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TITLE 

Field Validation of the Hostile Attributional Style Survey
ABSTRACT 

The WHAS (workplace hostile attributional style survey) was created several years ago.  However, development of a short form and field testing has yet to be performed.  The current study uses data from 212 matched employee-supervisor pairs to show that WHAS is related to employee personality, stress, and CWB.
PRESS PARAGRAPH 

A pen goes missing from your office.  Did you lose it, or did someone steal it?  This study shows that a person’s personality influences which of those causes they believe.  Blaming, or attributing, events to other people, especially hostile events, is also shown to be related to job stress (such as lack of organizational supplies and inappropriate training, as well as interpersonal conflict).  It is unknown whether these attributions cause stress or vice versa.  Also, these attributions are related to physical maladies, including headache, and detrimental workplace activities such as stealing and gossiping.
Understanding the intentions of others in ambiguous situations is a challenge people face on a daily basis. Psychology has a long history of attempting to understand the ways people make attributions. One prominent theme from this research is that people are prone to attributional biases (Gilbert, 1995). Attributional biases are well-documented in psychology, and generally refer to the tendency for people to incorrectly ascribe (or to over-ascribe) certain characteristics to another person or situation (Dodge & Crick, 1990).  One such bias, the hostile attribution bias (HAB), refers to when a person assigns aggressive intentions to another person, when this other person’s intentions are ambiguous (Dodge & Crick, 1990).  For example, relative to a person who does not exhibit the HAB, a person with a HAB would be more likely to think that a stranger intentionally bumps into him or her, as opposed to by accident. Hostile attribution biases have been shown to be relatively stable characteristics (Dodge & Crick, 1990).

People who experience this bias may do so through failure to encode all relevant cues.  It has been shown that people who exhibit this bias are less effective in generating resolutions to problematic situation, are oriented toward inappropriate social goals, and are egocentric in assessing their target’s likely response to their behavior. This bias has been linked to negative outcomes in adolescent and preadolescent children (usually boys).  For example, it has been linked to inappropriate aggression, delinquency, depression, suicide, and insecure attachment patterns (for a review see Akhtar & Bradley, 1991).  

However, only a few studies have investigated the role of hostile attributions in adults. One such study generalized the relationship between HAB and aggression to adults using a sample of undergraduate students who read hypothetical vignettes (Epps & Kendall, 1995).  In a study using a simulated electric shock manipulation, a sample of Japanese female undergraduates delivered higher shocks to antagonists who exhibited malicious intent, showing again that intentionality is an important determinant of aggression (Ohbuchi & Kambara, 1985).  This phenomenon has also been extended to aggressive driving, such that when people perceive hostile intent on the part of another driver, they are more likely to react aggressively (Matthews & Norris, 2002).  This research supports that hostile attributions lead to aggression and other negative outcomes for adults. 

Attribution styles in work settings have been studied in terms of workplace aggression and perceived victimization.  For example, one such study found that organizational attributions are related to overt anger and perceived victimization (Aquino, Douglas, & Martinko, 2004).  Likewise, a great deal of research has linked hostility and anger to workplace aggression (e.g. Douglas & Martinko, 2001; Fox & Spector, 1999; Fox, Spector, & Miles, 2001; Miles et al., 2002; Penney & Spector, 2002).  This supports the further study of hostile attributions in the workplace, and encourages the development of a more specific and easy to administer measure.

The primary purpose of this study was to validate a previously created survey (citation removed) measuring people’s general tendencies to make hostile attributions for behaviors in ambiguous situations. In addition, we aimed to further generalize the attribution-aggression link to an adult employee population, in order to identify and test moderators of the relationship between hostile attributions and violent behavior in adults.  
Creating the WHAS

Although most of the literature in HAB samples children using interviews, vignettes, and laboratory manipulations, these measurements are costly in terms of time and experimenter effort.  Organizations often do not want to pay for research that is expensive and will consume a great deal of employee time.  Several well-validated organizational measures exist, such as the Organizational Attribution Style Questionnaire (OASQ; Martinko, 1995) and the Conditional Reasoning Test for Aggression (CRT-A; James & McIntyre, 2000), but these are lengthy, not specific to hostile attributions, or are not easily available for research.  Similarly, specific, shorter scales of hostile attributions, such as the Hostile Attribution Scale (Homant & Kennedy, 2003), have been developed but have not been thoroughly investigated in terms of psychometric soundness or content and construct validity. Consequently, a short paper-and-pencil measure was developed in order to encourage research in this area.
Item generation and preliminary testing is described fully in (citation removed).  Items were generated by a sample of employed students.  They were asked to give examples of “nasty things that happened to them at the workplace” or “nasty things they do in the workplace.”  These items were formed into stems by eight subject matter experts.  After these 20 items were created, they were distributed to a diverse sample 303 employed undergraduates and their supervisors at a large southeastern university. It was determined that the scale was unidimensional but had poor internal consistency (alpha about .72).  

A separate sample of 74 diverse employed undergraduates at the same university also participated in this study.  These participants completed the survey at two separate administrations, four-weeks apart.  Because hostile attributions are thought to be relatively stable (Linden, Hogan, Rutledge, Chawla, Lenz, & Leung), the WHAS was expected to have high test-retest validity. Supporting this claim, Time 1 and Time 2 WHAS scores were strongly correlated (r = .71).  

The WHAS was also compared to the Organizational Attribution Style Questionnaire (Martinko, 1995), which is a measure of several types of attributions that are sometimes related to aggression.  The WHAS was found to be related to these scales, but having additional benefits, such as ease of administration (citation removed).  Specifically, the WHAS was also correlated with the hostility subscale of the OASQ. The scales did not show a great deal of overlap (r = .03-.14, depending on adminstration). Although the scales measure similar constructs, the WHAS is more focused towards attributions of intent to harm, whereas the OASQ is focused on less specific attributions of hostility (i.e. control, intention).   In sum, the data show that the WHAS is not identical to the OASQ, although there are certain similarities.  

The Current Study

Reliability and content validity of this scale has been demonstrated.  The purpose of the current study is to investigate a short form of the scale, using field data, in order to provide construct validity. People who have hostile attributional style are also more likely to ascribe attributions to other people (e.g., Dodge & Crick, 1990), and may generally want more benefits from an exchange then costs, so may generally act entitled or egocentrically.  This would prevent them from being taken advantage of, a fear that is salient when hostile attributions are ascribed.  Furthermore, people who feel that they are being treated with hostility may also be more likely to feel angry on a daily basis.  Consequently, we expect that hostile attributional styles will be related to other trait attributions and emotions.

Hypothesis 1: WHAS will be related to locus of control, entitled equity preference, narcissism, trait hostility, and trait anger.  

Likewise, people with these personality traits are more likely to engage in certain organizational behaviors and hold certain organizational attititudes (e.g., O’Brien & Allen, 2008).  To interpolate findings from adolescent research, we would expect that adults with hostile attributional styles are more likely to engage in aggression (including counterproductive work behaviors, CWB), perceive unfairness in an exchange, and generally feel more stressed due to suspiciousness.  Consequently, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 2: WHAS will be related to CWB, justice perceptions, and workplace stressors.

Method

Participants and Procedure
Participants were recruited through the Syracuse University Study Response Project.  This organization connects researchers with participants who have signed up with them in order to complete online surveys in exchange for payment or raffle entry.  The participant pool consists of over 95,500 potential participants, and the average person in the pool is 34.2 years old (SD=11.5 years), female (66.5%), and has 15 years of work experience (SD= 10.5 years).  At least 31% of the potential participants are employed in various occupations (e.g., banking, consulting, legal). This recruitment process was chosen based on its use in previous studies (e.g., Dennis & Winston, 2003; Piccolo & Colquitt, in press; Van Ryzin, 2004; Vodanovich, Wallace, & Kass, 2005) and prior validation of online samples (e.g., Frame & Beaty, 2000; Stanton, 1998; Yost & Homer, 1998).

Approximately 25,000 potential participants were emailed to determine eligibility (worked 30 or more hours per week, have been mentored at some point in their career, and had a supervisor to whom they could email a survey).  The 700 people who responded and met all criteria received an email invitation to complete a questionnaire twice (about 20 minutes each with a two-week break) for ten dollars.  Two weeks after the Time 2 data collection, participants were asked to email a short (2-5 minute) measure to their supervisors. In this Time 3 data collection, supervisors completed a short demographics form and measures of the participant’s levels of OCB and CWB.  Upon completion of the questionnaires, the Study Response group provided $10 to each participant.  
At Time 1, 571 people filled out the survey.  After removing participants who worked less than 20 hours a week, participants who reported participant numbers that could not be matched, and duplicate data, there were 424 responses.  These 424 people were emailed two weeks later to participate for Time 2 data collection.  The similar criteria (e.g., ID matching, minimum hours worked per week) were used to prepare this data.  At Time 2, 277 responses were usable.  Time 3 responses resulted in a final sample size of 212 self-supervisor pairs.  The participants were 57.2% female, ethnically heterogeneous (150 White/Caucasian, six Black/African American, 35 Asian, nine Hispanic, and the remaining were other ethnicities), and on average 37.12 years old (sd= 9.36).  The average tenure within the organization was 67.45 months (sd=77.16).  Participants were employed in a variety of occupations (e.g., retail, child care, paralegal, administrative).  Their supervisors were 46.2% female, ethnically heterogeneous (69.2% White/Caucasian, 5.6% Black/African American, 19.0% Asian, 4.1% Hispanic, and the remaining were other ethnicities), and on average 42.83 years old (SD= 10.77).  On average, the supervisors reported knowing the participant for 59.48 months (SD= 74.62).  

Measures

Demographics.  Participants and supervisors reported demographic information, including their age, gender, race, as well as job information such as number of hours worked per week, type of job, organizational tenure, and job tenure.

Trait hostility.  Hostility was measured using the 8-item hostility subscale of the Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire (1992).  Participants responded to items such as “I am suspicious about overly friendly neighbors” and “Other people always seem to get the breaks” on a 7-point Likert scale.  Higher responses indicate more hostility.  Correlation alpha at time 1 was .90 and at time 2 was .93.

Trait anger.  The 10-item trait anger subscale of the revised State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory (Spielberger, 1988) was used to measure this construct.  Participants reported how well each item (e.g., “I am quick-tempered”) describes them on a four-point scale (1= not at all, 4= very much so).  Higher scores indicate higher levels of trait anger.  At time 1, the coefficient alpha was .90, and .93 at time 2.

Locus of control.   To assess locus of control in the work domain, the Work Locus of Control scale (Spector, 1988) was used.  On this 16-item Likert scale, respondents report the degree that they agree with each statement (such as “A job is what you make of it”) on a 7-point scale.  Several items are reverse scored, in the direction such that higher scores indicate an internal locus of control.  The coefficient alphas at time 1 and time 2 were .84 and .82, respectively.

Equity preference.   The 16-item Equity Preference Questionnaire (Sauley & Bedeian, 2000) was chosen to measure this construct.  Participants reported how well each item (e.g., “I prefer to do as little as possible at work while getting as much as I can from my employer”) describes them on a 7-point Likert scale.  Higher scores indicate higher levels of entitled equity preference after reverse scoring several items.  The coefficient alpha was .86 at time 1 and .82 at time 2. 

Narcissism. Narcissism was measured using a modified version of the NARC-40, which uses dichotomous item responses, such as “Which describes you better: I believe I am a great person or I am just as good as everyone else.”  In the current scale, participants rate 16 item stems, such as “I think I am a special person,” using a 7 point Likert scale.  The scale alpha was .80. 
Interpersonal conflict.  The Interpersonal Conflict at Work Scale (ICAWS) was used to represent this construct (Spector & Jex, 1998).  Four items such as “getting into arguments with others” are rated on a 5-point temporal scale that ranges from “less than once per month or never” to “several times per day.”  Higher scores represent more interpersonal conflict.  At time 1, the coefficient alpha was .80, and .84 at time 2.

Organizational constraints. The Organizational Constraints Scale (OCS) used in Spector and Jex (1998) was chosen to assess this construct.  Eleven items, representing the 11 areas of constraints described in Peters and O’Connor (1980), were presented to participants.  Participants indicated how often the item (such as “incorrect instructions” or “inadequate training”) makes it difficult or impossible for them to do their jobs.  Respondents use a 5-point frequency scale, ranging from “less than once per month or never” to “several times per day.” Higher scores represent more organizational constraints.  At time 1 and time 2, the coefficient alphas were .91 and.93, respectively.
Perceived Organizational Justice.   Justice perceptions were measured using the 18-item Niehoff and Moorman (1993) Organizational Justice Scale.  Participants used a 6-point scale to report their perceptions of how fair certain aspects of their job are answering items such “I think my level of pay is fair.”  Higher scores represent greater perceived levels of justice.  The scale alpha was .95 at Time 1 and .96 at Time 2.
Counterproductive work behavior. Robinson and Bennett’s (1995) 19-item CWB measure was chosen to represent the construct of CWB.  Participants and supervisors responded on a 1-7 scale (never - every day) how often the participant engages in behaviors such as “made fun of someone at work.”  The scale has seven items that represent CWB-I, and 12 that represent CWB-O.  Although there is some concern that items from this scale may overlap with OCB items, prior research investigating the factor structure of OCB and CWB support the use of these scales without modifications (O’Brien & Allen, 2008). The time 1, time 2, and time 3 coefficient alphas for CWB-I were .91, .92, and .96.  The coefficient alphas for CWB-O were .94, .95, and .98 at time 1, time 2, and time 3, respectively.  For overall CWB, the coefficient alphas were .96 at time 1, .96 at time 2, and .98 at time 3.

Physical symptoms.  Stressors often manifest into physical problems, including headaches, gastrointestinal problem, and muscle aches.  The current studies measures such physical symptoms using the Physical Symptoms Inventory (Spector and Jex, 1998).  It consists of 18 symptoms, which participants rate as “no, has not occurred in the past 30 days,” “yes- has occurred but I did not see a doctor,” or “yes- has occurred and I have seen a doctor about it.”  Higher scores indicate the greater presence of negative health symptoms.  

Results 

All of the hypotheses were tested using correlational hypotheses.  As shown in Table 1, WHAS correlated with all of the expected constructs in the expected directions with the Time 1 data and the Time 2 data.  WHAS measured at Time 1 also correlated with all of the variables measured at Time 2, and WHAS measured at Time 2 correlated with all of the variables measured at Time 1 (Table 2).  Furthermore, WHAS at Time 1 correlated with supervisor reported CWB-I and O at .59 and .62, respectively (p<.001).  WHAS at Time 2 correlated with supervisor reported CWBI and O at .57 and .58, respectively (p<.001).

Discussion


To the extent that the tendency to make hostile attributions reliably predicts important outcomes in the workplace, being able to quickly and accurately measure these tendencies would be valuable. We sought to create a survey to measure hostile attributional tendencies that could be easily administered in workplace environments. The WHAS is shown to be reliable internally and over a period of four weeks.  Construct validity was supported by showing correlations with conceptually similar measures (citation removed).  Likewise, the short form of this scale (WHAS-7) showed similar correlations with individual differences, organizational attitude, and organizational outcomes.  The correlates of the scale are important because they shed some light on the nature of hostile attributions, and show some support for being associated with potentially helpful and harmful work outcomes.  Although this construct has not been commonly studied in adults, particularly in the workplace, this provides some interesting practical implications for the organization.

Limitations and Future Research


A major limitation of this study is that correlational analyses cannot provide any type of causal data.  It is likely that hostile attributions cause negative workplace behaviors since hostile attributions develops from infancy (Dodge & Crick, 1990), but this has not been tested and consequently no causal inferences can be made.  Previous comparison to the Negative Actions Questionaire (e.g., how often are you ignored at work) showed little overlap (r=.40 self-reported WHAS and self-reported NAQ, r=.13 between self-reported WHAS and peer-reported NAQ, citation removed.).  


Furthermore, the current study did not obtain peer or supervisor reports of “actual” negative events that take place.  It is possible that the work situation is exactly how the participants describe, and perception plays no role.  However, based on previous research, this seems unlikely.  Another potential problem with the data is that the narcissism scale did not correlate with other constructs as expected.  This raises some concerns about the modifications made to the scale.  We suggest that interpretations of the narcissism data is done carefully.

In order to provide further understanding of how to cope with employees with hostile attributional styles, future research should analyze moderators of hostile attributions.  According to the correlations, these attributions might have a destructive role in workplace functioning.  Identifying moderators could potentially help reduce these attributions.  For example, conscientiousness is “a tendency to show self-discipline, act dutifully, and aim for achievement.”  People who are conscientious might perform well despite hostile attributions due to their desire to achieve and work hard.  Self monitoring, or the degree that a person regulates their emotions, might also be a moderator.  These constructs deal with being compliant despite obstacles (such as feeling that coworkers are being hostile to them), so it is likely that these constructs will moderate the relationship between perceiving hostility and reacting to it.

Hostile attributions have been shown to relate to organizational outcomes, and previous researchers have posited that attributions in fact mediate the effects of most other constructs (e.g. Martino, Gundlach, & Douglas, 2002).  This would provide an avenue for future exploration in the areas of OCB, CWB, and bullying.

The relationship between bullying and hostile attributions should be further investigated.  Bullying has, to this point, been studied almost exclusively from the victim’s perspective.  Hostile attributions may play a role in determining if an action would be considered bullying only to the victim or to coworkers as well.  Likewise, workplace incivility has been said to originate from minor, ambiguous occurrences of rudeness from coworkers, and spiral into a negative relationship. Hostile attributions might affect this spiral, such that people who have hostile attributions might be more likely to perceive the ambiguous occurrence as hostile, and consequently react aggressively.


Clinical psychology has had a great deal of success in changing an individual’s attributional style through therapy (Akhtar & Bradley, 1991).  This type of intervention has not been studied or used in a great amount within organizations.  A validated intervention or training program might help alleviate the problems associated with hostile attributions, reducing CWB and perceived bullying in the organization, as well as increasing OCB.  A training program in this area should be created, implemented, and evaluated to determine if an organizational intervention could indeed influence attributions and help prevent their negative outcomes. 

Conclusion

This study provides evidence that the WHAS-7 is useful for field studies.  It also provides information about the construct of hostile attribution biases, showing that it is related to supervisor reports of workplace behaviors as well as other personality variables that affect perception.  The current data allows for a wealth of future testing, including how hostile attributional styles affect workplace behavior and stressors over time. 
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Table 1.

	 
	HAB
	justice
	IC
	OC
	LOC
	Equity
	Hostile
	Anger
	Narc
	PSI
	CWB_I
	CWB_O

	HAB
	---
	-.183**
	.589**
	.464**
	-.419**
	.445**
	.675**
	.622**
	.246**
	.380**
	.612**
	.644**

	justice
	-.233**
	---
	-.113
	-.331**
	.331**
	-.204**
	-.248**
	-.152*
	.152*
	-.116
	-.173**
	-.142*

	IC
	.447**
	-.208**
	---
	.681**
	-.357**
	.424**
	.526**
	.546**
	.252**
	.427**
	.638**
	.623**

	OC
	.414**
	-.399**
	.565**
	---
	-.361**
	.345**
	.466**
	.469**
	.190**
	.397**
	.476**
	.489**

	LOC
	-.456**
	.322**
	-.268**
	-.268**
	---
	-.504**
	-.458**
	-.362**
	-.074
	-.196**
	-.353**
	-.344**

	Equity
	.453**
	-.103*
	.326**
	.177**
	-.561**
	---
	.390**
	.410**
	.235**
	.222**
	.421**
	.455**

	Hostile
	.566**
	-.167**
	.350**
	.321**
	-.401**
	.320**
	---
	.650**
	.086
	.395**
	.435**
	.499**

	Anger
	.457**
	-.127*
	.268**
	.346**
	-.304**
	.248**
	.633**
	---
	.242**
	.391**
	.528**
	.603**

	Narc
	.220**
	.183**
	.054
	.060
	-.119*
	.243**
	.128**
	.220**
	---
	.096
	.246**
	.203**

	PSI
	.371**
	-.105*
	.227**
	.244**
	-.155**
	.163**
	.310**
	.265**
	.063
	---
	.283**
	.390**

	CWB_I
	.612**
	-.034
	.423**
	.338**
	-.338**
	.432**
	.442**
	.491**
	.261**
	.362**
	---
	.873**

	CWB_O
	.610**
	-.034
	.387**
	.338**
	-.353**
	.446**
	.452**
	.460**
	.247**
	.412**
	.859**
	---


Intercorrelations among Time 1 variables (lower triangle) and Time 2 variables (upper triangle).

Notes. LOC= locus of control, EP= equity preference, Anger= trait anger, Hostile= trait hostility, IC= interpersonal conflict, IJ= interactional justice, JD= job demands, OC= organizational constraints.  

N=408-412 for Time 1, 205-212 for Time 2.
r> .12 , p<. 05.  r> .15, p< .01.  r> .21, p<.001.

Table 2

Correlations between Time 1 and Time 2 data.

	
	WHAS
	Just
	IC T2
	OC T2
	LOC T2
	EP T2
	Host. T2
	Anger T2
	Narc.
	PSI
	CWB-I T2
	CWB-O T2

	WHAS
	.661**
	-.161**
	.601**
	.433**
	-.441**
	.454**
	.509**
	.456**
	.168**
	.313**
	.460**
	.455**

	Just.
	-.195**
	.644**
	-.240**
	-.407**
	.281**
	-.129*
	-.274**
	-.210**
	.072
	-.084
	-.159**
	-.150*

	IC
	.420**
	-.203**
	.585**
	.349**
	-.291**
	.367**
	.353**
	.278**
	.094
	.210**
	.445**
	.401**

	OC
	.359**
	-.416**
	.451**
	.562**
	-.345**
	.226**
	.343**
	.329**
	-.025
	.200**
	.379**
	.330**

	LOC
	-.371**
	.379**
	-.339**
	-.331**
	.797**
	-.491**
	-.427**
	-.345**
	-.113
	-.112
	-.290**
	-.278**

	EP
	.367**
	-.200**
	.402**
	.250**
	-.501**
	.734**
	.287**
	.273**
	.247**
	.093
	.355**
	.353**

	Host
	.566**
	-.237**
	.496**
	.370**
	-.432**
	.386**
	.740**
	.541**
	.047
	.339**
	.324**
	.356**

	Anger
	.434**
	-.152*
	.401**
	.364**
	-.306**
	.354**
	.471**
	.726**
	.159**
	.284**
	.347**
	.354**

	Narc.
	.178**
	.094
	.186**
	.145*
	-.104
	.202**
	.065
	.176**
	.711**
	.079
	.274**
	.240**

	PSI
	.374**
	-.112
	.419**
	.320**
	-.207**
	.188**
	.334**
	.337**
	.073
	.682**
	.299**
	.338**

	CWBI
	.511**
	-.084
	.549**
	.400**
	-.331**
	.479**
	.401**
	.522**
	.238**
	.360**
	.590**
	.502**

	CWBO
	.524**
	-.076
	.567**
	.429**
	-.342**
	.509**
	.420**
	.520**
	.181**
	.429**
	.531**
	.571**


Notes.T2= Time 2. WHAS= workplace hostile attributional style, just.= justice, LOC= locus of control, EP= equity preference, Anger= trait anger, Host.= trait hostility, IC= interpersonal conflict, OC= organizational constraints, PSI= physical symptoms inventory, CWB= counterproductive work behaviors, I=interpersonal, O=organizational.  

N=205-212.

r> .12 , p<. 05.  r> .15, p< .01.  r> .21, p<.001.

Appendix A

WHAS-7

1. When coworkers leave me out of social events, it is to hurt my feelings.

2. If coworkers do not appreciate me enough, it is because they are self-centered.

3. If coworkers work slowly on a task I assigned them, it is because they don’t like me.

4. If people are laughing at work, I think they are laughing at me.

5. If coworkers ignore me, it is because they are being rude.

6. Coworkers deliberately make my job more difficult.

7. When my things are missing, they have probably been stolen.

