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Turnover Intentions and Political Influence Behavior:
A Test of “Fight-or-Flight” Responses to Organizational Injustice
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We examined the role of organizational frustration as a linking mechanism between the perception of
organizational injustice and fight (political influence behavior)/flight (turnover intentions) responses. The
participants were 201 middle-level managers drawn from manufacturing and logistics companies in
northern Malaysia. Data were collected by means of a printed questionnaire. Whereas all the three
components of injustice--procedural, distributive, and interactional—had significant positive impact on
turnover intentions and political influence behavior, only procedural injustice and distributive injustice had
such impact on frustration. Interestingly, organizational frustration played a partial mediating role in the
relationship of distributive and procedural injustice with turnover intentions and political influence
behavior. Implications of the findings for those in managerial roles and directions for future research are

suggested.
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The success of an organization depends not only on the
strategies used or on its financial strength, but also on
employees’ choice of behaviors. The behavioral choice of
employees, especially the executive group, may have
important implications for organizational capabilities and
success in the long run. However, owing to increasingly
globalized economy in the new millennium, the success of an
organization to encourage the retention of high performers
in a tight labor market, particularly the skilled ones, has
become more challenging now than ever. Skilled employees
are of great importance to an organization but at the same
time they are in acute shortage. -

Retaining employees with rational behavior is no easy job
(Allen, Bryant, & Vardaman, 2010). Organizational
researchers have regularly been reminding managers and
policy makers on the use of fairness or justice (see such
reviews as those of Adams, 1965; Deutsch, 1975; Folger &
Greenberg, 1985; Greenberg, 1990, 1993). The reason is not
far to seek for this reminder. When employees have the
feeling that they are treated unfairly, they get frustrated.
The feeling of frustration in turn leads to a “fight-or-flight”
response. The phrase “fight-or-flight”--coined by an
American physiologist Walter Cannon in the 1920’s (Dale,
1947)--denotes a response that individuals have to a
threatening situation. Two key behaviors—political influence
behavior and turnover intentions—in organizational settings
illustrate the two poles of the fight-or-flight response, a
sequence of internal processes that prepares the aroused
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individuals for struggle (fight) or escape (flight). It is
triggered when we interpret a situation as threatening. The
resulting response depends on how the individual has
learned to deal with the threat (i.e., injustice), as well as on
an innate “fight-or-flight” program built into the brain.

The importance of employee turnover is evidenced by the
extensive research done in this area (Allen et al., 2010; Judge
& Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012). Past research has linked
various situational factors or human resources management
practices to turnover or withdrawal cognitions (Lee & Heard,
2000). However, under certain circumstances, intent to
turnover may not be the choice even with the presence of
the factors mentioned earlier. According to the “fight-or-
flight” syndrome, a person is able to react immediately to a
situation by running away (i.e., flight) from an unjust
environment. But, the alternative to developing withdrawal
cognition is resorting to using political influence tactics (i.e.,
fight) to restitute the unfavorable situation. Because of the
known destructive power (i.e., consequences) of turnover
intentions and political influence behaviors, the present
research has been designed to (a) examine the relationship
between organizational injustice perceptions and two key
work-related behaviors, turnover intentions and political
influence behavior, and (b) investigate the potential role of
organizational frustration as a mediator in the relationship

between organizational injustice and “fight-or-flight”
responses, turnover intentions and political influence
behavior. Understanding these impacts will allow

organizations to highlight the importance of preventing
organizational injustice to create a better and more
productive workforce. Thus the present research contributes
to the existing literature by blending the three (often
separate) bodies of literature—organizational injustice,
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organizational frustration, and political influence behavior
(“fight”) and turnover intentions (“flight”).

Theoretical Framework and Development of Hypotheses

Fairness or unfairness in the workplace is considered to
be a key element that determines the choice of action and
work performance of an employee (Liao & Rupp, 2005; Rupp
& Cropanzano, 2002). Perceived organizational injustice is a
core determinant of workplace deviance (Bennett &
Robinson, 2000; Fox, Spector, & Miles, 2001). Impacts of
organizational injustice experienced in the workplace are
bound to adversely affect operational efficiency and
profitability through negative behavioral responses. When
individuals believe that their expectations about the
treatment or outcome they receive are not met, an
assessment of unfairness occurs.

Organizational justice research often includes three forms
of justice: distributive, procedural, and interactional (Bies &
Moag, 1986). In Adam’s (1965) classic conceptualization of
organizational justice, the concept of inequity in distributive
situation was introduced. This group of research focused on
the fairness of pay or outcomes in work settings, which is
commonly referred to as “distributive justice” (Deutsch,
1975). The focus on the fairness of the methods and
procedures used in decision-making is referred to as
“procedural justice” (Folger & Greenberg, 1985). Individuals
put a lot of emphasis on the fairness of procedures. It has
been observed that people are more concerned with the
interaction process (procedure) than the actual outcome
(distributive justice) of the interaction (Lind & Tyler, 1988).
Thus was added interactional justice as a third component to
the two-factor model of organizational justice.  This
component of justice was defined as the interpersonal
treatment employee received as procedures are enacted
(Bies & Moag, 1986). Yet Greenberg (1993) came up with
the suggestion of a four-factor structure of organizational
justice by splitting interactional justice into two components
of justice--informational and interpersonal--that stresses on
socially-fair treatment. Informational justice refers to the
adequacy of information used to explain how decisions are
derived, whereas interpersonal justice is treated as the social
interaction among individuals in an organizational setting.
Colquitt (2001) empirically supported the four-factor
structure with distributive, procedural, informational, and
interpersonal as distinct dimensions.

Turnover Intentions as a “Flight” Response

The topic of separation or employee turnover has been
popular among researchers (Allen et al., 2010; Hom &
Griffeth, 1995; Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012; Maertz &
Campion, 1998; Price, 1977). Turnover intentions have been
found to be one of the best predictors of actual quitting
(Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner, 2000). In their effort to
understand turnover intentions, researchers (Hom &
Griffeth, 1995; Hulin, Roznowski, & Hachiya, 1985; Mobley,
1977; Price & Mueller, 1981) have been focusing on factors
such as job satisfaction, availability of alternatives, expected

utility, cost of switching job, and characteristics of the
present job. Other factors that may influence an employee's
decision to search for job and withdraw include age and
gender (Steers & Mowday, 1981), job tenure (Taylor, Audia,
& Gupta, 1996), reward systems (Dreher, 1982),
compensations (Hom & Griffeth, 1995), and perceived
alternatives (Gerhert, 1990). Mowday, Porter, and Steers
(1982) found that organizational commitment leads to a
reduction in withdrawal cognition. Meaningful work and
opportunities for promotion significantly relates to
employees’ intentions to leave (Miller & Wheeler, 1992).
Lind and Tyler (1988) suggested that employees would be
more likely to leave their organizations if they feel that
evaluation procedures are unfair. A field study conducted by
Masterson and Taylor (1996) reported that procedural justice
perceptions significantly predicted intentions to leave the
organization.

In support of the findings by Lind and Tyler (1988) and
Dailey and Kirk (1992), perceptions of procedural justice are
reported to be negatively related to turnover intentions (as a
“flight” response). Support for this assertion has been found
in the Malaysian context as well (Ansari, Hung, & Aafaqi,
2000). Thus, the following hypothesis was framed:

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between the
elements of organizational injustice and turnover intentions.

Political Influence Behavior as a “Fight” Response

Political activities (as a “fight” response) are normally
resorted to when there are uncertainties or disagreements
about choices. Normally, when there are diverse interests,
politics surface. Generally, people hold the perception that,
in the normal course of events in an organization, one must
play politics in order to survive (Miller, Rutherford, &
Kolodinsky, 2008; Hochwarter, Ferris, Zinko, Arnell, & James,
2007). Organizational politics--defined as an attempt by
employees to enhance their career prospects--involves
intentional acts of influence to enhance or protect the self-
interest of individuals or groups (DuBrin, 1994; Kipnis, 1974).

Past research has focused on the use of upward influence
tactics, defined as the influence attempt directed at
someone higher in the hierarchy (Ansari, 1990; Ansari &
Kapoor, 1987; Kipnis, Schmidt, & Wilkinson, 1980; Thacker &
Wayne, 1995; Wayne, Liden, Graf, & Ferris, 1997; Yukl, Falbe,
& Youn, 1993). Thus, the study of how lower-group
participants influence the higher-group is essential (Likert,
1961). In this case, the agents of influence do not necessarily
possess any formal authority over the target of influence.
That is why, upward influence tactics are also regarded as a
form of informal influence (Chacko, 1990).

There are a few studies available relating organizational
injustice to political influence behavior, to which we now
turn to. Bacharach and Lawler (1980) found a relationship
between injustice perceptions and political influence
behavior. It was hypothesized that those individuals who
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