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Attitudes toward Supervisors: A Foundational Construct in Organizational

Psychology

Attitudes toward supervisors represent a critical area of inquiry within organizational psychology,

serving as a powerful predictor of employee behavior, well-being, and organizational effectiveness.

This construct is generally defined as the evaluative stance--positive, negative, or mixed--that an

employee holds regarding their immediate manager or superior. These attitudes encompass

affective components (feelings like warmth or dislike), cognitive components (beliefs about the

supervisor's competence or fairness), and behavioral intentions (such as willingness to cooperate

or resist directives). While often intertwined with broader concepts like job satisfaction or

organizational commitment, attitudes toward the supervisor are distinctly focused on the dyadic

relationship and the quality of interaction with the individual responsible for directing daily tasks,

providing resources, and administering rewards and discipline. The importance of this specific

attitude stems from the supervisor's central role as the primary conduit through which

organizational policies, culture, and resources are experienced by the subordinate, making the

manager an essential psychological object in the work environment.

The psychological significance of the immediate supervisor cannot be overstated, as this individual

often represents the organization itself in the eyes of the employee. Research consistently

demonstrates that the variance in employee engagement, motivation, and retention is frequently

explained more by the relationship with the direct manager than by generalized organizational

factors or even compensation level, leading to the common adage that "people quit their bosses,

not their jobs." Consequently, favorable attitudes toward supervisors are strongly associated with

higher levels of intrinsic motivation, increased willingness to exert discretionary effort, and a

positive interpretation of organizational changes and directives. Conversely, negative attitudes

toward supervision can lead to profound psychological distress, fostering environments

characterized by mistrust, resistance, and increased rates of absenteeism and counterproductive

work behaviors, highlighting the necessity for organizations to systematically assess and

proactively manage this crucial attitudinal variable.

Understanding attitudes toward supervisors requires differentiating them from broader constructs

such as organizational commitment or overall job satisfaction. While an employee who is

dissatisfied with their supervisor is highly likely to be dissatisfied with their job overall, it is possible

for an employee to maintain a high level of satisfaction with their specific tasks or compensation,

yet harbor deeply negative attitudes toward the person managing them. This distinction is vital for

diagnostic purposes; if turnover is high, determining whether the root cause lies in general

organizational policy (affecting organizational commitment) or specific managerial practices

(affecting supervisor attitudes) dictates the appropriate intervention strategy. The specificity of the

attitude toward the supervisor allows researchers and practitioners to pinpoint precise relational

and behavioral factors that require modification, offering a more nuanced and actionable
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understanding of workforce dynamics than generalized satisfaction metrics can provide.

Theoretical Foundations and Conceptual Models

The conceptualization of attitudes toward supervisors is deeply rooted in several foundational

theories of organizational behavior, most notably the Social Exchange Theory (SET) and the

Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory. Social Exchange Theory posits that relationships in the

workplace are fundamentally based on a series of reciprocal exchanges involving resources,

favors, and effort. When employees perceive their supervisor as supportive, fair, and willing to

invest in their development, they feel an obligation to reciprocate with positive attitudes, loyalty,

and increased performance effort. Conversely, if the exchange is perceived as inequitable,

exploitative, or lacking in support, the employee will respond with negative attitudes, withdrawal,

and reduced effort, effectively balancing the perceived deficit in the social ledger. This theoretical

lens emphasizes that attitudes are not static judgments but rather dynamic evaluations based on

the history and perceived future trajectory of the reciprocal relationship between the parties

involved.

The Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory specifically addresses the quality of the dyadic

relationship between a leader and each subordinate, proposing that supervisors do not treat all

employees identically; rather, they form differentiated relationships. High-quality LMX relationships,

characterized by mutual trust, respect, and shared responsibility, lead directly to highly positive

attitudes toward the supervisor. Employees in the "in-group" enjoy greater access to information,

resources, and influence, which naturally fosters positive attitudes and stronger commitment.

Conversely, low-quality LMX relationships (the "out-group") are based strictly on formal

employment contract duties, resulting in lower trust, less support, and consequently, more neutral

or negative attitudes toward the supervisor. LMX theory thus provides a powerful framework for

explaining the significant variance in attitudes observed within the same workgroup, attributing

differences not just to individual employee characteristics, but to the specific nature of the

interaction quality developed over time.

Furthermore, the understanding of attitudes toward supervisors is structured around the classical

three-component model of attitudes, which segments the construct into cognitive, affective, and

behavioral elements. The cognitive component involves the employee's beliefs about the

supervisor--for example, whether the supervisor is competent, knowledgeable, or ethical. The

affective component refers to the emotional reactions and feelings associated with the

supervisor, such as liking, respect, irritation, or fear. Finally, the behavioral component includes

the employee's intended actions or predispositions regarding the supervisor, such as the

willingness to follow instructions, defend the supervisor, or actively avoid interaction. While these

components are highly correlated, they are conceptually distinct; an employee might respect a

supervisor's competence (positive cognition) but intensely dislike their personality (negative affect),
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leading to complex and sometimes contradictory behavioral outcomes, necessitating

comprehensive measurement tools that capture all three dimensions.

Historically, early research into organizational attitudes, often stemming from the Hawthorne

studies, highlighted the profound impact of interpersonal relationships on productivity, laying the

groundwork for focusing on the supervisor as a central figure. However, it was the shift toward

human relations theory and later, organizational justice research, that solidified the supervisor's

role as the crucial determinant of attitudinal outcomes. The realization that managerial behavior--

particularly regarding fairness in decision-making and resource allocation--was a primary driver of

employee sentiment transformed the study of supervision from a focus purely on task efficiency to

one heavily invested in relational quality, psychological contracts, and the ethical conduct of

leadership. This evolution underscores the sustained theoretical interest in ensuring that attitudes

toward supervisors remain a central variable in predicting organizational health and performance.

Key Dimensions and Measurement of Attitudes

Measuring attitudes toward supervisors requires operationalizing complex interpersonal

evaluations into quantifiable metrics, typically achieved through multi-item psychometric scales that

capture the various dimensions of the relationship. The most common approach involves using

standardized survey instruments that assess trust, perceived competence, fairness, and

supportiveness. Trust in the supervisor is often considered the most central dimension, reflecting

the employee's belief in the supervisor's integrity, benevolence, and ability. Without foundational

trust, any positive affective or cognitive evaluations are unstable and easily undermined by

perceived managerial failures or inconsistencies. Effective measurement scales must therefore

utilize items that assess the employee's vulnerability and willingness to rely on the supervisor in

high-stakes situations, such as receiving performance reviews or negotiating project timelines.

In addition to trust, two other critical dimensions consistently emerge in the measurement literature:

perceived supervisory support and interactional justice. Supervisory support refers to the

extent to which employees believe their supervisor cares about their well-being, values their

contributions, and provides the necessary resources and encouragement to succeed. High

perceived support is a strong buffer against job stress and often leads to reciprocal positive

attitudes. Interactional justice, a component of organizational justice, focuses specifically on the

quality of interpersonal treatment employees receive from their supervisor. This includes being

treated with dignity, respect, and receiving adequate and truthful explanations for decisions. A

supervisor who is perceived as high in interactional justice, even when delivering negative news,

tends to maintain more positive employee attitudes compared to one who is perceived as cold,

dismissive, or dishonest.

The most widely used instrument for assessing attitudes toward supervisors historically has been
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the Supervisor Scale of the Job Descriptive Index (JDI), though modern research often employs

more nuanced scales drawing heavily from LMX and justice theories. When constructing or

selecting measurement instruments, researchers must be careful to avoid confounding attitudes

toward the supervisor with attitudes toward the job itself (job satisfaction) or the organization

(organizational commitment). Specific scale items must clearly reference the supervisor's actions,

characteristics, or behaviors, rather than general organizational conditions. For instance, a valid

item might read: "My supervisor provides constructive feedback," rather than "I receive constructive

feedback at work," ensuring the attribution is correctly focused on the managerial agent.

Key dimensions commonly measured include:

Trust (Integrity and Competence): Belief in the supervisor's honesty, reliability, and technical

ability to lead the team effectively.

Supportiveness and Consideration: The degree to which the supervisor shows personal

interest, offers help, and engages in considerate behavior.

Fairness (Interactional Justice): Perceptions regarding the equity and respectfulness of the

supervisor's communication and treatment of subordinates.

Effectiveness/Leadership Quality: Evaluation of the supervisor's ability to manage tasks, resolve

conflicts, and guide the team toward organizational goals.

Antecedents of Favorable Attitudes toward Supervisors

The formation of positive attitudes toward supervisors is highly dependent on a complex interplay

of managerial behaviors, organizational context, and individual employee characteristics. Among

the most potent antecedents is the perception of organizational justice, particularly procedural

and interactional justice enacted by the manager. Procedural justice, which relates to the fairness

of the processes used to make decisions (e.g., performance appraisals, promotion decisions), is

crucial. When employees perceive that the supervisor applies rules consistently, uses accurate

information, and allows for employee input, positive attitudes are reinforced, regardless of the

outcome of the decision. Furthermore, the aforementioned interactional justice--treating employees

with respect and providing thorough, truthful explanations--serves as a primary mechanism through

which supervisors build positive affective bonds and trust, which are the foundations of favorable

attitudes.

Another significant antecedent is the supervisor's demonstration of transformational leadership

behaviors. Transformational leaders inspire subordinates by articulating a compelling vision,

acting as role models, intellectually stimulating their teams, and providing individualized

consideration. These behaviors elevate the emotional bond between the leader and follower,
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fostering deep respect and admiration that translates directly into positive attitudes. Employees

under transformational supervisors often report feeling empowered and valued, contributing to

higher levels of identification with the supervisor's goals and methods. This contrasts sharply with

transactional leadership, which, while necessary for operational efficiency, relies merely on

contingent reward and punishment, and tends to generate neutral compliance rather than

enthusiastic positive attitudes.

The supervisor's role as a resource allocator and organizational representative also critically

shapes employee attitudes. Employees develop more positive attitudes toward managers who are

perceived as effective advocates for their team within the broader organization, securing necessary

resources, protecting them from undue organizational pressure, and championing their career

development. When a supervisor acts as a supportive buffer and promoter, the employee views

the relationship as highly valuable and reciprocating, increasing feelings of loyalty and

appreciation. Conversely, a supervisor who is perceived as passive, ineffective in securing

resources, or overly compliant with unreasonable organizational demands will likely generate

frustration and negative attitudes among subordinates who feel unsupported and exposed.

Beyond managerial action, the degree of personality congruence, or similarity between the

supervisor and subordinate in terms of values, work styles, and personality traits, can also

influence attitudinal formation. While not strictly necessary, high congruence often facilitates

smoother communication, reduces conflict, and enhances mutual understanding, thereby

contributing to higher LMX quality and more positive attitudes. Additionally, the clarity and

consistency of the supervisor's communication style act as a powerful antecedent. Supervisors

who communicate transparently, provide timely and actionable feedback, and clearly define

expectations reduce role ambiguity and uncertainty, fostering a stable and predictable work

environment that supports the development of trust and positive evaluations.

Finally, organizational context plays an indirect but important role. If the broader organizational

culture supports ethical behavior and provides adequate training for managers on interpersonal

skills and justice principles, supervisors are better equipped to enact behaviors that foster positive

attitudes. Conversely, in highly political or dysfunctional organizational environments, even well-

meaning supervisors may struggle to maintain positive attitudes among their subordinates due to

systemic issues beyond their control, underscoring the need to view ATS within its ecological

context.

Consequences of Attitudes toward Supervisors

The attitudes employees hold toward their supervisors have profound and wide-ranging

consequences for both individual performance and organizational functioning. One of the most

direct outcomes is the impact on job performance and productivity. Employees with positive

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26715
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Supervisory Attitudes: Management Styles & Impact 7

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

attitudes toward their manager are typically more motivated to meet or exceed performance

expectations, often engaging in higher levels of discretionary effort known as Organizational

Citizenship Behaviors (OCBs). OCBs, such as helping coworkers, volunteering for extra tasks, and

constructively suggesting improvements, are crucial for team efficiency and organizational

flexibility, and are strongly mediated by the quality of the supervisor relationship.

Conversely, negative attitudes toward supervisors are a primary driver of Counterproductive

Work Behaviors (CWBs) and withdrawal behaviors. CWBs encompass actions that harm the

organization or its members, ranging from petty theft and intentional slowdowns to interpersonal

aggression and sabotage. When employees feel mistreated, unfairly judged, or unsupported by

their manager, they often engage in CWBs as a form of retaliation or restoration of perceived

equity. Furthermore, negative attitudes significantly increase turnover intentions and actual

turnover. Employees who dislike or distrust their supervisor are far more likely to actively search for

new employment, representing a substantial financial and knowledge loss for the organization.

Attitudes toward supervisors also significantly impact employee psychological well-being and

stress levels. A supportive and fair supervisor acts as a protective factor, buffering employees

against job demands and organizational stressors. In contrast, supervisors who engage in abusive

supervision, micromanagement, or inconsistent behavior are major sources of workplace stress,

leading to burnout, depression, and increased psychosomatic complaints among subordinates.

The quality of the supervisory relationship is often cited as a key determinant of the psychological

safety experienced by employees, influencing their willingness to take risks, voice concerns, and

contribute innovative ideas without fear of retribution.

Finally, the collective attitudes toward supervisors within a work unit contribute significantly to the

overall team climate and cohesion. When most employees view their manager positively,

communication flows more freely, conflict resolution is smoother, and team members are more

likely to cooperate and share knowledge. A supervisor perceived as competent and fair serves as

a unifying force. However, if a supervisor is widely disliked, the team may become fragmented,

characterized by high levels of internal conflict, reduced cooperation, and the formation of informal

coalitions aimed at resisting managerial directives, severely undermining collective performance

goals.

The Role of Leadership Style and Communication

The specific leadership style employed by the supervisor is arguably the most critical determinant

of subordinate attitudes. While transformational leadership reliably generates positive affect and

cognitive respect, other styles can yield dramatically different outcomes. For instance, supervisors

who rely heavily on an authoritarian or autocratic style--making decisions unilaterally and

demanding unquestioning obedience--tend to generate compliant behavior but often foster
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resentment and negative underlying attitudes, particularly among highly skilled or autonomous

employees who value participation. Conversely, a purely laissez-faire style, characterized by a lack

of direction and involvement, can lead to frustration, role ambiguity, and negative attitudes

stemming from perceived incompetence or neglect.

A particularly toxic manifestation of negative leadership that profoundly shapes attitudes is

abusive supervision, defined as subordinates' perceptions of the extent to which supervisors

engage in sustained hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding physical contact. Behaviors

such as public ridicule, silent treatment, scapegoating, and invasion of privacy are severe relational

transgressions that shatter trust and immediately generate intensely negative attitudes, often

leading to deep psychological harm and retaliatory behaviors. Organizations must recognize that

abusive supervision is a direct and powerful antecedent to negative attitudes, requiring clear policy

enforcement and immediate intervention to mitigate its destructive effects on the workforce.

The quality and transparency of communication serve as the daily mechanism through which

leadership style is enacted and attitudes are reinforced. Effective supervisors utilize two-way

communication, actively soliciting input and providing clear, timely feedback that is perceived as

developmental rather than purely critical. When communication is transparent--meaning the

supervisor explains the rationale behind decisions and shares relevant information--it signals

respect and fosters a sense of inclusion, which reinforces positive attitudes. In contrast,

communication that is vague, inconsistent, or involves withholding information breeds suspicion,

fueling cognitive beliefs that the supervisor is untrustworthy or incompetent, severely damaging the

affective component of the attitude.

Furthermore, a supervisor's ability to manage emotional display and regulation during

interactions is key to maintaining positive attitudes. Leaders who can maintain composure under

pressure, demonstrate empathy when addressing employee concerns, and show genuine

excitement for team successes are more likely to cultivate positive affective responses from their

subordinates. Emotional intelligence in supervision is therefore not merely a soft skill but a core

competency that dictates the tone of the dyadic relationship. Supervisors who lack emotional

regulation may create volatile and unpredictable work environments, leading to anxiety and

defensive attitudes among employees attempting to navigate the manager's fluctuating moods.

Interventions and Management Strategies

Organizations committed to fostering positive attitudes toward supervisors must implement

targeted interventions focused on selection, training, and policy enforcement. The initial step

involves improving managerial selection processes to prioritize candidates who demonstrate

high levels of emotional intelligence, fairness orientation, and interpersonal skills, rather than

relying solely on technical competence. Utilizing structured interviews and assessment centers that
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test relational skills can help filter out individuals prone to authoritarian or abusive behaviors that

damage subordinate attitudes.

The most impactful long-term strategy involves comprehensive leadership development and

training programs. These programs should move beyond simple policy explanations to focus

heavily on behavioral skills, particularly in the areas of organizational justice, effective feedback

delivery, and conflict resolution. Training should emphasize the practical application of LMX

principles, helping supervisors recognize the importance of building high-quality relationships with

all team members and teaching them specific techniques for demonstrating support, trust, and

consistency, which are the building blocks of positive attitudes.

Effective organizational policies must also establish clear mechanisms for feedback and

accountability regarding supervisory behavior. Implementing upward appraisal systems, where

subordinates confidentially evaluate their managers, provides crucial data on attitudes and

identifies managers who require additional training or intervention. Furthermore, organizations

must ensure zero tolerance for behaviors that demonstrably erode attitudes, such as harassment,

discrimination, or abusive supervision, by establishing clear reporting channels and administering

consistent disciplinary action. Without accountability, even the best training programs will fail to

sustain positive attitudinal shifts.

Key strategies for improving attitudes toward supervisors include:

Justice Training: Focused workshops on ensuring procedural consistency, providing respectful

treatment (interactional justice), and explaining decisions adequately.

LMX Enhancement: Coaching supervisors on techniques to invest equally in all subordinates,

fostering mutual trust and respect across the team.

Communication Audits: Regularly assessing communication flow and quality, ensuring

supervisors are transparent, timely, and empathetic in their interactions.

Conflict Resolution Skills: Equipping managers with techniques to address and resolve

interpersonal conflicts fairly and promptly, preventing negative attitudes from festering.ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26715
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

