.27*** −.24***
Emotional stability −.11*** −.13*** −.02 −.05
Conflict .46*** .40*** .51*** .40***
R2/ΔR2 .33 .41

Step 2
Agreeableness × Emotional Stability .01 .02 .02 .02
Agreeableness × Conflict −.18*** −.17*** −.27*** −.26***
Emotional Stability × Conflict −.01 −.01 −.01 −.01
R2/ΔR2 .35/.02 .47/.06

Step 3
Agreeableness × Emotional Stability × Conflict .07* .07* .06** .06**
R2/ΔR2 .36/.01 .47/.004

Step 1
Agreeableness −.23*** −.22*** −.34*** −.32***
Emotional stability −.09** −.10** −.02 −.04
Constraints .48*** .44*** .41*** .35***
R2/ΔR2 .34 .33

Step 2
Agreeableness × Emotional Stability −.01 −.01 −.01 −.01
Agreeableness × Constraints −.15*** −.15*** −.25*** −.25***
Emotional Stability × Constraints −0.01 −.01 −.001 −.001
R2/ΔR2 .36/.02 .39/.06

Step 3
Agreeableness × Emotional Stability × Constraints .02 .02 −.002 −.002
R2/ΔR2 .36/0 .39/0

Step 1
Conscientiousness −.27*** −.28*** −.19*** −20***
Emotional stability −.08** −.06* −.02 .01
Conflict .47*** .46*** .55*** .55***
R2/ΔR2 .36 .38

Step 2
Conscientiousness × Emotional Stability −.03 −.03 −.04* −.04*
Conscientiousness × Conflict −.19*** −.19*** −.28*** −.28***
Emotional Stability × Conflict .09** .09** .13*** .13***
R2/ΔR2 .40/.04 .45/.07

Step 3
Conscientiousness × Emotional Stability × Conflict .01 .01 −.02 −.02
R2/ΔR2 .40/0 .45/0

Step 1
Conscientiousness −.28*** −.30*** −22*** −.24***
Emotional stability −.06* −.05 −.02 0
Constraints .48*** .51*** .43*** .49***
R2/ΔR2 .37 .27

Step 2
Conscientiousness × Emotional Stability −.06* −.06* −.08** −.07**
Conscientiousness × Constraints −.17*** −.18*** −.24*** −.26***
Emotional Stability × Constraints .06* .07* .09** .10***
R2/ΔR2 .39/.02 .32/.05

Step 3
Conscientiousness × Emotional Stability × Constraints −.07** −.07** −.11*** −.11***
R2/ΔR2 .40/.01 .33/.01

Note: β in = Beta coefficient of the particular step at which the variable initially entered the equation from last step; Final β = Beta coefficient when all
predictors were entered; R2 = Total amount of variance accounted for; ΔR2 = Amount of additional variance explained. N = 932. Constraints =
organizational constraints; Conflict = interpersonal conflict; CWB-O = counterproductive work behaviors against organizations; CWB-
P = counterproductive work behaviors against people. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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slopes of other three combinations of emotional stabil-
ity and agreeableness (low-high, high-low, and high-high);
for relationships of organizational constraints with
CWB-O and CWB-P, the slope of high emotional
stability–low conscientiousness condition was signific-
antly different from slopes of other three combinations
of conscientiousness and emotional stability (low-low,
low-high, and high-high).

Significant three-way interactions were plotted using
unstandardized regression coefficients following proced-
ures of Aiken and West (1991) and Dawson and Richter
(2006). The patterns are shown in Figures 1 to 4. As
shown in Figures 1 and 2, the positive relationships of
interpersonal conflict with both CWB-O and CWB-P
were strongest for people of low emotional stability and
low agreeableness, thus partially supporting Hypothesis
1. Figures 3 and 4 show that the positive relationships
of organizational constraints with both CWB-O and

CWB-P were strongest for people of high emotional
stability and low conscientiousness instead of low emo-
tional stability. Hypothesis 2 was not supported.

6. Discussion

The current study aimed to examine three-way interac-
tions among job stressors and personality traits in pre-
dicting CWB. We first found that both interpersonal
conflict and organizational constraints were positively
related with CWB-O and CWB-P, while agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and emotional stability were all
negatively related with CWB-O and CWB-P. Further,
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability
all moderated the positive relationships of interpersonal
conflict and organizational constraints with CWB-O and
CWB-P, and conscientiousness moderated the relation-
ships of emotional stability with CWB-O and CWB-P.

Figure 1. Interaction between interpersonal conflict, emotional stabil-
ity, and agreeableness predicting counterproductive work behaviors
against organizations (CWB-O).

Figure 2. Interaction between interpersonal conflict, emotional stabil-
ity, and agreeableness predicting counterproductive work behaviors
against people (CWB-P).

Figure 3. Interaction between organizational constraints, emotional
stability, and conscientiousness predicting counterproductive work be-
haviors against organizations (CWB-O).

Figure 4. Interaction between organizational constraints, emotional
stability, and conscientiousness predicting counterproductive work be-
haviors against people (CWB-P).
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More importantly, our results showed that there was a
significant three-way interaction of interpersonal con-
flict, emotional stability, and agreeableness in predicting
CWB-O and CWB-P, and also a significant three-way
interaction of organizational constraints, emotional sta-
bility, and conscientiousness in predicting CWB-O and
CWB-P, suggesting that the stressor–CWB relationship
is moderated by certain combinations of personality
traits above and beyond individual personality traits. The
interaction of organizational constraints, emotional
stability, and agreeableness, as well as the interaction
of interpersonal conflict, emotional stability, and consci-
entiousness were not significant in predicting CWB-O
or CWB-P.

Consistent with Berry et al. (2007), our results
showed that agreeableness, conscientiousness, and
emotional stability are all negatively related to CWB-O
and CWB-P. Meanwhile, both interpersonal conflict
and organizational constraints are positively related
to CWB-O and CWB-P, which is consistent with
Hershcovis et al. (2007). These results confirmed previ-
ous findings that these personality traits and job stress-
ors are important internal and external antecedents of
CWB.

The moderating effect of conscientiousness on the re-
lationships of interpersonal conflict and organizational
constraints with CWB-O and CWB-P is consistent with
Bowling and Eschleman’s (2010) finding, with the rela-
tionships of interpersonal conflict and CWB-O and
CWB-P being stronger for people of low conscientious-
ness than for people of high conscientiousness. Further,
we also found significant moderating effects of agree-
ableness on the relationships of interpersonal conflict
and organizational constraints with CWB-O and
CWB-P, which was predicted by Bowling and Eschleman
(2010) but they only found significant results for the or-
ganizational constraints–CWB-O relationship and failed
on the other relationships. Our results provided further
evidence on the moderating role of individual personal-
ity traits on relationships of job stressors with CWB,
suggesting that people of different levels of individual
personality traits (agreeableness and conscientiousness
in this case) tend to react to experienced stressors with
different levels of CWB.

We found several surprising two-way interactions in
the hierarchical regression analyses involving emotional
stability. For example, the positive relationships of
stressors with CWB were stronger for people of high
emotional stability instead of low emotional stability,
which was inconsistent with findings of Bowling and
Eschleman (2010). Further, the negative relationships of
emotional stability with CWB were stronger for people
of high conscientiousness instead of low conscientious-
ness, which was inconsistent with the findings of Jensen
and Patel (2011). To better understand these effects, we
conducted additional moderation analyses for these

moderations by including only one two-way interaction
in each of the analyses, but failed to find any significant
moderating effect, thus failing to replicate the results
reported by Bowling et al. (2011) and Jensen and
Patel (2011) involving emotional stability. One possible
explanation is that the moderating effect of emotional
stability on stressor–CWB relationships are not as
straightforward as expected, and its effect might depend
on other factors, such as restricting effects of agreeable-
ness and conscientiousness. That is, the moderating ef-
fect of emotional stability might only appear when
combined with certain levels of other personality traits,
which will be further explained with results from three-
way interactions.

Based on previous literature (e.g., Bowling et al.,
2011; Bowling & Eschleman, 2010; Grant &
Langan-Fox, 2006; Jensen & Patel, 2011; Vollrath &
Torgerse, 2000), we proposed that the positive rela-
tionships of interpersonal conflict and organizational
constraints with CWB will be strongest for people of
low emotional stability–low agreeableness among
people of all emotional stability–agreeableness com-
binations, and the hypothesis was supported for inter-
personal conflict but not for organizational constraints.
Bowling et al. (2011) suggested that although people of
low emotional stability are more likely to engage in
CWB, high agreeableness will weaken this tendency
while low agreeableness will strengthen it. Our results
indicated that the same restricting effect of high agree-
ableness on low emotional stability also works on the
interpersonal conflict–CWB relationship, but not on
the organizational constraints–CWB relationship. That
is, the amplifying effect of low emotional stability on
the interpersonal conflict–CWB relationship was big-
gest when combined with low agreeableness. One pos-
sible explanation for the restricting effect is that
agreeableness is more concerned with interpersonal
relationships and will influence how people handle in-
terpersonal stressors. When people of low emotional
stability experience interpersonal job stressors (e.g., in-
terpersonal conflict), they will engage in CWB as a
way of coping (Bowling and Eschleman, 2010). How-
ever, high agreeableness will restrict the effect of low
emotional stability by encouraging people to pay more
attention to sustaining good interpersonal relationships
and thus motivating them to take more effective cop-
ing strategies to deal with the issue, and reduce the
tendency to engage in CWB. On the other hand, low
agreeableness does not have the restricting effect and
thus people of both low emotional stability and low
agreeableness will engage in the most CWB. The same
regulating effect of agreeableness did not hold for or-
ganizational constraints, which might be due to the fact
that organizational constraints mainly do not occur in-
terpersonally. When people of low emotional stability
experience organizational constraints, their tendency of
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engaging in CWB to cope with the stressor will not be
as influenced by their motivation to sustain good inter-
personal relationships reflected in high agreeableness,
and thus the three-way interaction will not hold up.

Our second hypothesis proposed that the positive
relationships of interpersonal conflict and organiza-
tional constraints with CWB will be stronger for
people of low emotional stability–low conscientious-
ness than people of other emotional stability–
conscientiousness combinations. Unexpectedly, our
results only showed a significant three-way interaction
for organizational constraints, and it was in the oppos-
ite direction to what we hypothesized. Specifically,
our results showed that the positive relationships of
organizational constraints with CWB-O and CWB-P
were strongest for people of high emotional stability
and low conscientiousness among all emotional
stability–conscientiousness combinations. Bowling et al.
(2011) reported that people of low emotional stability
and low conscientiousness engaged in more CWB in
general, but it seems that this tendency was not dem-
onstrated in the current study when they face job
stressors. It shows that, based on our simple slope
analysis results and patterns in Figures 3 and 4, organ-
izational constraints–CWB relationships were weak for
people of high conscientiousness regardless of their
level of emotional stability, while the relationships
were stronger for people of high emotional stability
than for people of low emotional stability when com-
bined with low conscientiousness. It is possible that
the moderating effect of emotional stability on organ-
izational constraints–CWB relationship can only be ex-
pressed when combined with low conscientiousness.
When experiencing organizational constraints, low con-
scientiousness plays an important role in increasing
employees’ tendency to CWB, and this tendency is
strengthened when they are also high on emotional
stability. Meanwhile, the nonsignificant interaction of in-
terpersonal conflict, emotional stability, and conscien-
tiousness suggests that effects of combinations of
emotional stability and conscientiousness are complic-
ated and need more future studies to address them.

6.1. Implications
The current study has several practical implications.
When certain job stressors cannot be reduced in the
workplace, personality tests involving different person-
ality traits are encouraged to be included in selection
processes and the combination of scores on different
personality traits can help rule out people who are
most likely to engage in CWB after they are recruited.
For example, if interpersonal conflict is common in an
organization, applicants of low emotional stability and
low agreeableness should be selected with caution.
Further, organizations should also pay special attention

to the interactions of personality and job demands in
employee placement decisions. For example, it will
benefit the organization to put employees of low
agreeableness and low emotional stability in a friendlier
environment.

6.2. Limitations
The current study has a few limitations that should be
considered. First, in the current study all variables are
based on self-reports, which might raise concerns for
common method variance. While it is possible that
common biases might have distorted correlations, this
does not seem likely. For example, in a recent meta-
analysis, Berry, Carpenter, and Barratt (2012) compared
the relationships of self-reported CWB and other-
reported CWB with a list of common correlates and
found similar patterns between self-reports and other-
reports, indicating that use of self-reported CWB did
not influence the observed relationships of CWB with
other variables. Further, it is likely that self-report of
CWB is more accurate because participants might have
engaged in some CWBs when they were alone (Bowling
et al., 2011), and a different source of report might not
be able to capture these behaviors. Because all parti-
cipants were ensured of the anonymous nature of the
survey, it is likely that self-report of CWB provided a
more accurate estimate of CWB in which they engaged.
Furthermore, it has been suggested that results of mod-
erated multiple regression are unlikely to be influenced
by common method variance (Siemsen, Roth, &
Oliveira, 2010), which is the case in the current study.
Lastly, emotional stability was included in both hierarch-
ical regression analyses so that we actually controlled
emotional stability in the analyses. As emotional stability
is closely related to negative affectivity (Milam,
Spitzmueller, & Penney, 2009), controlling emotional
stability should help reduce concerns about common
method variance. Taken together, using self-report of
CWB seems an acceptable practice and this strategy has
been taken in recent CWB literature (Bowling et al.,
2011; Bowling & Eschleman, 2010). Nevertheless, stud-
ies with multiple sources are encouraged to better ad-
dress our questions.

Another limitation concerns the cross-sectional de-
sign of the current study, and no causal conclusions can
be made concerning the relationship we have found.
While having a time separation can address this con-
cern, it is possible that the observed relationships will
be similar between cross-sectional and longitudinal de-
signs. In a recent study, Meier and Spector (2013) found
that there was reciprocal relationship between organiza-
tional constraints and CWB, thus collecting stressors
and CWB at different times might not change the ob-
served relationships. Nevertheless, we encourage future
research to use longitudinal designs to better under-
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stand the underlying mechanism and direction of the ob-
served relationships in the current study.

The third limitation concerns the nature of our
sample which was mainly employed students. Although
we only included participants who worked at least 20 hr
per week, the sample might not be a representative
sample of the general working population. To eliminate
the effect of part-time employment, we conducted our
analyses with and without controlling number of hours
in the analyses and the results showed the same pattern.
Further, Fox et al. (2001) found that results concerning
CWB were not different between samples collected on
versus off campus in the community. Furthermore, our
zero-order correlations showed relationships of job
stressors and personality with CWB that are consistent
with previous meta-analyses (Berry et al., 2007;
Hershcovis et al., 2007). Taken together, it is unlikely
that the nature of our sample could bias the results ob-
served in the current study.

Lastly, we only examined the interactive effects of
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability
on the stressor–CWB relationship while exuding extra-
version and openness to experience because they were
found to not relate to CWB in past meta-analyses
(Berry et al., 2012; Salgado, 2002). However, it is pos-
sible that extraverted individuals are more likely to ob-
tain social support, and that high extraversion might
inhibit the negative effect of low emotional stability on
the stressor–CWB relationship.1 Therefore, we encour-
age future research to explore the interactive effects
of additional personality traits on the stressor–CWB
relationship.

6.3. Conclusions
Past research has well established main effects of job
stressors and personality traits, interactive effects be-
tween job stressors and personality traits, as well as in-
teractive effects among personality traits in predicting
CWB. Our main contribution is incorporating existing
approaches to show that the interaction among person-
ality traits also has effect on the stressor–CWB rela-
tionships. Our findings show that positive relationship
between interpersonal conflict and CWB is strongest
for people of low emotional stability–low agreeableness
among all emotional stability–agreeableness combina-
tions, while the positive relationship between organiza-
tional constraints and CWB is strongest for people of
high emotional stability–low conscientiousness among
all emotional stability–conscientiousness combinations.
Our results support the idea that stressor–CWB rela-
tionships are not only influenced by individual personal-
ity traits, but also interactions among them. Future
research is needed to further understand the underlying
mechanisms.
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