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Abstract

Purpose—This study investigates how employees’ perceptions of workplace ostracism might
reduce their job performance, as well as how the negative workplace ostracism—job performance
relationship might be buffered by their self-efficacy. It also considers how this buffering role of
self-efficacy might vary according to employees’ job level.

Design/methodology/approach—Quantitative data came from a survey of employees and their
supervisors in Pakistani organizations.

Findings—Workplace ostracism relates negatively to job performance, but this relationship is
weaker at higher levels of self-efficacy. The buffering role of self-efficacy is particularly strong
among employees at higher job levels.

Practical implications—Organizations that cannot prevent some of their employees from
feeling excluded by other members can counter the related threat of underperformance by
promoting employees’ confidence in their own skills and competencies. This measure is
particularly useful among higher-ranking employees.

Originality/value—This study provides a more complete understanding of the circumstances in
which workplace ostracism is less likely to diminish employees’ job performance, by specifying
the concurrent influences of workplace ostracism, self-efficacy, and job level.

Keywords—workplace ostracism, job performance, self-efficacy, conservation of resources
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Introduction

The presence of stressful, adverse workplace conditions is a primary reason employees
are unable to complete their job tasks (Abbas et al., 2014; Jamal, 1985; Ng and Feldman, 2012).
Understanding employees’ ability to meet their organization’s performance expectations is an
important pursuit, because this ability contributes to positive employee attitudes, including
organizational commitment and job satisfaction (MacKenzie et al., 1998), and it diminishes
turnover intentions (Zimmermann and Darnold, 2009). Many studies emphasize the importance
of positive work features that signal organizational support to drive work outcomes (e.g.,
Eisenberger et al., 2001; Hussain and Asif, 2012; Khurram, 2009), but a compelling need also
exists to understand the “dark side” of organizational life, including employees’ exposure to
misbehaviours that create stress and hardship as they attempt to undertake their daily job tasks
(Baruch and Vardi, 2016; Vardi and Weitz, 2004). Examples of such misbehaviour include
dysfunctional organizational politics (Abbas et al., 2014), interpersonal conflicts (Siu et al.,
2013), and psychological contract violations (Raja et al., 2011)—factors that speak generally to
employees’ dissatisfaction with how they are treated by their colleagues or their employer.

Another notable source of organizational misbehaviour is social exclusion or the absence
of adequate peer attention, also known as workplace ostracism (Ferris et al., 2008). When they
are ostracized, employees feel excluded from social interactions with organizational peers and
thereby suffer significant knowledge deficiencies about how their organization operates (Jones et
al., 2009). Workplace ostracism may become manifest in different ways, such as receiving “the
silent treatment” or not being invited to business meetings or social gatherings (Williams, 2001).
Such ostracism can lead to various negative consequences, including poor physiological health,

greater emotional exhaustion, and increased turnover intentions (Ferris et al., 2008; Hitlan et al.,



2006; Wu et al., 2012). Yet despite the general sense that workplace ostracism is harmful for
employees, previous research offers only equivocal support for its negative effects on
employees’ ability to meet their expected performance targets. This ambiguity might be due to
employees’ varied responses to being ostracized, according to their personal characteristics (Liu
et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2012), such as the extent to which their self-esteem is contingent on their
workplace performance (Ferris et al., 2015). Thus, employees might not always underperform
when they are ostracized, and the question of which circumstances tend to lead to negative
performance effects remains largely unanswered. Yet this question is critical for organizations,
especially complex firms that cannot avoid a situation in which some employees will feel
excluded or sense that they have been deprived of critical knowledge needed to complete their
job tasks (Fox and Stallworth, 2005; Williams, 2001).

To investigate the possible harmful effects of workplace ostracism on job performance—
defined herein as the extent to which employees meet their in-role performance requirements—
and how this effect might be contained, the current study draws from conservation of resources
(COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989). According to this theory, the stress associated with workplace
adversity depletes employees’ energy resources, reducing their propensity to engage in
performance-enhancing work behaviours (Ng and Feldman, 2012; Stock, 2015). Such resource
losses might occur, for example, if employees feel isolated or lack access to critical
organizational knowledge that would enable them to function effectively (Jones et al., 2009).
Moreover, COR theory predicts an important buffering role of employees’ personal resources,
such that these resources help employees cope with work situations that create resource losses
(Abbas et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 2001). The current study proposes that employees’ self-efficacy

represents one such critical personal resource that might buffer the negative relationship between



workplace ostracism and job performance. Self-efficacy captures employees’ beliefs that they
have sufficient competencies to complete their job tasks successfully (Bandura, 1997; Gist and
Mitchell, 1992; Parker, 1998). Thus, consistent with COR theory, self-efficacy might function as
a personal resource that compensates for the resource loss caused by being excluded from social
interactions with organizational peers (Hobfoll, 2001).

In sum, in response to calls to devote more attention to the dark side of organizational
careers (Baruch and Vardi, 2016; Vardi and Weitz, 2004) and apply contingency approaches to
the outcomes of workplace ostracism (Ferris et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2012), this
study addresses the hitherto unexplored question of how employees’ limited ability to meet their
performance requirements, in the presence of workplace ostracism, might be mitigated by the
personal resource of self-efficacy, consistent with the COR theory—based argument that personal
resources help people overcome the adversity associated with resource-depleting work
conditions (Hobfoll, 2001). Identifying self-efficacy as a potential buffer of the workplace
ostracism—job performance relationship also extends previous research that reveals how self-
efficacy mitigates and reduces the harmful effects of other workplace stressors, such as unmet
job expectations (Maden et al., 2016), emotionally charged social interactions (Heuven et al.,
2006), or work—family conflict (Glaser and Hecht, 2013).

Moreover, this study contributes to research on the negative outcomes of organizational
misbehaviour and workplace ostracism by testing whether the buffering role of self-efficacy
might be particularly salient among people employed in higher job levels. Previous research
suggests that the usefulness of personal resources for mitigating the negative effect of workplace
adversity cannot be considered in isolation of the preferential knowledge access that employees

gain with higher hierarchical positions (Colbert et al., 2005; Hrebiniak, 1974), yet this point has



not been considered in previous applications of COR theory to the study of workplace stressor
outcomes, let alone the performance consequences of workplace ostracism (Ferris et al., 2015).
Self-efficacy might mitigate the harmful effect of workplace ostracism on job performance, but
the relative importance of this personal resource may be particularly salient when employees’ job
level provides them with enhanced insights into how they can apply their personal knowledge
bases effectively to become immune to the challenge of social exclusion.

Overall, this study seeks to establish a more complete understanding of the circumstances
in which the phenomenon of workplace ostracism can diminish employees’ job performance.
That is, it extends extant literature by specifying the combined influences of workplace
ostracism, self-efficacy, and job level in influencing job performance. We propose a critical
buffering influence of the personal resource of self-efficacy, which should be particularly salient
among employees who occupy higher positions in the organizational hierarchy.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

When employees believe that their surrounding work environment prevents them from
fulfilling their job duties and hinders their career prospects, they may become disillusioned about
their employment situation and even consider leaving the organization (Chen et al., 2011;
Zimmermann and Darnold, 2009). A negative characteristic that marks many work organizations
is the sense of ostracism or exclusion that organizational members might feel (Williams, 2001).
When employees are ostracized, they cannot enter into social interactions with other
organizational members (Ferris et al., 2008; Parker, 1998), and such workplace ostracism may
have even more detrimental effects on employees’ well-being than direct verbal abuse or outright
aggression and bullying, because it undermines the basic need to belong and gain meaning

(Williams, 2001; Zadro et al., 2004, 2005). Although ostracism overlaps to some extent with



other deviant workplace behaviours, it is conceptually distinct and can explain additional
variance in employee work outcomes, so it deserves further attention (Liu et al., 2013).

Research into the physical and emotional consequences of workplace ostracism
highlights outcomes such as physical pain, aggression, anger, and depression (Leary et al., 2006;
MacDonald and Leary, 2005; Smith and Williams, 2004; Stroud et al., 2000). Other studies,
focused on the impacts on employee behaviours, reveal that perceptions of being ostracized
diminish employees’ pro-social behaviours (Twenge et al., 2007) and stimulate aggression, even
toward colleagues not directly involved in the ostracism (Twenge et al., 2001). Yet relatively
little research considers the impact of workplace ostracism on employees’ ability to meet their
performance targets, with the notable exception of Ferris and colleagues (2015), who investigate
the relationship of workplace ostracism with performance on in-role task behaviours.

Yet the ability to meet pre-set performance standards represents a critical concern of both
employees and their organizations (McCarthy et al., 2016; Motowidlo, 2003), so careful
consideration of when a workplace stressor such as ostracism is likely to undermine job
performance is critical. While a review of previous job performance conceptualizations is
beyond the scope of this study—for detailed discussions, see Campbell et al. (1996), Motowidlo
(2003), or Motowidlo et al. (1997)—our focus on the impact of workplace ostracism on
employees’ aggregate in-role contributions to organizational effectiveness (Williams and
Anderson, 1991) is consistent with prior studies of the performance outcomes of specific forms
of workplace stress (e.g., Abbas et al., 2014; De Clercq et al., 2017; Naseer et al. 2016).
However, research has yet to address the potential influence of the personal resource of self-
efficacy on the likelihood that workplace ostracism hinders such performance-enhancing

contributions or the role of job level in this process.



The conceptual framework (Figure 1) addresses these concerns. The baseline relationship
illustrates the link between employees’ perceptions of workplace ostracism and job performance,
moderated by their self-efficacy. Consistent with COR theory, workplace ostracism should
diminish job performance, but the effect is mitigated by high self-efficacy. The usefulness of
self-efficacy for buffering the workplace ostracism—job performance relationship also should be
stronger for employees in higher job levels.

[Insert Figure 1 about here]
Workplace Ostracism and Job Performance

According to COR theory, the energy depletion that employees experience when they
face adverse work situations, such as when they are ostracized, may become so distracting that it
diminishes their ability to meet their job requirements (Abbas et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 2001; Ng and
Feldman, 2012). Employees tend to feel more energized when undertaking their job tasks if they
believe their colleagues are supportive and include them in daily interactions (Quinn et al., 2012;
Williams, 2007). This belief is less likely when employees instead have the sense that they are
being ignored or excluded by others (Wu et al., 2012). When employees feel stressed by their
work situation, they likely allocate their resources toward negative activities, such as worrying
and agonizing, instead of productive behaviours that might contribute to the successful execution
of their job tasks (Jamal, 1985; McCarthy et al., 2016). If employees sense that they are being
ignored and deprived of social support, they also may fear for their personal standing in the
organization, and the associated drainage of energy prevents them from devoting sufficient effort
to meeting the performance standards set by their organization (Williams, 2001). Workplace
ostracism also implies that employees cannot turn to other members to gather relevant

knowledge during the execution of their job tasks, so their ability to meet pre-set performance



standards is thwarted even further (Seibert et al., 2001). The social isolation associated with
workplace ostracism thus prevents employees from gaining access to knowledge that they might
need to resolve challenges in their daily jobs (Jones et al., 2009).

Because employees may perceive that persistent social exclusion threatens their future
success in the organization, workplace ostracism also can lead to self-fulfilling prophecies in
peer interactions. For example, if employees believe their colleagues do not take them seriously
and exclude them from important conversations, they might retaliate by not freely sharing their
own knowledge bases (Gkorezis and Bellou, 2016). This behaviour may produce a negative
reinforcement cycle, intensifying employees’ social isolation (Liu et al., 2013; Williams, 2001)
and undermining their ability to complete their job tasks successfully. Similarly, employees who
feel excluded are less likely to contribute to enhance the well-being of other organizational
members (Twenge et al., 2007), which hampers their ability to rely on those others’ knowledge
bases when seeking to meet their own performance targets (Jones et al., 2009). In contrast, when
they are included in conversations and events, employees likely have access to relevant peer
knowledge, which they can leverage to meet their job obligations, rather than being distracted by
negative feelings of isolation from the rest of the organization (Jones et al., 2009).

In addition to reducing their ability, workplace ostracism may also undermine employees’
motivation to meet job requirements. According to COR theory, adverse work conditions lead to
lower job performance because they motivate employees to conserve their resources (Hobfoll,
2001). If they feel excluded from important organizational knowledge, employees likely feel
frustration or even anger (Leary et al., 2006), which threatens their happiness with their job and
career situation in general (Ferris et al., 2008). Employees’ willingness to allocate significant

energy to meet their job requirements thus diminishes when they are overcome by negative



perceptions of how their colleagues treat them (Abbas et al., 2014). Workplace ostracism also
might lead to an escalation of employees’ doubts about whether their contributions are
appreciated, to the extent that they interpret being ostracized as a signal of a lack of confidence
in their helping intentions (Williams, 2001). This misattribution can generate negative feelings
about the employer, making employees even less likely to engage in diligent work efforts that
could benefit their organization (Wu et al., 2012). That is, employees may interpret their social
exclusion as a sign of disrespect, fuelling perceptions that their organization is not interested in
their well-being or success (Ferris et al., 2008). Accordingly, employees’ job performance may
diminish in response to increasing levels of workplace ostracism.

Hypothesis 1. There is a negative relationship between employees’ workplace ostracism

and job performance.
Moderating Role of Self-Efficacy

The negative relationship between workplace ostracism and job performance may be
moderated by self-efficacy. According to COR theory, the negative effect of resource-draining
work conditions on productive employee behaviours diminishes when employees have access to
personal resources that compensate for the resource loss (Hobfoll, 2001). Self-efficacy is one
such personal resource that enables employees to find effective ways to discover solutions to
adverse work situations (Bandura, 1997; Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014). In particular, high levels
of self-efficacy are associated with increased effort to understand the origin of the resource-
draining work situations (Abbas et al., 2014; Mastenbroek et al., 2014); the insights developed
from such efforts—for example, a better understanding of the reasons organizational members
might exhibit ostracism—should mitigate the hardships experienced due to being excluded by

others (Hobfoll, 2001; Williams, 2001). Highly efficacious employees who face workplace
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challenges also may invest significant energy to undo the negative consequences, such as by
using their personal knowledge to explain to others that ostracism is detrimental for the
organization. Less efficacious employees instead might just get stuck in negative thoughts and
circular thinking about the situation (van Seggelen-Damen and van Dam, 2016).

In addition, self-efficacy should enhance employees’ ability to deal with the deficiencies
in organizational knowledge that result from workplace ostracism (Jones et al., 2009), because
they have confidence that they can apply relevant personal knowledge to overcome these
deficiencies (Wood and Bandura, 1989). This confidence limits the depletion of energy resources
that they experience when they are ignored by others and helps avert the threat of reduced job
performance (Abbas et al., 2014). Similarly, employees who exhibit higher self-efficacy may
identify different pathways that would enable them to complete their job tasks successfully, even
if they lack access to relevant organizational knowledge as a result of being ostracized. In
particular, efficacious people tend to engage in diverse knowledge processing when they
confront adverse work situations (Bandura, 1997; van Seggelen-Damen and van Dam, 2016),
which should increase their ability to cope with the situation and maintain adequate job
performance. Prior research similarly suggests that employees with high levels of self-efficacy
use more divergent and effective coping strategies in the presence of stressful work situations,
compared with less efficacious counterparts (Heuven et al., 2006; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984).

Employees who have confidence in their personal competencies also tend to be attracted
to challenging work situations (Gagne and Deci, 2005) and try to find ways to reach performance
targets even in the face of workplace ostracism; dealing with this challenge can add to their
feelings of personal accomplishment (Lee and Akhtar, 2007). Thus, self-efficacy is a personal

resource that might stimulate not only employees’ ability to address the negative consequences
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of workplace ostracism but also a sense of personal joy derived from this process (Bandura,
1997; Ryan and Deci, 2000). In contrast, when employees have low self-efficacy, they derive
less joy from working hard and tend to be more passive in their efforts to resolve adverse
situations (Gist and Mitchell, 1992; Lee and Akhtar, 2007), which reduces the likelihood that
they can meet their job requirements in the presence of workplace ostracism. Overall then, the
personal resource of self-efficacy should act as a buffer in the negative relationship between
workplace ostracism and job performance.

Hypothesis 2. The negative relationship between employees’ workplace ostracism and

job performance is moderated by their self-efficacy, such that the relationship is weaker

at higher levels of self-efficacy.
Effect of Job Level on the Buffering Role of Self-Efficacy

The buffering role of self-efficacy in turn may be invigorated by employees’ job level,
which suggests a three-way interaction effect among workplace ostracism, self-efficacy, and job
level. That is, as predicted in H2, at higher levels of self-efficacy, the likelihood that workplace
ostracism diminishes job performance decreases, because highly efficacious employees have
greater abilities and motivation to deal with the challenge of being excluded by other members,
so the likelihood that workplace ostracism undermines their ability to meet job requirements is
lower (Bandura, 1997; Lee and Akhtar, 2007; Mastenbroek et al., 2014). We expect that this
personal resource may be particularly useful for overcoming workplace ostracism among
employees who rank higher in the organizational hierarchy. These employees have a more
comprehensive overview of where to find relevant knowledge for their effective organizational
functioning (Colbert et al., 2005; Hrebiniak, 1974), which should provide a deeper understanding
of which aspects of their personal skills are best suited to overcome the knowledge deficiencies

they suffer due to their social exclusion. That is, higher positions in the organizational hierarchy
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provide employees with a better understanding of how to apply their own competencies and
skills efficiently to organizational-level decisions that affect their job performance (Choudhury
and Jones, 2010). In turn, they likely can cope better with the challenges that arise when
colleagues deprive them of access to critical organizational knowledge (Jones et al., 2009). This
understanding then increases their ability to maintain adequate job performance in the presence
of high workplace ostracism.

High self-efficacy can have a dark side too, to the extent that it invokes overconfidence
(Vancouver et al., 2002) or creates unrealistic expectations about how well employees can
leverage their personal knowledge to resolve unfavourable situations, such as workplace
ostracism. This challenge should be less prominent when employees occupy higher
organizational positions though, because the preferential access to organizational knowledge that
they gain through their organizational rank may enable them to make more accurate assessments
of the motivations that underlie others’ ostracism and develop a more realistic view of how their
own knowledge bases can help overcome those motivations (Colbert et al., 2005; Mintzberg,
1973). Thus, highly efficacious employees in higher job levels may be less likely to suffer from
overconfidence when seeking ways to cope with the threat of workplace ostracism. Conversely,
overconfidence accompanying extreme levels of self-efficacy may be a greater challenge for
employees who operate at lower levels of the organization, because they have a less
comprehensive understanding of which skills are needed to counter workplace ostracism
(Choudhury and Jones, 2010; Hrebiniak, 1974). For example, a more limited view of how the
organization functions—such as a lack of understanding of the underlying reasons for an
organizational culture that is marked by social exclusion—may lead them to believe falsely that

their personal skills are sufficient to resolve knowledge deficiencies due to social exclusion. In
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turn, the buffering effect of self-efficacy should be stronger for employees who operate at higher
levels of the organization.

Hypothesis 3. The buffering effect of self-efficacy on the negative relationship between

employees’ workplace ostracism and job performance is moderated by their job level,

such that this buffering effect is stronger for employees at higher job levels.
Research Method
Sample and Data Collection

The data for this study came from surveys of Pakistani employees, who work in multiple
sectors, such as banking, telecommunication, and textiles. One of the authors leveraged personal
and professional contacts to gain access to 22 organizations. English is the official language of
correspondence for professional organizations in Pakistan, as well as the official language of
instruction in schools, so the survey questions were provided in English.

The data collection process involved three separate paper-and-pencil surveys and
included a time lag of three weeks between the measurement of the independent variable
(workplace ostracism) and dependent variable (job performance). The first survey asked
employees about their perceptions of workplace ostracism, their job level, and their demographic
characteristics. The second survey, conducted about three weeks later, assessed employees’ self-
efficacy levels. The third survey was conducted at the same time as the second one, but the
respondents differed, such that it targeted supervisors, asking them to rate the extent to which
employees were able to meet their performance requirements. The three-week time lag between
surveys was long enough to minimize the threat of reverse causality—namely, that some
employees might be ostracized by colleagues because they appear weak and cannot meet their

performance targets—but sufficiently short to reduce the likelihood that significant,
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performance-changing organizational events might occur between the assessments of workplace
ostracism and job performance.

Cover letters included with all three surveys explained the purpose of the study and the
complete confidentiality of all responses (i.e., accessible only by the research team, no
information at the individual level ever made public, and only aggregate data accessible to
people beyond the research team). Moreover, the surveys highlighted that there were no correct
or incorrect answers and requested that the respondents answer the questions as honestly as
possible, to help reduce concerns about social desirability or acquiescence biases (Spector,
2006). Of the 500 surveys distributed initially, 360 completed surveys were returned, for a
response rate of 72%. The second survey, administered three weeks later to the 360 respondents
from the first round, produced 278 completed surveys, for a response rate of 78%. Finally, the
supervisors of these respondents generated 258 completed sets of surveys. Among the employee
respondents, 25% were women, 84% were younger than 40 years, and 46% held managerial
responsibilities.

Measures

Job performance. The measure of job performance used seven items from prior research
pertaining to supervisor-rated job performance, with five-point Likert scales (Williams and
Anderson, 1991). For example, two measurement items were, “This employee adequately
completes assigned duties” and “This employee fulfills responsibilities specified in job
descriptions” (Cronbach’s alpha = .94).

Workplace ostracism. Ten items served to measure workplace ostracism (seven-point

Likert scale), as developed by Ferris and colleagues (2008) and applied in previous studies (e.g.,
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Ferris et al., 2015; Wu et al., 2012), including for example, “Others refuse to talk to me at work”
and “Others avoid me at work” (Cronbach’s alpha = .87).

Self-efficacy. To capture employees’ self-efficacy, respondents answered six items from
previous studies (Luthans et al., 2007; Parker, 1998), using a six-point Likert scale. Two
example statements were “I feel confident analyzing a long-term problem to find a solution” and
“I feel confident presenting information to a group of colleagues” (Cronbach’s alpha = .79).

Job level. To measure employees’ job level, the first survey asked respondents “whether
they occupied a staff position or managerial position”, preceded by a statement that clarified that
a staff function implied the respondent had no supervisory responsibilities, whereas a managerial
position included such responsibilities. By providing these specifications, the survey method
ensured that the respondents understood and selected the correct category, namely, the one that
best matched their situation. The staff position was used as the base category for the regression
analysis.

Control variables. Similar to previous studies of job performance (e.g., Ng and Feldman,
2009; Watt and Hargis, 2010), we controlled for employees’ gender (0 = male; 1 = female), age
(1 = 20-40 years, 2 = 41-60 years, 3 = older than 60 years), and education (1 = high school; 2 =
undergraduate; 3 = masters; 4 = doctorate). These controls reflect the possibilities that women
might be more diligent that men in their job efforts, or that the knowledge gains that come with
age and more education might increase employees’ ability to meet organizational performance
standards.!

Confirmatory factor analysis applied to a three-factor measurement model supported the

assessments of the convergent and discriminant validity of the three focal constructs (Anderson

! Following Becker’s (2005) recommendations for dealing with control variables that are not significant in
regression models, as was the case here (Table 2), a robustness check involved rerunning the regression models
without the control variables. The hypothesis results remained consistent.
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and Gerbing, 1988). Although absolute fit indices such as the goodness-of-fit index (GFI) and
adjusted goodness-fit-index (AFGI) often serve to assess measurement model fit, they have been
criticized; Hu and Bentler (1998) recommend complementing these indices with incremental or
comparative fit indices (e.g., comparative fit index [CFI], normed fit index [NFI], Tucker-Lewis
index [TLI]) or residual fit indices (e.g., standardized root mean residual [SRMR], root mean
square error of approximation [RMSEA]) (see also Bentler, 1995; Joreskog and Sorbom, 1986).
Monte Carlo studies reveal that such indices offer more robust measures than their absolute fit
counterparts (e.g., Fan et al., 1999; Hu and Bentler, 1998; Jackson, 2007; Marsh et al., 1996).
Our measurement model yields an adequate fit according to all these fit indices (y}%219) = 310.91,
v2ldf = 1.42, GFI = .91, AGFI = .89; CFI = .97, NFI = .91, TLI = .97, SRMR = .05, RMSEA =
.04).2 Table 1 provides the factor loadings for each construct, providing evidence of their
convergent validity, in that the factor loadings for each item are significant (t > 2.0, p <.05). In
support of discriminant validity, the comparison of the constrained models, in which the
correlations were set to 1, with the unconstrained models, in which the correlations could vary
freely, indicated significant differences for all three pairs of constructs (Ay?)> 3.84) (Anderson
and Gerbing, 1988).
[Insert Table labout here]

Results

Table 2 contains the zero-order correlations and descriptive statistics, and Table 3
provides the regression results using SPSS version 23. Model 1 included the control variables;

Model 2 added workplace ostracism, self-efficacy, and job level; Model 3 added the workplace

2 In addition to this recommended approach for assessing the fit of a measurement model that includes all constructs
together—thereby accounting for their mutual dependencies or correlations and providing a comprehensive
assessment of construct validity (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988)—a supplementary assessment considered the fit
indices for the three focal constructs separately. The values were consistent with those for the comprehensive
measurement model.
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ostracism x self-efficacy interaction term; and Model 4 added the three-way interaction term of
workplace ostracism x self-efficacy x job level, together with the three constitutive two-way
interactions, as recommended by Aiken and West (1991). For both the two- and three-way
interaction terms, the product terms were mean centred (Aiken and West, 1991).

[Insert Tables 2 and 3 about here]

In support of the baseline prediction that being excluded by other members reduces the
likelihood that employees meet their performance targets, Model 2 revealed that workplace
ostracism related negatively to job performance ( = -.334, p <.001), in strong support of H1.
Although not part of the theoretical foundation, the results in Model 2 also indicated a direct
positive relationship between self-efficacy and job performance (p = .378, p <.001) but no
significant relationship between job level and job performance ( = .025, ns).

Model 3 supported the hypothesized buffering effect of self-efficacy (B =.248, p <.001)
on the negative workplace ostracism—job performance relationship. The negative relationship
between workplace ostracism and job performance was less pronounced when employees had
greater confidence in their abilities and competencies (H2). To clarify the nature of this
interaction, Figure 2 plots the effects of workplace ostracism on job performance at high and low
levels of self-efficacy, combined with a simple slope analysis (Aiken and West, 1991). The
results of the simple slope analysis indicated that the relationship between workplace ostracism
and job performance was significant when self-efficacy was low ( = -.578, p <.001) but became
insignificant when it was high (B = -.082, ns), in further support of H2.

[Insert Figure 2 about here]
Finally, the results supported the three-way interaction effect among workplace

ostracism, self-efficacy, and job level predicted in H3 (Model 4, = .576, p < .001). The positive
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moderating (buffering) effect of self-efficacy on the workplace ostracism—job performance
relationship was stronger at higher job levels. To clarify this interaction, Figure 3 contains the
plots of the moderating effect of self-efficacy on the workplace ostracism—job performance link
at high (Panel A) versus low (Panel B) job levels. At low levels, the two lines are closer to being
parallel, whereas at high levels (Panel A), self-efficacy exerts a strong buffering effect on the
relationship between workplace ostracism and job performance. As Dawson and Richter (2006)
suggest, a further assessment considered the significance of the slope differences. According to
Figure 3, Panel B, the slope difference between the two conditions of self-efficacy was not
significant (t = -1.146, ns), but the slope difference in Panel A was strongly significant (t =
4.530, p <.001), in further support of H3.
[Insert Figures 3A-B about here]

Discussion
General Findings

The demonstration of a direct negative relationship between workplace ostracism and job
performance extends findings in previous research about how being ostracized diminishes
positive work behaviours, such as pro-social behaviour (Twenge et al., 2007), and fuels negative
ones, such as self-serving behaviour (Gkorezis and Bellou, 2016). The mechanisms that underpin
this relationship may stem from both capability and motivation. First, beliefs about being
excluded from social interactions with other members are stressful and deplete employees’
energy resources, which prevent them from devoting sufficient effort to completing their job
tasks (Ng and Feldman, 2012). These beliefs also may initiate negative reinforcement cycles, in
which employees refuse to share relevant knowledge with others and ultimately become even

more isolated (Gkorezis and Bellou, 2016; Jones et al., 2009; Williams, 2001). Second,
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workplace ostracism generates feelings of frustration or anger in employees (Hitlan et al., 2006;
Leary et al., 2006; Wu et al., 2012) and fuels a belief that the organization is not interested in
their personal development or success. This belief may undermine employees’ willingness to
carry out job activities from which their organization otherwise could benefit.

The translation of workplace ostracism into reduced job performance also depends on
employees’ self-efficacy though. The resource depletion effect of adverse work situations may
be subdued to the extent that people can draw from relevant personal resources (Hobfoll, 2001).
Thus, the likelihood that employees fail to meet their performance targets as a result of being
ostracized diminishes when employees feel more confident about their ability to complete their
job tasks. Finding ways to meet performance standards in the presence of social exclusion
requires the confidence that one can find creative solutions to the knowledge deficiencies that
come with isolation (Jones et al., 2009), such as by leveraging personal skills and competencies
(Bandura, 1997). Employees with high self-efficacy levels also derive personal joy from seeking
and finding solutions to adverse work situations and are strongly motivated to ensure adequate
job performance, regardless of being ostracized (Bandura, 1997; Ryan and Deci, 2000). This
motivation then reduces the stress due to perceptions of being ignored or excluded (Wu et al.,
2012) and the likelihood that employees fail to meet their performance targets in such situations.
Conversely, employees who cannot draw from the personal resource of self-efficacy are less able
or motivated to find effective ways to cope with workplace ostracism, so negative outcomes, in
the form of reduced job performance, are more likely to materialize (Hobfoll, 2001).

Finally, the usefulness of self-efficacy for countering the harmful effect of workplace
ostracism is particularly strong among employees who operate at higher job levels (Figure 3,

Panel A) but less useful at lower job levels (Figure 3, Panel B). On the one hand, at higher job
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levels, employees have more oversight and direct influence over how to apply their personal
knowledge bases to overcome the knowledge deficiencies that result from being excluded from
social interactions (Hrebeniak, 1974). Their higher job level also diminishes the danger that self-
efficacious employees become overconfident in their ability to undo the harm caused by
workplace ostracism, because they can leverage these skills with greater efficiency (Choudhury
and Jones, 2010). For example, with their preferential access to organizational knowledge about
why others might engage in ostracism, as afforded by their higher organizational position,
higher-ranking employees have a more realistic understanding of how they can leverage their
own knowledge bases to counter these motives. On the other hand, employees at lower job levels
are relatively poorly positioned to leverage their personal skills to overcome the knowledge
deficiencies that result from being ostracized.
Summary of Theoretical Contributions

Overall, this study’s findings contribute to extant research by elaborating on how self-
efficacy influences the negative relationship between workplace ostracism and job performance.
The scope of the tested model is narrow, yet the goal of this study is to achieve depth, rather than
breadth, by dedicating significant theoretical attention to how the resource depletion that comes
with disrespectful organizational treatments might be contained by the important personal
resource of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997; Gist and Mitchell, 1992). Consistent with COR theory
(Hobfoll, 2001), employees’ self-efficacy mitigates the likelihood that they fail to meet their
performance targets in response to increasing levels of workplace ostracism, a positive role that
has not been considered in previous studies of this personal resource.

In addition, extant scholarship has pointed out that organizational rank can give

employees preferential access to organizational knowledge (Colbert et al., 2005; Hrebiniak,
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1974), but it has not investigated its influence on the relative importance of a knowledge-driven
resource, such as self-efficacy, for diminishing the hardship that comes with social exclusion.
This study reveals that the potency with which self-efficacy diminishes the negative influence of
workplace ostracism on job performance is particularly salient among employees who occupy
higher positions in the organizational hierarchy.
Limitations and Future Research

This study has some shortcomings that suggest further research opportunities. First, we
did not directly measure the causal mechanisms that underlie the hypothesized relationships.
Being ostracized depletes employees’ energy resources, Which may reduce their ability and
motivation to dedicate significant efforts to meeting their job requirements. Similarly, high levels
of self-efficacy likely increase people’s ability to deal with the hardships that come from
workplace ostracism, as well as the attractiveness of meeting performance standards in this
situation. Additional research might measure these underlying mechanisms directly and
investigate, for example, whether ability- or motivation-based mechanisms are more prevalent.
In a related vein, the intermediate time lag of three weeks between the assessments of workplace
ostracism and job performance was designed to reduce the likelihood of reverse causality but still
avoid the possibility that significant organizational events might occur during the course of the
study. Future studies might use longer time frames to determine if the performance effects of
covert forms of social exclusion might become manifest only after a more extended period. To
ensure causality, researchers could undertake laboratory or field experiments that include
treatment and control groups. The current study’s focus on in-role job performance also could be

complemented with alternative performance measures, such as the extent to which employees
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engage in extra-role citizenship behaviours directed toward other members or the organization in
general (Motowidlo, 2000; Podsakoff et al., 1997).

Second, the parsimonious conceptual model sought to provide a detailed understanding of
the role of one specific, important personal resource as a contingency factor (Gist and Mitchell,
1992); continued research could consider other potential buffers of the negative relationship
between workplace ostracism and job performance. Other personal resources that might inform
the translation of workplace ostracism into different performance outcomes include employees’
passion for work (Baum and Locke, 2004) or learning orientation (Hirst et al., 2009). For
example, employees who are keen to learn and update their skill sets may regard the challenge of
meeting performance standards in the presence of workplace ostracism as a learning opportunity,
such that they undertake significant efforts to understand why other members exclude them from
their conversations, then develop strategies to address or undo those motivations.

Third, the sample included different organizations that operate in different industries, but
it did not address the influence of potentially relevant organizational or industry-level factors.
Further studies could explore, for example, how the relationship between workplace ostracism
and job performance, and the related roles of self-efficacy and job level, depend on company
size. The impersonal nature and complexity of larger organizations might make the experience of
workplace ostracism particularly stressful, so the positive roles of self-efficacy and job level
could be even more salient. Alternatively, employees who work in smaller organizations might
have stronger expectations of being included in social interactions, such that the absence of
adequate attention or social support might appear particularly offensive. Another potentially
relevant factor is the level of competitive rivalry in the external market. If external pressures on

organizational members is high, due to such rivalry, employees might be more willing to accept
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the inevitability of adverse workplace conditions (Lahiri et al., 2008), which could mitigate some
of the harmful effects of workplace ostracism on job performance.

Fourth, this study centres on a sample of Pakistan-based organizations, so cultural factors
might be relevant. The theoretical arguments are not country-specific, yet Pakistani culture is
generally risk averse (Hofstede, 2001); employees in this country might be particularly sensitive
to work circumstances that create uncertainty in their organizational functioning. Therefore, the
relative importance of self-efficacy for buffering the negative relationship between workplace
ostracism and job performance may be stronger than it would be in more risk-prone countries.
Cross-country studies could provide deeper insights into the relative usefulness of self-efficacy
for preventing stressful work conditions, such as workplace ostracism, from transforming into
lower job performance, across different cultural contexts.

Managerial Implications

This investigation of the contingent nature of the relationship between workplace
ostracism and job performance also has practical relevance. The belief that other organizational
members ignore or exclude them from social interactions can be a significant source of
frustration for employees, and organizations should seek to diminish its occurrence. In this
regard, some employees may be hesitant to admit that they feel insulated or ignored, to avoid
perceptions that they are weak or complain too much (Williams, 2001). Organizations thus must
be proactive in gathering input from employees about the presence of workplace ostracism and
identifying reasons for it (e.g., incompatible personalities, discrepant work goals, political
manoeuvres). They also could create specific guidelines for when and how organizational
members should involve colleagues in social interactions and decision-making processes,

depending on their respective expertise and competencies. For example, training could focus on

24



how incumbent employees should interact with newcomers and facilitate their socialization
through mentoring activities (Thomas and Lankau, 2009).

From a human resource perspective, the study’s findings indicate that organizations
should focus not only on stimulating positive workplace features that contribute to career success
but also on avoiding negative features that reflect the “dark side” of career experiences (Baruch
and Vardi, 2016; Vardi and Weitz, 2004). Managers can invest resources in educating employees
about why and how to avoid organizational misbehaviours that exclude other members (Ackroyd
and Thompson, 1999). Such training might seek to increase awareness of the negative
consequences of workplace ostracism for individual employees and the organization in general,
such that it can cause destructive retaliation in the form of more aggressive behaviour or less pro-
social behaviour (Twenge et al., 2001, 2007). Educational efforts to prevent workplace ostracism
could span dedicated training programs that take place outside the workplace, structured on-the-
job training efforts, and informal learning, all of which are important sources of employee
development (Enos et al., 2003; Jacobs, 2003). Together, these measures can benefit the entire
organization to the extent that managers succeed in creating an organizational culture that makes
the recognition and prevention of workplace ostracism a critical concern.

Yet human resource managers also should acknowledge that some level of workplace
ostracism may be inevitable. Organizations marked by a culture of strong internal resource
competition, for example, probably cannot eliminate social exclusion behaviours completely
within their ranks (De Clercq et al., 2013). The current study indicates that employees who feel
more confident about their personal competencies and skills are better prepared to cope with
such workplace ostracism. Employees’ self-efficacy represents an important personal resource

that organizations can leverage to mitigate stress due to social exclusion or knowledge
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deprivation, by helping employees find adequate solutions to knowledge deficiencies in the
presence of ostracism, as well as personal joy from such efforts (Bandura, 1997).

This positive role of self-efficacy has important implications for organizational
recruitment. Finding employees with a healthy level of confidence in their own capabilities can
enable organizations to maintain adequate performance levels, even in the presence of workplace
ostracism. Human resource managers also can benefit from predicting and assessing the intrinsic
motivation that employees derive from applying their personal expertise to their job tasks in the
presence of a challenging workplace condition such as ostracism (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Thus,
the recruitment and retention of self-efficacious employees has strong value for organizations
that cannot entirely avoid situations in which some employees are victims of social exclusion and
deprived of the knowledge they need to fulfil their job duties.

In addition to benefiting from recruiting employees who are self-efficacious already,
organizations can encourage this personal characteristic among their work force (Luthans, 2002;
Luthans et al., 2010). To stimulate employees’ self-efficacy, organizations could explain, for
example, which skills are most needed to cope with adverse peer relationships that deprive
employees of knowledge. They also might showcase role models who have been effective in
fulfilling their job duties, even with limited access to peer knowledge due to social exclusion
dynamics. Employees could grow more confident in their ability to deal with workplace
challenges to the extent that they are stimulated to experiment with new ideas to solve issues at
work (Scott and Bruce, 1994). Another option would be to design appropriate reward systems;
self-efficacious employees might be more motivated to apply their personal expertise to finding
adequate solutions to social exclusion situations when they receive formal recognition for these

efforts, which ultimately benefits the entire organization (Jacobsen and Bogh Andersen, 2017).
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Finally, the relative value of self-efficacy for reducing the harm caused by workplace
ostracism is greatest when employees have a clearer sense, based on their organizational rank, of
how and when to apply their personal skills. Measures to enhance self-efficacy in response to
workplace ostracism thus should be particularly useful for employees who operate at higher
levels of the organizational hierarchy, because their preferential insights into how their
organization functions enable them to apply their competencies more effectively toward
mitigating the stress due to workplace ostracism. At the same time, employees at lower levels of
the organization likely need extra support to leverage their personal skills in ways that make
them resilient to the hardships of workplace ostracism. These employees might be most
vulnerable to the performance threats of workplace ostracism, and they deserve devoted attention
from human resource managers to help overcome these challenges.

Conclusion

This study unpacks the relationship between employees’ exposure to workplace ostracism
and job performance by considering the roles of self-efficacy and job levels, with a particular
focus on the circumstances in which employees’ exposure to workplace ostracism is less likely to
reduce their ability to meet performance requirements. The likelihood that being ostracized is
associated with lower job performance diminishes to the extent that employees are more
confident in their personal abilities. The personal resource of self-efficacy also is particularly
potent among employees at higher job levels.

In turn, this study provides critical insights into when employees’ exposure to
organizational misbehaviour, in the form of social exclusion, is more or less likely to undermine
their performance. The sense that they are ignored or excluded by others deprives employees of

access to critical organizational knowledge, which hampers their ability to succeed. However,
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access to relevant personal knowledge, facilitated through self-confidence in their own
capabilities and organizational rank, is instrumental for meeting job requirements despite
experiences of workplace ostracism. This study then might function as a stepping stone for
further investigations of how organizations can mitigate the risk that social exclusion within their

ranks will escalate into poorer performance outcomes.
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Figure 1: Conceptual model
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Figure 2: Moderating effect of self-efficacy on the relationship between workplace ostracism

and job performance
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Figure 3: Three-way interaction effect
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B: Self-efficacy on workplace ostracism—job performance relationship when job level is low
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Table 1: Constructs and measurement items

Factor

Loading t-Value
Job performance
This employee adequately completes assigned duties.? .786 --
This employee fulfills responsibilities specified in his/her job description. 797 21.358
This employee performs tasks that are expected of him/her. .815 15.807
This employee meets formal performance requirements of the job. .815 13.536
This employee engages in activities that will directly affect his/her performance 733 11.944
evaluation.
This employee neglects aspects of the job he/she is obligated to perform (reverse .853 14.169
coded).
This employee fails to perform essential duties (reverse coded). .817 13.47
Workplace ostracism
Others ignore me at work. 413 5.935
Others leave the area when | enter. .675 9.028
My greetings go unanswered at work. .639 8.645
| involuntarily sit alone in a crowded lunchroom at work. .635 8.599
Others avoid me at work. .609 8.313
I have noticed that others do not look at me at work. .686 9.144
Others at work shut me out of the conversation. .684 9.122
Others refuse to talk to me at work. .709 9.379
Others at work treat me as if [ weren’t there. 737 9.646
Others at work do not invite me or ask me if | want anything when they go out on .629 --
a break.?
Self-efficacy
| feel confident analyzing a long-term problem to find a solution.? .673 --
| feel confident in representing my work area in meetings with management. .821 9.955
I feel confident contributing to discussions about the organization’s strategy. .642 8.56
| feel confident helping to set targets/goals in my work area. .553 7.494

3Initial loading was fixed to 1, to set the scale of the construct.
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Table 2: Correlation table and descriptive statistics

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Job performance 4.161 .678
2. Workplace ostracism 1.827 T77 -.384™
3. Self-efficacy 4.945 .589 286" -.002
4. Job level (1 = managerial position) 461 499 .098 -.083 269
5. Gender (1 = female) 248 433 .019 .008 -.320™ -.063
6. Age 1.167 394 .076 -.059 .098 122 -175™
7. Education 2.733 .679 -.023 .033 -.136" .044 333" -.007
Notes: N = 258.

**p <.01; *p <.05.
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Table 3: Regression results (dependent variable: job performance)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Gender (1 = female) 072 .215* .201* .166*
Age 144 .082 .076 .057
Education -.038 -011 -.001 .003
H1: Workplace ostracism -.334*** -.330*** - 374%**
Self-efficacy 378*** .366*** 344%**
Job level (1 = managerial position) -.025 -.040 -.078
H>: Workplace ostracism x self-efficacy 248*** 111
Workplace ostracism x job level -.169
Self-efficacy x job level .089
Hs: Workplace ostracism x self-efficacy ST6***
x job level
R? .008 245 287 318
R? change 237*** 042> ** 031"

Notes: N = 258.

***p <.001; **p <.01; *p < .05; *p < .10 (two-tailed tests).
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