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Abstract

Purpose — We explored the effect of the interplay between dysfunctional cognition (DC) and social support (SS)
on conflict and psychological safety as antecedents of teachers’ counterproductive work behaviors (CWB).
Design/methodology/approach — We used multilevel analysis to test in a sample of 3,689 teachers nested at 331
Romanian schools the association between DC and work climate described by conflict and psychological safety
and the extent to which these dimensions drive engagement in counterproductive work behaviors CWB.
Findings — Social support alleviates the positive association between DC and conflict and attenuates the
deleterious consequences of DC for psychological safety. Social support also alleviates the association between
DC and CWB, and perceptions of a conflictual work climate lacking psychological safety explain the
association between DC and CWB.

Research limitations/implications — The results have important implications for educational administrators
and managers, emphasizing anew the critical importance of social support at work for preventing the deleterious
consequences of DC.

Originality/value — Our results highlight the aggregated, school-level effects of dysfunctional cognition and
open venues for future research on the impact of dysfunctional cognition within schools.

Keywords Early maladaptive cognitive schema, Social support, Conflict, Counterproductive work behaviors,
Psychological safety

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

Early maladaptive cognitive schemas develop from altered relationships with significant
others (parents or close family members) during early development and persist throughout life,
shaping how individuals interpret social cues and make sense of their interpersonal
relationships at work and in their daily life (Baldwin, 1992; Young, 1998). Extensive research
supported the positive associations between early maladaptive schemas (EMS) and
personality pathology (e.g. Blissett et al., 2006; Bach, Lee, Mortensen, & Simonsen, 2016;
Jovev & Jackson, 2004) with dysfunctional cognitions (DC) mediating the complex
relationship between childhood adversities and the development of personality disorders
(Carr & Franbaldwcis, 2010; Thimm, 2010). Meanwhile, the literature devotes comparatively

© Arcadius Florin Muntean, Petru Lucian Curseu, Mihai Tucaliuc and Nicoleta Iulia Olar. Published in
Central European Management Journal. Published by Emerald Publishing Limited. This article is
published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) license. Anyone may reproduce,
distribute, translate and create derivative works of this article (for both commercial and non-commercial
purposes), subject to full attribution to the original publication and authors. The full terms of this license
may be seen at http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode

Authors would like to thank $coala Increderii, Cluj-Napoca, Romania, for the financial and logistical
support in collecting the data for this research.

Funding: This work was supported by $coala Increderii, Cluj-Napoca, Romania.

Central European
Management
Journal

187

Received 9 May 2024
Revised 3 March 2025
Accepted 6 May 2025

.

Central European Management Journal
Vol. 34 No. 2, 2026

pp. 187-206

Emerald Publishing Limited

e-ISSN: 2658-2430

p-ISSN: 2658-0845

DOI 10.1108/CEMJ-05-2024-0155


http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode
https://doi.org/10.1108/CEMJ-05-2024-0155

CEMJ
34,2

188

little attention to understanding the role of dysfunctional cognition in organizations, in
particular, within schools. Few studies to date have explored the impact of maladaptive
cognitive schemas on career choices, work outcomes, occupational stress, and dysfunctional
interpersonal relations at work (Bamber, 2006; Ragins & Verbos, 2017; Scholtes, Trif, &
Curseu, 2024). Moreover, various authors have reported on the effectiveness of schema-
focused intervention approaches to address work dysfunctions and alleviate the role of
maladaptive schemas on perpetuating patterns of behavior leading to conflict, stress, and
compromised well-being (Young, Klosko, & Weishaar, 2003; Bamber, 2006; Bach et al.,
2016). Such intervention approaches show the critical role of dysfunctional cognition as an
antecedent of maladaptive behaviors and outcomes at work. At the same time, they emphasize
the role of social support as a buffering mechanism that could alleviate such deleterious
implications of dysfunctional cognitive schema at work.

Understanding how teachers’ maladaptive schemas shape their experience of work conflict
and psychological safety is thus crucial for promoting a healthy and productive school
environment since a positive environment improves student performance (Freiberg, 1998),
reduces students’ maladaptive behaviors (McEvoy & Welker, 2000), and cultivates student
engagement (Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011). Thus, we built on the argument that
teachers’ DC acts as a filter for incoming social information (Rumelhart, 1984; Baldwin, 1992)
and leads to biased perceptions of their relational climate at work (intragroup conflict or
psychological safety). Moreover, DC amplifies attributions of ill intent in interpersonal
interactions, triggers distressing emotions, and drives dysfunctional behaviors that lead to
difficulties in interpersonal relationships (Jacob & Arntz, 2013) and maladaptive coping
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Thus, we argue DC will trigger counterproductive work
behaviors (CWB). Past research has shown the strong link between interpersonal conflict and
CWB (Berry, Carpenter, & Barrat, 2012) and the impact of the work climate on employee
behaviors (Schminke, Arnaud, & Kuenzi, 2007), especially the role of psychological safety as
an antecedent of ethical organizational cultures (Blom & Curseu, 2024).

Furthermore, according to the job demand-resources model (Bakker, Demerouti, &
Sanz—Vergel, 2014), social support is a job resource negatively associated with task conflict,
relationship conflict, and CWB but positively associated with psychological safety. In line
with the results showing that social support fosters social and psychological well-being at
work (Telecan, Curseu, & Rus, 2024), we argue that social support is a positive buffer against
work demands (Jolly, Kong, & Kim, 2021). We aimed to explore the extent to which social
support at work mitigates the adverse effects of dysfunctional cognition by reducing its
positive association with (1) task conflict, (2) relationship conflict, and (3) counterproductive
work behaviors. Moreover, we aimed to test if social support alleviates the negative
association between dysfunctional cognition and psychological safety. Our article presents one
of the first empirical attempts to test the important role of teachers’ dysfunctional cognition
within schools, providing new insights and practical implications.

Dysfunctional schema and work-related outcomes

General knowledge is represented in the human cognitive system as cognitive schemas,
generic structures that integrate information, scenarios, and affective evaluations about
ourselves, others, and events in the world around us (Rumelhart, 1984). Such cognitive
schemas form early in life and shape human perception and experiences, as well as how
incoming information is decoded, stored, and processed (Young et al., 2003). Interpersonal
relations with the immediate family shape the emergence of social cognitive schema during
early childhood, and DC emerges when basic safety and support needs are not met.
Consequently, the healthy development of the individual alters, and the individual maintains
these schemas throughout life, which generates distorted interpretations of new experiences
and events (Young et al., 2003). Such dysfunctional cognitive schema impacts interactions at
work, particularly the emergence of interpersonal conflict.



How teachers make sense of work-related events, including social interaction, heavily relies
on their cognitive schemas. Meanwhile, humans also process and organize novel incoming
information to be congruent with existing cognitive schema (Baldwin, 1992). Furthermore, DC
acts as a cognitive filter, biasing interpretations of events and fostering misinterpretations in
interpersonal interactions, often resulting in distorted attitudes towards colleagues and
unrealistic expectations in work relations (Akhtarinejad, Keshavarz, Moradianvand, &
Namjoo, 2023). Dysfunctional cognition also filters incoming information at work and
employees holding such schema often make biased interpretations of the intentions and actions
of their colleagues (Hodgkinson & Healey, 2008). Thus, we argue that dysfunctional cognitive
schemas shape the processing of task-related as well as relational information at work.

While performing their tasks, teachers can engage in disagreements related to the task
(when they express different viewpoints regarding the task to be completed or the procedures
to be followed, Jehn, 1995). They can also experience interpersonal incompatibilities that
emerge during conversations and interpersonal interactions at work. Such tasks and
relationship conflicts are an inherent part of the job (Pondy, 1992), and one can experience
them in all work settings, which has a clear impact on performance and other work-related
outcomes (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). Interpersonal conflicts are threatening interpersonal
events (Pluut & Curseu, 2013), and teachers can interpret disagreements as personal attacks.
Moreover, DC is likely to amplify the threatening nature of such disagreements, and we expect
that teachers holding dysfunctional cognitive schemas are more suspicious of the incoming
information, tend to assign malevolent intentions to the actions of their colleagues, and due to
such biased interpretations, they are likely to perceive more conflictual relations at work. For
example, a dysfunctional schema rooted in distrust might lead a teacher to perceive a
colleague’s differing opinion as a sign of betrayal or lack of support rather than a valid
perspective that is worthy of consideration (Mayo, 2019). Such mistrust-driven interpretations
distort perceptions of interpersonal relations, amplify conflict when colleagues’ intentions
may not be conflictual, and ultimately impede constructive dialogue and collaboration. We
expect that teachers with dysfunctional cognitions will also perceive more conflict in both
task-oriented discussions and interpersonal dynamics among teachers.

HI. Dysfunctional cognition has a positive association with task and relationship conflict.

Psychological safety represents a shared belief among individuals regarding the safety of
engaging in interpersonal risk-taking (Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson, Dillon, & Roloff,
2007; Edmondson & Lei, 2014). A climate of psychological safety enables employees to
exhibit behaviors such as open communication, voice their work-related and relational
concerns, and seek feedback and interpersonal actions that involve various degrees of
relational risks as they expose teachers to being evaluated by their peers (Pearsall & Ellis,
2011). We expect that dysfunctional cognition would lead to distorted perceptions of
interpersonal risk related to such work events. Consequently, we expect that dysfunctional
cognition would reduce the perception of psychological safety at work.

Teachers high in dysfunctional cognition might perceive the workplace as more threatening
and may hesitate to engage in open communication or take interpersonal risks, fearing potential
negative consequences (Young et al., 2003). Individuals holding schemas tied to rejection tend to
experience elevated social marginalization in their adult interactions, especially in situations
where environmental cues lack clarity or are ambiguous (Baldwin & Meunier, 1999; Koch, 2002).
Newman, Donohue, and Eva (2017) outline important antecedents of psychological safety, such as
harmonious prior interaction, team familiarity, and trust. However, the literature to date has not
explicitly investigated the role of dysfunctional cognition as an antecedent of psychological safety.
As we have argued before, dysfunctional cognition can bias interpersonal perceptions and
accentuate the perception of the work climate as unsafe and potentially threatening. Once distrust
schemas are activated, even neutral social stimuli might be perceived and interpreted with
excessive scrutiny, inhibiting peer interaction and constructive feedback seeking and ultimately
leading to unsafe evaluations in relation to the work environment. Therefore, we hypothesized:
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H2. Dysfunctional cognition has a negative association with psychological safety.

Counterproductive work behaviors (CWB; Berry, Ones, & Sackett, 2007) are characterized as
any deliberate action realized by an organizational member that goes against the legitimate
interests and goals of the organization (Levine, 2010). These behaviors that sabotage or
contradict organizational norms are harmful to organizations and weaken both individual and
collective performance (Bennett & Robinson, 2000; Cohen, 2016). Research highlights the
crucial role of employees’ formal behaviors (Barksdale & Werner, 2001) and shows that
CWBs jeopardize organizational viability through misusing organizational resources,
engaging in destructive behaviors that work against organizational goals, and often
contributing to an unethical climate at work (Spector & Fox, 2002; Dunlop & Lee, 2004;
Kidwell & Kochanowski, 2005).

Researchers have considered CWB to be a retaliatory response or a maladaptive way of
coping with workplace stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Bowling & Eschleman, 2010).
Dysfunctional cognition may lead to biased perceptions of the work environment as
malevolent (Kumschick, Torchetti, Gasser, & Tettenborn, 2023) and could trigger retaliatory
actions against such an environment. For example, teachers can intentionally steal, threaten
students, act disrespectfully towards colleagues, or engage in sabotage as retaliation for
perceived maltreatment and abuse, using such dysfunctional behaviors as an emotion-focus
coping strategy, ultimately harming the organization (Kumschick et al., 2023).

Studies show that negative affectivity and the lack of self-control are positively related to
CWB (Mount, Ilies, & Johnson, 2006; Berry et al., 2007; Hershcovis et al., 2007). Given that
dysfunctional schema triggers distressing emotions and drives dysfunctional behaviors that lead
to difficulties in interpersonal relationships (Jacob & Armtz, 2013), we expected that
dysfunctional cognition would trigger CWB. Dysfunctional cognition encompasses cognitive
distortions that can bias interpretations and perceptions of workplace scenarios and interactions,
leading to behavioral tendencies aimed at retaliating against the perceived misuse and
maltreatment. These cognitive distortions amplify negative emotions, such as anger, frustration,
or hopelessness that could prompt actions like rule-bending, sabotaging, or displaying
aggression toward colleagues or students (Fox & Spector, 1999; Hershcovis et al., 2007).

Moreover, dysfunctional cognition distorts teachers’ comprehension of organizational
norms and expectations, potentially legitimizing certain counterproductive behaviors based on
inaccurate interpretations of work circumstances (Dodge, 1993; Barriga, Hawkins, &
Camelia, 2008; Kumschick et al., 2023). Such distorted perceptions bias decision-making,
thus prompting choices that undermine organizational goals and contribute to CWB. For
example, teachers with a dysfunctional schema linked with entitlement might assume that
some of the work rules do not apply to them, and those with a distrust schema might be
reluctant to share essential information about personal errors that affect organizational
performance (Young, 1998; Young et al., 2003):

H3. Dysfunctional cognition has a positive association with counterproductive work
behaviors.

Research to date highlights the substantial impact of an ethical work climate on dysfunctional
employee behaviors and outcomes, emphasizing its influence beyond unethical conduct to
encompass various forms of dysfunctional behavior, including theft and corruption (Schminke
et al., 2007; MacKenzie, Garavan, & Carbery, 2011). Psychological safety describes a
relational climate intertwined with the ethical organizational culture (Blom & Curseu, 2024) as
an integral aspect of the work environment that could alleviate engagement in
counterproductive work behaviors. In other words, we expected dysfunctional cognitions to
shape the team perception and organizational climate (intragroup conflict or psychological
safety) and thus have an indirect association with CWB.

Previous research showed that psychological safety is positively associated with ethical
organizational culture (Blom & Curseu, 2024). Therefore, psychological safety is a buffer



against unethical behaviors at work. A climate characterized by high psychological safety is
expected to reduce the likelihood of engaging in CWB as employees feel safe and appreciated
at work. On the other hand, in the context of a low psychological safety team, tensions between
members could escalate or be poorly addressed, leading to interpersonal conflicts and
perturbing the harmony of the work climate. A meta-analysis by Berry et al. (2012) reported a
mean correlation of 0.48 between interpersonal conflict and CWB; thus the likelihood of
diverse counterproductive work behaviors as a response to interpersonal conflicts is high.
Thus, we expected that psychological safety and perceived conflict would be mechanisms that
explain the association between dysfunctional cognition and CWB.

Dysfunctional cognition leads to biased perceptions of the relational climate at work, which
leads to retaliatory behavioral intentions against the organization (Van Fleet & Griffin, 2006).
Thus, both conflict arising from biased interpretations and reduced psychological safety
stemming from dysfunctional cognition serve as pathways through which dysfunctional
cognition impacts counterproductive work behaviors. Therefore, we hypothesized:

H4. Task conflict, relationship conflict, and psychological safety mediate the association
between dysfunctional cognition and counterproductive work behaviors.

The job demand-resources model (Bakker et al., 2014) posits that job resources can act as a
buffer against the deleterious effects of job demands on work-related outcomes. Among these
resources, social support emerges as a significant factor in alleviating stress and enhancing
motivation (Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999). Sakurai and Jex (2012) show that
supervisor-provided emotional or instrumental support buffers against incivility and
emphasizes the role of social support in attenuating negative workplace experiences.
Moreover, social support directly influences affect and well-being, providing a sense of self-
worth and increasing the effectiveness of coping strategies that reduce the detrimental impact
of work stressors (Grzesiak & Ulrych, 2024; Viswesvaran et al., 1999; Telecan et al., 2024).
Recent studies showed that teachers enacting high levels of organizational citizenship
behaviors (OCB) report lower levels of stress and burnout because of the protective role of
accumulated social capital (Muntean, Curseu, & Tucaliuc, 2022). We argue that instrumental,
emotional, and relational support are key factors in mitigating the deleterious influence of
dysfunctional thoughts on teachers’ work-related behaviors (Avanzi et al., 2018). Instrumental
support involves providing tangible resources to directly address job demands or indirectly
tackle the negative emotions triggered by negative work events. For teachers grappling with
dysfunctional thoughts, instrumental support may help with lesson planning, resource
allocation, or workload management (Viswesvaran et al., 1999; Muntean et al., 2022).
Teachers experiencing dysfunctional cognition struggle with negative emotions and
interpersonal challenges, experiencing occupational burnout (Huk, Terjesen, & Cherkasova,
2019). Emotional support reduces the negative interpretative tendencies associated with DC
and creates a positive atmosphere as teachers feel valued and acknowledged, ultimately
reducing their dysfunctional interpretation of the immediate work environment. Informational
support, involving providing general information to address specific demands, can buffer
dysfunctional cognition as well. Workplace challenges are easier for teachers to tackle when
they have relevant information and instrumental support to help them in problem-solving and
decision-making. Such a supportive work environment fosters a sense of security and
psychological safety, encouraging open communication, and collaboration.

Whether offered by supervisors, coworkers, family members, or community ties (French,
Dumani, Allen, & Shockley, 2018; Telecan et al., 2024; Grzesiak & Ulrych, 2024), we argue
that social support replenishes social capital and creates a safe work environment, mitigates
conflict, and is instrumental in reducing the tendency to engage in counterproductive work
behaviors. Positive relationships cultivated through social support mechanisms can instill a
sense of belonging and commitment to shared organizational goals (Avanzi et al., 2018;
Grzesiak & Ulrych, 2024) and thus reduce the likelihood of actions undermining such
organizational objectives. Relational support can also enforce responsibility and

Central European
Management
Journal

191




CEMJ
34,2

192

organizational loyalty, thereby reducing the tendency of counterproductive work behaviors.
A supportive organizational environment, nurtured through relationships with supervisors,
peers (Telecan et al., 2024; Grzesiak & Ulrych, 2024), or even administration (Russell,
Williams, & Gleason-Gomez, 2010) establishes a culture of trust and psychological safety,
creating a workplace that serves as a buffer against conflicts through the promotion of mutual
understanding and collaboration.

H5. Social support has a negative association with task conflict, relationship conflict, and
counterproductive work behaviors as well as a positive association with psychological
safety.

Social support is a safeguard against various work demands (Jolly et al., 2021; Telecan et al.,
2024; Grzesiak & Ulrych, 2024). We expected that it would create a work climate incongruent
with the dysfunctional cognitions. Such incongruence can alleviate the dysfunctional
interpretations of perceived work climate and CWB. When teachers receive support to address
job demands and manage work-related challenges, the impact of dysfunctional thoughts on
conflict is lessened due to the buffering roles of social support as a job resource (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007, 2014). Social support counteracts the harmful effects of dysfunctional
cognition, alleviating its role as an antecedent to perceived conflict in task-related situations.
Moreover, we expected that emotional and relational support from supervisors and peers
would alter the positive association between dysfunctional cognition and relationship conflict.
By fostering positive interpersonal relationships and a sense of belonging, social support acts
as a buffer against conflicts that may arise due to misinterpreted interpersonal intentions.
Teachers who feel emotionally supported and connected are better equipped to handle
relationship challenges (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker et al., 2014), thus minimizing the
deleterious effects of dysfunctional cognition as an antecedent of relationship conflicts.

We expect that social support (instrumental, emotional, and relational) would attenuate the
positive link between dysfunctional cognition and counterproductive work behaviors by
alleviating job stressors, which are an important factor in the emergence of counterproductive
work behaviors (Spector & Fox, 2002). The provision of necessary resources, emotional
understanding, and positive relational support decreases the likelihood of teachers engaging in
counterproductive behaviors. Social support can create a positive work environment that, on
the one hand, discourages actions undermining organizational objectives, and, on the other,
fosters the development of a sense of commitment to the organization (Schaufeli & Bakker,
2004). In a supportive school environment, teachers will be less inclined to behave in a way
that disrupts organizational functioning because teachers who experience support in various
forms, including emotional understanding and relational connections, might perceive the
climate as less threatening despite their dysfunctional thoughts.

H6. Social support at work buffers the detrimental effects of dysfunctional cognition, such
that it attenuates the positive association between dysfunctional cognition on the one
hand and (1) task conflict, (2) relationship conflict, and (3) counterproductive work
behaviors on the other. Moreover, (4) social support attenuates the negative
association between dysfunctional cognition and psychological safety.

Methods

Sample and procedure

We conducted an online survey targeting Romanian school teachers from various regions of
the country. The sample included 3,689 teachers (3,328 women) with an average age of 42.99
years old (SD = 9.64) distributed across 331 Romanian schools that participated in a broad
program focused on well-being at work and education quality. We asked the teachers to fill in a
survey that included items on social support, counterproductive work behaviors, dysfunctional
cognition, task and relationship conflict, and psychological safety. The vast majority of our



respondents are women and, this gender distribution mirrors the broader representation of
female teachers in the Romanian educational system, as reported by the National Institute of
Statistics (The Educational System in Romania, National Institute of Statistics, 2020; Muntean
et al., 2022; Tucaliuc, Curseu, Muntean, & Buzea, 2024). All participants were affiliated with
the public state school system, also dominantly representative of the Romanian educational
system. Our study used a cross-sectional design with an online survey distributed among
Romanian schools during the first four weeks at the beginning of the school year. Participation
was voluntary, responses were anonymous, participants could withdraw at any point during the
survey completion, and there were no incentives for survey completion. We conducted the
study in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the research protocol received the
approval of the Scientific Council of Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Romania.

We evaluated dysfunctional cognition with a selection of 25 items from the Romanian
adaptation of the Schema Questionnaire (Young, 1998; Curseu, Codoban, Sava, & Sima,
2000). Items covered five types of dysfunctional schema, namely mistrust (“I am quite
suspicious of other people’s motives”), hypercriticism (“I can never apologize for my
mistakes™), fear of failure (“I am incompetent when it comes to work achievements”), self-
discipline (“I have a very difficult time sacrificing immediate gratification or pleasure to
achieve a long-range goal”), and dependence (“My judgment cannot be counted on in
everyday situations”); (1 = “Completely disagree” to 5 = “Completely agree”). Similarly to
previous studies that evaluated irrational cognition in the general population (participants with
no psychopathology) (Lindner, Kirkby, Wertheim, & Birch, 1999; Scholtes et al., 2024), we
have aggregated the scores across the five dimensions to obtain a unique indicator of
dysfunctional cognition. We recorded answers on a five-point Likert scale (1 to 5), and
Cronbach’s alpha for the combined scale was 0.83, which stands for a good reliability of the
overall dysfunctional cognition scale.

We evaluated social support using six items that captured peer and supervisor support in
three domains, namely instrumental, emotional, and relational (conflict management) support.
We developed the items based on types of social support at work (instrumental, emotional,
relational) and integrated the source of social support (peers and supervisors) as presented in
Jolly et al. (2021). The six resulting items that combined the source and type of social support
were: “If I encounter tasks/emotional/conflict-related problems at work, I get support from my
colleagues/my supervisor” (1 = “Not at all” 7 = “Completely”). We recorded answers on a
seven-point Likert scale (1 to 7), and Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.92 showing a very
good scale reliability.

We evaluated psychological safety with four items selected and adapted to the school
context from the psychological safety scale validated by Edmondson (1999) and
extensively used in the literature to evaluate the extent to which the work environment
is safe for interpersonal risk-taking. To assess psychological safety at the organizational
level, we used the words “co-workers” rather than the word “team” originally used by
Edmondson. We recorded answers on a five-point Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to
5 = “strongly agree”), and Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.74 showing an acceptable
scale reliability.

We evaluated task and relationship conflict with two items formulated to capture the
disagreements related to the task and the interpersonal frictions experienced at work. The
item for task conflict was: “During work, teachers can engage in disagreements related to
the tasks they have to accomplish (ex. who does what). Please estimate the extent to which
you experienced such task-related disagreements at work in the past three weeks.”
(1 = “notatall; ” 5 = “every day”). The item for relationship conflict was: “During work,
teachers can experience interpersonal frictions, misunderstandings, and personality
clashes with other colleagues. Please, estimate the extent to which you experienced such
relationship conflicts at work in the past three weeks.” (1 = “not at all;” 5 = “every day”).
We used the individual scores for each item as task and relationship conflict indices.
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We evaluated counterproductive work behaviors with the ten items of the
counterproductive work behavior checklist (CWB-C; Spector et al., 2006; Spector, Bauer,
& Fox, 2010). Item examples included “I came to work late without permission,” and we
recorded the answers on a five-point Likert scale (1 = “never;” to 5 = “every day”).
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.71 showing a sufficient scale reliability.

Results
Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations.

We collected data from teachers employed by different schools. Therefore, the data was
nested, and the assumption of independence of observation was not met, especially because
teachers in the same school may report similar perceptions of conflict, psychological safety,
and social support. Therefore, we analyzed the data using multilevel modeling, and because
one of the hypotheses concerned a mediation relation, we used the MLMed procedure and the
multilevel mediation macro (Beta 2 version) for SPSS developed by Rockwood (2017). This
procedure is a versatile tool that allows for the estimation of mediation and moderation effects
simultaneously and, at the same time, distinguishes the within-school effects from the
between-school effects. Table 2 presents the results of the multilevel analyses with the separate
effects within and between schools.

Gender had a negative within-school association with task conflict (B = —0.11, SE = 0.04,
p = 0.006) and with relationship conflict (B = —0.09, SE = 0.03, p = 006) such that women
teachers reported lower levels of both task and relationship conflict. As shown in Table 2, we
found full support for the overall detrimental role of dysfunctional cognition as shown by the
significant within-schools as well as between-school effects. Dysfunctional cognition had a
positive and significant within schools association with task conflict (B = 0.27, SE-0.02,
p < 0.001), with relationship conflict (B = 0.22, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001), counterproductive
work behaviors (B = 0.09, SE = 0.008, p < 0.001), as well as a negative within schools
association with psychological safety (B = —0.29, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001). Moreover, all
between-schools effects of dysfunctional cognition were also significant, such that
dysfunctional cognition had a positive and significant between-schools association with
task conflict (B = 0.39, SE = 0.06, p <0.001), with relationship conflict (B = 0.24, SE = 0.05,
p <0.001), and counterproductive work behavior (B = 0.18, SE = 0.03, p <0.001) as well as a
negative and significant between schools association with psychological safety (B = —0.51,
SE = 0.06, p <0.001). Therefore, we concluded that the data fully supported H1, H2, and H3.
We found support for the indirect associations specified in H4 only within schools as none of
these indirect included zero in the 95% confidence intervals. The indirect association between
dysfunctional cognition and CWB mediated by task conflict was significant (B = 0.01,
SE = 0.002, p < 0.001, 95%CI [0.007; 0.02]), the indirect effect mediated by relationship
conflict was also significant (B = 0.02, SE = 0.003, p < 0.001, 95%CI [0.01; 0.02]) as well as
by psychological safety (B = 0.02, SE = 0.002, p < 0.001, 95%CI [0.01; 0.02]). From the
between-schools indirect effects, only the mediation via relationship conflict was significant
(B = 0.02, SE = 0.009, p = 0.03, 95%CI [0.003; 0.04]) as all the other indirect effects
included zero in the 95% confidence intervals. Therefore, we can conclude that we found
support for H4, which was only supported for the within-school effects.

As predicted by H5, social support had an overall beneficial role in the relational climate
within schools. Concerning the within-school effects, social support had a negative and
significant association with task conflict (B = —0.08, SE = ,009, p < 0.001), with relationship
conflict (B = —0.07, SE = 008, p < 0.001), and with counterproductive work behaviors
(B = —0.02, SE = 0.004, p < 0.001), as well as a positive within schools association with
psychological safety (B = 0.18, SE = 0.008, p < 0.001). Moreover, social support had a
negative and significant between school association with task conflict (B = —0.16, SE = 0.02,
p < 0.001), relationship conflict (B = —0.11, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001) and counterproductive
work behaviors (B = .-0.05, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001) as well as a significant and positive



Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Gender 0.90 0.30 1
2. Dysfunctional cognition 2.1940 0.57891 —0.009 1
3. Social support 5.6129 1.40310 0.005 —0.160%* 1
4. Task conflict 1.45 0.726 —0.038* 0.262%* —0.233** 1
5. Relationship conflict 1.26 0.601 —0.047* 0.252%* —0.228** 0.645%* 1
6. Psychological safety 3.9446 0.66507 —0.014 —0.310%* 0.411%** —0.376** —0.349** 1
7. Counterproductive work behaviors 1.2942 0.29667 —0.011 0.330%** —0.270** 0.348** 0.365%* —0.323**
Note(s): Gender is coded as a dummy variable 1 = women, 0 = men; 'p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
Source(s): Authors’ own elaboration
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Table 2. Results of the within-between multilevel analysis
Task conflict Relationship conflict Psychological safety CWB
Variable Within Between Within Between Within Between Within Between
Constant —0.11 (0.10) 0.03 (0.09) 0.11 (0.10) 1.34%%* (0.04)
Gender —0.11** (0.04)  0.11 (0.11) —0.09%*(0.03) —0.04(0.10)  —0.07' (0.04)  —0.10(0.11) 0.01 (0.02) —0.06 (0.05)
Dysfunctional 027+ (0.02)  0.39%** (0.06) 0.22%**(0.02)  0.25%* (0.05) —0.29%**(0.02) —0.51*** (0.06) 0.09*** (0.008)  0.18*** (0.03)
cognition (DC)
Social support (SS)  —0.08*** (0.009) —0.16*** (0.02) —0.07*** (0.007) —0.11*** (0.02) 0.18*** (0.008) 0.24*** (0.02)  —0.02*** (0.003) —0.05*** (0.01)
Task conflict 0.04*** (0.008)  0.04 (0.03)
Relationship conflict 0.08*** (0.01) 0.08* (0.03)
Psychological safety —0.05*** (0.07) —0.02 (0.02)
DC X SS —0.05%* (0.01)  —0.07" (0.04) —0.05%*%* (0.01) —0.11***(0.03) 0.04***(0.04) 0.04 (0.04) —0.001 (0.005)  —0.10*** (0.02)

Note(s): Unstandardized coefficients are presented in the table with SE in parentheses; gender is coded as a dummy variable 1 = women, 0 = men; CWB — counterproductive
work behaviors

fp < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Source(s): Authors’ own elaboration




between-schools association with psychological safety (B = 0.24, SE = ,02, p <0.001). Thus,
H5 was fully supported.

Concerning the hypothesized interaction effects, the data generally supported the
buffering role of social support as a protective mechanism against the detrimental role of
dysfunctional cognition. The interaction effect between social support and dysfunctional
cognition is significant within schools for task conflict (B = —0.05, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001),
for relationship conflict (B = —0.05, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001), and for psychological safety
(B = 0.04, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001). As depicted in Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4, these interaction
effects fully support the buffering role of social support in reducing the positive association
between dysfunctional cognition and conflict as well as reducing the negative association
between dysfunctional cognition and psychological safety. Moreover, the between-schools
interaction effect of social support and dysfunctional cognition was significant for
relationship conflict (B = —0.11, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001) as well as for counterproductive
work behaviors (B = —0.10, SE = 0.02, p <0.001). Figures 3 and 5 present these significant
between-schools effects showing that in groups in which social support is higher on average,
the strength of the association between dysfunctional cognition and relationship conflict, on
the one hand, and counterproductive work behavior, on the other hand (school level), is
attenuated. These results provide substantial support for H6.
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Figure 1. The interaction effect between dysfunctional cognition and social support on counterproductive task

conflict (within groups). Notes: The graph represents a significant within-group interaction effect; DC —
dysfunctional cognition. Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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Figure 2. The interaction effect between dysfunctional cognition and social support on relationship conflict
(within groups). Notes: The graph represents a significant within-group interaction effect; DC — dysfunctional
cognition. Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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Figure 3. The interaction effect between dysfunctional cognition and social support on relationship conflict
(between groups). Notes: The graph represents a significant between groups interaction effect; DC —
dysfunctional cognition. Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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Figure 4. The interaction effect between dysfunctional cognition and social support on psychological safety
(within groups). Notes: The graph represents a significant within-groups interaction effect; DC — dysfunctional
cognition. Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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Figure 5. The interaction effect between dysfunctional cognition and social support on counterproductive
work behaviors (between groups). Notes: The graph represents a significant between groups interaction effect;
DC - dysfunctional cognition; CWB — counterproductive work behaviors. Source: Authors’ own elaboration



Discussion

Our study explored the deleterious influence of dysfunctional cognitions on work climate and
CWSB in a large sample of Romanian teachers. We built on the perspective that maladaptive
cognitive schemas, developed as a response to neglected core emotional needs early in life, act
as filters in which information is selected and processed, shaping individual perceptions and
behaviors in adulthood (Young, 1998; Baldwin, 1992). We showed that such dysfunctional
cognitive schemas have a positive association with teacher CWB.

First, drawing on the cognitive schema theory (Rumelhart, 1984), we showed that
dysfunctional cognition was positively associated with perceptions of task and relationship
conflict at work. Researchers have long theorized that schema negatively impacts the
perception and evaluation of interpersonal relationships (Drapeau & Perry, 2004). Moreover,
recent studies have shown that early maladaptive schemas are associated with poorer
communication skills (Rezvani et al., 2021). Our results showed that dysfunctional cognition
amplifies the perception of task and relationship conflicts at work, and these effects are
significant within and between schools. Our results point out an aggregate effect of
dysfunctional cognition and open venues for future research that explores perceptions of work
climate as shared dysfunctional cognition within schools. Teachers exposed to abusive
supervision or an uncertain or unsafe work environment may end up sharing the same negative
evaluative tendencies marked by mistrust and suspicion (Huang & Yin, 2024). Literature to
date has not explored such aggregated effects of cognition at work, and we believe that such
effects are directly related to work attitudes and outcomes.

In line with research showing that maladaptive schemas distort the individual’s capacity to
trust, express emotions and build connections (Yoo, Park, & Jun, 2014), our results show that
dysfunctional cognition is associated with reduced psychological safety at work.
Psychological safety often implies vulnerability, and we believe teachers high in
maladaptive cognitive schemas struggle to behave in a manner that consolidates
psychological safety. They can even perceive a positive team climate as threatening,
inhibiting behaviors that elicit social connection. Similar to conflicts, our results revealed
significant within as well as between-school effects indicating that shared evaluative
tendencies lead to shared perceptions of psychological safety at work. These results open new
venues for research that explore the relational mechanisms that explain such aggregated,
school-level effects.

Further, our data confirmed the positive association between dysfunctional cognition and
counterproductive work behaviors. Negative affectivity is one factor closely related to CWB
(Berry et al., 2007), and past work already points to the role of dysfunctional cognitions in
negative emotions (Cane, Olinger, Gotlib, & Kuiper, 1986). Teachers who feel high levels of
anger, frustration, or hopelessness because of dysfunctional cognition might act in ways that
are damaging to the school’s performance and well-being. We argue that the motives behind
such behaviors could stem from biased interpretations of organizational norms and rules in the
light of dysfunctional schema. We consider that both “externalizing” (hostility towards
colleagues or pupils) or “internalizing” counterproductive behaviors (being intentionally late
for a school meeting) might be behavioral enactments of dysfunctional cognitions. A key result
reported in our article concerns the significant association between dysfunctional cognitions
and work-related climate and CWB both within schools as well as between schools. Such
results point to the possibility of aggregated effects of dysfunctional cognition within schools
and open ways to explore how such aggregated effects occur. A plausible explanation is toxic
leadership, as such leadership behaviors impact the evaluations of organizational members
(Fodor, Curseu, & Meslec, 2021). We did not explore such toxic leadership in our study, and
our explanation is rather speculative. However, we call for future research that could explore
more systematically how toxic leadership shapes the between-school differences in
dysfunctional cognition and CWB.

Our results also show that social support is positively associated with psychological safety
and negatively associated with task conflict, relational conflict, and counterproductive work
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behaviors relationship. We captured these relationships both within and between schools.
They are consistent with prior research emphasizing the protecting role of social support
against work-related adversities (Jolly et al., 2021; Viswesvaran et al., 1999; French et al.,
2018) that have an overall beneficial role for the relational climate within schools. We
hypothesized the buffering role of social support building on individual-level theories.
However, the aggregated school-level effects indicate that shared perceptions of supporting
relations within schools generate synergetic effects that transcend individual employees.
Future research could explore how (sources of) social support impact conflict and CWB at the
school level, probably through behavioral entrainment (the tendency to mimic each other’s
actions and behaviors) or norm signaling, as they are indicative of what is considered typical
and desirable in terms of work behaviors. In schools that are riddled with relational frictions,
CWB could be the collective behavioral strategy that reflects teachers’ discontent with the
work environment, thus, in a sense, CWB becomes the implicit social norm of reacting to the
deleterious effects of relationship conflict.

In terms of indirect associations, all mediators play an important role, as illustrated by the
indirect within-school effects. This pattern of results indicates significant differences in
perceptions of school climate that vary as a function of dysfunctional cognition. Teachers vary
in their perceptions of conflict and psychological safety, and such differences are explained by
the detrimental role of dysfunctional cognition. The only significant mediation between
schools was reported for relationship conflict. We may explain the indirect effect of
relationship conflict at the school level by contagion as dysfunctional or negative relations
tend to generally perturb the overall climate at work, and sometimes the presence of a single
negative or conflictual social tie in a team decreases overall social cohesion and harmony (de
Jong, Curseu, & Leenders, 2014).

Moreover, social support reduced the positive association between dysfunctional cognition
and conflict as well as the negative association between dysfunctional cognition and
psychological safety. Moreover, at schools in which social support is higher on average, the
strength of the association between dysfunctional cognition and relationship conflict on the
one hand and counterproductive work behavior on the other hand (school level) is attenuated.
A plausible explanation is that incoming social information is preferentially processed to
match previous experiences encapsulated in cognitive schema (Rumelhart, 1984) and filters
impact work-related outcomes and behaviors such as interpersonal interaction and behaviors,
but this effect is possible to alleviate in the presence of social support (Jolly et al., 2021). These
results align with our hypotheses since social support is a strong resource that can act as a
buffer against job demands (Bakker et al., 2014). Teachers who endorse more irrational beliefs
report a higher stress level (Bernard, 2016), and schema-lenses depicting work climate as
threatening are mitigated by peer or leader support, leading to less negative interpretation. This
will ultimately reduce the tendency of deviant behaviors since negative affectivity is one factor
closely related to CWB (Berry et al., 2007).

Limitations

Next to its contributions, we point to several important limitations. First, common method bias
is likely to have influenced our results since we collected data from a single source. However,
common method bias is less likely to lead to the overestimation of interaction effects (Siemsen,
Roth, & Oliveira, 2010). Thus, we are confident that the interaction effects reported here were
not substantially biased. Second, due to the nature of our cross-sectional design, we cannot
draw causal claims concerning the variables included in our study. It is difficult to design
experimental studies to manipulate dysfunctional cognition. However, we could explore the
extent to which systemic training or group therapy sessions reduce the salience of
dysfunctional cognition. In such contexts, we could draw clear causal claims to document
dysfunctional cognition as an antecedent of conflict and psychological safety within schools.
Third, our sample was women-dominated. Thus, we cannot draw definite conclusions about



the workings of dysfunctional cognition in the general population or in organizational settings
that have a more gender-balanced workforce. Fourth, although our sample of teachers was
substantial, we cannot claim that it is a representative sample for the whole population of
teachers in Romania. Future research could attempt to replicate our findings in other samples
and contexts.

Finally, we assessed the two types of conflict using single items, and although we followed
the recommendations concerning the clear and unambiguous wording of single-item measures
(Allen, Tliescu, & Greiff, 2022), the reliability of the conflict estimates was likely affected by
our assessment choice. Future research could replicate our findings by using multi-item scales
and also focusing on different sources of conflict within schools. Task and relationship
conflicts may emerge at various relational interfaces (among teachers, between teachers and
principals, between teachers and students, etc.). Therefore, it is important to further explore the
role of dysfunctional cognition as an antecedent of conflict at various relational interfaces
within schools.

Practical implication

Our findings have practical implications for teachers, school administrators, and
policymakers, emphasizing the need for supportive structures that can counteract the
negative effects of dysfunctional cognition at multiple levels.

First, research shows that early maladaptive schemas are antecedents of depression and
anxiety (Hawke & Provencher, 2011), conditions that remain heavily stigmatized in Romania
due to negative portrayals in mass media of these conditions as debilitating (Manescu,
Henderson, Paroiu, & Mihai, 2023). Teachers scoring high on DC could have negative help-
seeking attitudes and behaviors to avoid stigmatization at work and, as such, avoid seeking
social support even when they need it. We call for systematic approaches such as coaching and
psychological counseling that help teachers deal with dysfunctional schema and understand
how the activation of such interpretative tendencies perturbs their perceptions of their work
environment. For example, by emphasizing the protective role of rational beliefs, such
psychological support interventions could alleviate the detrimental effects of DC (Hyland,
Shevlin, Adamson, & Boduszek, 2014; Balkis & Duru, 2019).

Second, we believe that schools can bring hope and positive change in teachers’ lives
indirectly through emotional and instrumental support from their leaders and peers as,
according to our results, social support buffers against the detrimental effects of dysfunctional
cognition. We do not argue that receiving emotional and instrumental support resolves the root
cause of dysfunctional cognition problems (Young et al., 2003). However, it can help teachers
co-regulate their negative emotions whenever difficult work situations occur, and our results
present encouraging prospects for the well-being of Romanian teachers struggling with
dysfunctional cognition. Educational managers must consider the fundamental role of social
support in the workplace. Past studies have focused on the need for support as a buffer for
negative work outcomes (Huber & Muijs, 2010; Sun & Leithwood, 2015; Muntean et al.,
2022) and our results show that support can alleviate even the effects of dysfunctional
cognitive schemas. By highlighting the importance of psychological safety and social support,
our study paves the way for more effective strategies to enhance the well-being and
performance of educators and, by extension, their students.

Conclusions

Our article contributes to the literature on teacher education by empirically examining the
complex interplay between dysfunctional cognition and its effects in educational settings. Our
research shed light on how early developed cognitive schemas can distort teachers’
perceptions of their work environment, thus leading to heightened perceptions of conflict,
reduced psychological safety, and increased engagement in CWB. By exploring these
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dynamics, our study contributes to the understanding of how cognition influences the overall
organizational climate and effectiveness. We offer insights into the mediating role of the
relational climate and the mitigating effects of social support, providing a comprehensive view
of how individual cognition interacts with environmental factors in educational contexts.
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