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Too Much of a Bad Thing? The Curvilinear Relationship between Technostress and 

Interpersonal Deviance 

Abstract 

Due to the ubiquitous nature of information and communication technology (ICT) in 

organizations today, individuals often experience technostress, or stress related to using ICT at 

work. Recent research has detailed a robust and persistent positive relationship between 

technostress and subsequent negative outcomes. However, previous research assumes that those 

relationships are linear, with high levels of technostress resulting in increasingly negative 

outcomes. However, there are theoretical and practical reasons to question whether the 

assumption of linearity holds true for all levels of technostress. In this investigation, we explore 

the relationship between technostress and one of the many potential behavioral manifestations of 

technostress, increased interpersonal deviance. Our analyses suggest that the relationship may 

best be represented as curvilinear. We conclude by highlighting the implications for both theory 

and practice.  

Keywords: Technostress; Interpersonal Deviance; Nonlinear.  
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Too Much of a Bad Thing? The Curvilinear Relationship between Technostress and 

Interpersonal Deviance 

Information and communication technologies (ICT) are ubiquitous in the workplace. In 

fact, ICT communication at work, through multiple channels, is increasingly pervasive and 

inescapable (Gadeyne et al., 2018; Hislop et al., 2015; Kossek, 2016; Park et al., 2018). The 

good news is that ICT has the potential to increase productivity and performance (Becker et al., 

2022; Cavazotte, et al., 2014); the not-so-good news is that ICT use has been identified as a 

significant workplace stressor (Day et al., 2010; La Torre et al., 2020). As such, ICT is often 

characterized as a double-edged sword (Diaz, et al., 2011) with “dark side” implications 

(Salanova et al., 2014; Tarafdar et al., 2011) because ICT use has negative effects in the 

workplace and spillover effects in the non-work environment (Chesley, 2005; Day et al., 2010; 

Gadeyne et al., 2018; Hislop et al., 2015). The strain of ICT stress manifests in psychological, 

physiological, and behavioral domains (Chesley, 2005; Day et al., 2010; Ďuranová, & Ohly, 

2016; Salanova et al., 2014). Of particular concern in the workplace, stress from ICT use has the 

potential to result in immediate negative behavioral interactions between organizational members 

leading to potential conflict and organizational dysfunction. This research seeks to illuminate the 

relationship between ICT stress and one such potential consequence, interpersonal deviance. 

Stress associated with ICT use is often referred to as technostress (Fuglseth & Sorebo, 

2014). Technostress is defined as the mental stress that employees experience from using ICT on 

the job (Weil & Rosen, 1997). Research on technostress has found it to be associated with 

important work-related outcomes including decreased job performance (e.g., Tarafdar et al., 

2007; Tarafdar et al., 2015) increased burnout (Tu et al., 2005), end-user dissatisfaction 

(Tarafdar & Tu, 2010), and dissatisfaction with ICT (Fuglseth & Sorebo, 2014). The general 
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assumption regarding technostress, however, is that as technostress increases, bad things caused 

by technostress (e.g., lower job performance, burnout, dissatisfaction) increase commensurately. 

This assumption of linearity may adequately describe those relationships, but such a proposition 

(linearity) has not been adequately tested for most/all variables under study.  The implications of 

linearity (or non-linearity) are important both theoretically and practically.  If the assumption of 

linearity does not hold, the theory which underlies the extant research may need revision. And if 

the assumption of linearity does not hold, the implications for managerial practice might suggest 

additional/contradictory interventions. We believe that such possibilities are worth investigating. 

The goals of this research are straightforward: 1) to investigate the nature of the 

relationship between technostress and (interpersonal) deviance; 2) to suggest new theoretical 

support for a different proposed relationship; and 3) to provide useful recommendations for 

researchers and practitioners in light of our findings. As such, we seek to extend theory and 

practice with regard to the management of technostress in organizations. 

Theoretical Background 

Technostress 

 The nature of the stress-strain relationship is a familiar body of inquiry for organizational 

researchers. Lazarus (1991) long ago suggested that people monitor and appraise events in the 

environment and that certain events perceived to be threats to well-being are job stressors that 

induce negative emotional reactions (Spector & Jex, 1998). Affective events theory (AET) 

(Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) and cognitive appraisal theories (Lazarus, 1991; Scherer, 2001) 

provide useful theoretical frameworks to assess the relevance and potential impacts of ICT-

related events. Both theories start with an individual’s cognitive appraisal of an event. In the 

initial appraisal, a person detects whether an event is relevant (and congruent) to his or her goals, 
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and subsequently evaluates whether the event is beneficial or harmful (Lazarus, 1991; Scherer, 

2001). Furthermore, the affective state elicited by the appraisal of an event is related to 

subsequent attitudes and behaviors (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Weiss and Cropanzano’s 

(1996) AET suggests that particular events in a person’s work life can precipitate a range of 

emotions and subsequent emotionally driven behaviors.  

Advances in information tools and technologies in the workplace do not seem to be 

slowing.  As such, keeping up with these advances has become a significant source of stress for 

organizational participants (Brown et al., 2014; Reinke et al., 2016). Employees report 

challenges coping with, and adapting to, ICT in the workplace (Tarafdar et al., 2011). Tarafdar 

Tu, and Ragu-Nathan (2010) defined technostress as “stress caused by an inability to cope with 

the demands of organizational computer usage” (pg. 304). Some examples of technostress are 

stress resulting from constant connectivity, frequent system upgrades, the necessity and constant 

need for relearning, job-related insecurities due to ICT, information overload, multitasking, and 

emerging platforms and systems. Not surprisingly, previous research on technostress has found it 

to be associated with a number of negative outcomes including decreased job performance, 

dissatisfaction with ICT, and higher levels of job burnout (e.g., Fuglseth & Sorebo, 2014; 

Tarafdar et al., 2007; Tarafdar et al., 2015; Tarafdar et al., 2010; Tu et al., 2005). 

Strain is a manifestation of the job stress process and can be psychological (e.g., job 

dissatisfaction), physical (e.g., physiological changes such as increased blood pressure), or 

behavioral (e.g., withdrawal from work). Deviance (either organizational or interpersonal) is a 

specific manifestation of behavioral strain and, as such, interpersonal deviance is the focus of our 

investigation. 

Interpersonal Deviance 
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 Lim, Cortina, and Magley (2008) found that workplace stressors subsequently produced 

negative emotions in employees. This stressor-emotion relationship is common in investigations 

of counterproductive work behaviors (CWB) (Eissa et al., 2019; Spector & Fox, 2005). Bennett 

and Robinson (2000) noted that expressive motives often underlie and drive negative (deviant) 

workplace behavior. Workplace deviance (Bennett et al., 2019; Robinson & Bennett, 1995) has 

been described as voluntary behavior that violates organizational norms. Examples of deviant 

behavior include theft, fraud, vandalism, sabotage, verbal abuse, illicit drug use, sexual 

harassment, physical abuse, and voluntary absenteeism, among others (Bennett & Robinson, 

2000; Harper, 1990). Deviance can be directed toward the organization (e.g., theft, fraud) or 

toward organizational participants (e.g., interpersonal deviance) (Berry et al., 2007; Mackey et 

al., 2021). While organizational deviance can be costly to organizations (Duffy, 2012; Michalak 

et al., 2018), the insidious nature of interpersonal deviance makes it especially pernicious and 

impactful to interpersonal workplace relationships and individual participant well-being 

(Michalak et al., 2018). In this research, we were interested in understanding the relationship 

between the stressor ICT use and subsequent interpersonal deviance (Ferguson & Barry, 2011). 

 Interpersonal deviance, which Robinson and Bennett (1995) describe as deviance 

directed at another member of the organization, includes both direct contact (e.g., bullying, 

yelling) and behaviors targeted to others in indirect ways (e.g., spreading rumors) (Mackey et al., 

2021). The prevailing view of interpersonal deviance is that it is a negative reaction to some 

antecedent condition or experience. In this research, we use the incidence of technostress to posit 

a relationship between the two variables. More specifically, we offer the following research 

hypothesis to guide our analysis. 

 Hypothesis 1: Technostress is positively related to interpersonal deviance. 
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Theoretical Support for the Relationship  

Mackey et al. (2021) examined many different theoretical frameworks to explain the 

incidence of organizational and interpersonal deviance, including affective events theory, the 

transaction theory of stress, social learning theory, and various personality theories. They came 

away concerned about the different and sometimes competing theoretical support for deviant 

responses.  However, they did clarify that the relationship between affect, the transactional 

nature of stress, and the incidence of deviance, was robust.  However, knowing that stressors and 

deviance behaviors are related does not tell us how they are related.  For additional insight into 

the nature of the relationship, we consulted Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 

1989; 2001).  

COR (Hobfoll, 1989) suggests that individuals are motivated to protect and build their 

resources, and that when resource loss occurs, negative outcomes result.  Resources are defined 

as conditions, personal characteristics, objects, and energies that assist people in meeting work 

and life goals.  The threat or actual loss of these resources is thought to significantly explain 

stress-strain reactions.  We theorize that the stress associated with ICT use necessitates a 

deployment of resources in the form of emotional labor, which is energy intensive (Valle et al., 

2020).  As resources are deployed to manage emotional reactions to ICT stressors, a resource 

loss may occur, creating a downward spiral of resource depletion. At some point, we believe that 

individuals experience a “break” or discontinuation in the continuous response pattern. In other 

words, the response to ICT stress may not follow a linear path. 

In a slight modification of the “too much of a good thing” (TMGT) effect (Pierce & 

Aguinis, 2013), we submit that while ICT stressors may be positively related to interpersonal 

deviance generally, this relationship may be nonlinear. We suggest that interpersonal deviance 
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increases linearly with the incidence of ICT stress up to a point. At that point, we believe that the 

individual’s resources are so depleted that a dramatic escalation in interpersonal deviance occurs 

(“too much of a bad thing”). In the words of Pierce and Aguinis (2013) “due to the TMGT effect, 

all seemingly monotonic positive relations reach context-specific inflection points after which 

the relations turn asymptotic … resulting in an overall pattern of curvilinearity (p. 313). 

Therefore, we posit the following with regard to the relationship between technostress and 

interpersonal deviance: 

Hypothesis 2: Technostress is exponentially related to interpersonal deviance. 

Method 

Sample and Procedure 

We utilized a chain-referral sampling methodology to gather our data (Hochwarter, 

2014). Chain-referral sampling (or “snowball” sampling) is often used to gather data in hidden 

populations which are difficult for researchers to access. Given that this research was conducted 

during a world-wide pandemic, it was not possible for the research team to survey respondents in 

person. Previous studies have shown that chain-referral sampling has similar results to other 

survey data collection methods (Wheeler et al., 2013). Additionally, using subjects from a 

variety of organizations increases the generalizability of our results (Hochwarter, 2014). Using 

students who attended a university in the Western part of North America as recruiters, each 

student was given the opportunity to recruit three working individuals who all met the criteria for 

the study (e.g., working fulltime hours, a minimum age). Students who had respondents complete 

the study received extra credit in the course. There were manipulation/attention checks (e.g., 

“Respond strongly disagree to this question”) built into the survey. 
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We cleaned the data to remove responses for those individuals who failed our attention 

checks.  We also removed respondents who did not meet our inclusion criteria (e.g., greater than 

18 years of age, working 35 or more hours per week). This resulted in a usable sample of 652 

respondents. Participants represented a wide variety of organizations, public and private, large 

and small.  Sample age averaged 41.88 years and was 56% female.  Respondents worked on 

average 41.5 hours each week and had been with their organization a little over 9 years (average 

9.07). 

Measures 

Technostress.  Technostress was measured with the 20-item scale from Ragu-Nathan, 

Tarafdar, Ragu-Nathan, & Tu (2008). The Cronbach alpha internal consistency estimate for this 

scale was 0.88. A sample item was “I am forced by Information Communication Technology to 

do more work than I can handle.” Scale anchors ranged from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 

(“strongly agree”).  

Interpersonal Deviance.  Interpersonal deviance was measured with the 7-item scale from 

Bennett and Robinson (2000). The Cronbach alpha internal consistency estimate for this scale 

was 0.89. Respondents were prompted with the question “How often do you engage in the 

following behaviors using a form of technology.” A sample item from the scale was “Say 

something hurtful to someone at work”. Scale anchors ranged from 1 (“never”) to 5 (“every 

day”).  

Data Analysis and Results 

We used SPSS 27 to analyze the data. Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and 

intercorrelations between the study variables. As can be seen, the correlation between 
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technostress and deviance was 0.20. This shows that these variables were significantly related, 

but only at a moderate level. 

------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

-------------------------- 

Table 2 provides the results of our hierarchical regression analysis. The hierarchical 

regression analyses involved two steps. In the first step, the linear technostress term was entered, 

and in the second step, the squared technostress term was entered. As can be seen in Table 2, the 

first step revealed that the linear technostress term was significantly related (B = .20, p<.01) to 

interpersonal deviance. In the second step in Table 2, the squared technostress term was 

significantly related (B = 0.84, p<.01) to interpersonal deviance. These results indicate that 

although technostress was linearly related to interpersonal deviance, the best depiction of these 

results was actually curvilinear. To understand the exact nature of the association between 

technostress and interpersonal deviance, we graphed the regression output between these 

variables. This graph is shown in Figure 1 and shows that, generally, the relationship between 

technostress and deviance is positive. Surprisingly, at the lowest levels of technostress, the 

relationship with deviance is slightly negative up to an inflection point. The inflection point 

happens when the technostress value is 1.97 (which is slightly below the mean in our study). As 

technostress values increase above 1.97, the association between technostress and deviance is 

strongly positive. These results point to the fact that minimal amounts of technostress are not bad 

and are not associated with higher deviance. However, as technostress increases, the deviance 

that comes with higher and higher and levels of technostress increases in a non-linear fashion. 
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------------------------- 

Insert Table 2 about here 

-------------------------- 

------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

-------------------------- 

Discussion 

This research provides an empirical investigation of the relationship between technostress 

and interpersonal deviance.  More specifically, we examined the nature of the relationship 

between the study variables to determine whether the assumption of linearity was valid. Our 

sample consisted of full-time employees working in a range of industries across a wide 

geographic area, in both front-line and managerial positions. 

The empirical results support our model and hypotheses.  We hypothesized that 

technostress would be positively related to the incidence of interpersonal deviance. That 

hypothesis was supported.  We also hypothesized that the true nature of the relationship would 

best be described as curvilinear.  Hypothesis 2 was also supported.  These results suggest that the 

experience of technostress causes negative affect resulting in increased interpersonal deviance, 

however, the nature of the deviance is such that as technostress increases beyond the individual’s 

ability to cope with it, a “break” occurs that accelerates the incidence of interpersonal deviance 

behaviors. As COR theory would predict, ICT use causes stress that eventually leads to a 

significant loss of coping resources. Further, it appears as though technostress is low-moderate in 
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most situations, and results in limited incidents of interpersonal deviance. However, when 

technostress approaches higher levels, interpersonal deviance increases exponentially.   

Practical Implications 

 Our results indicate that the relationship between technostress and interpersonal deviance 

is not linear. In fact, at lower levels of technostress, interpersonal deviance decreases slightly.  

This may be due to the performance enhancing effects associated with some types of 

environmental stressors, or what Tarafdar, Cooper, and Stich (2019) refer to in the case of ICT 

use as “techno‐eustress.”  Environmental stressors may activate attention and focus at lower 

levels, thus contributing to enhanced performance. However, at higher levels of technostress, 

there is a clear acceleration of the incidence of interpersonal deviance. It is as if some type of 

“break” has occurred where an individual has put up with technostress to a point where 

functional adaptation and coping can no longer occur. At that point, the individual has 

experienced “too much of a bad thing” and lashes out in inappropriate ways. 

 The primary implication of this analysis suggests that managers shouldn’t be quick to 

lessen or remove all technostress from the workplace. Some technostress may be helpful if it 

causes individuals to respond by learning new technologies, improving workflows, and 

enhancing organizational performance (Becker et al, 2022). A little stress can be a good thing. At 

higher levels of technostress, however, managers should be attuned to indications that 

individuals have exceeded their abilities to cope. Behavioral changes are most easily witnessed, 

and managers can address interpersonal deviance when it first rears its head. This may 

ameliorate the negative consequences of more severe forms of deviance, both personal and 

organizational, if caught in time. Concomitant with deviance behaviors, it is likely that 

individuals suffering from technostress are experiencing significant affective consequences, such 
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as mood changes, frustration and anger, whether exhibited or not. As such, managers may be in a 

better position to counsel affected individuals or provide the training and support necessary to 

deal with the technology (and technostress). 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

 Although there are strengths and contributions from this study, there are also limitations 

that must be acknowledged. One limitation is that our data were collected from the same source. 

Our moderate correlations provide evidence that common source variance was not a huge factor 

in results (Malhotra et al., 2006), but data from multiple sources would have allowed us to better 

gauge the incidence of interpersonal deviance. A final limitation is that although our findings 

revealed that the relationship between our study variables was curvilinear, other unspecified 

factors may affect this bi-variate relationship. 

 Directions for future research include explorations of other variables which might impact 

the technostress-deviance relationship, and more comprehensive structural models of the entire 

nomological network of technostress and outcomes. It may be that other consequences of 

technostress exhibit this curvilinear relationship. It might also be helpful to better understand the 

mechanisms which direct the perceived “break” in the magnitude of the behavioral response to 

an environmental stressor.  Do other stress-strain relationships exhibit linear relationships with 

outcomes? Or is technostress unique? 

 In conclusion, we hope that this research sheds light on the true nature of the relationship 

between technostress and interpersonal deviance.  ICT use is ubiquitous in organizations, as is 

the stress associated with dealing with technology. If managers (and individuals) can address the 

sources and consequences of technostress earlier or more effectively, we may see a decrease in 
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the overall negative impacts of technostress (Becker et al., 2022). We might also save some 

important and critical relationships between co-workers in organizations.    
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Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations between the Variables in this Study 

Variable Mean SD 1. 2. 

1. Technostress 2.57 0.58 -  

2. Deviance 1.21 0.42 .20** - 

N=652, ** p<.01 
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Table 2 

Hierarchical Regression Results Predicting Deviance 

 Step 1 Step 2 

Technostress .20** -.63** 

Technostress Squared  .84** 

N=652, ** p<.01 
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Figure 1 

Plot of Technostress and Deviance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


