
 

Venting about an unfair boss could be
trouble all around, study finds
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Complaining at the water cooler can lead to anger, loss of hope, ASU study
finds. Credit: Arizona State University

Like many research projects, Michael Baer's latest study was inspired by
personal experience.

1/5



 

Baer, an assistant professor of management at the W. P. Carey School of
Business, and a former colleague were unhappy about an unfair
supervisor at their workplace—which was not Arizona State University,
he adds.

"It was, objectively, an unfair situation," he said. "But we realized that
we kept talking about it and kept revisiting it, and one day we said, 'This
is not helping. This is making things worse.'

"The more we talked about it, the more we disliked the supervisor and
the less we were able to get over it."

So that inspired Baer's new study with several co-authors
, based on a cleverly designed experiment that found that complaining
about an unfair supervisor to co-workers can end up hurting an
employee's performance.

"This is one of my favorite studies because the general intuition is that
when something bad happens, your natural inclination is to talk to other
people about it, to make sense of it and get some clarity and emotional
support," he said.

Their study cited research showing that people who had talked about
their anger would do it again because they perceived it as helpful.

But Baer's study found that complaining decreases forgiveness for the
unfair event, and it can decrease a person's performance by hindering
"citizenship," or the desire to help the supervisor.

And what about the co-worker you're complaining to?

"The inclination is to go to people who agree when you complain and
who will say, 'Wow you really got the short end of the stick,' " he said.
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"But we looked at if you have a co-worker who reframes the situation,
saying, 'Maybe there was a reason for that,' 'Maybe things aren't so bad'
or 'What was your part in it?' "

Listeners who are passive don't help the situation, but if complainers talk
to someone who "reframes" the situation—looking at it from a different
perspective—that can nullify all the negative effects of talking about
unfairness, the study found.

The team of researchers did two studies, one using surveys and one in a
lab. The first study surveyed 170 bus drivers
and 25 supervisors in London. The drivers were asked to rate their
perceptions of unfairness on the job, their anger and hope, how they
talked about that with co-workers, how the co-workers responded and
whether they forgave their supervisors. The supervisors were asked how
much the workers helped them.

The results found that talking about a supervisor's unfairness "can be
detrimental in terms of increased anger and decreased hope—which
hinder employees' ability to 'move on' from the experience," according
to the study, which is set to appear in the Academy of Management
Journal. And listeners can mitigate the bad effects by reframing.

The researchers then wanted to replicate the results in a laboratory, so
they recruited 105 college students who were asked to bring a friend to
the experiment, which was set up this way:

The students were assigned to be the "talkers," and their friends were
assigned to be "listeners."

The "talkers" were given a task and told that their performance would
determine how much class credit they received. Before the task time was
up, the experimenter rudely interrupted them and then marked some of
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their correct answers as incorrect—creating an "unfair" situation.

At the same time the listeners were getting briefed in how to respond.
The pairs were reunited and the listener either just listened, saying little,
or reframed the situation by saying, "Maybe there's a way to deal with
this," or "Maybe she was having a bad day."

The "talkers" also were asked to rate their forgiveness levels.

At the end, the experimenters who created the unfair scenario asked the
talkers to clean up the room.

"The ones who didn't forgive did very little cleanup, while the ones who
did forgive actually cleaned up. That's how we tested willingness to
help," Baer said.

The lab study reinforced the results of the first study: Talking about
unfairness increases anger, decreases hope, hinders the complainer from
"moving on," makes it difficult to forgive the supervisor and decreases
the complainer's helpfulness to the supervisor. But co-workers who
respond by reframing the situation can lessen these effects.

The article says that "reframing" by a co-worker does not mean a
dismissive "get over it," but rather it includes expressing concern and
suggestions for coping.

"I don't think any of these people were conscious of the fact that they
were pulling back and exhibiting their anger," Baer said of the study
subjects.

"So yes, talk about it, but be careful who you talk to, and at some point
you have to cut it off."
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