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Abstract - Over the past 20 years managing employees’ emotions is seen as one of the key topics among organizations in 
order to be successful. While positive emotions have gained particular interest through positive organizational behavior 
research, negative emotions in the workplace have caught less academic and managerial interest, even though are important 
influencers on job performance. Through theoretical research, the author reviews the nature of fairness within organizations, 
and its implications to envy, summarizing the nature of envy in the workplace, its causes and its implications among job 
performance. This study proposes a framework for understanding envy within organizations, linked to four moderators of the 
behavioral responses from an envious individual, that are core-self evaluations, gratitude, referent cognitions, and perceived 
organizational support. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The word envy itself is derived from the Latin, 
invidere, meaning to look at another with malice. 
Academically, envy is defined as the discomfort felt 
when another´s achievements, accomplishments, 
and/or characteristics are perceived as superior to our 
own. It is important differentiating envy from 
jealousy, which is experienced when a personal 
relationship is threatened by a rival.  
 
Within the organizational context, envy is a painful 
emotion of wanting an advantage that a coworker has 
and/or wishing that coworker did not have it. An 
envious person is one whose social self is threatened 
by the accomplishments of a comparable other, so 
such individual must perceive a humiliating 
difference between his estate and that of the other 
person; this difference may be small or large, but for 
the envy to be sensible, there must be a relevant 
difference.  Those who are closest to us in age, 
position, blood, sex, and affection, are who are most 
likely to be compared to us, both by ourselves and 
others; so the accomplishments of those people are 
most likely to demean us.  Thus, the conditions for 
envy mostly arise with respect to those toward whom 
violence should be most unexpected, as with the 
archetypal story of Cain and Abel. 
 
When somebody is envious, like greedy, arrogant, 
lazy, or gluttonous, refer to transgressions, or in 
moral terms, sins. Envy is one of the seven capital 
sins stated by the catholic religion, along with sloth, 
anger, gluttony, lust, arrogance, and greed, 
considered to be the most common weakness of 
human nature. Sins are related to pursuing natural, 
understandable human goals, as food, sex, 
possessions, or rest, but in the case of the envious 
person, there is not an obvious or understandable 
goal.  Every other sin has some “fun” or brings some 

pleasure annexed to it, or will admit of some excuse, 
but that is not the case with envy.  As Montaigne 
stated: “Other passions have objects to flatter them 
and which seem to content and satisfy them for a 
while, but envy can gain nothing but vexation”. 
 
Since experienced pain at another´s good fortune is 
the defined quality of envy, it may have both physical 
and social issues, and in contrast to other sins or 
negative passions, envy brings a sensation of pain to 
the envious person, since it is an unpleasant and often 
painful mix of feelings associated with unfavorable 
social comparisons. As pain and other homeostatic 
emotions, envy is an aversive emotion and a source of 
cognitive tension that brings impetus for action. 
 
Experienced pain has been validated by evidence 
from neuroscience, through functional MRI studies, 
associating painful sensations with Anterior 
Cingulate Cortex (ACC) part of the brain, and 
pleasurable sensations with the Ventral Stratium (VC) 
part of the brain.  On a conducted research 
documenting mechanisms of painful emotion, envy, 
and a rewarding reaction, schadenfreude (pleasure at 
another’s misfortune), with two functional magnetic 
resonance imaging studies, in the first test the 
participants read information concerning target 
persons characterized by levels of possession and 
self-relevance of comparison domains, and when the 
target person's possession was superior and self-
relevant, stronger envy and stronger ACC activation 
were induced. Conversely, in a second test, stronger 
schadenfreude and stronger VC activation were 
induced when misfortunes happened to envied 
persons. ACC activation in the first study predicted 
VS activation in second study, so that research 
reinforces the idea that an individual feels pain when 
an envied target has any positive event or status, 
while the same individual feels pleasure when the 
same envied target has any negative event or status, 
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II. IMPLICATIONS OF ENVY AT THE 
WORKPLACE 
 
2.1 Malicious Envy 
In most of the cases envy is associated with 
negativity and hostility to others and negative 
outcomes for the self, since people are motivated to 
avoid painful emotions like envy by using strategies 
at their disposal to reduce its unpleasantness.  As an 
episodic emotion, envy predicts greater hostility and 
reduced desire for friendship with envied persons, 
reduced openness to sharing information with them, 
and even a stronger desire to harm them. Some cases 
of envy at the workplace are related to unethical 
behaviors, such as not helping envied persons, 
overstating personal accomplishments, or even acting 
dishonestly to hurt envied parties. As a more 
permanent individual difference with the envious 
person, envy is related to depressive tendencies and 
poor mental health, lower job and group satisfaction, 
lower feelings of group potency, and greater 
withdrawal –absenteeism, turnover intentions, and 
reduced commitment-. 
Organizational citizenship behavior is understood as 
pro-social acts from individuals, benefiting others in 
the organization. Employees tend to avoid 
organizational citizenship behaviors in response to 
perceived unfair treatment, with the objective to 
restore equity. 
 
2.1 Non-malicious Envy 
In some cases, there is a positive effect of envy 
within organizations, producing constructive changes 
among enviers, considered that emotion as benign or 
non-malicious envy.   
Pro-social behavior refers to intentional positive 
social actions performed to benefit specific others, 
such as coworkers, supervisors, and/or the 
organization. However, in contrast to the view that 
envy leads to reduced pro-social behavior, some 
scholars have acknowledge that envy can also 
produce increased pro-social behavior -since envied 
co- workers are often successful, envious parties 
might be motivated to reconnect with them, and 
treating them, as it shall be beneficial to the envious 
parties-. Discretionary efforts to help or bring 
resources to other employees, even to those people 
envied, can make individuals look good, enhance 
their performance evaluations, and may put them on 
track for their career advancement. 

 
III. CAUSES AND MODERATORS OF ENVY 
AT THE WORKPLACE 
 
3.1 Core self-evaluation 
Core self-evaluation is a stronger construct that 
combines four underlying traits: self- esteem, 
generalized self-efficacy, locus of control, and 
emotional stability. Past research has shown that core 
self-evaluations are positively associated with job 

satisfaction and performance, since employees with 
favorable core self- evaluations tend to take the 
challenges they face as opportunities, are realistic 
about the threats that such challenges represent and 
do not exaggerate their implications, tending to react 
constructively.  Research on organizational 
psychology literature studying core self-evaluations, 
concluded that higher self-esteem, higher self- 
efficacy, lower neuroticism, and a more internal (less 
external) locus of control should be associated with 
greater positive and less negative responses to 
upward social comparisons. 
 
Prior research have shown that individuals are 
envious because they want to be better than others 
and not just better off and consequently experience 
relative deprivation when others achieve more than 
they do. The advantage achieved by a coworker is 
perceived by the envier to threaten his or her social 
standing in the organization. 
Research has shown that benign envy is still a 
negative emotion, as participants reported feeling 
unpleasant and frustrated whether they experienced 
benign or malicious envy. 
 
3.2 Gratitude 
Gratitude in organizations is crucial because it has a 
direct effect on improving the organizational climate 
and contributes to enhancing individual well-being 
and reducing negative emotions in the workplace, 
such as rancor and envy. The tendency to feel 
grateful, in contrast to dispositionalenvy, appears to 
have wide-ranging positive implications for 
subjective well-being, suggesting that it is no small 
matter if envy works against this tendency. 
 
3.3 Referent Cognitions 
Referent cognitions are an individual’s perceptions of 
envied targets, and have strong implications for social 
exchange with that individual and, thus, for the 
effects of envy on how he or she is treated.  Research 
in social cognition suggests that people make 
inferences about others in their social worlds on two 
principal dimensions: warmth and competence. The 
warmth dimension refers to self-profitable traits -
those that directly benefit or harm the possessor-, as 
friendliness, morality, helpfulness, sincerity, good-
natured, trustworthy, tolerant, and sincere.   The 
competence dimension refers to other-profitable traits 
-those that directly benefit of harm others in the trait 
possessor´s social world-, and are perceived abilities, 
including intelligence, skill, creativity, and efficacy. 
Individuals perceived as warm are frequently seen as 
being likable and pleasant to work with, and they 
usually obtain positive affective and behavioral 
reactions from others, while individuals perceived as 
competent tend to be respected by others for their 
abilities.  However, research shows that competence 
is less relevant when people are perceived as lacking 
warmth, so warmth judgments usually have primacy 
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over competence judgments in affecting interpersonal 
behaviors after the experience of envy. 
 
An employee who perceives an envied coworker as 
warm and competent is likely to react to the 
experience of envy positively, by helping and not 
undermining the envied coworker, since the 
achievements of an envied coworker viewed as warm 
and competent are likely to be seen as justified, and 
in concordance with what equity theory suggests, 
people feel less resentment when conditions of 
inequality are justified rather than arbitrary. 
Conversely, an employee who perceives an envied 
coworker as neither warm nor competent is likely to 
react to the experience of envy in a negative way, 
since research shows that when people perceive the 
source of the inequality to be unjustified, they start 
feeling resentment.  The envied target may then bear 
the consequences of such feelings.  
 
An employee who perceives an envied coworker as 
competent but not warm is likely to react to the 
experience of envy negatively, since the envied 
coworker is more likely to be viewed as ambitious 
and scheming, generating more negative emotions, 
since being competent does not seem to compensate 
for the lack of warmth.   In contrast with the other 
combinations of warmth and competence that, could 
emotions of pity, admiration, and contempt, the 
combination of low warmth and high competence is 
more likely to generate hostility or even 
schadenfreude. 
 
3.4Perceived Organizational Support 
While core-self evaluations are focused on the 
envious individual, and referent cognitions on the 
envied target, organizational support perceptions are 
referred to the organization.  Perceived organizational 
support refers to employees’ general perception of the 
degree to which the organization values their 
contributions and cares about their wellbeing, and 
empirical findings show that organizational support 
perceptions have a key role related to fulfilling 
employee´s needs for esteem, approval, and social 
identity. Perceived organizational support is related to 
the effects of policies, norms, procedures, and other 
formal systems on employees.   
 
When an organization selects and hires new 
employees using a skills assessment, communicates 
high performance expectations for employees, train 
and verify highly skilled, versatile, knowledge 
employees, provides positive recognition for skill 
development and continuous improvement, and 
provides career development for operating 
employees, organizational support is perceived more 
positive.  Other systems interconnected with 
performance compensation systems inside an 
organization are related to formal internal 

communication, policies encouraging a good 
work/life balance, and comfortable workspaces.    
 
A good performance evaluation system could also 
explain to the envious employee the causes of a 
superior standing or prizing to the envied target, as 
promotions, special projects, or salary. Perceived 
organizational support provides a foundation for 
mutually beneficial social exchange between 
employees and their organizations, since an employee 
perceiving good organizational support is willing to 
perform greater job performance, as well as good 
organizational citizenship behavior, and commitment.   
Perceived organizational support could moderate 
envy’s relationship with job performance, since 
employees with high levels of perceived 
organizational support believe that the organization 
cares for them and values their work,  and for these 
employees, organizational support is a powerful 
moderator when conditions of envy arise. Research 
has shown that unfair and inequitable treatment is one 
of the strongest predictors of lower levels of 
perceived organizational support. 
 
IV. A PROPOSED FRAMEWORK FOR 
COMPREHENDING ENVY AND ITS CAUSES 
AMONG ORGANIZATIONS 
 
With the purpose to help practitioners on attenuating 
the causes related to envy in the workplace, through 
theoretical review, the author proposes a framework 
linked to three moderators of the behavioral 
responses from an envious individual, that are core-
self evaluations, perceived organizational support, 
and referent cognitions.   
 
Smith et al. (1999) developed an 8 item-measure 
scale of dispositional envy to investigate individual 
differences in the probability of experiencing envy. 
However, this construct, labeled as Dispositional 
Envy Scale (DSE), deals with inferiority and 
resentment, which are related to envy, but are not 
envy itself.  The DES uses questions about envy that 
label such as “bad”, which could be embarrassing 
and/or shameful for admitting. Beside individual 
differences attributes, envy at work could be 
measured through contextual attributes (the work 
environment), and personal response variables (the 
individual´s sense of being part of the organization). 
 
For the proposed framework, the author selected the 
construct Coping with Occupational and Professional 
Envy (COPE), developed by Boone (2005), which is 
based on the scenario TOCSA measures of shame and 
guilt and the MFI measures of forgiveness.  This 
construct assessed four styles of coping with envy: 
Constructive Engage, Constructive Disengage, 
Destructive Engage, and Destructive Disengage, 
using multidimensional scaling.  
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V. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND 
FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
From the methodological point of view, the proposed 
framework is a theoretical approach and should be 
validated with empirical data, with quantitative 
analysis.   
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