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Abstract: The interrelationships between job stress, WDB and 

emotional stability have not been studied in a model to comprehend 

whether emotional stability could weaken the impact of job stress on 

employee deviant behavior. We tested a model on the moderating role of 

emotional stability, a personality factor, in the relationship between job 

stress and workplace deviant behavior. The model was developed based on 

the general strain theory and the integrated general model of workplace 

deviant behavior. Structural equation modeling analysis was conducted on 

survey data from 261 employees from six Malaysian public service 

agencies. Our results supported the proposed model. The stress-deviance 

relationship is significant. The stress-deviance linkage is stronger among 

employees who are less emotionally stable than those who are more 

emotionally stable. The results suggest that emotional stability as a 

personality factor plays a vital role in further understanding the impact of 

job stress on employee deviant behavior. Based on the results, the general 

strain theory and the integrated general model of workplace deviant 

behavior could serve as the bases for explaining the stress-deviance 

relationship and the moderating role of emotional stability.  

 

Keywords: Job Stress, Deviant Behavior, Counterproductive Work 

Behavior, Emotional Stability 

 

Introduction  

Acknowledging the negative consequences of 
workplace deviant behavior (WDB), organizations 
have considered WDB as a serious matter. An 
organization’s performance and well-being have been 
negatively affected by WDB (Resick et al., 2013; 
Tuna et al., 2016). Other negative consequences 
include high production costs, inconsistent service 
quality and pricing, poor service reputation and loss of 
revenue and profits, (Biron, 2010; Nasir and Bashir, 
2012). Besides, the physical and mental health of victims 
of WDB are affected (Nielsen and Knardahl, 2015). 

 It must be recognized that although the focus of WDB 
studies has been relatively more on its consequences 
compared to its predictors (Piquero and Moffitt, 2014;    
Wei and Si, 2013), there is a growing interest on its 
predictors among researchers. The predictors include 
personality or dispositional (Fida et al., 2015;        
O’Neill and Hastings, 2011), organizational (Demir, 2011) 
and job-related factors (Roberts et al., 2011). With 
regard to job-related predictors, job stress is 
increasingly common. Due to the increasing 

expectations on work performance, employees are working 
longer hours, assuming greater responsibilities and working 
extra hard. Hence, it is not surprising to learn that studies 
have identified stress at work with its negative 
consequences as a contemporary health issue that should be 
given serious attention. One of the consequences of job 
stress is WDB (Roberts et al., 2011). Additionally, 
employees with low emotional stability tend to engage in 
deviant behavior (Penney et al., 2011). However, the 
interrelationships between job stress, WDB and emotional 
stability have not been studied in a model to comprehend 
whether emotional stability could weaken the impact of job 
stress on employee deviant behavior.   

Therefore, this study aimed to investigate whether 

differences in emotional stability can buffer the stress-

deviance linkage. Firstly, we propose that job stress will 

be significantly related to WDB. Secondly, the link 

between job stress and WDB will depend upon the 

emotional stability of employees, whereby the 

experience of stress at work can result in WDB more 

among employees with low emotional stability than 

those with high emotional stability. 
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The contribution of this investigation to literature on 

deviance behavior and organizational practice is twofold. 

First, we use the General Strain Theory (GST) and the 

integrated general model of WDB to build a model on 

the interaction of stress and personality and explain how 

we expect the linkage between job stress and WDB to 

differ as a function of emotional stability which acts as a 

buffer in this linkage. Second, the explanation on how 

emotional stability modifies the stress-deviance linkage by 

weakening the deleterious effect of job stress on deviant 

behavior may be useful to employers, particularly in their 

efforts to reduce employee deviance through personality-

based selection procedure during recruitment.  

Workplace Deviant Behavior 

WDB refers to voluntary behavior that infringes 

significant organizational norms and hence threatens 

the organization’s and/or its members’ wellbeing 

(Robinson and Bennett, 2000), WDB includes for 

example absenteeism, withholding effort or deliberately 

working at a slow pace, clocking out at work early, 

practicing favoritism, theft, harmful conduct towards co-

workers, privilege abuse and corruption. Other 

synonymous WDB terms used in literature include for 

example counterproductive work behavior by Sackett 

(2002), insidious behavior by Greenberg (2010) and uncivil 

behavior by Roberts et al. (2011). Appelbaum et al. (2007) 

suggested two categories of deviance, namely 

constructive and destructive deviance. Constructive 

deviance denotes an employee’s innovative behavior 

that is beneficial to the organization. This paper 

however, focuses on destructive deviance which 

reflects an employee’s intentional behavior that is 

harmful to the organization and its members. 

Theoretical Background 

The GST (Agnew, 2006) serves as the theoretical 
foundation for explaining the stress-deviance 
relationship. The GST postulates that strain-related 
events result in stressful experiences that encourage the 
individual to engage in deviant behavior. There is a 
broad range of strain-related factors and this theory 
predicts that individuals react to strain in many ways. 
One of the ways is through deviant behaviors since the 
stressors results in negative emotional buildups that 
require remedial action. According to Hay et al. (2010), 
most studies using GST as the theoretical background 
have examined crime conducts towards others such as 
theft and violence. The GST was further advanced by 
introducing conditioning factors that influence 
individual’s adaption of strain through deviant or other 
forms of non-deviant behaviors. 

Stressors, including job stress, are likely to reduce when 

there are social resources such as social support, 

psychological resources such as self-esteem and personal 

traits such as interpersonal skills (Schieman and Bierman, 

2011). This paper considers emotional stability as a 

psychological resource that strengthens one’s coping 

ability and thus safeguards against the effects of job 

stress influencing WDB. Drawing from the GST, we 

postulated that stress experienced at work could foster 

deviant behavior and this stress-deviance relationship 

could be buffered by emotional stability.  

Job Stress and Workplace Deviant Behavior 

McVicar, (2003) defined job stress as the response 

resulting from the discrepancy between the expected role 

outcome and the accomplished role. Roberts et al. (2011) 

studied WDB, labeled as uncivil behavior, among 

employees in several industries in the United States. The 

experience of job stress was found to increase 

employees’ propensity to display uncivil behaviors. 

Another study of North American, Asian and Indian 

employees revealed that employees experiencing job stress 

tend to find a way to forget stress by engaging in non-work 

related computing which is a form of deviant behavior 

(Ugrin et al., 2008). The stress-deviance relationship has 

been demonstrated by Garrett and James’s (2008) study 

among employees in the United States whereby stress 

led to engagement in the deviant behavior of 

cyberslacking. Building on these findings, we develop 

our first hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Job stress is positively related to WDB 

 

Emotional Stability as a Moderator  

According to the integrated general model of WDB 

proposed by Nair and Bhatnagar (2011), besides 

organizational factors, dispositional factors such as 

emotional stability is associated with workplace deviant 

behavior. Emotional stability has been defined as the 

extent to which individuals can be calm and stable under 

pressure and are less likely to encounter negative 

emotional states, such as anxiety, depression and anger 

(Costa and MacCrae, 1992).  

A less emotionally stable individual tends to 

exhibit deviant behavior (Gonzalez-Mulé et al., 2013; 

Hudson et al., 2012) such as poor work attitude, 

tardiness, absenteeism and withholding effort. Nair and 

Bhatnagar (2011) proposed an integrated general model 

of WDB, in which, besides organizational factors, 

individual factors including dispositional factors are 

associated with WDB. Based on the general strain theory 

and the integrated general model of WDB as well as 

previous research findings, we hypothesize the following. 

 

Hypothesis 2: The linkage between job stress and 

WDB will be more prominent when the 

emotional stability of employees is low 

instead of high 
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Methodology  

Sample 

The study sample consisted of 261 Malaysian public 

service employees. In the public sector, despite the 

commitment to promote civility through the formation of 

the Public Complaints Bureau and civility improvements 

achieved in this sector, there is still a need to reduce 

employee negative behavior as indicated by the 

substantial complaints received from the public 

(PCBAR, 2011). We exclude the part-time employees 

from the sample since the difference in workload may 

influence the extent of job stress experienced. Using the 

self-administered structured questionnaire, data were 

gathered via the drop and collect procedure. In this 

present study the questions were in Malay, the first 

language of Malaysians, as well as in English, the 

second language. The original questions (in English), 

were translated to the Malay language and then back 

translated to ensure that the questions have equivalent 

meanings. We assured the participants that all responses 

would be kept confidential.  

Measures 

Workplace Deviant Behavior 

To assess WDB, 15 items from Robinson and Bennett’s 
(2000) measuring scale were used. Employees indicate 
how often they engage in deviant behavior using a rating 
scale from 1 (never) to 7 (very often). The WDB scale 
comprised of two dimensions namely, interpersonal 
deviant behaviors-harmful to other individuals in the 
organization and organizational deviant behaviors-
harmful to the organization. Dalal (2005) in a meta-
analysis, suggested that the two dimensions be pooled 
into an overall measure of WDB since the corrected 
correlation between the two dimensions is reasonably 
high (ρ = 0.70). Gill et al. (2011) also obtained a strong 
correlation between the two dimensions (r = 0.85). 
Hence, we summed the items and treated this scale as 
measuring a single WDB construct. Sample items are 
“Made fun of someone at work” and “Intentionally 
worked slower than you could have worked”.  

Job Stress 

To measure job stress, we used seven items from the 

stress scale by Anderson et al. (2002). Participants were 

requested to indicate how often they experience stressful 

feelings or situations using a scale from 1 (never) to 7 

(very often). Examples of items are “Have you felt 

nervous and stressed?” and “Have you found that you 

could not cope with all the things you had to do?” 

Emotional Stability 

We assess emotional stability, as one of the Big Five 
factors, using five items from the emotional stability 

scale by Saucier (1994), a shorter version of 
Goldberg’s Big Five Markers. We use the seven-point 
rating scale ranging from 1 (does not describe me) to 
7 (truly describes me). Sample items are “I am fretful” 
and “I am irritable”. All the five items were negative 
and they were reverse-coded.  

Social Desirability Bias 

Social desirability bias denotes the tendency for 

individuals to portray themselves in a favorable fashion 

(Tourangeau and Ting, 2007). Since employees in this 

study are requested to indicate whether the statements 

described themselves, they may have the tendency not to 

provide the true picture of themselves. Thus we 

conducted the social desirability bias test to address this 

limitation. Social desirability test scores among 

individuals and in different contexts may vary. The 

scores were summated whereby a higher score shows an 

individual’s higher social desirability bias. The ten-item 

short version of the Crowne and Marlowe (1960) social 

desirability scale with true and false response options 

was used. Employees were requested to indicate whether 

the statements describe themselves. Examples of 

statements are “When I don’t know something, I don’t at 

all mind admitting it” and “There have been occasions 

when I felt like smashing things.” A score of 0 was given 

to the true and 1 to the false option. We reverse coded 

the negative statements and computed the mean score 

and standard deviation. The mean score was low (M = 

4.43, SD = 1.66), hence indicating a low response bias. 

Data Analysis 

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was used to 

test the model fit of the data and prior to the data 

analysis, all the assumptions of inferential statistics were 

satisfied as suggested by Hair et al. (2010). With regards 

to sample size, Kline (2011) suggested that, the adequate 

sample size for SEM analysis should be at least 200. We 

evaluated the assumption of normality for each 

univariate distribution of the variables based on the 

skewness and kurtosis values. Then, the descriptive 

statistics and correlation coefficients were calculated.  

The model fit (both the measurement and structural 

models) were evaluated using the following fit indices. 

The Carmines-McIver index also known as relative 

chi-square (χ
2
/df) index indicates model fit if the value is 

between 2 and 3. For the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), 

Incremental Fit Index (IFI), Normed Fit Index (NFI) and 

Tucker-Lewis Coefficient Index (TLI), a value closer to 

1 shows a good model fit, with a value of 0.9 indicating 

the typical threshold for good fit. The value of Root 

Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 

indicates the goodness of fit of the proposed model in 

relation to the covariance matrix of the population. A 

value of less than 0.08 indicates a good fit.  
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Results  

Participant Profile 

The participants comprised of 160 (61.3%) females 

and 101 (38.7%) males ranging in age from 22 to 59 (M 

= 32.9, SD = 7.77). In terms of job category, 49.0% were 

in the executive and 51.0% non-executive category.  

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations  

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations and 

correlations of the studied variables. The correlation 

coefficients of relationships between variables are all 

less than the threshold (0.65) suggested by  

Tabachnick and Fidell (2013) for multicollinearity. 

Measurement Model  

The construct reliabilities were 0.94 for job stress, 
0.89 for emotional stability and 0.98 for WDB. The 
convergent validity of all the constructs were 
confirmed since the reliability values met the 
minimum requirement (≥ 0.70) (Hair et al., 2010). 
The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for job stress 
was 0.65, for emotional stability was 0.62 and for 
WDB was 0.76. All the AVE values met the minimum 
requirement of 0.50 (Hair et al., 2010).  

Goodness-of-Fit of Measurement Model 

The fit indices of the measurement model were 
acceptable with χ

2
 = 569.87 (df = 246), p = 0.000, CFI = 

0.95, IFI = 0.95, NFI = 0.91 and TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 
0.07. The fit indices were acceptable (>0.9), with χ

2
/df = 

2.32 (< 3) and the RMSEA value was less than 0.08. Based 
on these indices, the hypothesized measurement model fit 
the collected data well. Thus, the conceptual distinctiveness 
of the measuring scales in this study was established.  

Testing of Hypotheses 

In Hypothesis 1, it is expected that job stress is 
correlated positively with WDB. To test this hypothesis, 
first, we examined the direct structural model for the 
relationship between job stress and WDB. The model’s 
standardized regression coefficients (β) and p values 
were computed to test the hypothesis. The direct model 
indicates a significant linkage (β = 0.30, p = 0.000) 
between job stress and WDB.  

Hypothesis 2 predicted that emotional stability would 
moderate the relationship of job stress with WDB. 
Specifically, it was anticipated that the stress-deviance 

linkage would be stronger for employees low in 
emotional stability than for employees high in emotional 
stability. Based on emotional stability the sample was 
classified into two groups: High emotional stability, n = 
125 and low emotional stability, n = 136. The structural 
model revealed good fit: Chi-square = 245.48, df = 174, 

p = 0.000; GFI = 0.89, IFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, CFI = 
0.99 and RMSEA = 0.04. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 

1. Job stress 3.91 1.46 

2. Emotional stability 4.04 1.44 -0.47*** 

3. WDB 2.70 1.71 0.30*** -0.60***  

 

Table 2. Moderating effect of emotional stability on the stress-

deviance linkage 

Emotional stability β p CR 

Low emotional stability 0.37 0.02 2.35 

High emotional stability -0.19 0.04 -2.02 

 

The findings indicate that the linkage between job 

stress and WDB in the unconstrained model (for low 

emotional stability group) is significant and positive (β = 

0.37, CR = 2.35, p = 0.02) but in the unconstrained 

model (for high emotional stability group) the results 

indicate that the same hypothesized path is significant 

but negative (β = -0.19, CR = -2.02, p = 0.04) (Table 2). 

As suggested by Hair et al. (2010) when standardized 

regression weights for both groups are significant with 

one positive while the other negative, the hypothesis on 

the moderating effect is supported. Hence, emotional 

stability significantly moderated the linkage between job 

stress and WDB. The impact of job stress on WDB 

between employees with low and high emotional stability 

differs significantly. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported. 

Discussion  

A moderation model was tested with job stress as the 

independent variable, WDB as the dependent variable 

and emotional stability as the moderator. We found that 

job stress was significantly related with WDB, thus 

supporting Hypothesis 1. Similar results were reported 

by, for example, Ugrin et al. (2008; Roberts et al., 2011). 

The results of this study are in support of the GST 

which suggests that strainful events resulting in 

stressful experiences tend to lead individuals to 

display deviant behavior. 

As predicted, we found support for emotional 

stability as the moderator of the stress-deviance linkage. 

Our results indicate that job stress positively predicted 

WDB for employees with low emotional stability but not 

employees with high emotional stability. In other words, 

the engagement in WDB due to job stress varies with 

different dispositional characteristics. Our results are in 

support of Hypothesis 3 which postulates that emotional 

stability moderates the effect of job stress on WDB. In 

other words, emotional stability may prevent or reduce 

an employee from reacting to stressful experience in an 

uncivil manner. The results are in line with the integrated 

general model of WDB proposed by Nair and Bhatnagar 

(2011), in which besides organizational factors, 

individual factors including dispositional factors are 

associated with WDB. Although, low emotional stability 
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is associated with impulsivity and impulsivity is 

associated with deviant behaviors in various situations 

(Verdejo-Garcíaa et al., 2007), the experience of 

increased job stress would increase WDB only among 

employees who are less emotionally stable. In 

accordance with the conservation of resources theory, 

emotional stability is a resource which can be utilized to 

reduce behavioral strain. The results support earlier 

studies which revealed that the lack of emotional stability 

leads to engagement in WDB (Gonzalez-Mulé et al., 

2013; Hudson et al., 2012; Kluemper et al., 2015). Less 

emotionally stable individuals are more likely to 

encounter negative emotional states, such as anxiety, 

depression and anger that could trigger them to behave 

deviantly under stress and the behaviors displayed 

include behaviors such as tardiness, absenteeism and 

withholding effort. However, interestingly, among 

employees with high emotional stability the effect of job 

stress on WDB is not significant. The results 

demonstrate that employees with low and high emotional 

stability are differentially motivated to act deviant. 

Overall, the findings of this study have significant 

implications in terms of theory and practice. Agnew’s 

GST and the integrated general model of deviant 

behavior served as the theoretical bases for examining 

the stress-deviance linkage, as well as the moderating 

role of emotional stability. Our findings point to the 

important role of employee emotional stability in reducing 

WDB. Employees who can be calm and stable under 

pressure and hence less inclined to experience negative 

emotions, or are more able to control their negative 

emotions would have less tendency towards deviant acts 

as a means to illegitimately channel negative emotions, 

even when they experience high levels of stress at work. 

Furthermore, the findings are in support of the 

integrated general model by Nair and Bhatnagar (2011) 

who proposed that other than job-related factors, 

individual-related factors including personality factors 

such as emotional stability could be linked to WDB. The 

findings help explain the stress-deviance linkage and 

demonstrate how the linkage is moderated by the 

personality trait, emotional stability. Theoretically, the 

findings of this present study suggest that a personality 

trait such as emotional stability serves as one of the 

important factors that shapes employee behavior. The 

results on employee emotional stability and its interaction 

with job stress resulting in a significant impact on deviant 

behavior at the workplace suggest the pertinent inclusion 

of emotional stability as a moderator in WDB model 

involving stress. The results also indicate that like other 

behaviors, WDB can be predicted by personality factors. 

Hence, this study contributes to the broader knowledge 

about the interaction of personality and situational 

experiences at work in determining behaviors.  

Recognizing that human resource practices and 

organizational support play critical roles in influencing 

employee behavior (Asgari et al., 2008; Babaei et al., 

2012), our study provides a few possible practical 

suggestions on how employers can reduce employee 

engagement in WDB, which tends to be costly for 

organizations as well as employees. First, preventive 

organizational policies and practices should be planned 

so as to help reduce employees’ experience of stress, 

since employees who experience reduced amount of 

stress are less disposed to engagement in WDB than 

those who experience greater stress. There is a need to 

assess work load of employees as a possible source of 

stress or stressor (Shultz et al., 2010). Second, given the 

significance of emotional stability in reducing WDB, the 

findings may have implications on recruitment of 

employees. For example, when selecting potential 

employees, practitioners may screen for emotional 

stability besides knowledge, abilities and skills. Hiring 

employees with higher levels of emotional stability is 

important for practitioners as our study suggests that job 

stress is less threatening, among emotionally stable 

employees since there is no significant likelihood of 

stressful situations leading to WDB. 

Although employers cannot directly influence 
employee dispositional characteristics, the use of 
effective selection tools with emotional stability as one 
of the criteria may improve the possibility of recruiting 
individuals who are less likely to exhibit deviant 
behavior due to job stress. It is also probably beneficial 
that employers hire individuals who possess self-control 
because they tend to manage or regulate well their negative 
emotional reactions when encountering less than ideal 
situations. Even though there has been increasing 
interest in and progress on the effect of dispositional 
factors on employee behavior (Linton and Power, 
2013; Michel and Bowling, 2013; Grijalva and 
Newman, 2015), many questions have yet to be 
answered, as indicated in the argument on the status 
of studies with respect to personality in personnel 
recruitment (Morgeson et al., 2007; Ones et al., 2007; 
Tett and Christiansen, 2007). Additionally, providing 
training to employees in emotion regulation when under 
stress may be useful. There is also a need to pay 
attention to other possible environmental influences from 
supervisors, colleagues and the organizational climate on 
employees’ levels of stress. If necessary, organizations 
could intervene by reducing factors that could negatively 
influence employees’ experience of stress. 

Possible Limitations and Future Directions 

This present study has several possible limitations. 

Our results may be predisposed to problems related to 

common method variance since the data were acquired 

through self-reports. However, since our study deals 

with a personality trait, emotional stability and WDB, 



Aminah Ahmad et al. / American Journal of Applied Sciences 2017, 14 (7): 670.677 

DOI: 10.3844/ajassp.2017.670.677 

 

675 

self-reports are considered acceptable as means to 

measure the study constructs. Moreover, Spector et al. 

(2006) claimed that the issue related to common method 

variance has been mostly exaggerated. In this present 

study we argued that there are numerous reasons a 

common method bias could not be a major limitation 

with regard to social desirability response. First, the 

anonymous data collected perhaps reduced the problem 

of response bias. Second, the social desirability test 

using the short version scale by Crowne and Marlowe 

(1960) produced a low response bias mean score of 4.42 

(SD = 1.66). Third, the result of a meta-analysis 

conducted by Berry et al. (2012) revealed that there was 

no significant difference in the relationships between 

self-report WDB and other-reported WDB with a 

number of common correlates. This indicated that, using 

self-reported data for WDB had no significant effect on 

the relationships between WDB and other variables. 

This study specifically focused on the influence of 

job stress on WDB. Perhaps emotional stability 

influenced the relationships between job stress and other 

outcomes. Job stress might result in a significant 

relationship with, for instance, employee turnover 

intention (Bridger et al., 2013; Thorsteinsson et al., 

2014) and job dissatisfaction (Cheng et al., 2014).  

The study sample posed another limitation since it 

consisted of only Malaysian public service sector 

employees. Hence, the findings may not be generalized to 

private service sector employees. We therefore recommend 

that studies be conducted on private service industries to 

endorse the generalizability of the findings.  

Conclusion 

Emotional stability serves as a buffer for the impact 

of job stress on employee deviant behavior. The stress-

deviance linkage is stronger among employees with low 

emotional stability than those with high emotional 

stability. The present study contributes to the extant 

literature on stress and deviance at work by 

demonstrating how emotional stability moderates the 

stress-deviance linkage. Further testing of other variables 

that may interact with stress to reduce deviance at work 

will not only contribute to the advancement of research 

on workplace deviance but will also provide human 

resource management practitioners with insights on how 

to overcome this rampant and costly problem.  
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