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Abstract
Employee strain is estimated to cost American companies as much as $500 billion in lost productivity annually, and a leading
cause of workforce stress is disagreements with other people (Cook, 2017; Mental Health America, 2017). In this study, we
investigate supervisor-subordinate value incongruence as a cause of employee strain. Specifically, this study examines the effect
of supervisor-subordinate power distance orientation incongruence on the subordinate’s job strain which, in turn, influences the
subordinate’s job performance. Using a sample of 172 supervisor-subordinate dyads, we find that incongruence on power
distance orientation increases subordinate job strain. Supervisor-subordinate incongruence resulted in more job strain which,
in turn, resulted in lower job performance. Results reveal that the alignment of subordinates’ cultural values with those of their
supervisors may mitigate negative experiences and facilitate more positive work outcomes.

Keywords Incongruence .Powerdistance .Strain . Jobperformance .Supervisor-subordinatedyads .Role theory .Transactional
model

“Everyone who has ever held a job has, at some point, felt the
pressure of work-related stress.”—American Psychological
Association

Employee stressors and their resulting strain are among the
leading causes of workplace inefficiency, illness, and absence.
According to the American Psychological Association (APA),
65% of Americans cite work as a key source of stress (APA,
2018). The American Institute of Stress (2018) reports that the
two leading workplace stressors are workload followed by
people issues (i.e., disagreements with other people). Strain,
which is defined by the APA (2020) as “the state of a system
on which excessive demands are made” takes a heavy human
toll on employees as well as a financial toll on organizations.
Workplace stress has been estimated to cost American com-
panies as much as $500 billion annually, and “as many as 10
percent of U.S. employees who miss work due to on-the-job
stress may be absent from work for 21 days or more a month”
(Cook, 2017; Mental Health America, 2017). The Centers for
Disease Control (CDC) corroborates the high impact stress
has on employees. The CDC states that “work-related stress
is the leading workplace health problem and a major occupa-
tional health risk, ranking above physical inactivity and obe-
sity” (Centers for Disease Control, 2016). According to an
article by Pfeffer (2020) on solving the workplace health cri-
sis, the CDC estimates that approximately 90% of the $3.3
trillion the USA spends on health care every year funds chron-
ic diseases and mental health (CDC, 2019). “In 2005,
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Starbucks paid more for health benefits than it did for coffee,
and recently the three major U.S. automakers spent more for
healthcare than they did for steel” (Pfeffer, 2020).

The present study investigates the aspect of employee
strain triggered by “people issues,” and specifically, strain
driven by having incompatible values with one’s supervisor.
We focus on the supervisor-subordinate relationship, because
experiencing tension with one’s supervisor could be a key
stressor for employees, as supervisors have legitimate author-
ity over employees with respect to performance appraisal,
compensation, promotion, assignments, and termination.
Moreover, in this era of increased cultural diversity, it is more
likely than ever that subordinates and supervisors will have
different cultural values concerning the nature of work and
role expectations (Jun & Gentry, 2005; Taras et al., 2012).
This creates potential tension and job strain for employees.

We propose that—in addition to possessing the necessary
task knowledge, ability, and skills for the job—making job
assignments and retaining workers who have similar value
orientations to their supervisor is critical for employees to be
most effective in their jobs (Clarke & Mahadi, 2017; Erez,
2010; Posner, 2010). Although some research indicates that
value congruence is primarily relevant for values associated
with performance evaluations (Seggewiss et al., 2019), when
value congruence between a supervisor and subordinate is
high, subordinates are more likely to accept their supervisor
because they perceive him or her to have similar beliefs to
them (Zhang et al., 2012). Yet, research on congruence (or
incongruence) in cultural value orientations of supervisor-
subordinate dyads and subsequent outcomes (such as well-
being and performance) is limited.

For example, research on cultural values in cross-cultural
studies has focused on comparing and contrasting societal
level cultural values and documenting differences in behavior
that arise from those value differences. As this comparative
literature mostly focuses on finding cultural differences on
average, across countries at the societal level, much less atten-
tion has been paid to identifying what kinds of intercultural
challenges subordinates and supervisors face at the individual
level, and how they could manage such challenges (Imai &
Gelfand, 2010). Furthermore, the vast majority of studies on
cultural values have focused on individualism/collectivism
(IC). Indeed, in their annual review of cross-cultural organi-
zational behavior, Gelfand, Erez, and Aycan (2007, p. 496)
aptly lamented that, “future research sorely needs to move
beyond the IC obsession to explore other constructs….”.
Thus, other than individualism/collectivism, the relationship
of individual-level cultural values with work outcomes is not
well understood.

Accordingly, the purpose of this research is to examine the
individual-level cultural value orientation (in)congruence be-
tween a subordinate and a supervisor and its consequences at
work. We focus on the value of power distance orientation

because it represents a major individual cultural value shown
to distinguish individuals across and within cultures (Kirkman
et al., 2009). Power distance orientation refers to acceptance
of hierarchy and status differences, as well as the expectations
of at least two key actors—those with power over individuals
(e.g., supervisors) and those who are lower in the power struc-
ture (e.g., subordinates) (Clugston et al., 2000; Kirkman et al.,
2006). Power distance orientation is highly relevant to the
work context, and (in)congruence between supervisor-
subordinate dyads on this value has important consequences
in organizations (Farh et al., 2007; Kirkman et al., 2009).

Our main proposition is that power distance orientation
incongruence between supervisors and subordinates leads to
subordinate job strain, and ultimately, lower job performance
from the subordinate. By integrating role theory (Katz &
Kahn, 1966) and the transactional model of stress, appraisal,
and coping (Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), we
suggest that strain is a potential mediator of the relationships
between power distance orientation value incongruence and
job performance. In doing so, the present study builds upon
previous strain research (Jackson, 1983; Lang et al., 2007).

Role theory describes that people in organizations play
different roles depending upon their formal position and its
associated expectations. Exchanges between employees in the
form of role episodes are influenced by both formal job titles
and individual differences of each actor involved. This ex-
plains how stressors may arise from role episodes where the
two parties have incongruent cultural value orientations.
Although role theory differentiates between prescribed roles
(e.g., task performance) and discretionary roles (e.g.,
contextual performance such as citizenship behavior;
Motowidlo &Van Scotter, 1994), this paper focuses primarily
on the former. Moreover, we use the transactional model of
stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) together with role theory to
extend the culture literature and understand the strain that can
result from supervisor-subordinate value incongruence. The
transactional model describes how people conduct an apprais-
al of the stressor to determine how to respond (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). By integrating the supervisor-subordinate
value (in)congruence literature with culture research, we ex-
pand the culture literature and move beyond one-sided per-
spectives where the power distance orientation of either the
subordinate or the supervisor is considered (Farh et al., 2007;
Kirkman et al., 2009).

Practically, by simultaneously considering dyadic
supervisor-subordinate value orientation (in)congruence rath-
er than focusing on the value orientation of only the subordi-
nate (e.g., Loi et al., 2012), we provide a more detailed and
comprehensive analysis of supervisor-subordinate relation-
ships. This is increasingly important in culturally diverse or-
ganizations where supervisors and subordinates can have di-
vergent values on a number of dimensions, yet need to work
together so employees’ sense of well-being is fulfilled and
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they can be productive. We test our theoretical model by
conducting a field study using a sample of 172 supervisor-
subordinate dyads, and we offer implications for future re-
search and practice.

Theory Development and Hypotheses

Role theory (Katz & Kahn, 1966) provides a theoretical
framework to understand why incongruence in cultural value
orientation is important in supervisor-subordinate dyads. Role
theory is based on the idea that, in every organization, people
participate in a series of role episodes, or interactions with
others. The role that an individual takes on depends upon
the expectations of their position (e.g., formal authority, job
responsibilities), as well as social norms in the organization,
and the personalities and values of each participant in a role
episode. Because both parties in a role episode have expecta-
tions about how things should unfold based on their under-
standing and their value-driven perceptions, having incongru-
ent value orientations from the other person can shape the
outcomes of the role episode.

Person-environment fit (P-E fit) theory, which is derived
from role theory (French et al., 1982), can also help explain
the dynamics between a supervisor and subordinate who have
incongruent values. For example, person-person fit refers to
the fit between an employee’s cultural preferences and the
preferences of others including their supervisor which would
drive person-supervisor fit (Edwards & Shipp, 2007). A per-
son’s characteristics can include their values and work goals,
while environmental characteristics can include company cul-
ture, role demands, rewards, and the characteristics of others
in the work environment, including the supervisor (French
et al., 1982). We now turn our attention to incongruence on
power distance orientation, an important cultural value.

Power Distance Orientation

Hofstede (2001) defines power distance as the degree of in-
equality among people which a culture considers normal,
ranging from relatively equal (low power distance) to ex-
tremely unequal (high power distance) (see also, Singelis
et al., 1995). At an individual level, these differences are man-
ifested in an individual’s power distance orientation, indicat-
ing “the extent to which an individual accepts the unequal
distribution of power in institutions and organizations”
(Clugston et al., 2000, p. 9). We adopt Kirkman et al.’
(2009) term power distance orientation, or individually held
values on power distance.

High Power Distance Orientation Subordinates Individuals
with high power distance orientation will exhibit sensitivity
to the chain of command and organizational structure (Lee &

Antonakis, 2014; Tyler et al., 2000). High power distance
orientation subordinates prefer to have less communication
with and maintain greater social distance from managers
(Farh et al., 2007; Kirkman et al., 2009). They accept that
subordinates have inferior status to the supervisor (Tyler
et al., 2000), have little (or no) voice in organizational
decision-making (Brockner et al., 2001), and are generally
afraid and unwilling to express disagreement with their supe-
riors (Gelfand et al., 2004). High power distance orientation
subordinates also prefer to work for supervisors who make
decisions (and take responsibility) and clearly outline duties
and tasks for subordinates (Erez, 1994; Javidan et al., 2006;
Triandis et al., 1994). Not only do high power distance sub-
ordinates expect explicit direction but they also expect solu-
tions to come from their supervisors (Javidan et al., 2006).

High Power Distance Orientation Supervisors Supervisors
with high power distance orientation will use autocratic be-
havior with limited one-way communication, will not tolerate
disagreement, and will view criticism from subordinates as
insubordination (Brockner et al., 2001). Similarly, supervisors
will not consult subordinates when making decisions and ex-
pect subordinates to simply follow or obey their decisions
(Cole et al., 2013). Status tends to attach visibly to supervisor
positions, as both the supervisors and the subordinates consid-
er each other as existentially unequal (Hofstede, 2001). High
power distance supervisors will not justify actions to members
lower in the hierarchy (Carl et al., 2004).

Low Power Distance Orientation Subordinates In contrast,
individuals with low power distance orientation are likely to
expect feedback, freely give opinions and make observations,
and value autonomy over structure (Kirkman et al., 2009; Loi
et al., 2012). The subordinate may challenge the task set by a
supervisor with the intent to improve upon the work outcome,
may expect more task autonomy, and may openly offer com-
ments and opinions (Dorfman & Howell, 1988). Similarly,
these individuals prefer egalitarian processes and are less like-
ly to submit to authority (Kirkman et al., 2009). Low power
distance subordinates will prefer task autonomy and a partic-
ipative supervisor and are likely to have a personalized rela-
tionship with their supervisor (Bochner & Hesketh, 1994).

Low Power Distance Orientation Supervisors Similar to the
low power distance orientation subordinates, low power dis-
tance orientation supervisors may include the input of work
associates (superior, peer, and subordinate) and may pursue
activities with subordinates outside the context of the work-
place (Kirkman et al., 2009). They are more likely to consult
team members when making decisions, engage in discussion
and elicit buy-in, and allow the subordinate to openly disagree
with them in public. Low power distance orientation supervi-
sors often view functional disagreements as appropriate and
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even desirable (Cole et al., 2013). Overall, low power distance
orientation supervisors are more likely to view subordinates
and superiors as equal, resulting in increased exchange for
decision-making, subordinate autonomy, and delegation of
important tasks (Dorfman & Howell, 1988).

Supervisor-Subordinate Power Distance Orientation
(In)congruence and Strain

Role theory (Katz & Kahn, 1966) explains why misunder-
standings can result in strain, described as “a sense of time
pressure, anxiety, and worry that is associated with job tasks”
(Hunter & Thatcher, 2007, p. 945) during role episodes when
the two actors have incongruent power distance orientations.
Because role senders and role receivers involved in a role
episode filter the other person’s message using their own
values and then act based upon that interpretation, incongru-
ence on power distance orientation could lead to mismatches
between the meaning behind messages sent and received.
Incongruence can also result in differences of opinion on
how to respond. These mismatches between role senders and
receivers can have negative consequences on subordinate
well-being (Edwards et al., 1998; Edwards et al., 2006;
Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Lee & Antonakis, 2014;
Rahimnia & Sharifirad, 2015) such as strain (Caplan, 1987;
Edwards & Van Harrison, 1993).

In our setting, value incongruence is rooted in a mismatch
between the values of the supervisor and subordinate and ul-
timately leads to individual strain (Beehr & Bhagat, 1985;
Beehr et al., 2000). Lovelace and Rosen (1996) found lower
levels of job strain for individuals who perceived a better fit
between themselves and their organization on several dimen-
sions (e.g., values, ethics, goals and objectives, skills, etc.).
Saks and Ashforth (1997) found that individuals who per-
ceived better fit with their job experienced less misfit, which
reduced job strain (Edwards & Van Harrison, 1993).
Similarly, individuals perceive less misfit (a critical compo-
nent of strain (Beehr et al., 2000)) if they are matched with
supervisors in terms of their style of supervision and the situ-
ation (Chemers et al., 1985).

The supervisor-subordinate relationship shapes an em-
ployee’s experience (Skiba&Wildman, 2019).When individ-
uals and their supervisors share similar values (congruence),
individuals may experience greater feelings of affect, respect,
and trust for their supervisors, leading to increased commit-
ment, decreased role stressors, decreased job anxiety, and re-
duced intention to leave (Adkins & Russell, 1997; Krishnan,
2002; Meglino et al., 1989; Turban & Jones, 1988; Van
Vianen, 2000; Wexley et al., 1980). Value orientation congru-
ence promotes communication because the actors involved in
the dialogue have a common way to interpret and describe
events (Edwards & Cable, 2009; Erdogan et al., 2004).
When a supervisor-subordinate dyad shares a common way

to think about things, their chances of having disagreements
that could invoke a stressful situation should be reduced. In
contrast, supervisor-subordinate dyads with dissimilar values
are more likely to experience negative interpersonal interac-
tions with each other as a result of not being able to predict
each other’s behaviors and experience high role ambiguity
that may lead to strain (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Jackson,
1983; Ostroff et al., 2005). Furthermore, employees who ex-
perience low value congruence are more likely to report cog-
nitive dissonance (Cable &DeRue, 2002), which occurs when
employees are required to behave in ways that are not consis-
tent with their beliefs and values (Liao et al., 2004; Zhang
et al., 2012).

When there is power distance orientation incongruence, the
subordinate will have expectations that diverge from the ex-
pectations of the supervisor. For instance, a subordinate with
high power distance orientation expects decision-making to
occur at the supervisory level (Kirkman et al., 2009). In con-
trast, a supervisor with low power distance orientation be-
lieves that the subordinate’s input for decision-making is im-
portant to the process and may misinterpret respect for author-
ity as a sign of shirking. Similarly, a supervisor with high
power distance orientation may view a subordinate with low
power distance orientation as inappropriately interfering if the
subordinate offers their opinion or attempts to participate in
decision-making (Kirkman et al., 2009). Role theory would
predict that such disconnects between supervisors and subor-
dinates can lead to subordinate strain because their mutual
expectations about how role episodes should play out are not
being confirmed. Based on theory (Katz & Kahn, 1966) and
related empirical evidence (e.g., Rahimnia & Sharifirad,
2015), we make the following prediction.

& Hypothesis 1: the more incongruent a subordinate’s and
his or her supervisor’s level of power distance orientation
is, the higher the subordinate’s strain.

Although role theory (Katz & Kahn, 1966) clarifies why
(in)congruence on power distance orientation can result in
(more) fewer stressors between supervisors and subordinates,
it does not explain the coping mechanisms that employees
may use as a result of incongruent situations where stressors
occur. To explain the coping mechanisms employees may
deploy to combat stressors, we turn to the transactional model
of stress, appraisal, and coping developed by Lazarus and
Folkman (1984).

Job Strain as a Mediator of the Supervisor-
Subordinate Incongruence Effect on Job Performance

The transactional model (Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman,
1984) describes the process through which people assess and
react to stressors. According to the model, individuals first go
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through a primary appraisal process to determine the nature of
the threat. A threat may be seen as irrelevant, in which case, it
is likely ignored. In addition, a threat may be seen as benign or
positive, in which case, it could be beneficial. However, a
stressful encounter is a threat which could be harmful. If a
harmful threat is detected, then people engage in a secondary
appraisal process to determine what can be done about the
threat (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985, 1990; Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). According to Perrewé and Zellars (1999),
the secondary appraisal process involves evaluating the re-
sources one has at his/her disposal in order to cope with the
problem. For example, an employee may decide to work
harder, withdraw from the situation, do more positive think-
ing, or do a cognitive reappraisal to change one’s point of
view (Perrewé & Zellars, 1999).

LePine et al. (2005) showed that stressors such as
supervisor-subordinate incongruence will fall into one of
two categories: challenge-oriented (workload, time, job
scope) or hindrance-oriented (organizational politics, red tape,
role ambiguity) stressors. We argue that supervisor-
subordinate incongruence in power distance orientation most
closely resembles a hindrance-oriented stressor because it is
prone to creating individual strain such as “resource inadequa-
cy” and “supervisor-related stress” (LePine et al., 2005, p.
767). Consequently, supervisor-subordinate incongruence in
power distance orientation should increase strain and, ulti-
mately, lead to lower job performance. People generally apply
emotion-focused coping to situations which they feel they
cannot change. If a subordinate simply does not share the
same values as a supervisor, the subordinate may see this
situation as somewhat unchangeable, or a hindrance stressor
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

Although there are many antecedents to employee strain,
we propose that value incongruence with one’s supervisor is
one of them. When there is congruence on power distance
orientation between subordinates and supervisors, strain
should be minimal, because similarity between subordinates
and supervisor is likely to promote working toward a common
goal, which may lead to more participation overall (Khatri,
2009). Khatri (2009) argued that, when the supervisor-
subordinate dyad shares values, persons are more likely to
maintain the status quo. This, in turn, will create common
expectations between the subordinates and supervisors that
will reduce strain and improve the subordinates’ job perfor-
mance (Farh et al., 2007). If supervisor-subordinate congru-
ence leads to a more developed relationship between a subor-
dinate and a supervisor, stress should be low, and employee
job performance should be high because employees have their
full mental energy available.

When there is incongruence of power distance orientation
between subordinates and supervisors, differences should be
more obvious, and tensions should rise between subordinates
and supervisors. As a subordinate’s job strain with their

supervisor grows, we anticipate that the subordinate will
reach both the primary and secondary appraisal stages of
the stress process according to the transactional model
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In the secondary appraisal of
stress, the employee is trying to decide how to cope with a
stressor which is taxing his/her personal resources (Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984; Perrewé & Zellars, 1999). At this level of
stress, cognitive distractions may divert employees’ attention
from fully engaging in productive pursuits, because realizing
that one has a low-quality relationship with one’s supervisor
is bothersome. This could thereby reduce job performance.
Particularly when the problem arises from a deep-seated val-
ue difference between the supervisor and subordinate, the
subordinate may opt to withdraw from the situation if it is
seen as a lost cause rather than pouring more hard work or
positive thinking into a situation that cannot be changed
(Perrewé & Zellars, 1999). In summary, we expect that
supervisor-subordinate power distance orientation incongru-
ence will indirectly decrease subordinate job performance.
Furthermore, subordinate strain will mediate the relationship
between supervisor-subordinate power distance orientation
incongruence and subordinate job performance. The follow-
ing hypothesis is proposed:

& Hypothesis 2: subordinate job strain mediates the negative
relationship between supervisor-subordinate power dis-
tance orientation incongruence and subordinate job
performance.

Method

Sample

Data were collected from experienced employees associated
with a graduate program at a major US university and their
direct supervisors at work. Surveys were first distributed to
these individuals, and they were asked to invite their direct
supervisors to fill out the supervisor survey. Since participants
are from various firms, each supervisor provided only one
survey. Collecting data from both the subordinate and his/
her direct supervisor helps increase the external validity of
the current study (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 2008) and minimize
common method variance concerns.

Participation was voluntary and confidential. The supervi-
sor survey was sealed and signed over the seal by the partic-
ipating supervisor and either mailed, emailed, or faxed back to
the researcher. For convenience, an online survey was de-
signed and provided for employees whose supervisor pre-
ferred the online version, but all supervisors opted to return
the paper copy. Supervisor contact information was requested
voluntarily in the survey to allow random checks for true
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submissions, which increases the authenticity of the data col-
lected. Individuals were awarded extra credit for both the em-
ployee and supervisor surveys. Each survey included a cover
page explaining the purpose and procedures of the study and a
questionnaire containing instructions, construct items, and
scales. The employee survey included demographics as well
as key measures such as strain and power distance orientation.
The supervisor survey was collected one month later than the
employee survey and included supervisor demographics,
power distance orientation, and a rating of their subordinate’s
job performance. The employee survey and supervisor survey
were later matched using an identification code generated by
the student participant to ensure confidentiality (Tepper &
Taylor, 2003).

All working students, primarily in the private sector, who
were invited to participate in the study for extra credit did so,
for an initial response rate of 100%. Moreover, 56% of them
also obtained a complete supervisor survey. A total of 172 list-
wise comparison pairs of matched supervisor and subordinate
surveys were collected. The final sample included employees
from a broad cross-section of jobs, including manufacturing
(17.8%), wholesale (3.5%), retail (7.7%), service (42.7%),
healthcare (6.9%), government and education (12.9%), and
other (8.4%). The mean work experience for subordinates in
their current job was 2.87 years while mean overall work
experience was 7.26 years. Of the respondents, 61.8% were
male, and the average age was 26 years (range of 18 to 59
years). In terms of race, 42.7% of the employees were from the
White majority status racial subgroup. The remaining partici-
pants from racial minority status subgroups were Asian
(46.1%), Hispanic (6.2%), Black (3.4%), and other (1.7%).
All measures used a five-point Likert-type scale unless other-
wise stated. Table 1 presents the summary statistics and
correlations.

Dependent Variables

Strain (Subordinate-Reported) Strain was adopted from
Hunter and Thatcher (2007). It consisted of six items on a
five-point Likert scale with a Cronbach alpha of .86. A sample
item is, “There are lots of times when my job drives me right
up the wall.”

Job Performance (Supervisor-Reported) Innovative job per-
formance was collected from the supervisor, because the su-
pervisor is charged with the appraisal of the subordinate’s
work. The measure was adopted from Farh et al. (1991) and
consisted of three items measured on a five-point Likert scale
with a Cronbach alpha of .82. A sample item is, “Your overall
appraisal of the subordinate quality of work? In other words,
are his/her work outcomes perfect, free of error, and of high
accuracy?”

Independent Variables

Power Distance Orientation (Subordinate- and Supervisor-
Reported) Individuals and their supervisors evaluated their
own power distance orientation using the six-item Dorfman
and Howell (1988) scale. For subordinates (supervisors), the
Cronbach alpha was .74 (.75). A sample item is “managers
should seldom ask for the opinions of employees.”

Control Variables

We first controlled for dyad relationship conflict difference.
Because research has shown that conflict differences between
a subordinate and their supervisor impacts subordinate stress
(Tillman et al., 2017), we collected relationship conflict with
Jehn’s (1995) four-item scale from both the subordinate and
supervisor. We computed the mean of each and subtracted the
difference such that higher positive (negative) values imply
the subordinate (supervisor) perceived higher dyadic conflict
than the supervisor (subordinate). A sample item is “My su-
pervisor (subordinate) and I have tension in our relationship.”
We controlled for additional factors, including dyad tenure
(Zhang et al., 2012) measured as the number of years the
supervisor managed the subordinate (collected from the super-
visor), because longer tenure may result in less strain.
Furthermore, to account for supervisor human capital, we con-
trolled for supervisor education (category levels) and supervi-
sor work experience (number of years). Supervisor education
category levels ranged from low to high: 8th grade, high
school, some college, college degree of 4 years, masters, and
doctorate. We also controlled for both subordinate and super-
visor genders (coded 0 = male, 1 = female) to reflect gender
differences in strain and any potential gender-based perfor-
mance ratings. We controlled for subordinate age (10 catego-
ries where higher coding represents older age; (e.g., 1 = 18–
24; 10 = over 64 with exact categories 18–24, 25–29, 30–34,
35–39, 40–44, 45–49, 50–54, 55–59, 60–64, over 64). We
also controlled for subordinate minority versus majority racial
status (coded 0 = other races, 1 = white). To rule out industry
effects, we included a service industry dummy variable (coded
0 = other industries, 1 = service industry).

Results

Because we collected several measures in the employee sur-
vey, we ran a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in LISREL
(8.80) to establish the discriminant validity of the measures. A
two-factor solution (power distance and strain) was a some-
what adequate fit for the data (χ2 = 174.29, p < .01, df = 53,
CFI = .88, IFI = .89, RMSEA = .09) (Hu & Bentler, 1999;
Kline, 2005), and the modification indices indicated that two
items on the strain scale had correlated errors, which is
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common in social sciences research (Byrne, 1998). Therefore,
we estimated one additional parameter on the theta-delta ma-
trix to account for correlated errors, and the results showed a
good fit to the data (χ2 = 106.21, p < .01, df = 52, CFI = .95,
IFI = .95, RMSEA = .07; Kline, 2005). A two-factor solution
was a better fit to the data than a one-factor solution (χ2 =
279.07, p < .01, df = 53, CFI = .78, IFI = .79, RMSEA= .15;Δ
χ2 = 172.86, df = 1, p < .05).

We also conducted a confirmatory factor analysis for the
supervisor-reported variables, power distance orientation, and
the subordinate’s job performance. A two-factor solution
(power distance and job performance) was a good fit for the
data (χ2 = 51.38, p < .05, df = 26, CFI = .95, IFI = .95,
RMSEA = .06). A two-factor solution was a better fit to the
data than a one-factor solution (χ2 = 225.10, p < .01, df = 27,
CFI = .60, IFI = .61, RMSEA = .16; Δ χ2 = 173.72, df = 1, p <
.05).

Polynomial regression and response surface plotting were
used to examine our predictions (Edwards & Parry, 1993).
Specifically, polynomial regression of subordinate power dis-
tance orientation and supervisor power distance orientation
predicting subordinate strain refers to a model that includes
higher powers of subordinate power distance orientation and
supervisor power distance orientation beyond their linear
terms (Cohen et al., 2010). For Hypothesis 1, we create the
following hierarchical regression equation:

Y ¼ b0 þ b1 P þ b2 S þ b3 P2 þ b4 P � Sð Þ þ b5 S2

þ e ð1Þ

P represents subordinate power distance orientation, and S
represents supervisor power distance orientation. After testing
the equations using polynomial regression on subordinate
strain, we then proceeded to conduct additional tests to exam-
ine the curvatures and slopes along P = S, which is referred to
as the congruence line, and P = −S is referred to as the incon-
gruence and/or misfit line. The slope of the congruence line is
calculated from the coefficients estimated in Eq. 1 by comput-
ing the quantity b1 + b2, and the curvature is calculated by
computing the quantity b3 + b4 + b5. The slope and curvature
of the surface along the incongruence line may be calculated
with estimated coefficients fromEq. 1, specifically b1 − b2 and
b3 − b4 + b5, respectively (Edwards & Cable, 2009; Lambert
et al., 2012).

Hypothesis 1 predicts that the more incongruent a subordi-
nate’s and his or her supervisor’s levels of power distance
orientation are, the higher the subordinate’s strain. The first
equation in Table 2 (strain) shows the unstandardized coeffi-
cients as well as the curvatures and slopes along the congru-
ence and incongruence lines for the polynomial regression.
Figure 1 depicts the response surface based on these
coefficients.Ta
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Table 2 also shows that the polynomial block resulted in a
change in R2 beyond control variables (p < .01) and the

surface along the incongruence line revealed a U-shape (cur-
vature = .96, p < .01) on strain. Figure 1 reveals that it is

Table 2 Supervisor-subordinate power distance orientation congruence effects on subordinate job performance when mediated by subordinate job
strain

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Dyad relationship conflict difference 0.185* (0.086) −0.009 (0.053) 0.010 (0.054)

Dyad tenure −0.028 (0.022) 0.005 (0.014) 0.002 (0.014)

Supervisor education 0.040 (0.081) −0.029 (0.050) −0.025 (0.050)

Supervisor work experience −0.014† (0.007) 0.003 (0.004) 0.002 (0.004)

Supervisor gender (1 = female) −0.097 (0.158) −0.237* (0.098) −0.247* (0.097)

Subordinate gender (1 = female) −0.268† (0.153) 0.168† (0.095) 0.141 (0.094)

Subordinate age −0.029 (0.052) −0.019 (0.032) −0.022 (0.032)

Subordinate race (1 = white) 0.164 (0.153) 0.151 (0.095) 0.168† (0.094)

Service industry −0.106 (0.144) 0.128 (0.089) 0.117 (0.089)

Subordinate power distance (P) 0.054 (0.124) −0.037 (0.077) −0.031 (0.076)

Supervisor power distance (S) 0.106 (0.131) −0.153† (0.081) −0.142† (0.080)

P2 0.095 (0.131) 0.110 (0.081) 0.119 (0.080)

P × S −0.798** (0.192) −0.058 (0.119) −0.140 (0.124)

S2 0.065 (0.098) 0.125* (0.061) 0.132* (0.060)

Strain (subordinate-reported) −0.103* (0.049)

Constant 2.966** (0.367) 4.167** (0.227) 4.472** (0.267)

R2 0.179 0.115 0.140

Coef. SD

Congruence (S = P) line

Slope 0.16 (0.16)

Curvature −0.64** (0.20)

Congruence (S = −P) line
Slope −0.05 (0.20)

Curvature 0.96** (0.25)

n = 172. The coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses) are reported

*p < .05

**p < .01. (two-tailed)

†p < .10

Fig. 1 Supervisor-subordinate
power distance congruence
effects on subordinate job strain
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indeed curved upward along the incongruence line,
supporting hypothesis 1. The incongruence line (P = −S) is
from the left corner to the right corner of the figure.
Specifically, for levels of subordinate strain on the left side
of the plane, supervisor power distance orientation exceeds
that of the subordinate, while on the right side of the plane,
subordinate power distance orientation exceeds that of the
supervisor. In support of the incongruence prediction related
to H1, Fig. 1 demonstrates that higher levels of subordinate
power distance and lower levels of supervisor power distance
(right top corner of Fig. 1), or lower levels of subordinate
power distance and higher levels of supervisor power distance
(left top corner of Fig. 1), have the highest levels of job strain.
Interestingly, although not hypothesized, we found that, on
our strain measure, the response surface along the congruence
line was also significantly curvilinear in the form of an
inverted U-shape (curvature = −.64, p < .01). This suggests
that subordinate strain decreases more sharply as both subor-
dinate and supervisor power distance orientations become
lower or higher from some point, in our case, the value 3.
Specifically, subordinate strain decreases more rapidly when
there is congruence where both supervisor and subordinate
have low power distance than vice versa. When the absolute
difference between supervisor power distance and subordinate
power distance is within 1 (middle part of Fig. 1), employee
job strain (average = 2.524) will be lower than otherwise (av-
erage = 2.921) (difference = −.396, t = 2.282, p < 0.05).

We next investigate whether mediation occurs as predicted
in hypothesis 2. Models 2 and 3 (Table 2) show effects of the
polynomial term on subordinate job performance. In model 3,
we added strain to the regression to examine the effect of
strain on job performance after accounting for the controls
and five polynomial terms. To better understand the nature
of the mediation, we first created a block variable by using
the estimated standardized beta coefficients for the five poly-
nomial terms reported in model 1 (i.e., block related to strain)
(Edwards & Cable, 2009). We ran our mediation analysis
using the block variable instead of the individual components
of the polynomial equation (Matta et al., 2015; Zhang et al.,
2012). The indirect effect of power distance incongruence on

job performance via strain can be computed as a product of the
coefficient of the block variable on job strain (the α path) and
the coefficient of job strain on performance (the β path)
(Zhang et al., 2012). We used model 1 in Table 2 to create a
block variable after accounting for control variables. We then
calculated the “α” and “β” paths of the mediation model (see
Table 3), through which we calculated the indirect effect of the
block variable to job performance. In line with these studies,
we used 1000 bootstrapped samples to calculate 95% confi-
dence intervals. Our analyses depicted in Table 3 reveal that
power distance orientation incongruence is associated with
our mediator (the “α” path), strain (b = 1, 95% confidence
interval based on 1000 bootstrap samples ranged from .097 to
1.303). The mediator, in turn, decreases the level of job per-
formance in an indirect, or mediated (the “β” path), effect (b =
−.103, 95% confidence interval ranged from −.198 to −.008).
These analyses suggest the indirect effect of strain to perfor-
mance is −0.103 (95% confidence interval ranged from −.191
to −.028), supporting the mediation prediction in H2.
Following Zhang et al. (2012) and Matta et al. (2015),
Table 3 also presents standardized results, which provide sim-
ilar conclusion as that of the unstandardized results. In sum,
hypothesis 2 is supported.

Discussion

Experiencing stressors at work is a key source of employee
strain (APA, 2018). The present study tests whether and why
supervisor-subordinate incongruence on power distance
values reduces subordinate job performance, presenting sub-
ordinate strain as a mechanism bywhich this happens. Despite
efforts to study the effects of individual or societal power
distance orientation, we understand very little about how su-
pervisors and subordinates with similar (and dissimilar) value
orientations, and backgrounds may interact to influence work
outcomes (Reus, 2012; Zhang et al., 2012). In the present
study, we extended theory and research on power distance
orientation and supervisor-subordinate value incongruence
by integrating these streams. We found that a subordinate’s

Table 3 Results from tests of indirect effects of power distance orientation incongruence on subordinate job performance

Variables Power distance orientation
(block variable) to strain

Strain to performance controlling
for power distance incongruence

Indirect effect of strain
to performance

α path β path α × β

Unstandardized results 1.00** −0.103* −0.103*
95% bias-corrected

bootstrapped CI
(.097, 1.303) (−.198, −.008) (−.191, −.028)

Standardized results .425** −.098* −.042*
95% bias-corrected

bootstrapped CI
(.298, .553) (−.184, −.013) (−.077, −.011)

Significance of bootstrapped indirect effect was based on 95% confidence interval (CI) for 1000 bootstrap samples
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strain mediates the relationship between power distance ori-
entation incongruence and subordinate job performance. This
has theoretical implications for research as well as practical
implications for organizations and their leadership.

Theoretical Implications

This study demonstrates the mediating role of strain in the
relationship between supervisor-subordinate power distance
orientation incongruence and important work outcomes for
employees. We argue that strain impedes the organization’s
ability to benefit from supervisor-subordinate value congru-
ence. The integration of the transactional model (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984) and supervisor-subordinate power distance
orientation incongruence highlights the complexity of the re-
lationship between supervisor-subordinate congruence and
work outcomes. Specifically, our study found that
supervisor-subordinate power distance orientation incongru-
ence increased strain, which decreased job performance.

This study contributes to the stream of research on role
theory (Katz & Kahn, 1966) by revealing that not only the
cultural value orientations but also the (in)congruence on said
value orientations held by the two actors in a given role epi-
sode have important work outcomes. Previous theoretical and
empirical studies have considered the societal (Khatri, 2009)
and individual influences (Farh et al., 2007; Kirkman et al.,
2009) of power distance on work outcomes. However, these
studies did not consider the supervisors’ role and thus did not
examine how the match between the subordinate and supervi-
sor may influence work outcomes. The results demonstrate
that the relationship between the match of supervisor and sub-
ordinate and work outcomes is complex, and that the positive
and negative consequences vary based on the levels of subor-
dinate and supervisor value orientation congruence.

Moreover, we contribute to research on Lazarus and
Folkman’s transactional model of stress (1984) by drawing
on congruence research and finding that power distance ori-
entation congruence (incongruence) leads to reduced
(increased) strain. Our results demonstrate a remarkably sym-
metric relationship between incongruence (high-low dyads
versus low-high dyads) and the increase of a subordinate’s
strain, suggesting that matching subordinates and supervisors
may be beneficial in developing and maintaining a healthy
work environment. This is an interesting finding that may
contradict earlier work on power distance in the organization
(Khatri, 2009) by suggesting that neither high power distance
orientation nor low power distance orientation in isolation has
an advantage over the other in reducing employee strain.
Instead, it is the congruence between key actors in the role
episode that ultimately matters. Having congruent values to
one’s supervisor may result in less depletion of personal re-
sources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), which mitigates strain
and allows employees to perform better. A potential extension

of our framework could be team power distance congruence,
where these congruence effects may play out differently.

Practical Implications

The study has important implications for reducing stressors in
the work environment and facilitating a setting for high job
performance. Because employees who are supported by their
direct supervisors are generally more committed to their orga-
nizations and exhibit better performance (Frear et al., 2018),
providing cultural sensitivity training would be beneficial, es-
pecially when a firm is in an environment that naturally culti-
vates high power distance (Lovelace & Rosen, 1996; House
et al., 2002). It is important to recognize that power distance
orientation incongruence between supervisor and subordi-
nates can result in negative outcomes; so, organizations can
be prepared for situations that arise. This will help organiza-
tions and their leaders develop strategies for managing these
dyads or giving employees more flexibility to transfer to an-
other department; so, they feel a greater sense of well-being
and can perform effectively.

Moreover, employee strain can have bottom line implica-
tions for employers, because stressors tend to increase job
withdrawal (Lehman & Simpson, 1992) and reduce effort
(Koslowsky, 2009). According to the turnover meta-analysis
by Griffeth et al. (2000), stress factors had among the largest
(absolute value) overall sample size weighted corrected corre-
lations with turnover (ρ = .16), compared with satisfaction
factors (ρ = .17), compensation factors (ρ = .08), leadership
factors (ρ = .17), co-worker factors (ρ = .11), and other factors
including chances of promotion (ρ = .11). The organizational
costs of employee withdrawal in the form of voluntary turn-
over (Griffeth et al., 2000; Mitra et al., 1992) and the associ-
ated losses in productivity (Eder & Eisenberger, 2008) are
estimated to be as much as $200 billion annually (Murphy,
1993; this would be over $360 billion in 2020 when adjusted
for inflation). Although strain is one of many factors that can
contribute to these losses, its contribution to workplace disen-
gagement is about as high as satisfaction with work and lead-
ership (Griffeth et al., 2000). Thus, employers may consider
whether they have a responsibility to themselves, their em-
ployees, and their shareholders to make the workplace reason-
ably pleasant for employees so that employees can be them-
selves, feel at ease, and get their work done well. Making a
good supervisor-subordinate match with regard to individual
values may be the right thing to do for all stakeholders
involved.

In practice, however, it may be difficult for employers to
ensure a good match between supervisors and subordinates
with respect to their values and other deeply held beliefs, for
that matter (e.g., political affiliation, religious beliefs) (van
Vianen, 2018; Vogel et al., 2016). There are at least two rea-
sons for this. One reason is that, sometimes, the job-related
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skills needed to complete the work on some projects necessi-
tate putting people together who have the right skills and are
available to work on the project but who may differ in values.
A second reason is that human resource managers and super-
visors may be uncomfortable asking employees personal
questions that are not directly related to the job itself, even if
relevant to better matching (e.g., Cifre et al., 2013). Human
resource managers are mindful not to ask sensitive questions
that are not job-related unless there is a business need, for fear
of invading employees’ privacy or creating the impression that
such information may be used in a discriminatory manner to
favor some over others (van Vianen, 2018). Inevitably, this
means that employees bring deep-seated beliefs and values
with them to work (i.e., republican or democrat, high power
distance or low power distance) and must be able to work with
people whose views are directly contradicting theirs.
Incongruence of values between subordinates and supervisors
may be even more intense when employees feel unable to
leave their jobs due to weak labor markets during economic
recovery (e.g., after 2008) (Harding & Mackenzie, 2014), in-
cluding the high levels of unemployment during the COVID-
19 pandemic in 2020.

Then, what are human resource managers to do? We offer
three suggestions. First, human resource managers should
consider emphasizing specific and measurable employee
goals, which can be evaluated objectively based on job con-
tributions to avoid the appearance of impropriety, especially
among supervisor-subordinate dyads who do not share some
important values. Second, having superordinate goals (de-
fined as goals that both parties can agree upon) at the organi-
zational level will help to reduce tensions between parties who
would otherwise clash (Sherif et al., 1961). In this case, su-
perordinate goals could be quarterly goals set by the company
overall or the division in which the supervisor and subordinate
dyad works. Being able to focus on those performance goals
for the good of the organization should allow them to put aside
their individual value differences and do what is best for the
organization. Third, human resource managers could provide
mediation and/or offer regular training for groups on conflict
resolution and emotional intelligence to help people resolve
value conflicts in a diplomatic way once tensions surface. It is
especially important to avoid letting disagreements turn into
personal/emotional conflicts, because those are the most dam-
aging (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003), and often the relation-
ships cannot be salvaged when they reach that point. If these
value differences are properly managed and even welcomed,
we propose that employees will experience less rather than
more strain and may instead experience more elaboration of
task-relevant information with their supervisors (Van
Knippenberg et al., 2004). Although many jobs do not have
specific, measurable goals, and employees sometimes learn to
game goals that exist, these suggestions present a starting
point and a few interventions that organizations may use to

avoid the problems associated with supervisor-subordinate
value incongruence.

Moreover, the results presented in our figure imply that
there are ranges of (in)congruence where levels of employee
strain will be low to moderate. When the absolute difference
between supervisor power distance and subordinate power
distance is within the middle part of Fig. 1, employee job
strain (average = 2.524) will be lower than otherwise (average
= 2.921) (difference = −.396, t = 2.282, p < 0.05). Employees’
strain is low when their power distance values are congruent
with those of their supervisor, but strain is at least moderate
when the amount of incongruence between them is also mod-
erate. This implies that moderate levels of value differences
between supervisor and subordinates are manageable.

Limitations and Future Research

Our study has several limitations. First, the data were collected
fromworking graduate students in the USA. The USA is a low
power distance country, where one could naturally expect to
see fewer high supervisor power distance orientation–low
subordinate power distance orientation dyads. Consequently,
this may limit the generalizability of our study, particularly for
settings in high power distance orientation societies.
Nevertheless, sampling in a low power distance setting could
reduce variance in our sample and make it more difficult to
detect effects, suggesting that our study represents a conser-
vative test (Zhang et al., 2012). In addition, research compar-
ing country-level differences on the influence of power dis-
tance orientation and work outcomes in China and the USA
did not find support for country-level effects influencing the
individual-level power distance orientation construct
(Kirkman et al., 2009; Schaubroeck et al., 2007).
Nonetheless, casting a broader net to test the relationship be-
tween country- and individual-level power distance may be
fruitful for future research, particularly in contexts such as
South America and Central and Eastern Europe where other
cultural factors may emerge. Along these lines, we acknowl-
edge that the working university students in our US popula-
tion reflects more of a “white collar” sample and may not be
generalizable to a “blue collar” setting. Future research should
explore power distance (in)congruence effects among partici-
pants not only in a different national culture but also in a blue
collar setting.

Second, we sampled a specific time frame to best capture
dyads and avoid attrition. This leaves unanswered questions
about the sequential effects of dyad value incongruence and
dyad changes over time (Boon&Biron, 2016). For instance, if
a person moves from an incongruent supervisor-subordinate
dyad relationship to a congruent dyad relationship, do work
outcomes and strain change? In addition, our sampling time
frame makes it difficult to establish causality. Our study
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design collecting a survey from both subordinates and super-
visors is a recommended way to reduce common method var-
iance concerns (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Nonetheless, temporal
ordering between the independent and dependent variables
would best be established by administering surveys at multi-
ple points in time. Future research could examine causality by
following subordinates and supervisors over time.

Third, this study focused on value orientation rather than
behavioral manifestation of supervisor and subordinate power
distance orientation. To be certain, an individual’s power dis-
tance orientation may represent a durable behavioral tenden-
cy, but we recognize that, while value orientation is a strong
proxy for behavior, actual behavior would be a preferred pre-
dictor of work outcomes. In particular, we utilized a self-
reported measure of power distance orientation. As such, re-
ciprocal reporting may be beneficial where the supervisor
rates the subordinate and vice versa (Zhang et al., 2012).
Agreement on power distance congruence in the dyad may
offer an interesting route for future studies.

Fourth, future research may build upon our findings
by examining whether job performance may suffer in
high power distance cultures because subordinates do
not want to contradict the opinions of their supervisors.
Our sample is from the USA, which is relatively low on
power distance. Future research may assess how inno-
vative ideas from those lower in the organizational hi-
erarchy can surface in high power distance countries
without violating social norms. For example, Daniels
and Greguras (2014) suggested that presenting ideas
through anonymous forums may be effective in high
power distance settings. Also, future research can inves-
tigate how human resource practices (e.g., having high-
level managers withhold judgment until their subordi-
nates have presented their ideas, or encouraging friendly
competition between subordinate groups for innovative
ideas which managers then judge after presentation are
delivered) may facilitate job performance in settings
where power distance orientation is high (Daniels &
Greguras, 2014). Setting norms that encourage innova-
tion while honoring social norms would be ideal for
organizations in high power distance countries.

Fifth, while we measure job performance, we do not
measure other more discretionary types of performances
like organizational citizenship behavior. Role theory dif-
ferentiates between prescribed and discretionary roles
(Katz & Kahn, 1966). In this study, we did not measure
discretionary role performance. Research shows that
there is only a small relationship between task and con-
textual performance; so, it makes sense to treat them
and study them individually (Motowidlo & Van
Scotter, 1994). The organizational justice meta-analysis
conducted by Colquitt et al. (2001) found small- to
medium-sized positive effects between being treated

fair ly and organizat ional ci t izenship behavior .
Therefore, we would predict that the effects of our
supervisor-subordinate incongruence dynamics will be
the same or stronger when impacting discretionary be-
havior, because citizenship behavior could be the first
action disgruntled employees jettison. However, this is
speculation on our part, and future research should em-
pirically test whether the results of this study generalize
to discretionary forms of employee behavior.

Finally, we believe a longitudinal design might capture the
dynamics mentioned above. Furthermore, it could be certain
subordinate attributes that contribute to more power distance
congruence. For example, does a supervisor exposed to a de-
partment of extraverted employees begin to shift his/her per-
ceptions of power distance orientation over time to one which
is lower such that an open door policy is adopted? Such a
departmental contextual factor, such as leading a group of
10 to 12 extraverted employees, could influence the nature
of power distance orientation congruence at the dyadic level.
In sum, it is quite possible that both supervisor and subordi-
nate attributes can influence the other party’s power distance
orientation over time. The static nature of the present study
was not able to account for such influences; therefore, we
recommend that future research delve deeper into such
possibilities.

Conclusion

In the current study, we identify the potential intervening role
of strain in the relationship between supervisor-subordinate
power distance orientation incongruence and subordinate job
performance. We suggest that a critical (yet understudied)
element of this relationship in predicting strain and job perfor-
mance is the (in)congruence in values between the subordi-
nate and the supervisor, not just the subordinate or the super-
visor values alone. From a practical standpoint, it is not real-
istic for a supervisor to hire only employees who are congru-
ent with their power distance orientation because, often times,
neither the supervisor nor subordinate really knows the other
party’s values prior to the start of the employment relation-
ship. It is more feasible for an organization to move an em-
ployee to a department where there is better fit between him or
her and the new supervisor, as this might go a long way in
reducing strain, thereby contributing positively to job perfor-
mance. Our recommendation is that awareness of power dis-
tance orientation dynamics is understood from the standpoint
of the subordinate, the supervisor, and the company. Such
recognition of power distance orientation dynamics can create
an environment where employees are supervised by the most
appropriate manager and can better contribute to the organi-
zation’s success.
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