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Editorial on the Research Topic
Moral emotion, moral cognition, and (im)moral behavior in the workplace

Introduction

Workplace moral behavior (e.g., pro-social behavior and organizational
citizenship behavior) and immoral behavior (e.g., interpersonal abusive behavior,
deviant/counterproductive behavior, and unethical pro-organizational behavior) have
received substantial attention over the past decades (see for example Podsakoff et al., 2009;
Dufy et al.,, 2012; Moore et al.,, 2012, 2018; Bolino and Grant, 2016; Chen et al., 2016;
He et al,, 2017, 2020, 2023a; Organ, 2018; Mishra et al., 2021). The existing research has
provided us with knowledge on the antecedents and consequences of workplace moral and
immoral behaviors (He et al., 2021). The most common framework that has been widely
adopted to study the moral behavior has been the cognitive approach (Bandura, 1986, 1999),
with rich evidence demonstrating that emotion and cognition are the two core elements
which generate and influence workplace (im)moral behavior. However, we still have little
knowledge on the emotional/cognitive processes or integrative moral emotion-cognition
mechanisms related to workplace moral or immoral behavior. For example, it is unclear
how exhibiting (im)moral behavior in the workplace would impact the perpetrator’s and the
third-party observer’s emotions, thoughts, feelings, and subsequent behavior (Greenbaum
etal., 2020). Besides, the question of whether ethical/unethical leader behavior would trigger
a “trickle-down effect” is underdeveloped (Ogunfowora et al., 2022). In addition, when,
how, and why the ethical employees (the so-called “good soldiers”) engage in workplace
immoral behavior, and vice-versa, calls for further studies (He et al., 2023b).

The main goals of this Research Topic are to extend and enrich the research on workplace
(im)moral behavior, offering the diverse insights to the individual emotion-centric models
and social cognitive process models, exploring the individual dynamic moral emotions
and moral cognition before and after the conduct of workplace (im)moral behavior, and
clarifying the respective boundary conditions. Totally, we have accepted 28 papers for
publication in the Frontiers in Psychology, which deal with different aspects of workplace
(im)moral behavior, exploring mechanisms of these behaviors from the perspectives of
moral cognition and moral emotion, and investigating the relevant antecedents and outcome
variables. Some studies examined positive leadership (such as self-sacrificial leadership,

responsible leadership, and moral leadership) and its impacts on subordinate performance

6 frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1232652
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1232652&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-08-25
mailto:cuiling.jiang@kedgebs.com
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1232652
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1232652/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/research-topics/25405/moral-emotion-moral-cognition-and-immoral-behavior-in-the-workplace
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

He et al.

and behavior (such as task performance, employee knowledge
sharing behavior, and innovation behavior). We also included
articles that investigate immoral behaviors in the organizations
such as abusive supervision and counterproductive behavior.
These studies have systematically examined the role of immoral
behavior in the organizations from both moral cognition and
emotion perspectives, which provide a complete understanding of
the mechanisms underlying the immoral behavior. Moreover, we
included one systematic review of executives’ unethical behavior.
Here, we provide an overview of the articles that have been included
in this Research Topic.

Overview of the articles in this
Research Topic

The study “Linking Ethical Leadership to Followers’ Knowledge
Sharing: Mediating Role of Psychological Ownership and
Moderating Role of Professional Commitment” was conducted
by Saeed et al.,, which examines the impact of ethical leadership
on knowledge sharing through the social learning theory. In this
study, psychological ownership serves as a mediating variable and
professional commitment serves as a moderating variable. The data
was collected from employees of 307 Pakistani listed companies.
The findings reveal that ethical leadership had a positive effect on
knowledge sharing via psychological ownership which was buffered
by professional commitment, enhancing the understanding in the
field of leadership and knowledge management by identifying the
role of ethics.

What about the relationship between responsible leadership
and unethical pro-organizational behavior? In their work “Standing
in Customers Shoes: How Responsible Leadership Inhibits
Unethical Pro-Organizational Behavior,; Cheng, Guo, et al
employ social information processing theory and social learning
theory to build a moderated mediation model. Based on the
sample of 557 participants, the results suggest that responsible
leadership could inhibit unethical pro-organizational behavior and
customer-oriented perspective taking partially may mediate the
negative link between responsible leadership and unethical pro-
organizational behavior.

In their work “The Impact of Moral Leadership on
Physical Education Teachers' Innovation Behavior: The Role of
Identification with Leader and Psychological Safety,” Chen J. et al,,
have used the sample of 287 teachers to examine the relationship
between moral leadership and innovation performance.

The article “Servant Leadership Behavior at Workplace and
Knowledge Hoarding: A Moderation Mediation Examination,”
written by Zada S. et al. utilized social learning theory and data
from 347 employees in 56 teams to investigate the relationship
among servant leadership, psychological safety, and knowledge
hoarding. The findings suggest that servant leadership negatively
affects knowledge hoarding by positively influencing psychological
safety, and mastery climate moderated the relationship.

The study “How Classy Servant Leader at Workplace? Linking
Servant Leadership and Task Performance During the COVID-
19 Crisis: A Moderation and Mediation Approach” by Zada M.
et al,, examined the impact of servant leadership on the task
performance of employees in virtual working environments during
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the COVID-19 crisis. Drawing on the conservation of resources
theory, the findings revealed that servant leadership is positively
related to task performance in a virtual environment during crises.
The study also found that psychological empowerment partially
mediates this relationship, and perceived supervisor support
positively moderates the relationship between servant leadership
and task performance.

In their work “The Influence of Self-Serving Leadership on
Deviant Behaviors in the Workplace: A Moderated Mediation
Model,” Liu L. et al. have examined one type of destructive
leadership, the self-serving leadership. Drawing from the social
identity theory and 377 survey data via a three-wave time lagged
design, the findings showed that self-serving leadership may
induce employees’ deviant behavior, organizational identification
partially mediates self-serving leadership and employees’ deviant
behavior, and employees’ moral identity negatively moderates
the relationship between self-serving leadership and employees’
organizational identification.

The study “Executives’ unethical behavior with directions for
future research,” is written by Zhu et al.. This bibliometric analysis
has reviewed 428 articles published between the years 2000 and
2020 on executives unethical behavior in the emerging markets.

In their work “The influence of leader-signaled knowledge
hiding on tourism employees work withdrawal behavior: A
moderated mediating model,” Xu et al. have used conservation
of resources theory to build a moderated mediation model with
emotional exhaustion as a mediating variable and supervisor-
subordinate guanxi as a moderating variable. The data was collected
from 440 tourism employees. The results show that leaders’
knowledge hiding is positively linked to employees” withdrawal
behavior and emotional exhaustion.

Regarding the relationship between self-sacrificial leadership
and employees’ knowledge sharing, they study “How Does Self-
Sacrificial Leadership Foster Knowledge Sharing Behavior in
Employees? Moral Ownership, Felt Obligation and Supervisor-
Subordinate Guanxi,” conducted by Su et al., employed the social
cognitive theory and social exchange theory to explain how, when
and why self-sacrificial leaders may trigger knowledge sharing.
Totally, 481 pair sample has been used to test the theoretical model.
The results showed that good guanxi between employees and their
leaders, could lead employees to better understand leaders’ self-
sacrificial behavior and engage in knowledge sharing.

The entitled Self-Sacrifice Make Me
Great? Research on the Relationship Between Employee
Conscientiousness and pro-Social Rule Breaking” is written

study “Does

by Liu X. et al.. Drawing upon purposeful work behavior theory
and using two-wave time lagged design, data was collected
from 216 employee-supervisor dyads. The findings showed that
duty orientation and achievement orientation have opposite
relationship to pro-social rule breaking. Furthermore, job
autonomy strengthens the positive effect of duty orientation
and the negative effect of achievement orientation on pro-social
rule breaking.

We have included another contribution related to employee
consciousness. In their work “When Do Coworkers™ Idiosyncratic
Deals Trigger Social Undermining? - The Moderating Roles of
Cored Self-Evaluations and Conscientiousness,” Wang and Ma
used social comparison theory and a sample of 331 employees,
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to examine the interaction between perceptions of coworkers’
receiving idiosyncratic deals and respective deprivation. The
findings showed the moderating role of conscientiousness,
which may weaken the relationship between deprivation and
social undermining.

They study “When and How Workplace Helping Promotes
Deviance? An Actor-Centric Perspective,” conducted by Zhang H.
et al.,, examined the impacts of three helping behaviors (caring,
coaching, and substituting helping) on helpers themselves. Drawing
from the resource conservation theory and using a three-wave time-
lagged design, the findings suggested that caring and coaching were
more negatively associated with emotional exhaustion and helpers
of these two styles were less likely to adopt subsequent deviant
behaviors. This study has also identified the role of extrinsic career
goals in the direct relationship between the three helping behavior
and emotional exhaustion.

The contribution “A Contingency Perspective of Pro-
Organizational Motives, Unethical Pro-Organizational Behavior,
and Organizational Citizenship Behavior; written by Cheng,
Hu, et al, uses the data collected from 218 salespeople
in the internet technology service company and develops a
contingent model to show how moral identity and impression
management motives could moderate the links between pro-
organizational motives, unethical pro-organizational behavior, and
organizational behavior.

The article “Status Competition and Implicit Coordination:
Based on the Role of Knowledge Sharing and Psychological Safety”
written by Xiao J. et al,, has examined the implicit coordination
from the perspective of team mentality, and discussed the incentive
mechanism of status competition by using knowledge sharing as
a mediating variable and psychological safety as a moderating
variable. The empirical study has used a sample of 367 employees
from 44 companies. The findings revealed that prestige-type status
competition was positively related to implicit coordination, while
dominant-type status competition was negatively related to implicit
coordination. Furthermore, knowledge sharing mediated the
relationship between both types of status and implicit coordination,
and psychological safety enhanced both relationships.

In the study “Research on the Relationship Between
High-Commitment Work Systems and Employees’ Unethical
Pro-Organizational Behavior: The Moderating Role of Balanced
Reciprocity Beliefs,” Zhang M. et al. uncovered the situational
factors that influence employees’ unethical pro-organizational
behavior to repay the organization. Based on the social exchange
theory, the authors used multisource data from 139 human
resource managers and 966 employees to examine why
and how high-commitment work systems affect employees’
unethical pro-organizational behavior. The findings revealed
that high-commitment work

systems promote employees’

unethical ~ pro-organizational behavior through relational
Besides, the findings showed that

balanced reciprocity beliefs strengthen the positive relationship

psychological contract.

between relational psychological contract and employees’ unethical
pro-organizational behavior.

Zhang Z. et al. conducted the study “Does Technostress
Increase R&D Employeess Knowledge Hiding in the Digital
Era?” and introduced work exhaustion as a mediating variable
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for exploring how five sub-dimensions of technostress impact
R&D employees’ knowledge hiding. The authors have used job
demand-resource theory to examine technostress—an antecedent
of knowledge hiding. The sample of 254 participants was
collected through a two-stage survey. The findings showed that
techno-invasion, techno-insecurity, and techno-complexity were
significantly and positively associated with work exhaustion.
Furthermore, work exhaustion mediated the relationship between
aforementioned three variables and knowledge hiding, while
workplace friendship negatively moderated the association
between techno-invasion, techno-insecurity and work exhaustion,
reducing the emergence of knowledge hiding, while it also
positively moderated the association between techno-complexity
and work exhaustion.

The study “Workplace Suspicion, Knowledge Hiding, and
A Double-Moderated Mediation Model
of Knowledge-Based Psychological

Silence Behavior:

Ownership and Face
Consciousness” conducted by Wu et al. examined the relationship
between workplace suspicion and employees’ silence, as well as the
mediating role of knowledge hiding from a colleague’s perspective.
Drawing from resource conservation theory and self-regulation
theory, data of 303 pair sample from 23 companies in China
was collected through three-waves questionnaire method. The
results revealed that workplace suspicion positively influenced
employees’ silence via knowledge hiding, and knowledge-based
psychological ownership strengthened the mediating effect.
However, face consciousness weakened the positive impact of
workplace suspicion on knowledge hiding.

The study “Impacts of Corporate Social Responsibility on
Employees’ Mental Fatigue” written by Zheng et al. uses 176
valid responses to examine whether employees’ personal ethics
and perceptions of corporate hypocrisy can be beneficial for
reducing employees’ mental fatigue. The theories used to develop
the hypotheses are stakeholder theories and sociological theories.
The findings showed that employees’ mental fatigue reduces when
internal or external corporate social responsibility (CSR) has a
positive impact on employees’ altruistic choice and employees’
mental fatigue increases when CSR has a negative effect on
ethical egoism.

Existing research seldom employs a bottom-up perspective to
examine how employees can reduce abusive supervision. In their
work, Jiang et al. conducted the study of “Benefits of Non-Work
Interactions with Your Supervisor: Exploring the Bottom-Up Effect
of Employee Boundary Blurring Behavior on Abusive Supervision”
and explored how employees’ boundary blurring behavior can
prevent themselves from being abused by supervisors. Drawing
from the self-disclosure theory, authors have used a scenario-based
experimental study and a multi-wave field study to find out that
employees’ boundary blurring behaviors inhibit the emergence of
abusive supervision through the mediating effect of supervisor
liking toward the employee.

In the article “Appearing competent or moral? The role of
organizational goals in the evaluation of candidates,” Fousiani et al.
explored the effect of morality and competence in recruiters” hiring
decisions. The authors used the Big Two theoretical framework
to examine how instrumental or relational goals of organizations
might influence the importance of morality or competence of

frontiersin.org
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candidates during the hiring process. The authors conducted three
studies (Studyl, n = 260; Study2, n = 318; Study3, n = 394)
to test the proposed hypotheses. The findings showed that the
primacy effect of morality might hold when organizational goals
are relational but might get reversed when organizational goals are
instrumental. They also found that perceived appropriateness of a
candidate positively affects hiring recommendations.

The contribution of Carminati and Héliot, titled “Between
Multiple Identities and Values: Professionals’ Identity Conflicts
in Ethically Charged Situations,” adopted a qualitative approach.
Forty-seven semi-structured interviews had been conducted among
doctors and nurses working for the English National Healthcare
Service. The findings showed that micro processes such as cognitive
and emotional perspective taking, plus identifying with the other
may trigger identity conflict.

The study “Person-Job Misfit: Perceived Overqualification and
Counterproductive Work Behavior” by Khan et al. examined
the relationship between perceived overqualification and
counterproductive work behavior (CWB) among textile sector
employees, considering job boredom as a mediator and job crafting
as a moderator. The findings showed a positive relationship
between perceived overqualification and CWB. Furthermore, the
study found that job boredom mediated the relationship between
perceived overqualification and CWB, and job crafting moderated
the positive association between perceived overqualification and
job boredom.

The article by Shen et al. titled “How I Speak Defines What I Do:
Effects of the Functional Language Proficiency of Host Country
Employees on Their Unethical Pro-Organizational Behavior”
investigates the

relationship between functional language

proficiency (i.e., English) and wunethical pro-organizational
behavior of host country employees in multinational corporations
(MNCs). The authors used data from 309 full-time host country
employees to test their predictions guided by social identity theory.
The findings suggested that host country employees’ functional
language proficiency enhances their unethical pro-organizational
behavior through their linguistic group identification and
moral disengagement.

The article “How does leaders’ information-sharing behavior
affect subordinates’ taking charge behavior in public sector? A
moderated mediation effect,” is written by Liu J.-N. et al.. Drawing
from planned behavior theory and 200 civil servants’ data, the
findings showed that public sector leaders’ information-sharing
behavior is positively related to their subordinates’ taking charge
behavior, and public service motivation mediates this relationship.
The results also found emotional trust strongly moderates the effect
of leaders” information-sharing behavior on subordinates’ taking
charge behavior.

In their work “Is not workplace gossip bad? The effect of
positive workplace gossip on employee innovative behavior,” Dai
et al. have examined the role of positive workplace gossip through a
moderated mediation model. Data from 327 employees in the Pearl
River and Yangtze River Delta regions of China was collected to
test the theory model. The results showed that positive workplace
gossip may promote employee innovation.

The article “How Daily Supervisor Abuse and Coworker
Support Affect Daily Work Engagement” by Wang and Tang aimed
to investigate the impact of daily supervisor abuse and coworker
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support on daily work engagement. Drawing from the conservation
of resources (COR) theory, the study utilized a daily diary approach
and collected data from 73 employees during five consecutive days
in China. The results showed that daily abusive supervision had a
negative impact on daily work engagement and that daily negative
emotions mediated this relationship. Coworker support had a
cross-level moderating effect between daily abusive supervision and
daily negative emotions.

The
Community Reference on Creative Territory Behavior” by

study “Influence of Crowd-sourcing Innovation
Xiao W. et al. investigates the impact of crowdsourcing innovation
community reference on creative territory behavior from the
perspective of reference group theory. A two-stage survey has
been used and 524 valid responses were collected. The results
suggested that the crowdsourcing innovation community reference
influences members’ impression management behavior and
then inhibits creative territory behavior. Interestingly, there
are different community reference effects among members of
different community age groups. These findings contribute to
understanding the influence of the crowdsourcing innovation
community on crowd participation decision-making and suggest
implications for exploring the cooperation mechanism of
crowdsourcing innovation.

In another perspective, the article “Why Does Leader
Aggressive Humor Lead to Bystander Workplace Withdrawal
Behavior?—Based on the Dual Path Perspective of Cognition
Affection,” Chen H. et al. examined the relationship between
leader’s aggressive humor and bystander’s workplace withdrawal
behavior. The study used the Cognitive-Affective Personality
System Theory and collected data from 443 employees and
their direct supervisors in the Chinese enterprises. The results
showed that leader-aggressive humor positively affected bystander
affective rumination and bystander workplace anxiety, which in
turn mediated the relationship between leader-aggressive humor
and bystander workplace withdrawal behavior. Additionally,
organization-based self-esteem moderated the indirect impact
of leader-aggressive humor on bystander workplace withdrawal
behavior through bystander affective rumination and bystander
workplace anxiety.

Contributions

This Research Topic has made the following contributions.
First, in this Research Topic, scholars attempted to conduct
research from different perspectives and methodologies on the
“good” behaviors (e.g., organizational citizenship behaviors) and
negative behaviors (e.g., workplace gossip), which have enriched
the research on the “dark sides” of workplace positive behavior and
the “bright sides” of workplace negative behavior. For example, the
study of Dai et al. have explored the effect of positive workplace
gossip on employee’s innovative behavior; Zhang H. et al. have
studied when and how workplace helping promotes workplace
deviance from an actor-centric perspective; Zhang M. et al. have
explained the dark side of high-commitment work systems and
linked it to employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior.
These findings point out the importance to review and manage
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workplace (un)ethical/(im)moral behaviors with a balanced but
critical perspective.

Second, prior research has explored the relationship between
various types of destructive leaders’ behavior (e.g., abusive
supervision) and workplace unethical/immoral behaviors such as
counterproductive work behavior, and the relationship between
positive leadership (e.g., ethical leadership) and employees’
positive workplace behaviors such as innovative behavior and
prosocial behavior. However, how positive leadership can help
prevent unethical organizational behaviors requires further
development. In this Research Topic, Cheng, Guo, et al. have
examined how positive leadership can prevent employees’
workplace unethical/immoral behaviors. This contribution has
greatly enriched the current understanding of how responsible
leadership is related to employees’ unethical pro-organizational
behavior. Furthermore, this study has explicitly explained the
impacts of positive leadership and the important role that positive
leadership can play in inhibiting and governing the negative
behaviors of employees.

Third, this Research Topic focuses on the mechanisms
by which relationships and interpersonal interactions between
supervisors and subordinates and between coworkers influence
each other’s (un)ethical/(im)moral behaviors. We have included
studies of top-down leadership behaviors and their impacts
on employees’ behaviors, and the studies of the bottom-up
employees’ behaviors and their impacts on leaders’ behaviors. The
(un)ethical/(im)moral behaviors in the workplace are examined
through multiple directions. For example, Xu et al. have explored
the influence of leader-signaled knowledge hiding on tourism
employees’ withdrawal behavior. Jiang et al. have advocated
the benefits of employees’ non-work interactions with their
supervisors and verified the bottom-up effect of employee
boundary blurring behavior on abusive supervision. Liu J.-N.
et al. have investigated how leaders’ information sharing behavior
affect subordinates’ taking charge behavior in public sector.
Chen H. et al. have further studied the relationship between
leader’s aggressive humor and employee’s withdrawal behavior
from a bystander’s perspective. Su et al. have demonstrated
the impacts of leaders’ self-sacrificial behaviors and supervisor-
subordinate guanxi on employees knowledge sharing. Wang
and Tang have integrated daily supervisor abuse and coworker
support in influencing employees’ daily work engagement. These
contributions point out that when managing leaders’ or employees’
workplace (un)ethical/(im)moral behaviors, one should not only
look for the reasons and respective governance strategies from the
actors’ perspectives. In fact, the influence of others is an important
source of the formation of individual behaviors in the workplace.
Managers should improve the positive interpersonal interactions
through building the healthy and meaningful relationship at the
workplace, and reduce the contagion effects through lead by
example, open communication, promotion of positive corporate
culture, rewards on the ethical/moral behaviors, and so on.

Last, knowledge-related behaviors such as knowledge sharing
(see for example Liu J.-N. et al; Su et al; Xiao J. et al; Saeed
et al.), knowledge hiding (see for example Xu et al; Wu et al;
Zhang 7. et al.), and knowledge hoarding (see for example Zada
S. et al.) have attracted increasing attention. The contributions
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have employed theoretical lens such as the conservation of
resources theory, the self-regulation theory, the framework of
“cognition-motivation-behavior,” and the psychological safety
and psychological ownership perspectives, to examine the
formation mechanism between knowledge sharing behavior
and counterproductive knowledge behavior. In addition, these
contributions have provided a systematic review related to the
moral concern of knowledge hiding. Thanks to these studies, we
are able to enrich the knowledge hiding research by diversifying
the existing theoretical perspectives, realizing the interdisciplinary
studies, introducing and integrating the moral ownership,
moral self-regulation and other moral psychology, cognitive
psychology and other disciplines in the theoretical perspectives,
forming new insights to call for research on the novel knowledge
hiding phenomenon (i.e., leader-signaled knowledge hiding).
Furthermore, the contributions that have been included in this
Research Topic have taken the lead in exploring how technostress
increase R&D employee knowledge hiding in the digital era. These
findings draw practitioners’ attention to the ethical nature of
knowledge hiding behaviors and the respective moral issues. This
Research Topic offers practitioners with knowledge on how to
better anticipate the harmfulness of immoral behavior and the dark
sides of moral behavior, developing the knowledge governance
practices from the perspectives of employees’ moral emotion and
moral cognition.
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INTRODUCTION

In an economic environment of increasing competition, uncertainty, and complexity, managers
try to stimulate employees’ pro-organizational behavior through various methods to obtain a
sustainable competitive advantage. However, to achieve this goal, employees may look for
shortcuts that violate the moral standards at for-profit organizations, ranging from tampering
with financial data to withholding negative information from the public. Other unethical
workplace behaviors were revealed in the “Enron event,” “Sanlu melamine incident,” and other
corporate scandals, which become widespread (Xu and Lv, 2018). Many ethical misdeeds are
destructive (such as damaging equipment) or purely self-serving (such as fraudulent reporting).
Still, such misconducts stem from a desire to benefit the organization. To distinguish this
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from general unethical behavior, Umphress et al. (2010) put
forward the concept of “unethical pro-organizational behavior,”
which they defined as an act aimed at promoting the effective
operation of the organization or its members (such as leaders)
and violating the core social values, ethics, laws or standards
of proper conduct (Umphress and Bingham, 2011). It is precise
because unethical pro-organizational behaviors violate widely
accepted ethical norms in society, which may eventually lead
to harmful consequences (Vadera and Pratt, 2013), such as
fines, corporate reputation tarnished, and damage to the interests
of external stakeholders and even the whole society (Umphress
and Bingham, 2011). Therefore, unethical pro-organizational
behavior quickly became the focus of scholars and managers,
who seek to identify more factors affecting unethical
pro-organizational behavior in order to reduce or avoid such
behaviors among employees.

Previous studies have studied the antecedents of unethical
pro-organizational behavior from the perspectives of individual
characteristics (such as psychological rights, moral identity,
moral disengagement, the high performance expectation, and
the high performance pressure; Wu et al., 2016a; Chen and
Liang, 2017; Zhao and Zhou, 2017; Lee et al., 2019), leadership
style and behavior (such as transformational leadership, and
moral leadership; Miao et al, 2013; Effelsberg et al., 2014;
Zhang et al., 2018; Wang and Li, 2019), and colleague behavior
(Thau et al., 2015). However, it is worth noting that employees
often engage in unethical pro-organizational behavior for the
sake of organizations short-term interests. What organizational
situations encourage employees to show more willingness to
participate in unethical pro-organizational behavior? According
to the recent research, organizational context that predicts
employees” unethical pro-organizational behavior has not received
sufficient attention (Xu and Lv, 2018). Scholars pay more
attention to the relationship between organizational factors and
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior, such as
organizational identity, organizational emotional commitment,
and organizational culture (Umphress et al, 2010;
Alexandra, 2012).

In an organization, strategic human resource management
aims to convey and strengthen the consistency of the relationship
between employees and the organization to employees, and
provides clear guidance on how the organization trains and
supports employees and what the company expects from
employees in return (Lepak and Snell, 1999; Bowen and Ostroft,
2004). High-commitment work systems, which are committed
to the common development of employees and the organization,
have the closest contact with employees (Chang et al., 2014).
Under the guidance of the high investment concept, high-
commitment work systems promote the development of
employees’ skills and abilities through high investment measures,
and help employees establish attachment and emotional
commitment to the organization (Arthur, 1994; Lepak and
Snell, 1999). By investing resources in its employees, high-
commitment work systems try to establish trust, mutual exchange,
and long-term relationships with employees (Walton, 1985;
Whitener, 2001; Hauff et al., 2014), and when employees feel
the “valuable things” provided by the organization, they are

willing to offer “valuable things” in return, which may show
more pro-organizational behavior (Ali et al., 2020). For example,
for the organization’s benefit, even in the face of violating
existing rules and moral standards of the organization, employees
will choose to engage in behaviors beneficial to the organization,
that is the occurrence of unethical pro-organizational behavior
(Kehoe and Wright, 2013; Kehoe and Collins, 2017). Further
cycles of mutually beneficial exchanges may occur when both
parties in a relationship gain benefits (Mostafa et al., 2019),
in keeping with the aphorism, “The grace of dripping water
should be repaid by the spring” When employees feel supported
and cared for by the organization, will they choose to engage
in unethical behaviors that benefit the organization’s interests
because of their intense gratitude to the organization and their
willingness to reward the organization? This research’s primary
goal is to explore the relationship between high-commitment
work systems and employees’ unethical pro-organizational
behavior.

To clarify the mechanism of the high-commitment work
systems on an employee’s unethical pro-organizational behavior,
this research intends to further explore the mediation mechanism
of the high-commitment work systems affecting an employee’s
unethical pro-organizational behavior. The social exchange
theory asserts that if one party pays for the other party and
fulfills the other party’s expectations accordingly, then in response,
the beneficiary will show positive behaviors and attitudes (Blau,
1964; Peyton et al,, 2019). There is a long-term, unspecified
obligation between the two parties in this process, which
provides a theoretical framework for explaining how the
organization’s human resource management practices affect
employees’ work performance (Li et al., 2017). High-commitment
work systems that highlight the “promise maximizer” provide
employees with resources, support, and participation (Arthur,
1994), allowing employees to gain positive work experience,
establish a sense of trust in and commitment to the organization,
and form a long-term psychological contract. The establishment
of a relational psychological contract based on mutual trust
and long-term commitment, beyond the written form of
agreement (Morrison and Robinson, 1997), will directly affect
individuals® attitudes and behaviors at work (He et al., 2019).
Hence, taking positive reciprocity as the criterion of action
(Gouldner, 1960), for the sake of repaying the organization,
employees abide by the relational psychological contract by
engaging in behaviors beneficial to the development of the
organization, which sometimes may damage the interests of
external stakeholders to a certain extent. Therefore, the relational
psychological contract may mediate between the high-
commitment work system and the employees’ unethical
pro-organizational behavior.

Moreover,  considering  that  employees’  unethical
pro-organizational behavior occurs in the context of two-way
interaction between employees and the organization, this research
also incorporates employees’ perception of the organization’s
equality and reciprocity into this research framework based
on the social exchange theoretical framework. Compared to
employees with a low level of balanced reciprocity beliefs,
employees with a stronger belief in balanced reciprocity are
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more sensitive to the exchange of rights and interests (Huseman
etal., 1987; Smith, 2003). Having perceived the material resources
and psychological support given by the organization, they tend
to immediately repay the organization with the same effective
reward (Sparrowe and Liden, 1997). After forming a relational
psychological contract with the organization, affected by the
strong belief in equality and reciprocity, they are more likely
to deliberately take actions that are beneficial to the organization
but violate social laws or ethics to meet the organization’s
requirements and realize the return to the organization as
soon as possible in the short term. Therefore, this study believes
that the stronger the employee’s balanced reciprocity beliefs
is, the more obvious the effect of relational psychological
contract on the employees unethical pro-organizational
behavior may be.

In summary, based on social exchange theory, a cross-level
model of high-commitment work systems affecting employees’
unethical pro-organizational behavior is deduced, so as to better
understand the situational factors influencing employees” choice
of unethical pro-organizational behavior to repay the organization.
At the same time, employees’ perception of organizational
reciprocity will also play a role in high-commitment work
systems’ effectiveness. Therefore, this research introduces the
concept of balanced reciprocity beliefs and discusses whether
balanced reciprocity beliefs determine the conditions for high-
commitment work systems to affect the employees’ unethical
pro-organizational behavior through relational psychological
contract.

THEORETICAL BASIS AND RESEARCH
HYPOTHESIS

High-Commitment Work System and
Employees’ Unethical Pro-organizational
Behavior

In enterprises, when the organization implements the high-
commitment work system, strictly selects employees in accordance
with the requirements of organizational culture and norms,
and then shapes and guides employees to develop specific
skills and abilities through systematic training activities, employee
participation in decision-making, reasonable salary and incentive
(Bowen and Ostroff, 2004), and further promotes employees’
professional development and growth (Arthur, 1994; Chang
et al, 2014). Based on the principle of reciprocity, as the
return of high-level investment by the organization, employees
often have strong pro-organizational will and motivation, which
urges them to repay the organization and maintain the positive
social exchange relationship between the two parties with
pro-organizational behavior (Kalshoven et al., 2016). However,
to maintain the high-quality social exchange relationship
generated by the high level of investment in employees, employees
will greatly reduce the possibility of behaviors that harm the
interests of the organization, and even lower their own moral
threshold and engage in behaviors that violate moral standards
for the short-term interests of the organization (Wilks, 2011).

In addition, employees with strong pro-organization motivation
tend to ignore ethical and moral constraints to realize the
return to the organization, and rationalize the attribution for
their unethical behaviors (Wang et al, 2018), thus reducing
the sense of cognitive dissonance brought by unethical
pro-organizational behavior. Therefore, based on social exchange
theory, this study argues that employees are more likely to
engage in unethical pro-organizational behavior in return for
the organization’s investment in them, when the organization
effectively implements high-commitment work systems.
Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed as:

HI: High-commitment work systems have a significant
positive effecton employees unethical pro-organizational
behavior.

Mediating Effect of Relational
Psychological Contract

Rousseau (1989) believed that psychological contract is the
belief that there are mutual obligations between employees
and organizations, while relational psychological contract is a
long-term employment relationship established on the basis
of mutual trust and loyalty. It is characterized by universality
and openness, and there are no explicit obligations or performance
requirements between both parties (MacNeil, 1985; Robinson
and Rousseau, 1994; Raja et al., 2004). When a relational
psychological contract is established between an organization
and its employees, a stable relationship of mutual commitment
exists between both parties (Rousseau, 1990, 1995; Janssens
et al, 2003). It is worth noting that whether a relational
psychological contract can be successfully established between
an organization and employees is affected by the enterprise’s
human resource management practice (Marks, 2001). Based
on this, this study infers that as a human resource management
strategy with a high level of investment, the high-commitment
work systems emphasize high investment in employees and
long-term participation of employees, which are conducive to
shaping positive emotions and relationships between employees
and the organization and inducing the formation of relational
psychological contracts between both parties.

Specifically, first, in the strict employee screening stage,
the organization selects employees who meet the enterprise’s
development goals. When the organization and employees
have a clear shared vision, it is easier for both parties to
establish long-term emotional connection and relational
psychological contract (Sun et al., 2007). Moreover, at the
beginning of the employment relationship, organizations can
lay the foundation for the formation of relational psychological
contract by conveying the terms and conditions of the
employment relationship, demonstrating the management
philosophy behind human resource management practice
(Suazo et al., 2009).

Secondly, high-commitment work systems involve a wide
range of training activities to help new employees understand
their roles, quickly obtain work-related knowledge and skills.
Also such systems provide employees with the most direct
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perception of the organization’s investment and possible long-
term employment opportunities, which can improve employees’
willingness to keep a good relationship with the organization.
Thus, relational psychological contract between employees and
organizations can be formed (Latorre et al., 2016; He et al., 2021).

Thirdly, the organization attaches importance to teamwork
and emphasizes team performance appraisal, which is conducive
to creating an excellent working atmosphere. The cooperation
among team members will continuously stimulate the employees’
work potential, and the positive feedback from team leaders
during the team performance evaluation process may indicate
the establishment of different types of psychological contracts
(Suazo et al.,, 2009). This belief makes employees more willing
to develop a long-term oriented social exchange relationship
based on social emotion with the organization, so as to establish
a relational psychological contract (Rousseau and Schalk, 2000).

Fourthly, the measures, such as employee participation,
higher salary level, and superior welfare, emphasized by the
high-commitment work systems make employees realize that
the organization values employees’ contributions enhancing
their sense of trust and dependence on the organization, and
thus generating long-term emotional resources and finally
forming high-quality social exchange relationships (Arthur, 1994).

According to social exchange theory, employees with relational
psychological contracts try to strengthen their relationship with
the organization by adopting long-term commitments and
engaging in more behaviors and obligations beyond their roles’
requirements (Choi et al., 2014), even though these behaviors
may damage the organization’s long-term interests. Specifically,
on the one hand, in the relational psychological contract,
employees have an accurate perception of the responsibilities
undertaken by the organization (Wu et al., 2006) and a strong
desire to maintain a long-term employment relationship with
the organization (El Akremi et al, 2010; Liu et al., 2013;
Jawahar et al., 2018). Therefore, they are more likely to perceive
that the benefits brought by unethical behaviors outweigh the
costs, so they break away from the restrictions and constraints
of morality (Becker, 1968; Lewicki, 1983) and regard unethical
pro-organizational behavior as an “effective way” to maintain
relationships (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). On the other
hand, a relational psychological contract means that the
organization provides stable wages and long-term employment
and supports the welfare and interests of employees and their
families (Jepsen and Rodwell, 2012), which will significantly
improve employees’ enthusiasm for repaying the organization.
With the care and support of the organization, it is easy for
employees to mistakenly think that the pro-organization unethical
behavior is recognized by the organization. Although unethical
pro-organizational behaviors violate ethical standards and even
damage external stakeholders’ interests and the organization’s
long-term development, such behaviors express their devotion
and recompense to the organization. Moreover, these behaviors
will not bring negative consequences and costs in a short
term, like direct or indirect punishment and damage to its
reputation or moral identity (Wang et al, 2018), and even
have some benefits to the organization. Accordingly, the following
hypothesis is proposed as:

H2: The relational psychological contract playsa mediating
role in the impact of high-commitment work systems on
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior.

Moderating Effects of Balanced
Reciprocity Beliefs

Sahlins (1972) proposed different types of reciprocity by examining
different dimensions of reciprocity, namely, equivalence of
income, timeliness of income and the degree, and nature of
interests of both parties in the transaction, which are generalized
reciprocity, balanced reciprocity, and negative reciprocity. As a
positive reciprocal norm with altruism tendency, generalized
norm aims to establish a long-term exchange relationship. In
the process of exchange, all parties show a spirit of benevolence
and self-sacrifice. On the contrary, negative reciprocity is a
highly self-interest behavior whose purpose is to safeguard and
maximize their own interests as much as possible. Sometimes,
in order to achieve this purpose, it will even damage the
interests of others. Balanced reciprocity is between generalized
reciprocity and negative reciprocity, which emphasizes a high
degree of reciprocity, the immediacy of return, and the common
interests of both parties. This form of reciprocity comes from
the strict and fine accounting of inputs and results by both
sides of the exchange on the basis of trust. It emphasizes the
criterion of “economic exchange,” which directly reflects people’s
views on the exchange relationship (Sahlins, 1972; Wu et al,,
2016b). On the whole, people’s calculation of time and value
of extensive reciprocity is not only limited by the gift, but
also depends on each other’s needs and appropriate time, which
means that rewards may arrive quickly, but they may never
materialize. In comparison, the interaction between both parties
of balanced reciprocity has clearer economic and social purposes,
and in the process of exchange, the social relations between
actors change along with the changes of economic relations.
Therefore, we infer that balanced reciprocity is more likely to
affect the relationship between relational psychological contract
and employee unethical pro-organizational behaviors.

Social exchange theory further states that individuals are
concerned with balancing giving and receiving in social exchange.
In other words, differences in the degree of individual recognition
of “reciprocity” will affect the quality of social exchange
relationships and influence the behaviors between employees and
organizations (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Individuals with
a strong belief in balanced reciprocity are committed to the
exchange of equal resources. In other words, when employees
establish a close relational psychological contract with the
organization, they tend to repay the organization with something
of equal value within a short period, devoting more to the
work and the enterprise, and willing to contribute to the realization
of the organizational performance of the enterprise based on
the principle of giving back to the organization, and paying
more attention to how to quickly benefit the organization in a
short term, so as to increase the possibility of unethical
pro-organization behavior. Simultaneously, unethical
pro-organization behaviors can also reduce the sense of guilt
caused by failure to provide feedback to some extent (Bredewold
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et al., 2016). On the contrary, if the individual’s belief in balanced
reciprocity is low. It means that employees believe that after
contributing to the organization, the organization ignores or
neglects employees’ efforts, which will lead to the rupture of
the relational psychological contract established between employees
and the organization, so employees will stop paying and investing
in their work, and will not violate moral laws and regulations
in order to return to the organization in a short term and
create “immediate benefits” for the organization, thus reducing
their willingness to engage in unethical pro-organizational behavior.
In this case, the influence of relational psychological contract
on employees” unethical pro-organizational behavior is weakened.
Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed as:

H3: Employees’ balanced reciprocity beliefs moderate
the relationship between relational psychological
contract and their unethical pro-organizational
behavior, that is, the stronger the employee’s belief in
balanced reciprocity is, the more obvious the relationship
between relational psychological contract and unethical
pro-organizational behavior is.

The relationships revealed by hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 3
can be further understood as a moderated mediation model.
Specifically, the relational psychological contract mediates high-
commitment work systems' influence on employees unethical
pro-organizational behavior, but employees’ belief in balanced
reciprocity also moderates this mediating effect. When employees
believe that an organization has a high level of balanced reciprocity
beliefs, the high-commitment work systems will positively impact
the relational psychological contract. To repay the organization,
establishing the relational psychological contract will further promote
employees to make more unethical pro-organizational behaviors.
Conversely, when employees’ belief in balanced reciprocity is weak,
the relationship between relational psychological contract, high-
commitment work systems, and employees  unethical
pro-organizational behaviors will be more fragile. Thus, the mediating
effect of the relational psychological contract will be further weakened.
Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed in this study:

H4: Employees’ balanced reciprocity beliefs moderate
the mediating effect of the relational psychological
contract between high-commitment work systems and
employees’ unethical pro-organization behaviors. With
the enhancement of employees’ balanced reciprocity
beliefs, the mediating effect of relational psychological
contract becomes stronger, otherwise, the mediation
effect becomes weaker.

RESEARCH METHODS

Samples and Procedures

This study’s data are collected from enterprises in Jiangsu,
Anhui, Guangdong, Sichuan, Beijing, and other places. The
types of enterprises include manufacturing, service industry,
high-tech enterprises, and others. After obtaining consent from

each enterprise’s human resources department manager, the
researcher explained the surveys purpose, process, and
confidentiality. By mailing the paper questionnaire, each
enterprise’s human resources department manager organized
randomly selected employees to fill in the questionnaire and
then send back the completed questionnaire.

To avoid the effect of homologous variance, this research
collected data from multiple sources. The enterprise’s human
resource department managers completed the questionnaire on
the high-commitment work systems and the demographic
variables at the enterprise level. Each enterprise’s employees
completed the questionnaire of the relational psychological
contract, balances reciprocity, unethical pro-organizational
behavior, and the demographic variables at the individual level.
A total of 150 enterprises were contacted before the survey,
and 150 questionnaires for human resource department managers
and 1,200 questionnaires for employees were delivered. After
eliminating invalid questionnaires, 139 valid questionnaires
were obtained of human resource department managers and
966 of employees, with effective recovery rates of 92.67 and
80.5%, respectively. Table 1 shows the sample characteristics
of this research.

Measurement of Variables

The scales used in this study are all quoted from papers
published in top journals abroad and translated into Chinese
scales according to the procedure of translation and retranslation
(Brislin, 1970). Likert seven points were used for all the scales
involved, from “l-totally disagree” to “7-totally agree”

High-Commitment Work Systems

A scale of 10 items compiled by Xiao and Tsui (2007) was
selected (Xiao and Tsui, 2007). For items, such as “Our company
emphasizes open communication and wide information sharing,
“the scale’s internal consistency coeflicient is 0.900.

Relational Psychological Contract

A scale of 5 items compiled by Hui et al. (2004) was selected
(Hui et al., 2004). For items, such as “Our company is concerned
for my long-term well-being,” the scale’s internal consistency
coefficient is 0.914.

Balanced Reciprocity Beliefs

The scale of 6 items compiled by Wu et al. (2006) was selected
(Wu et al., 2016b). For items including “My organization takes
care of the organization’s interests as much as my interest,
the scale’s internal consistency coefficient is 0.891.

Employee Unethical Pro-organizational
Behavior

A scale of 6 items compiled by Umphress et al. (2010) was
selected (Umphress et al., 2010). One example includes “If my
organization needed me to, I would withhold issuing a refund
to a customer or client accidentally overcharged” The internal
consistency coefficient of this scale is 0.880.
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TABLE 1 | Characteristics of samples.

Characteristics of Employees

Characteristics of Organizations

Gender (%) Education (%) Types (%) Numbers of employees (%)
Male 55% Middle school or below 10.8% Stated-owned 47.5% Less than 50 7.2%
Female 45% Junior college 29.4% Foreign 25.9% 50~100 10.1%
Age (%) Bachelor degree 55.7% Private 17.3% 101~500 41%
Less than 25 16.3% Master degree or above 41% Others 9.4% 501~1,000 22.3%
26~30 36% Tenure by Year (%) Organization age (%) 1,001 ~2000 5%
31~35 25.4% Less than 1 17.6% Less than 1 19.4% More than 2001 14.4%
36~40 9.6% 1~3 30.6% 1~2 39.6%
More than 41 12.7% 3~5 22.8% 2~4 23.7%

More than 5 29% More than 4 17.3%

Control Variables

Previous studies believe that variables at the individual level (such
as gender, age, education level, and tenure) and organizational
level (such as enterprise type, enterprise size, and enterprise
establishment years) may affect the occurrence of employees’
unethical pro-organizational behavior, and most empirical studies
on unethical pro-organizational behavior, especially, the cross-level
structural equation models constructed, take these variables as
control variables (Umphress et al., 2010; Xu and Lv, 2018). Therefore,
we also controlled for demographic variables at the individual
and organizational levels. Specifically, human resource department
managers fill in the control variables of the organization level,
including enterprise type (1 “stated-owned,” 2 “foreign,” 3 “private,”
and 4 “others”), numbers of employees (1 “less than 50,” 2 “50 ~ 100,”
3 “101~500," 4 “501~1,000, 5 “1,001 ~2000,” and 6 “more than
20017), organization age (by year; 1 “less than 1 2 “1~2) 3
“2~4” and 4 “more than 47); line staff fill in the demographic
variables at the individual level, including gender (1 “male” and
2 “female”), age (1 “Less than 25 2 “26~307 3 “31~35] 4
“36~40,” and 5 “more than 41”), education level (1 “middle school
or below;” 2 “junior college,” 3 “bachelor degree;” and 4 “master
degree or above”), and tenure (by year; 1 “less than 1, 2 “1~3)
3 “3~57 and 4 “more than 5”).

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

This study used Mplus 7.40 software to distinguish the validity
of the variables, the inspection through multiple levels of
confirmatory factor analysis. The results showed that compared
to other competitive models, four factors of measurement model
have better fitting validity, y*=614.461, df=151, RMSEA =0.056,
CFI=0.949, TLI=0.938, SRMR (within-level) =0.037, SRMR
(between-level) =0.061. This study selected four variables with
good validity, effectively representing four different
research constructs.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation
Analysis

Table 2 shows the mean value, standard deviation, and correlation
of all study variables. Table 2 shows that relational psychological

contract is positively correlated with employees’ unethical
pro-organizational behavior (r=0.574, p<0.01), and equality
and reciprocity are positively correlated with employees’ unethical
pro-organizational behaviors (r=0.177, p<0.01), which
preliminarily supports the research hypothesis.

Hypothesis Testing

After controlling gender, age, education level, tenure on individual
levels of, and enterprise type, enterprise size, and enterprise
establishment years on the organizational level, this study
establishes a multilevel moderated mediation model of high-
commitment work systems’ unethical pro-organizational behavior.
The result of path analysis is shown in Figure 1. As shown
in Figure 1, high-commitment work systems significantly affect
employee’s unethical pro-organizational behavior (y=0.427,
p<0.001). Hypothesis 1 is supported.

According to the multilevel model results in Figure 1, high-
commitment work systems have a significant positive effect
on relational psychological contracts (y=0.472, p<0.001). The
relational psychological contract also has a significant positive
effect on unethical pro-organizational behavior (y=0.189,
p<0.01). Meanwhile, the direct effect of high-commitment work
systems on employee’s unethical pro-organizational behavior
remained significant (y=0.339, p<0.001), suggesting that the
relational psychological contract played a partial mediating role
between high-commitment work systems and employees’
unethical pro-organizational behavior. Hypothesis 2 is supported.
In addition, the results of 20,000 tests using the Monte Carlo
method showed that a 95% confidence interval for the relational
psychological contracts mediating effect was (0.023, 0.162),
and the interval did not include 0. This indicates that the
relational psychological contract has a significant mediating
effect between high-commitment work systems and employees’
unethical pro-organizational behavior. Hypothesis 2 is
further verified.

According to Figure 1, the interaction between relational
psychological contract and balanced reciprocity beliefs has
significant  positive impact on employees  unethical
pro-organizational behavior (y=0.064, p<0.05). It shows that
balanced reciprocity beliefs have significant moderating effect
between relational psychological contract and employees’ unethical
pro-organizational behavior. Hypothesis 3 is supported. This

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

17

December 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 776904


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Zhang et al.

A Multilevel Moderated Mediation Analysis

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics of variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
Individual Level
1. Gender 1.470 0.504
2. Age 3.750 1.427 -0.067"
3. Education 2.950 1.125 —-0.008 -0.305™
4. Tenure 54.230 55.189 -0.020 0.581™ -0.221"
5. Relational Psychological Contract 4.065 1.073 -0.024 0.025 0.002 0.048
6. Balanced reciprocity beliefs 4.947 1.125 0.018 0.022 —0.006 —0.057 0.120™
7. Unethical Pro-Organizational Behavior 3.799 0.967 -0.021 -0.009 0.044 0.041 0.574™ 0177
Organizational Level
8. Types 1.885 1.008
9. Numbers of Employees 3.504 1.380 -0.135
10. Organization Age 28.806 23.652 —0.028 0.194"
11. High-Commitment Work Systems 4.547 1.017 0.012 0.077 0.001
“p<0.01; "'p<0.05.
Nempioyee =966, Norganization=139.
- - 0.427°*
High-Commitment | | ieeeeeesssssssesesssssassssssssssasasssensnns
Work Systems
Organizational Level
i Individual Level
0.472 0.189"* v

Relational Psychological

Unethical Pro-Organizational

Contract

0.064"

Behavior

Balanced Reciprocity

FIGURE 1 | The final model with coefficients.

study drew the moderating effect chart of balanced reciprocity
beliefs more intuitively to reflect the moderating effect of balanced
reciprocity beliefs between relational psychological contract and
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior. As shown in
Figure 2, when the level of balanced reciprocity beliefs is low,
the relational psychological contract has a significant positive
impact on employees unethical pro-organizational behavior
(y=0.424, 95% LLCI=0.345, 95% ULCI=0.503). When the level
of balanced reciprocity beliefs is high, the positive effect of
relational psychological contract on employees’ unethical
pro-organizational behavior is more significant (y=0.568, 95%
LLCI=0.489, 95% ULCI=0.648), indicating that the moderating
effect of balanced reciprocity beliefs has been verified. Therefore,
hypothesis 3 is supported.

In this study, the Monte Carlo method was also used to test
the moderated mediating effect. The R program was used to
sample 20,000 times. Results are shown in Table 3. In the high
level of balanced reciprocity beliefs, the indirect effect of high-
commitment work systems on employees  unethical

pro-organizational behavior through relational psychological
contract was 0.133, and the 95% confidence interval was (0.043,
0.230), which did not include 0. In the low level of balanced
reciprocity beliefs, the indirect effect of high-commitment work
systems on unethical pro-organizational behavior through relational
psychological contract was 0.097; 95% confidence interval was
(0.032, 0.167), and the interval did not include 0. Simultaneously,
the difference between groups was 0.036, and the 95% confidence
interval was (0.003, 0.085), reaching the significance level. This
indicates that the mediating effect is different at different levels
of balanced reciprocity beliefs; that is, the mediating effect of
relational psychological contract is moderated by balanced
reciprocity beliefs. Hypothesis 4 is supported.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This paper discusses the mechanism of high-commitment work
systems’ influence on employees’ unethical pro-organizational
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behavior.
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FIGURE 2 | The moderating role of balanced reciprocity beliefs in the relationship between relational psychological contract and unethical pro-organizational

behavior based on the social exchange theory. The results show
that the high-commitment work system is significantly beneficial
to establishing relational psychological contracts and directly
promotes the occurrence of unethical pro-organizational behavior.
The relational psychological contract mediates the influence of
high-commitment work systems on employees unethical
pro-organizational behavior. Employees’ balanced reciprocity beliefs
positively moderate the relationship between relational psychological
contract and employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior,
and positively moderate the relationship between high-commitment
work systems and employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior.

Theoretical Contribution

This research has the following theoretical contributions. First,
a review of the literature showed that most current studies on
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior illustrate the
occurrence process of such behaviors from the perspective of
individual characteristics (e.g., organizational commitment and
psychological rights; Umphress et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2019) or
relationships (e.g., leadership style and colleague behavior; Miao
et al., 2013; Effelsberg et al, 2014), but pay less attention to
how the strategic HRM practices at the enterprise level influence
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior. The occurrence
of employees’ pro-organizational immoral behavior is often related
to the specific management practice at the enterprise level, which
is because the specific measures of strategic human resource

TABLE 3 | Monte Carlo simulation tests the moderated mediating effect.

Dependent Ballance(.:l Effect  Standard Lower L
X reciprocity . Upper limit
variables . value error limit
beliefs
Employees’ High level 0.133™ 0.047 0.043 0.230
unethical pro-  Low level 0.097™ 0.034 0.032 0.167
organizational . 0.036" 0.021 0.003 0.085
Difference

behavior

“indicates p<0.01, “indicates p<0.05.
Bootstrap times are 20, 000.

management implemented by enterprises have the most direct
and close contact with employees (Chang et al, 2014). The
“effective solutions” implemented by the organization and managers
may inhibit the occurrence of employees unethical behavior as
expected by the organization but may also stimulate employees’
pro-organizational unethical behavior. Therefore, this study
discusses that the implementation of high-commitment work
systems that provide employees with many “benefits” is more
likely to prompt employees to ignore ethical standards for the
sake of the organization’s benefit, resulting in unethical behavior.
This paper’s research conclusion effectively responds to the call
put forward by scholars to study how to effectively avoid employees’
unethical pro-organizational behavior from the perspective of
organizational context (Kalshoven et al, 2016), and to some
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extent, expands the research on the influencing factors that lead
to the occurrence of employees unethical pro-organizational
behavior.

Secondly, previous studies have emphasized more on the
positive role of social exchange, while ignoring the possible
negative consequences of social exchange. The emergence of
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior is one of the
evidences of the negative impact of social exchange (Kalshoven
et al,, 2016). Similarly, the “employee centered” high-commitment
work systems aim to strengthen employees commitment to
the organization, establish a good relational psychological contract
between employees and the organization, promote the realization
of organizational goals, and help employees achieve their own
development. Consistent with the outcome variables expected
by the organization, scholars pay more attention to and investigate
the impact of high-commitment work systems on employees’
positive attitude and behavior (Farndale et al, 2011). In fact,
based on the principle of social exchange, the implementation
of high-commitment work systems may also promote employees
to show behaviors beyond the expectations of the organization,
including immoral behaviors that lose the long-term interests
of the organization, which will have a fatal impact on the
organization and employees. Therefore, this study’s conclusion
is a useful supplement to the mechanism of how the previous
organizational human resource management practices affect the
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior, and at the
same time, enriches the studies on the negative consequences
brought by implementing high-commitment work systems.

Thirdly, based on the perspective of reciprocity principle of
social exchange theory, this study explains the internal mechanism
between high-commitment work system and employees’
pro-organizational unethical behavior, and finds that the high-
commitment work system implemented by the organization
promotes employees to take pro-organizational unethical behavior
to repay the organization by establishing and maintaining
employees’ relational psychological contract. Although in previous
studies, scholars have used social exchange theory to explain
the mediating mechanism of pro-organizational immoral behavior
(Umphress et al., 2010), no research has tested the role of
psychological contract during this process. Therefore, this study
makes contribution by selecting the relational psychological
contract that has received less attention in the past but has a
long-term mutually beneficial relationship with enterprises as
mediator, revealing the mechanism of the impact of high-
commitment work system on employees’ pro-organizational
unethical behavior, and retesting the explanation of social
exchange theory for pro-organizational unethical behavior.

Finally, this study investigates the balanced reciprocity beliefs
as a contingency factor, influencing the occurrence of unethical
pro-organization behaviors. According to the social exchange
theory, the individual’s perception of the degree of reciprocity
with the organization will lead the individual to adopt different
behaviors. Employees with a firm belief in balanced reciprocity
will more likely show unethical pro-organizational behavior
to maintain an excellent relational psychological contract with
the organization. Therefore, this study incorporated the balanced
reciprocity beliefs as an individual factor into the research

framework of the influence of high-commitment work systems
on employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior and
considered the joint effect by organizational context factors
and personal factors on the occurrence of employees” unethical
pro-organizational behavior. This study’s conclusions contribute
to a more comprehensive understanding of the boundary
conditions of organizational HRM practices affecting unethical
pro-organizational behavior.

Practical Inspiration

This research also has specific management significance. First of
all, managers should be vigilant against the occurrence of employees’
pro-organizational unethical behavior, and put forward relevant
management suggestions. Although in the short term, employees’
pro-organizational unethical behavior may benefit the organization,
several related events (e.g., “Enron event” and “Sanlu melamine
include”) show that the occurrence of such behavior will not
only affect the economic benefits of the organization, but also
damage the reputation of the organization. Therefore, managers
should try their best to make employees realize that the organization
cannot tolerate the occurrence of unethical behavior and cannot
make employees mistakenly believe that pro-organization unethical
behavior is the default or advocacy of the organization. Employees
should be encouraged to match the organizational culture and
values of the enterprise’s long-term development for the sake of
the long-term development of the organization.

Secondly, the study concludes that implementing high-
commitment work systems may lead to employees unethical
pro-organizational behavior, and thus provides suggestions for
enterprises’ managers. Even the high-commitment work systems
committed to the common development of employees and
organizations may have a negative impact. Therefore, in the
process of implementing the high-commitment work systems,
attention should be paid to avoid or reduce the possibility of
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior, such as
selecting employees with high moral level in recruitment, inform
employees of correct moral values and code of conduct during
training, include moral evaluation standards in the evaluation,
regular lectures, and thematic discussions on ethics (Xu and
Lv, 2018). In short, in the recruitment, training and daily
management of employees, enterprises should pay attention to
cultivating employees’ awareness of social responsibility and
guiding employees to work in a correct way.

Thirdly, with relational psychological contract as a “double-
edged sword,” managers should pay attention to the benign
social exchange relationship between employees and
organizations, carry out human resource management practices
conducive to the establishment of trust and long-term exchange
relationship. Enterprises should be trustworthy and keep their
promises, and maintain the psychological contract with employees
by actively fulfilling their commitments, and furthermore guide
the pro-organizational behavior that employees may make in
order to repay the organization. At the same time, department
leaders, heads of human resources management department,
and other managers should still pay attention to the observation
of employees’ behavior after the establishment of relational
psychological contract, so as to reduce or avoid employees’
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unethical behavior for legitimate reasons, such as meeting
organizational expectations and returning to the organization.

Finally, managers should be aware of the positive and negative
impact of employees’ belief in balanced reciprocity on their
behavior. On the one hand, we should build an effective
incentive mechanism of balance and mutual benefit, give timely
incentives and feedback to employees’ work results, and create
an organizational atmosphere of mutual benefit; On the other
hand, a high level of belief in balanced reciprocity may also
stimulate employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior.
Therefore, managers should carefully cultivate employees’ belief
in equality and reciprocity, and emphasize employees’ moral
and ethical awareness while establishing clear moral norms
(Liu et al., 2020).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study still has the following limitations, which should
be further improved in the follow-up study. Firstly, in terms
of research design, this study mainly verifies the theoretical
model through empirical research. The research results are
based on cross-sectional data, that is, the data of main variables
and control variables of this study are collected at the same
time point. Therefore, future research can provide more
convincing evidence for research hypotheses through vertical
research. In addition, the human resources managers and
employees of each research unit are invited to fill in the
questionnaire. Although the data sources are different, they
may still be affected by the common method deviation. Then,
the follow-up research can consider improving the external
validity of the data through experimental design or collecting
objective data. For example, besides the traditional questionnaire
measurement method, some scholars use scenario to measure
employees’ unethical pro-organizational behavior (Wang et al.,
2021), which is worthy of reference for future scholars in
empirical research.

Secondly, this study is still an intermediary mechanism
proposed under the framework of social exchange theory, which
is similar to previous empirical studies on employees’
pro-organizational immoral behavior, but it needs to be further
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Despite the vast academic interest in workplace helping, little is known about the impact
of different types of helping behaviors on physiological and behavioral ramifications of
helpers. By taking the actor-centric perspective, this study attempts to investigate the
differential impacts of three kinds of helping behaviors (caring, coaching, and substituting
helping) on helpers themselves from the theory of resource conservation. To test our
model, 512 Chinese employees were surveyed, utilizing a three-wave time-lagged
design, and we found that caring and coaching helping were negatively associated
with workplace deviance, whereas substituting helping was positively associated with
subsequent workplace deviance. Emotional exhaustion mediated the effects of three
helping behaviors on subsequent workplace deviance. Moreover, employees’ extrinsic
career goals influenced the strength of the relationship between three helping behaviors
and emotional exhaustion and the indirect effects of three helping behaviors on
subsequent workplace deviance via emotional exhaustion. We discuss the implications
of our findings for both theories and practices.

Keywords: caring helping, coaching helping, substituting helping, workplace deviance, emotional exhaustion,
extrinsic career goals

INTRODUCTION

In highly turbulent environments, companies have increasingly relied on team-based work, thus
increasingly encouraging employees’ helping behaviors, which are inherently moral and virtuous
in the workplace (Deckop et al., 2003). By taking a social-exchange perspective, scholars have
long focused on the “bright side” of workplace helping, defined as “an affiliative and supportive
behavior that results in the helper receiving benefits from others at work” (Harari et al., 2021).
However, from the perspective of resource conservation, helpers often have different psychological
and behavioral responses after their helping behaviors due to the limited resources (Lin et al., 2020).
This difference also leads to contradictory conclusions in the existing research on the relationship
between helping behavior and its subsequent behavior. Workplace deviance, as one of potential
subsequent behaviors of workplace helping (Yam et al., 2017), refers to the voluntary behavior
that damages an organization and/or its members by violating important norms in the workplace
(Robinson and Bennett, 1995; Bennett and Robinson, 2000). Some employees appreciate that they
acquire resources when helping others in the workplace. Workplace helping can trigger positive
emotional states of helpers (e.g., authentic pride), which reduce the likelihood of deviant behaviors
(Kim et al., 2018). However, some employees hold the view that helping behavior will deplete
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their own resources because it is not in their backyards
(Koopman et al., 2020). They are prone to take a sense of
psychological entitlement to transgress for granted, which makes
them feel more comfortable to deviate after helping colleagues
(Yam et al., 2017). Some scholars point out that the above
contradictory views may be related to the multidimensional
structure of helping behavior (Bamberger et al., 2017; Duan
et al., 2019). Studies have shown that different types of helping
behaviors have completely different effects on the psychology and
subsequent behaviors of helpers (Shah et al., 2018; Lee et al.,
2019). Therefore, it remains to be further explored as to how and
when the different dimensions of helping behaviors will lead to
deviating behaviors.

Building on the existing work, we will start from the
process of individual resource gain and loss, and draw from
conservation of resources theory to examine how different
types of workplaces helping may motivate individuals to direct
workplace deviant behavior. We address these problems by
classifying workplace helping into caring helping (i.e., helping
colleagues overcome negative emotions; Lee and Allen, 2002),
coaching helping (i.e., sharing knowledge; Podsakoff et al.,
1997), and substituting helping (i.e., substitute colleagues to
complete work; McDonald et al., 2018) based on the extent
to which a helper engages in helping coworkers. Helping
behavior has both the characteristics of resource gain and
resource depletion. When a certain type of workplace helping
can obtain valuable results that meet personal goals, the
helper’s perception and emotion toward helping behavior in the
workplace will become positive; meanwhile, helping behavior
exhibits a resource-enhancing effect. Conversely, when helping
colleagues get results that deviate from personal goals and
are worthless, the helper’s perception and emotions toward
helping behavior in the workplace will become negative, and,
at this time, helping behavior exhibits a resource depletion
effect (Bamberger et al., 2017). The resource depletion effect
will worsen the resource condition of the helper, leading
to resource depletion, and leaving employees in a desperate
situation of resources. Conservation of resources theory states
that employees in desperate situations will trigger self-defense
mechanisms to obtain resources by implementing irrational and
aggressive behaviors, harming the interests of the organization
and colleagues (Hobfoll et al., 2018). However, which helping
behaviors will produce the effect of resource depletion, and
which helping behaviors will produce the effects of resource
enrichment, the current research literature does not give a clear
response to the above questions. As mentioned above, it is highly
likely that different workplace helping behaviors lead to different
resource outcomes.

To model the relationship between different styles of
workplace helping and subsequent deviance, we adopt
a resource-based framework. Specifically, we draw upon
conservation of resources theory to propose that caring and
coaching helping is less emotional exhausting (i.e., feeling of
“psychological resource availability”; Lin et al., 2020) to helpers
than substituting helping. Unlike caring and coaching helping,
helpers engaged in substituting helping are more emotionally
exhausted because they spend more time and effort. We posit that

this increased emotional exhaustion, in turn, triggers workplace
deviance in resource-exhausted circumstances. Furthermore,
we argue that the effects of workplace helping will depend on
the helpers’ extrinsic career goals (i.e., an individual’s career
goals including pursuing short-term extrinsic work outcomes
such as salary; Seibert et al., 2013). Helpers with high extrinsic
career goals will be more emotionally exhausted because the
resource depletion by workplace helping prevents them from
extrinsically motivating attributes such as financial rewards
(Figure 1 illustrates our concept model).

The current research contributes to the existing literature in
three ways. First, this research is to examine the relationship
between different types of workplaces helping and deviance.
Previous studies usually regard helping behavior as a whole to
explore the relationship between helping behavior and deviant
behavior, and draw different or even opposite conclusions (Yam
et al., 2017; Koopman et al., 2020). We introduce conservation
of resources theory as a theoretical lens that explains how
different helping behaviors may lead to different consequences
on deviant behavior. Secondly, we contend that emotional
exhaustion plays an essential mediating role and in the process
of workplace helping behavior to deviance behavior. Emotional
exhaustion reflects prolonged physical, affective, and cognitive
strain at work (Koopman et al., 2016). Existing research finds a
positive relationship between organizational citizenship behavior
and emotional exhaustion (Halbesleben and Wheeler, 2011).
Helping behavior is a common type of organizational citizenship
behavior, but its effect on emotional exhaustion has not been
fully explored. In addition, research suggests that emotional
exhaustion coexists with feelings of lack of energy, fatigue,
anxiety, and frustration (Eissa and Lester, 2018); this is similar
to the characteristics of deviant behavior. Third, we introduce
extrinsic career goals as a moderating variable to clarify the
important boundary effect of different types of helping behaviors.
Previous study argues that employees are likely to have varying
degrees of extrinsic career goals (Seibert et al., 2013). Extrinsic
career goals play an important part in value judgment that
affects employees” investment in resources; few studies consider
their connection with organizational citizenship behavior
and emotions.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESES

Workplace Helping and Workplace

Deviance

Workplace helping includes caring helping, coaching helping,
and substituting helping. Caring helping means that the helper
does not directly intervene in the tasks related to the work
but invests emotional resources to care for the recipient,
such as helping colleagues overcome negative emotions (Lee
and Allen, 2002), listen carefully to what your colleagues are
saying (Williams and Anderson, 1991; Settoon and Mossholder,
2002), and so on. Coaching helping refers to the way that the
helper helps others to improve their knowledge and work skills
by investing cognitive resources to impart knowledge to the
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FIGURE 1 | The conceptual mode of this research.

recipients and to provide advice and suggestions, which mainly
include the sharing of professional knowledge (Podsakoft et al.,
1997), sharing innovative ideas (Van Dyne et al., 1994), and so
on. Substituting helping means that the helper directly intervenes
in the work related to the recipients help-seeking matter as
a substitute by devoting all resources and fully or partially
assumes additional work responsibilities, including sharing heavy
tasks (Farh et al., 1997), substitute colleagues to complete work
(McDonald et al., 2018), etc. Different types of helping behaviors
input different resources, and the mechanisms for obtaining
resource returns are also different.

Workplace deviance has been labeled as counterproductive
behavior, antisocial behavior, or deviant workplace behavior,
which affects almost all organizations (Robinson and Bennett,
1995; Robinson and O’Leary-Kelly, 1998). The antecedents of
deviant behavior mainly include individual-level factors and
situation-specific or organizational factors (Nair and Bhatnagar,
2011). Employees who deviate in the workplace are labeled as
uncomfortable, irresponsible, or emotionally unstable (Mount
et al., 2006; Berry et al., 2007), while those who help colleagues
in the workplace are often considered as pro-social, pleasant, or
conscientious in the organization (Organ, 1988; Lin et al., 2020).
Previous studies have argued that these contradictory personal
traits are difficult to concentrate on the same individual (Berry
et al., 2007). Therefore, the behaviors of “good citizens” that
damage the organization and colleagues are mainly affected by
situational factors. Job stressors (such as helping pressure) are
considered to be one of the situational inducements for deviant
behaviors in the workplace (Meier and Spector, 2013; Koopman
et al., 2020). Take helping pressure as an example. When
supervisors actively encourage subordinates to help colleagues,
or when subordinates feel that they should actively respond
to colleagues’ requests for help, subordinates will feel pressure
to help, which will adversely affect their own cognition and
emotions. At the cognitive level, helping colleagues will put
pressure on helpers, making individuals inclined to be more
morally disengaged (He et al, 2019), and causing employees
to be unable to effectively restrain their own behavior; at the
emotional level, individuals under heavy pressure will have more
negative emotions and are more likely to vent their dissatisfaction
by harming the interests of the organization or colleagues
(Koopman et al., 2020). In addition, helping pressure can also

allow employees to gain a sense of psychological entitlement
so that the implementation of deviant behaviors can obtain
permission on the level of moral perception (Yam et al., 2017).

Whether it is failures in self-regulation, venting ones anger,
moral entitlement or disengagement, the reason why a helper
becomes a perpetrator can be attributed to a sense of help
pressure. Conservation of resources theory provides a more
comprehensive and complete explanation framework for the
influence mechanism of workplace helping behavior on deviant
behavior. First of all, conservation of resources theory supports
the idea that resources are perceived as anything that contribute
to the achievement of individual goals (Halbesleben et al., 2014).
Preserving, protecting, and obtaining resources are the main
strategies for individuals to cope with stress (Hobfoll, 1989);
both potential and actual loss of resources will cause individual
tension and pressure (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll et al, 2018).
Secondly, workplace helping behavior is a double-edged sword
for helpers, which can both eliminate and generate resources
(Bamberger et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2017). Because of this, many
inconsistent conclusions have emerged in the process of studying
the impact of helping behaviors in the workplace. Scholars
speculate that this is related to the multidimensional structural
characteristics of helping behaviors in the workplace (Bamberger
et al., 2017; Shah et al,, 2018; Duan et al., 2019). Some types
of helping behaviors (such as concerning and compassionating
for colleagues) will consume fewer resources, while other types
of helping behaviors (such as replacing absent colleagues to
complete corresponding tasks) require the helper to devote all
physical, cognitive, and emotional resources. Finally, the helping
behavior that consumes more resources will become a source
of stress and cause the resource exhaustion of the helper. In
order to get rid of the resource dilemma, in the absence of
external resource support, individuals are forced to activate the
self-defense mode and supplement resources through improper
means, thereby harming the interests of the organization and
colleagues (Hobfoll et al., 2018).

According to the work engagement theory, the resources
that employees can invest in their work include physical,
cognitive, and emotional resources (Kahn, 1990). On the basis
of previous research (Williams and Anderson, 1991; Van Dyne
et al., 1994; Farh et al., 1997; Podsakoff et al., 1997; Lee and
Allen, 2002; Settoon and Mossholder, 2002; McDonald et al.,
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2018), we explore the influence of three different types of
helping behaviors on deviant behaviors from the perspective
of helpers.

In terms of resource loss, the three types of helping behaviors
require the helper to invest resources, but there are differences
in the amount of resource loss. By analyzing the resource
competition between the three types of helping behaviors and
jobs, the differences can be better understood. Compared with
caring and coaching helping, substituting helping will squeeze
the time and energy of the helper and have the greatest impact
on their own work (Bergeron, 2007). In terms of resource return,
all three types of helping behaviors can gain resources, but there
are significant differences in the cycle of resource gains. Caring
and coaching helping occurs in work situations where the helper
and the recipient are present at the same time, which contributes
the helper to receive positive feedback and gratitude from the
recipient in a shorter period (Lee et al., 2019). In sharp contrast,
substituting helping occurs when the recipient is absent, which
is not conducive to the resource gain spirals (McDonald et al.,
2018). From the perspective of comprehensive resource loss
and gain, caring and coaching helping is more likely to form
a net increase in resources and stimulate a spiral of resource
enhancement for the helper, while substituting helping is more
likely to cause a net loss of resources and stimulate the helper’s
resource depletion (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Therefore, unlike
caring and coaching helping, substituting helping will cause
pressure on the helper, worsen the resource status, and more
easily stimulate the helper’s self-defense mechanism, leading to
deviant behavior (Hobfoll et al., 2018). We thus hypothesize

the following:

Hla: Caring helping is negatively related to
workplace deviance.

H1b: Coaching helping is negatively related to
workplace deviance.

Hlc: Substituting helping is positively related to

workplace deviance.

The Mediating Role of Emotional

Exhaustion

Emotional exhaustion is a manifestation of psychological stress
that exhausts emotions and psychological resources (Verhoeven
et al., 2003), which can be used to measure the availability of
psychological resources (Lin et al., 2020). Emotional exhaustion
is caused by persistent high work demands and workplace
troubles (Eissa and Lester, 2018). Conservation of resources
theory provides a theoretical explanation for whether and under
what circumstances workplace helping behavior will lead to
emotional exhaustion of the helper. According to the viewpoint
of conservation of resources theory, when a kind of helping
behavior causes a net loss of individual resources, the resource
loss spiral will accelerate the loss of resources, causing the helpers
to fall into resource dilemma, and the lack of resources will
eventually lead to emotional exhaustion (Hobfoll et al., 2018).
Caring and coaching help requires a lower amount of resources
and has less resource conflict with their own work (Bergeron,
2007); on the other hand, substituting help requires the helper

to share the workload of other colleagues and spare no effort
solve the problems of other colleagues and affect the progress
of the job (Koopman et al., 2016). Continuous substitution has
helped to increase the job needs of helpers, causing trouble
to their jobs, and being more prone to emotional exhaustion
(Eissa and Lester, 2018).

Here, we believe that emotionally exhausted helpers will
increase their deviant behaviors because they lack sufficient
physical, cognitive, and emotional resources, accompanied by
feelings of insufficient energy, fatigue, anxiety, and depression
(Eissa and Lester, 2018), making it difficult for them to manage
interpersonal relationships and conflicts of work resources
(Jahanzeb and Fatima, 2018). According to the resource
desperation principle of resource conservation theory, in order
to get rid of desperation, individuals with exhausted resources
will trigger self-defense mechanisms and make offensive and
irrational behaviors to promote changes in stressors or promote
new resource strategies (Hobfoll et al, 2018). The deviating
behavior from the perspective of resource preservation is,
actually, the self-defense behavior of an individual to get rid of
the stressor in the desperate situation of resources. Empirical
data also support the positive correlation between emotional
exhaustion and deviant behavior (Mulki et al., 2006; Kong et al.,
2020).

In summary, considering the negative correlation between
caring and coaching help and emotional exhaustion, and the
positive correlation between emotional exhaustion and deviant
behavior, we thus hypothesize the following:

H2a: Emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between
caring helping and workplace deviance.

H2b: Emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between
coaching helping and workplace deviance.

H2c: Emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between
substituting helping and workplace deviance.

The Moderating Roles of Extrinsic Career

Goals

Consistent with conservation of resources theory, the resources
needed by individuals to cope with stress include personal
characteristics, conditions, energy, and material resources. These
resources play an important role in obtaining or producing
valuable resources (Hobfoll, 2001). Individuals’ judgments on
resources are subjective. Due to the differences in personal goals,
different individuals will get different value judgments when
evaluating the same thing (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll
et al, 2018). When the individual perceives that a certain
helping behavior helps to achieve personal goals, the behavior
can activate resource gain; on the contrary, the behavior may
induce accelerated resource depletion (Hobfoll et al., 2018).
Existing studies have shown that pro-social motivation and
regulatory focus can affect individuals’ value judgments of
helping behaviors in the workplace (Koopman et al, 2016;
Lanaj et al, 2016; Lin et al, 2017). However, few studies
have focused on the impact of employees career goals. We
suspect employees of high extrinsic career goals likely respond
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more positively to the resource-depleting effects caused by
workplace helping.

Career goals represent the career results that employees strive
to achieve (Seibert et al., 2013). It is a personal goal for a specific
job or a specific attribute in the job, including the pursuit of
extrinsic career goals such as obvious success, status, income,
influence, and the pursuit of intrinsic career goals, such as new
knowledge, new skills, and engaging in challenging, meaningful,
and valuable work (Seibert et al., 2013). Different from intrinsic
ones, the achievement of extrinsic career goals (i.e., the pursuit
of income and promotion) is more closely related to in-role
performance (Bergeron et al, 2013), with which workplace
helping will compete for a resource (Bergeron, 2007). Scholars
have, in the past, viewed these two forms of career goals as
theoretically and empirically independent (Seibert et al., 2013).
Based on this, we believe that extrinsic career goals are more
likely to affect individuals’ value judgments of helping behavior
in the workplace.

From the perspective of resource conservation theory, we will
discuss the fit between the three types of workplaces helping
behaviors and extrinsic career goals, and explore the influence
of extrinsic career goals on the relationship between workplace
helping behaviors and emotional exhaustion. First of all, caring
helping requires the helper to invest in emotional resources,
which has little impact on the helper’s task performance, but the
gratitude and good interpersonal relationship cannot be directly
converted into visible extrinsic work rewards (such as salaries
and career advancements) (Bergeron et al., 2013). For individuals
with high extrinsic career goals, caring helping is inconsistent
with their personal goals. Secondly, coaching helping also has
a small impact on the job, but by sharing knowledge and skills
with colleagues, it can show the advantages of the helper in
the organization (He et al., 2020a, 2021). According to the
perspective of evolutionary psychology, coaching helping is
conducive to improving the status and image of the helper
in the organization (Salamon and Deutsch, 2006), in line
with the goals of individuals with high extrinsic career goals.
Finally, substituting helping will cost a lot of resources, have
a negative impact on their own work, damage the helper’s
task performance improvement, and have an adverse effect on
the improvement of work income and status. It is at odds
with the personal goals of individuals with high extrinsic goals
(Bergeron, 2007). In summary, individuals with high extrinsic
career goals will regard coaching helping as resource gaining
behaviors, while caring and substituting helping as resource
depletion behaviors. When individuals with high extrinsic career
goals implement coaching helping, it is more conducive to
the helpers to obtain resources and alleviate their emotional
exhaustion; when they implement caring helping, they are
prone to resource loss, which offsets the resource recovery
of caring helping. When they implement substituting helping,
the depletion effect on resources is more significant, resulting
in more serious emotional exhaustion. We thus hypothesize
the following:

H3a: Extrinsic career goals moderate the relationship
between caring helping and emotional exhaustion. When
the extrinsic career goals are lower, the negative correlation

between caring helping and emotional exhaustion is
more significant.

H3b: Extrinsic career goals moderate the relationship between
coaching helping and emotional exhaustion. When the extrinsic
career goals are higher, the negative correlation between coaching
helping and emotional exhaustion is more significant.

H3c: Extrinsic career goals moderate the relationship between
substituting helping and emotional exhaustion. When the
extrinsic career goals are higher, the positive correlation
between substituting helping and emotional exhaustion is
more significant.

In addition, based on the previously discussed assumptions,
when the extrinsic career goals are lower, the negative impact
of caring helping on emotional exhaustion is more significant,
and emotional exhaustion is positively correlated with workplace
deviance. We have reason to infer that when employees have
low extrinsic career goals, caring helping has a greater impact
on the negative indirect effect of workplace deviance through
emotional exhaustion. Similarly, since the higher the extrinsic
career goals, coaching helping has a more significant negative
impact on emotional exhaustion, and emotional exhaustion is
positively correlated with workplace deviance, we infer that
when employees have high extrinsic career goals, coaching
helping has a greater impact on the negative indirect effects
of workplace deviance through emotional exhaustion. Because
the higher the extrinsic career goals, the more significant
the positive impact of substituting helping on emotional
exhaustion, and emotional exhaustion is positively correlated
with workplace deviance, we assume that when employees have
high extrinsic career goals, substitutional helping has a greater
positive and indirect effect on workplace deviance through
emotional exhaustion.

H4a: Extrinsic career goals moderate the indirect effect
between caring helping and workplace deviance via emotional
exhaustion. When the extrinsic goals are lower, the indirect effect
is more significant.

H4b: Extrinsic career goals moderate the indirect effect
between coaching helping and workplace deviance via emotional
exhaustion. When the extrinsic goals are higher, the indirect
effect is more significant.

H4c: Extrinsic career goals moderate the indirect effect
between substituting helping and workplace deviance via
emotional exhaustion. When the extrinsic goals are higher, the
indirect effect is more significant.

METHOD
Participants and Procedures

Data were collected from full-time employees from eight
information technology (IT) companies in China from January
to March 2020. We intentionally recruited participants from IT
industry because they are mainly engaged in team-based work
such as software development, and interpersonal helping is a
common occurrence in the organization. Before data collection,
all 800 respondents were announced to be assured of their
voluntary and confidential participation. We conducted three
waves of surveys using a code on the questionnaires to link
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them. At Time 1, respondents were required to report their
levels of caring helping, coaching helping, substituting helping,
extrinsic career goals, and control variables (i.e., age, gender,
education level, tenure, neuroticism, and agreeableness). At
Time 2 (a month after Time 1), the respondents who answered
every scale at Time 1 again reported their levels of emotional
exhaustion. At Time 3 (2 months after Time 1), the respondents
who answered every scale at Time 2 reported their levels of
workplace deviance.

About 658 questionnaires of Time 1 were returned at a
response rate of 85.25%, 546 of Time 2 and 512 of Time 3. Thus,
among the 800 respondents, 512 of them answered every wave
of the questionnaire at a full response rate of 64.00% (250 males,
262 females). They are aged 20 to 55 (M = 38.64 years, SD = 8.97
years), and more than 80% had a university degree or equivalent.
Regarding their work contexts, 98.05% of the participants worked
for more than 1 year.

The questionnaire process consisted of three time points
to meet the needs of the study while reducing the potential
for common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Prior to
the study, the participants had voluntarily signed informed
consent and were allowed to withdraw at any time. In
the first wave of the study, the participants reported on
their current extrinsic career goals, agreeableness, neuroticism,
demographic information (including gender, age, education level,
and tenure), caring, coaching, and substituting helping. In the
second wave of the study (a month after the first wave), the
participants rated their emotional exhaustion. The third wave
of the research (a month after the second wave) focused on
measuring the workplace deviance of the participants. Given
the secretive nature of workplace deviance and the difficulty
of identifying it using direct observation (Fox et al, 2001),
we used a self-report questionnaire to measure workplace
deviance in our research, again promising the participants the
anonymity of this study in order to mitigate concerns of social
desirability bias.

Measures

All English-based scales were translated into Chinese according
to Brislin (1970)’s procedures to ensure consistency in meaning
with the original. To provide more descriptions and increase the
probability of fitting the feeling of the respondents, a 7-point
Likert scale was used for all scales, with 1 being “totally disagree”
and 7 being “totally agree” (Cox, 1980).

Caring, Coaching, and Substituting Helping

Caring, coaching, and substituting helping were measured
at Time 1. Based on scales developed by previous research
(Williams and Anderson, 1991; Van Dyne et al, 1994; Farh
et al,, 1997; Podsakoft et al., 1997; Lee and Allen, 2002; Settoon
and Mossholder, 2002; McDonald et al., 2018), this study used
items analysis, exploratory factor analysis, and confirmatory
factor analysis; we developed the scales of caring, coaching,
and substituting helping. Results revealed three distinct factors,
with all items significantly loading above 0.52 only on their
a priori factor. Accordingly, we averaged the four items to
measure caring helping (a sample item is “I often help colleagues

overcome negative affect”; o = 0.85), the six items to measure
coaching helping (a sample item is “I share knowledge with
colleagues frequently.”; o = 0.89) and the remaining five items
to measure substituting helping (a sample item is “I often assist
coworkers with heavy workloads even though it is not part of
job.”; @ = 0.87).

Extrinsic Career Goals

Extrinsic career goals were assessed at Time 1 using a 5-item
version of Seibert et al. (2013)’s measure (¢ = 0.74). A sample
item is “It is important to me to achieve financial success in
my career.”

Emotional Exhaustion

We adopted Watkins et al. (2015)’s measure to reflect emotional
exhaustion of the participants at Time 2 (o = 0.92). Sample items
are “I feel emotionally drained from my work,” “I feel burned out
from my work,” and “I feel exhausted when I think about having
to face another day on the job.”

Workplace Deviance

Workplace deviance was measured at Time 3, selecting 10 items
from the version of Bennett and Robinson (2000)’s measure
(o = 0.81 for the organizational deviance; o« = 0.78 for the
interpersonal deviance). Sample items include “Made fun of
someone at work” and “Spent too much time fantasizing or
daydreaming instead of working.”

Control Variables

Consistent with previous research (Yam et al., 2017), we
measured age, gender, education level, and tenure at Time 1
to control for their potentially spurious effects. Agreeableness
was measured and included as a control variable in the
analyses because previous research has demonstrated that they
may be related to workplace deviance (Berry et al., 2007).
Moreover, because previous research suggests that neuroticism
can influence self-reported perception and hence contribute to
common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003), we measured
neuroticism and agreeableness at Time 1 using 12 items
each from Costa and McCrae (1992)s NEO Five-Factor
Inventory scale.

Data Analysis

Firstly, since the same self-report method was adopted, the
correlation between variables mentioned above may owe to
common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Harman’s single-
factor test and controlling for the effects of an unmeasured latent
method factor (ULMC) are applied to detect common method
bias. Harman’s single-factor results indicate the loading on a
single factor explains 38.57% of total variance, lower than 50%
recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003). The confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) with the unmeasured latent method factor was
conducted to test the potential impact of common method bias.
Items were allowed to load on an unmeasured latent construct as
a common method variance (CMV) factor in the confirmatory
factor analysis. Results showed that, compared to original CFA
model fit (y2/df = 2.628, TLI = 0.961, CFI = 0.964, RMSEA =
0.056), the unmeasured latent construct failed to improve CMV
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model fit (x2/df = 2.476, TLI = 0.965, CFI = 0.970, RMSEA =
0.054) significantly, indicating common method variance is not a
pervasive problem in this study.

Secondly, the analyses were conducted with the structural
equation modeling (SEM) approach using Amos 23.0. Under the
model, caring, coaching, and substituting helping were directly
and indirectly (through emotional exhaustion) associated with
workplace deviance. The Chi-square likelihood ratio statistic, the
Tucker and Lewis Index (TLI), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI),
the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) were
used to evaluated the fit of model. According to Carmines and
Mclver (1981), a smaller value of Chi-square likelihood ratio
indicates a better fit of model. TLI and CFI are recommended to
be >0.95 (Hu and Bentler, 1998), and RMSEA values lower than
0.08 (Browne and Cudeck, 1993).

Finally, the moderating effects of extrinsic career goals were
examined using Model 7 for PROCESS (Hayes, 2013).

RESULTS

Statistical Description and Correlation
Analysis

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and correlations among
the variables.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Before hypotheses testing, we had first conducted confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) to examine whether the measured
constructs had discriminant validity. As shown in Table 2, CFA
results indicated that, compared to other alternative models,
the hypothesized 6-factor model fit the data better: X(2578) =

1549.048, Xz/df = 2.628, TLI = 0.959, CFI = 0.963, RMSEA
= 0.057. Thus, the distinctiveness of the focal constructs
was supported.

Hypotheses Testing
According to the results of the hierarchical multiple regression
analysis in Table 3, caring and coaching helping were both
negatively related to workplace deviance (; = —0.111, p < 0.1;
P2 = —0.631, p < 0.01; Model 6), while substituting helping was
positively related to workplace deviance (B = 0.384, p < 0.01;
Model 6). Thus, Hypotheses 1a, 1b, and 1c were supported.

Next, we tested the mediating effects of emotional exhaustion
proposed in Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c. Standardized mediation
analysis results presented in Table 4 are based on 5,000 bootstrap
replications using the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap
method. Table 4 shows that the indirect effect of caring helping
via emotional exhaustion on workplace deviance was —0.132
[95% CI = (—0.228, —0.036)]; the indirect effect of coaching
helping via emotional exhaustion on workplace deviance was
—0.215 [95% CI = (—0.268, —0.160)]; the indirect effect of
substituting helping via emotional exhaustion on workplace
deviance was 0.270 [95% CI = (0.201, 0.336)]. Thus, Hypotheses
2a, 2b, and 2c were supported.

In addition, we then tested the moderating effects of extrinsic
career goals. Based on the results of the hierarchical multiple
regression analysis in Table 3, the interaction term of caring

help and extrinsic career goals was significantly and positively
associated with emotional exhaustion (8 = 0.188, p < 0.01;
Model 3). The interaction term of coaching help and extrinsic
career goals was significantly and positively associated with
emotional exhaustion (8 = —0.128, p < 0.01; Model 4).
The interaction term of substituting help and extrinsic career
goals was significantly and positively associated with emotional
exhaustion (8 = 0.184, p < 0.01; Model 5). As shown in Figure 2,
when extrinsic career goals were low, caring helping was more
negatively related to workplace deviance (8 = —0.564, SE =
0.090, t = —0.263, p < 0.01) than when extrinsic career goals
were high, and, thus, Hypothesis 3a was supported. As shown
in Figure 3, when extrinsic career goals were high, coaching
helping was more negatively related to workplace deviance (8 =
—0.301, SE = 0.044, t = —0.880, p < 0.01) than when extrinsic
career goals were low, and, thus, Hypothesis 3b was supported.
As shown in Figure 4, when extrinsic career goals were high,
substituting helping was more positively related to workplace
deviance (B = 0.681, SE = 0.051, t = —13.302, p < 0.01) than
when extrinsic career goals were low, and, thus, Hypothesis 3c
was supported.

The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method with SPSS
further indicated that the indirect effects of three types of
helping on workplace deviance through emotional exhaustion
were moderated by extrinsic career goals. Table 5 shows that
the indirect effect for caring helping — emotional exhaustion
— workplace deviance was stronger and significant for

employees in low extrinsic career goals [ = —0.301, 95%
IC = (—0.451, —0.161)], but was not significant for those in
high extrinsic career goals [ = —0.060, 95% IC = (0.132,

0.031)]; the indirect effect for coaching helping — emotional
exhaustion — workplace deviance was stronger and significant

for employees in high extrinsic career goals [p = —0.160,
95% IC = (—0.217, —0.113)], but was not significant for
those in low extrinsic career goals [ = 0.004, 95% IC =

(0.057, 0.067)]; the indirect effect for substituting helping —
emotional exhaustion — workplace deviance was stronger and
significant for employees in high extrinsic career goals [8 =
0.363, 95% IC = (0.285, 0.452)], but was weaker but significant
for those in low extrinsic career goals [ = 0.127, 95% IC
= (0.081, 0.175)]. Finally, the index of moderated mediation
indicated that the moderated mediation effects of extrinsic career
goals were significant, thereby supporting Hypotheses 4a, 4b,
and 4c.

DISCUSSION

Although prior studies have noted the importance of workplace
helping, little is known about how styles of helpers’ helping
influence their subsequent behaviors (e.g., workplace deviance).
The main purpose of our research was to integrate a clear
theoretical framework to understand influences of three types
of workplaces helping on helpers’ subsequent deviant behaviors.
Our conceptual framework was proposed from the perspective of
the conservation of resources theory to explore the mechanism
of the effect and boundary conditions of caring, coaching, and
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and correlations among all variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
(1) Gender

(2) Age —0.03

(8) Education 0.02 —0.08

(4) Tenure -0.10* 0.59** —0.04

(5) Neuroticism 0.03 —-0.13* 0.01 —0.20"

(6) Agreeableness —0.05 —0.03 0.01 -0.07 —017*

(7) Caring helping —0.09* 0.01 0.10* 0.08 —0.12* 0.27*

(8) Coaching helping -0.07 —0.02 0.06 0.01 —0.07 0.10* 0.29**

(9) Substituting helping —0.02 —0.01 —0.00 0.13** —0.08 0.10* 0.39** 0.25**

(10) Emotional exhaustion ~ —0.05 —0.03 —0.08 —0.06 0.14* —0.00 -0.10* —0.38" 0.31*

(11) Extrinsic goal career 0.11* 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.06 -0.05 -0.10* —0.62** —0.03 0.45"*

(12) Workplace deviance 0.05 —0.01 —0.06 0.03 0.06 -0.02 —0.12* —0.60** 0.17* 0.69** 0.61**

Mean 1.561 38.64 4.97 2.53 2.79 5.71 5.57 5.1 5.39 2.90 2.19 1.99
SD 0.50 8.97 0.56 0.70 1.40 0.92 1.00 1.81 1.59 1.61 1.21 1.72

N = 512. Gender: 1 = male and 2 = female; Education: 1 = primary school, 2 = junior high school, 3 = high school, 4 = college degree, 5 = bachelor’s degree, 6 = master’s degree,
7 = doctor’s degree; Tenure: 1 = <1 year, 2 = 1-5 years, 3 = 6-10 years, 4 = more than 10 years. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (two-tailed test).

TABLE 2 | Results of the confirmatory factor analysis for the main variables.

Factor models x2 df x2/df CFI TLI RMSEA
Single-factor model: CAH+COH+SUH+EE+ECG+WD 11657.610 592 19.692 0.576 0.549 0.191
Two-factor model 1: CAH+COH and SUH+EE+ECG+WD 8489.713 591 14.365 0.697 0.677 0.162
Two-factor model 2: CAH+COH+SUH and EE+ECG+WD 8509.341 591 14.398 0.697 0.677 0.162
Three-factor model 1:CAH and COH and SUH+EE+ECG+WD 6857.587 589 11.643 0.760 0.743 0.144
Three-factor model 2:CAH+COH and SUH and EE+ECG+WD 5303.754 589 9.005 0.819 0.807 0.125
Four-factor model 1:CAH and COH and SUH and EE+ECG+WD 3618.963 586 6.176 0.884 0.875 0.101
Four-factor model 2:CAH+ COH and SUH and EE and ECG+WD 4037.717 586 6.890 0.868 0.858 0.107
Five-factor model 1:CAH and COH and SUH and EE and ECG+WD 2346.294 582 4.031 0.932 0.927 0.077
Five-factor model 2:CAH+COH and SUH and EE and ECG and WD 3242.753 582 5.572 0.898 0.890 0.095
Five-factor model 3:CAH and COH and SUH and EE+ECG and WD 2874.592 582 4.939 0.912 0.905 0.088
Six-factor model 1549.048 578 2.680 0.963 0.959 0.057

CAH, caring helping; COH, coaching helping; SUH, substituting helping; EE, emotional exhaustion; ECG, extrinsic career goals; and WD, workplace deviance.

substituting helping on subsequent workplace deviance and
supported by empirical pieces of evidence from China using
a three-wave time-lagged design. We found that caring and
coaching helping were both negatively related to emotional
exhaustion, while substituting helping was positively related to
emotional exhaustion, which was negatively related to workplace
deviance. Taken together, the findings suggest that, on one
hand, caring and coaching helping weakens helpers’ subsequent
deviant behaviors by reducing their emotional exhaustion. On
the other hand, by inducing helpers’ emotional exhaustion,
substituting helping increases the potential to damage their
organization or colleagues. The outcomes of the present study
imply that caring and coaching helping should be good for
helpers, while substituting helping would hurt them. The results
further indicated that extrinsic career goals played a moderating
role between three types of workplaces helping and workplace
deviance, and moderated the mediating effect of emotional

exhaustion. This finding also points to the fact that helpers
of high extrinsic career goals tend to feel more emotionally
exhausted after doing caring and substituting helping. We
next discuss the theoretical and practical implications of
these findings.

Theoretical Implications

A first contribution this study makes to the workplace helping
literature is found in the development of the caring, coaching,
and substituting helping constructs. Compared with situations
and contents of helping (Spitzmuller and Van Dyne, 2013;
Bamberger et al., 2017), relatively little research attention has
been focused on the styles of helping in the field of helping
types. Based on the effort a helper makes to help coworkers,
we have divided workplace helping into three types: caring
helping, coaching helping, and substituting helping. From
the perspective of helping styles of helpers, we developed a
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TABLE 3 | Results of hierarchical regression analyses.

Variables Emotional exhaustion Workplace deviance
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

Control variables

Gender —0.287* —0.350"* —0.315** —0.366"** —0.393*** 0.030 0.182

Age 0.125 0.121 0.129 0.142 0.115 —0.072 —0.139

Education —0.094 —0.151 -0.123 —0.093 —0.083 —0.060 —0.010

Tenure —0.259* —0.278** —0.272** —0.272** —0.298** 0.053 0.192*

Neuroticism 0.144* 0.132* 0.134* 0.134* 0.128™ 0.050 —-0.027

Agreeableness 0.079 0.078 0.037 0.075 0.068 0.067 0.025

Independent variables

Caring helping —0.248** —0.272*** —0.340"* 0.403*** —0.336"** -0.1111 0.022

Coaching helping —0.402*** —0.230*** —0.216** —0.146"* —0.140*" —0.631*** —0.416**

Substituting helping 0.506*** 0.471+* 0.474* —0.276*** 0.459*** 0.384*** 0.115**

Moderator

Extrinsic career goals 0.389*** 0.418*** 0.212* 0.469***

Interaction

Caring helping*Extrinsic career goals 0.188"*

Coaching helping*Extrinsic career goals —0.128"*

Substituting*Extrinsic career goals 0.184**

Mediator

Emotional exhaustion 0.533**

Constant 4.004*** 3.068*** 2.333** 2.638* 6.227*** 3.537** 1.401*

R-sq 0.371 0.420 0.443 0.442 0.459 0.469 0.625

N=512,Tp < 0.1, "p < 0.05, *p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4 | Standardized mediation analysis results.

Model paths Estimate SE 95% LLCI 95% ULCI 90% LLCI 90% ULCI

Total effect

Caring helping — Workplace deviance —-0.111 0.065 —0.237 0.087 -0.217 —0.004

Coaching helping — Workplace deviance —0.631 0.033 —0.695 —0.567 —0.685 —-0.577

Substituting helping — Workplace deviance 0.384 0.039 0.307 0.461 0.320 0.449

Direct effect

Caring helping — Workplace deviance 0.022 0.055 —0.087 0.696 —0.069 0.112

Coaching helping — Workplace deviance —-0.416 0.031 —0.478 —0.355 —0.468 —0.365

Substituting helping — Workplace deviance 0.115 0.038 0.040 0.189 0.052 0.177

Indirect effect

Caring helping— Emotional exhaustion — Workplace deviance —-0.132 0.049 —0.228 —0.036 -0.214 —0.050

Coaching helping — Emotional exhaustion — Workplace deviance —-0.215 0.028 —0.268 —0.160 —0.262 —-0.170

Substituting helping — Emotional exhaustion — Workplace deviance 0.270 0.035 0.201 0.336 0.214 0.326

board measure of workplace helping that we found to be
related to helpers’ psychological resources and their subsequent
behaviors. Our findings showed, contrary to substituting helping,
caring and coaching helping were more negatively related to
emotional exhaustion, and the helpers of these two styles
were less likely to commit subsequent deviant behaviors.
Thus, the distinction between helping styles of helpers proves
to be important in explaining the influences of helping
on helpers.

A second contribution this study makes is to improve our
knowledge of how and when a helpful employee deviates.
Workplace deviance of a helper has been considered to be
caused by external factors (Yam et al., 2017; Koopman et al,
2020). Our findings revealed that choosing resource-exhausting
ways (i.e., substituting helping) to help co-workers can also
lead to deviant behaviors. For helpers, helping styles have an
impact on their resource allocation and subsequently influence
the coping strategies under pressure. Substituting helping can
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FIGURE 2 | Interactive effect of extrinsic career goals on the relationship between caring helping and employees’ emotional exhaustion.
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FIGURE 3 | Interactive effect of extrinsic career goals on the relationship between coaching helping and employees’ emotional exhaustion.

put the helper in a desperate resource situation, and the helper
has to resort to aggressive behavior (i.e., taking advantage of
the organization or colleagues) to get out of the situation
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). The theoretical model validates our
theoretical perspective.

Finally, our research has contributed to apply conservation
of resources theory to career goals. Researchers have paid little
attention to extrinsic career goals in the field of the conservation
of resources theory; however, our results suggest that extrinsic
career goals have important implications for the way in which
workplace helping is evaluated by helpers. Employees with high
extrinsic career goals view helping behaviors that are consistent
with their goals as resource acquisition behaviors and vice versa
as resource depletion behaviors (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Our work,

therefore, serves as a catalyst for further examinations of career
goals as a moderator in the literature based on the conservation
of resources theory.

Managerial Implications

Workplace helping is essential to organizations, and managers
welcome the increasing amount of helping. However, some type
of helping is resource depleting and ultimately induces in future
deviance in the workplace. Based on the results of this study, the
following managerial implications have been proposed:

First, organizations should focus on mentoring helpful
employees to reduce emotional exhaustion by choosing
appropriate ways to help in order to prevent subsequent deviant
behaviors of them. For example, tips for helping colleagues at
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FIGURE 4 | Interactive effect of extrinsic career goals on the relationship between substituting helping and employees’ emotional exhaustion.
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TABLE 5 | Moderated mediation results.

Moderator variable Estimate SE 95% LLCI 95% ULCI
Caring helping — Emotional exhaustion — Workplace deviance

Extrinsic career goals low —0.301 0.075 —0.451 —0.161
Extrinsic career goals mean —-0.181 0.050 -0.278 —0.081
Extrinsic career goals high —0.060 0.042 —0.132 0.031
IMM 0.101 0.028 0.054 0.163
Coaching helping — Emotional exhaustion — Workplace deviance

Extrinsic career goals low 0.004 0.032 —0.057 0.067
Extrinsic career goals mean —0.078 0.023 —-0.125 —0.035
Extrinsic career goals high —0.160 0.027 —-0.217 —-0.113
IMM —0.069 0.015 —0.101 —0.041
Substituting helping — Emotional exhaustion — Workplace deviance

Extrinsic career goals low 0.127 0.024 0.081 0.175
Extrinsic career goals mean 0.245 0.028 0.191 0.301
Extrinsic career goals high 0.363 0.042 0.285 0.452
IMM 0.098 0.016 0.069 0.134

IMM, index of moderated mediation.

work should be provided. As such, employees would know when
and how to support colleagues at work in the right way. Managers
need to be aware that allowing employees to engage in high
levels of substituting helping can inadvertently hurt them, who
probably harm the organization and other employees in turn.
Organizations should identify excessive substituting helping in a
timely manner and compensate helpers with resources or replace
them with others. For instance, leaders schedule meetings with
subordinates to communicate work progress and encourage
subordinates to share their concerns about resources.

Second, different indirect effects of three types of workplaces
helping on workplace deviance via emotional exhaustion remind
helpers of appropriately using helping strategies with discretion.

For example, when employees perceive the lack of resources,
it may be wiser for them to provide caring and coaching
helping than to provide substituting helping for others because
substituting helping could further leave them emotionally
drained and exhausted. Organizational norms of workplace
helping could both limit the excessive substituting helping and
encourage caring and coaching helping.

Finally, organizations that value workplace helping may
benefit from selecting on the interaction of career goals and
types of helping that make employees less vulnerable to the
resource-depleting effects of OCB, such as extrinsic career goals.
For example, managers should not encourage employees with
high extrinsic career goals to help colleagues by caring and
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substituting helping. Organizations, therefore, ought to recognize
that individual differences in career goals have significant impact
on the evaluation of resource-related behaviors of helpers.
Furthermore, Human Resources Development Department
could implement policies and procedures that clarify each
employee’s career goal orientation (Greco and Kraimer, 2020).

Limitations and Directions for Future

Research

Despite these theoretical and practical implications, this study
is not without limitations. The first limitation is that, although
some precautions have been taken to limit common method
bias, reasonable concerns still remain for using the self-report
strategy for data collection. Time-lagged design was used to
separate the measurement of independent, mediating, and
dependent variables, reducing the influences of the participants’
transient moods and response styles (Rindfleisch et al,
2008). The participants’ personality traits (e.g., agreeableness
and neuroticism) were controlled to limit the effect of the
participants’ response tendencies on common method bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Nevertheless, future research could
improve our design by bringing in observers to rate focal
variables or an experimental replication of our findings.

A second limitation of our work is that, although the
mediating and moderating mechanisms for the effects of different
types of workplaces helping on deviance, other mechanisms may
also be in existence to influence these effects. For example, in
terms of moderators, anticipating gratitude from a recipient was
regarded as one of the ways in which the psychological resources
of the helper are restored (Lee et al., 2019). The interaction
between the helper and the recipient may moderate the resource
acquisition and depletion processes in helping events.

Finally, research data come exclusively from employees
working in China. Chinese culture values harmony in
interpersonal relationships, and Chinese employees are aware of
the fact that organizations expect them to lend a helpful hand to
colleagues in trouble (i.e., compulsory citizenship behavior; He
et al.,, 2020b). In other words, workplace helping measured in
Chinese cultural context may be overestimated (Lin et al., 2020).
Therefore, it remains to be further empirically tested whether
the findings of this study remain valid for companies in other
cultural contexts.

In terms of future research directions, this study only
explored workplace helping of coworkers at the same hierarchical
organizational level, and future research could build on our
work by extending to cross-level helping behaviors between
leaders and their subordinates. Based on the social cognitive
theory, individuals can gain vicarious experiences by observing
the success of others, enhancing their self-efficacy (Wood and
Bandura, 1989). Similarly, employees gain a greater sense of self-
efficacy by closely observing their leaders’ helping behaviors and
successfully adopting helping behaviors toward their colleagues
(Zhang et al,, 2020). Moreover, it would be interesting to
investigate cross-level workplace helping because there could
be many differences in the types and impacts of helping
due to the status gap between leaders and their subordinates
(Harari et al., 2021).

Another needed direction for future research is to test our
theoretical model in another cultural context. Our theoretical
model is tested in Chinese culture, which is described as more
collectivist (Lin et al., 2020). Workplace helping in organizations
of American culture, which is described as more individualistic,
may be different because helpers may be more reciprocally
motivated (Spitzmuller and Van Dyne, 2013). Future research
that compares workplace helping under different cultures would,
therefore, be of great value.

Finally, there may be value to use different theoretical lens.
Our research provides theoretical explanations for workplace
helping and deviance from the perspective of conservation of a
resource. Scholars have also drawn from moral licensing theory
to suggest the relationship between OCB and deviance via
psychological entitlement (Yam et al., 2017). Employees may feel
psychologically entitled or empowered in varying degrees due
to different degrees of effort they make to help coworkers (Yam
etal., 2017; Ali et al., 2020).

CONCLUSION

Too much engagement in helping can have negative results,
but these results are not only related to the amount and
frequency of the act itself. A resource-depleting helping (i.e.,
substituting helping) can also lead to a bad workplace experience
for the helpers. Based on the conservation of resources theory,
this article extends previous research by proposing a model
to examine how and when different types of helping affected
helpers’ subsequent deviance in the workplace through emotional
exhaustion. Our study findings highlight the need to consider
the interplay between helping types and individual goals in the
process of encouraging workplace helping.
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This study examined (1) the influence of ethical leadership on knowledge sharing, (2) the
mediating role of psychological ownership, and (3) the moderating effect of professional
commitment between ethical leadership (EL) and knowledge sharing (KS). Data were
collected from 307 public listed Pakistani companies’ employees. Statistical analyses
were performed by using SPSS Version 25 and AMOS version 22. The findings indicate
a positive relationship between EL and KS behavior. Additionally, the impact of EL on KS
was partially mediated by psychological ownership. Furthermore, professional commitment
buffers the link between EL and KS. This study contributes to the body of knowledge in
the field of leadership by confirming the role of ethics. The results show that ethical leaders
develop employee attitudes (i.e., psychological ownership and professional commitment)
that contribute to employee KS behavior. Ethical leaders create and encourage a learning
culture to enhance organizational performance. This study adds to the little data on the
positive impact of EL on listed company’s employees and addresses the gaps in previous
studies on the role of EL in changing environments. In addition, professional commitment
as a moderator has not been previously investigated with ethical leadership antecedents.

Keywords: ethical leadership, knowledge sharing, professional commitment, psychological ownership, social
learning theory

INTRODUCTION

Leaders are credited with helping their organizations in getting an edge in the marketplace
by managing their finances and teaching ethical values to the employees (Koay and Lim, 2021;
Yasin, 2021). Over the last decade, ethics in the workplace have received increased attention
from researchers, who have long acknowledged the relevance of ethics in employee’s character
development (Van Gils et al., 2015). Behavioral ethics and ethical leadership (EL) have received
a great deal of attention in the wake of the Enron and National Irish Bank scandals in 2001,
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Linking Ethical Leadership to Followers’

owing to the long-term repercussions they may have on an
organization (Ali et al., 2018). Leaders play a critical role in
enhancing staff morale and increasing productivity (Fatima
et al., 2017).

EL is defined as “the demonstration of normatively
appropriate conduct through personal actions and
interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such
conduct to followers through two-way communication,
reinforcement, and decision-making” Brown et al. (2005).

Social learning theory is one of the most frequently referenced
theories to study the link between EL and followers conduct
in the social learning workplace (Keen et al., 2005). We advocate
an additional mechanism to better understand the complicated
link between EL and employee behavior. Researchers have
examined a wide range of factors that results due to ethical
leadership. One of the main factors that helps employees to
spread, learn and taught the basic skills, knowledge and abilities
(i.e., knowledge sharing). EL effects on employee’s knowledge
sharing behavior was studied from a social perspective (Ganguly
et al,, 2019), personal characteristics (Kim and Shim, 2018),
and cultural influences (Liu et al, 2018). Ethical leadership
has significant relationship with knowledge sharing (Bhatti
et al., 2021). Most studies have demonstrated that leadership
significantly motivates individuals to share their knowledge
with colleagues, regardless of the organizational setting (Ali
et al, 2021). A recent study also found that ethical leadership
reduce employee knowledge hiding behavior and increase
employee wellbeing and knowledge sharing behavior (Agarwal
etal., 2022). Organizational effectiveness and success are directly
linked to EL and knowledge sharing (KS) connection and also
linked to leaders’ ability to advise, organize, motivate, and
empower their followers (Le and Lei, 2018). Most studies on
leadership focus on how leaders influence their subordinates,
rather than how their subordinates get advantage from their
leadership guidance and supervision (Su et al., 2021). There
is a dire need to find that how knowledge sharing behavior
can be enhance in the presence of individual characteristics
(Luo et al, 2021). Thus, our study suggests that subordinate
characteristics may act as moderators in the EL development
process to share information. Professional commitment (PC)
was chosen as a moderator because it has emerged as a critical
driver of employees’ attitudes and organizational success (Ghani
et al, 2020). To complete the global market, organizations
seek and encourage continuous innovation in operations and
promote an agile workforce, along with their professional
commitment to their job roles, to meet organizational objectives
in an unpredictably changing environment. Organizations’ extra-
role performance depends on employees loyalty to their
profession and sense of responsibility toward organizational
problems and challenges (Guerrero et al., 2017; Ghani et al.,
2020). A companys competitive advantage can no longer
be gained from employees who do not fulfill their assigned
tasks. Rather, employees’ dedication, and devotion to their work
responsibilities are important factors to consider (Gerpott et al.,
2019). In todays workplace, professional commitment has

emerged as one of the most essential factors in encouraging
employees to be proactive and has evolved as a main source
of motivation to share knowledge with others (Chang et al., 2019).

“Professional commitment is defined as loyalty, the desire
to stay in a profession, and a sense of responsibility toward
the profession’s particular problems and challenges”
(Mitchell et al., 2019).

Employees who hold high ethical standards from their ethical
leader will play an active role in shaping the organizations
goals and assisting their fellow workers by sharing and assisting
in the transmission of relevant information related to the
organization’s objectives (Bavik et al., 2018). This study also
investigated how EL effects and helps employees in developing
feelings of ownership to gain control over a target through
guidance and knowledge. The likelihood of employees feeling
a strong sense of psychological ownership (PO) in their jobs
increases when they work under morally good leadership
(Mishra and Malhotra, 2021). Furthermore, it is critical to
emphasis the value of psychological ownership as a driving
force for employee voice and knowledge exchange (Sun
et al,, 2019).

Theoretical and practical applications are relevant to this study.
From a theoretical standpoint, our study makes a significant
contribution to the corpus of knowledge on EL and knowledge
sharing. First, we examined whether a company’s KS culture is
influenced by its leaderships ethical standards. Despite the fact
that KS is increasingly being acknowledged as a psychological
behavior in an organizational environment. Research on the
psychological aspects of employees capacity to share knowledge
has not been conducted under changing circumstances (e.g.,
COVID 19) extensively. This is the first study to examine how
EL influences the development of workers’ ability to share knowledge
during the changing environment. Second, we used social learning
theory to show how strong employee professional commitment
when combined with EL, leads to a willingness to share knowledge
among colleagues. Third, by recognizing KS as a psychologically
and interpersonally significant phenomenon, this study investigated
the significance of EL as a predictor of information exchange
in organizations. For the knowledge management literature, this
is a fresh approach to understanding employees’ attitudes. From
a practical perspective, our findings demonstrate that leaders
play a critical role in promoting an information-sharing culture.
Organizations that want to maximize the value of their intangible
assets by increasing the use and retention of workers’ expertise
and information via KS would benefit the organization in long
run. EL is also being studied in a new way, as earlier research
has focused on the qualities and personality traits of leaders
without taking into account the effect of follower traits that
learned from the leader (Sharif and Scandura, 2014; Karim and
Nadeem, 2019; Mostafa et al., 2021). This study has the importance
in Yarn production sector in Pakistan. Yarn production sector
is one of the most growing sectors of developing country like
Pakistan. This study will open new avenue in Yarn production
sector and will add more knowledge to the body of literature
in the area of ethical leadership and knowledge sharing behavior.
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESIS
DEVELOPMENT

Social Learning Theory

Grounding on social learning theory (Bandura and Hall, 2018),
ethical leaders have an influence on their employees via
observational learning, in which employees learn indirectly by
seeing the activities and repercussions of ethical leaders” actions
(Bandura, 1979; Grusec, 1994; Brown et al,, 2005). Similarly,
we contend that ethical leaders have an effect on the behavior
of their subordinates’ psychological wellbeing via the social
learning process. With regard to social learning, “the psychological
states of the receivers decide which external events to
be considered, how they are interpreted and if they leave
untouched what will be the consequences” (Bandura, 1979).
A person’s ability to pay attention, analyze, and react to ethical
leaders’ actions may be hindered by psychological conditions
that produce cognitive dysfunction (Brown et al., 2005). More
recent literature focuses on leadership and psychological
ownership relationship mechanism and revealed that leadership
is the main cause root of psychological ownership (Guarana
and Avolio, 2022). Prior social learning theory research has
paid little attention to followers psychological states (Bavik
et al., 2018), particularly within the EL framework. We looked
at psychological ownership in order to better understand the
role of psychological states that emerged during the social
learning process (Wright and Cropanzano, 1998) and argued
that it is likely to enhance the connection between EL and
KS behavior. In other words, the study’s second goal is to
determine whether employee professional commitment acts as
a buffer between EL and knowledge-sharing in the social
learning process (see Figure 1).

Ethical Leadership and Knowledge
Sharing

In an organization, KS does not cause automatically; it requires
a certain set of circumstances and ongoing assistance. Information
sharing is likely to be significantly influenced by leaders” actions
(Ali et al, 2018). Leader support is critical for fostering a
culture of knowledge sharing among company workers (Tang
et al,, 2015). EL is considered an effective leadership style (Bedi

and Wordley, 2019), and is linked to KS behaviors (Su et al,
2021). As part of knowledge management, the goal is to establish
an environment that encourages individuals to share information
and build a shared understanding of the company’s mission.
EL significantly influences individual participation and attitudes
toward information sharing (Koay and Lim, 2021).

KS refers to “acts of making knowledge available to others
within the organization” (Ipe, 2003).

Leadership has been found to have a substantial influence on
the interpersonal process of knowledge exchange within
organizations (Xue et al, 2011; Rahman et al, 2019). The
psychological impact of KS leads to the belief that ethical leader
behavior is an important predictor. Fairness, transparency, and
trustworthiness are essential components of effective EL that needs
for learning culture (Bhatti et al, 2021). Ethical leaders can
motivate followers to share their expertise (Wu and Lee, 2017;
Men et al.,, 2020). As a first step, ethical leaders help to reduce
the physical barriers that prevent employees from sharing resources
by incorporating processes and controls that encourage employees
psychologically (e.g., code of ethics, standards for making ethical
decisions, open two-way communication, and a fair incentive
system) are all important components of an ethical workplace.
Second, when ethical leaders exemplify the values and standards
of their respective organizations by behaving in line with these
values and standards, they demonstrate their values and norms
(such as trustworthiness, kindness, and concern for the needs
of others; Banks et al, 2021). Based on these considerations,
EL encourages employee KS by eliminating organizational obstacles,
cultivating trustworthy workplace connections, and fostering
workers’ expectations of fair compensation for their contributions
and resource sharing (Castellani et al, 2021). The knowledge
management literature has demonstrated the importance of
leadership in establishing rules and directions that encourage
KS (Lin et al.,, 2020). Several studies have indicated that ethical
leaders motivate their followers to participate in pro-social activities,
such as sharing knowledge and assisting others to gain knowledge
(Gerpott et al, 2020; He et al., 2021), while reducing deviance
(Evans et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2022).

Hypothesis I1: EL has significant and positive effect on KS.

Ethical Leadership

Psychological Ownership

» Knowledge Sharing

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model.

Professional Commitment
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The Mediating Role of Psychological
Ownership

“Employees will put forth better efforts to care for, nurture
and maintain things which they consider to be their own.
When individuals have a sense of ownership, they feel
connected with each other in achieving several tangible
and intangible targets (Dittmar, 1992).”

Employees’ psychological ownership and EL are intertwined
in the same way through social norms (Kim and Beehr, 2017).
By highlighting key principles and norms that are connected
to psychological ownership, ethical leaders are likely to impact
the behavioral norms of the organizations (Ali et al, 2021).
A growing number of moral leaders are particularly concerned
about protecting the rights of their workers and obligations
when it comes to the first value for equality. There is a strong
feeling of commitment to job duties, as well as a strong sense
of right to influence the outcomes of work when one takes
an ownership perspective on things (Adil and Kamal, 2018;
Xiao and Cooke, 2019). Employee ownership was eliminated
if the rights were violated. However, because they expressly
seek justice, ethical leaders are less likely to violate the supposed
rights, equality, and compassion (Brown et al., 2005; Gul et al.,
2021). In other words, if an employee has a significant stake
in a project, the ethical leader is inclined to remain on the
board. However, unethical leaders are less inclined to do this.
Ethics-based leadership is more likely to demonstrate and foster
responsibility among followers, ensuring that employees’ rights
are protected. Brown et al. (2005) stated that ethical leaders
penalize workers who break ethical norms and hold employees
responsible for their work performance. According to the social
learning theory, ethical leaders produce positive and productive
results through social learning and two-way communication
(Bandura, 1979). According to Bandura and Hall (2018), direct
and indirect interactions can help employees develop a sense
of accountability, such as seeing ethical leaders holding individuals
responsible for their accomplishments as well as the method
by which those successes were obtained. The norms for social
conduct in the organization were established based on
observations and interactions between employees (Cheng et al.,
2021). In addition, employees are held responsible for their
own actions (Podsakoft et al., 2003). Employees who work
with morally conscientious bosses are likely to have psychological
control over their actions. Ethical leaders create a sense of
belonging in the workplace and instill a sense of psychological
ownership in their subordinates. Ethical leaders should focus
on their workers by listening to them and giving them a voice
in the workplace (Brown et al, 2005). Employees who are
given the opportunity to voice their opinions and have a voice
in the design of their workplace are more likely to feel like
part of the team as a whole and are more willing to share
their knowledge and experience, as suggested by the job
characteristics model and supported by Pittino et al., (2018)
and Spreitzer (1995). As a result of being neglected, workers
might become emotionally disengaged and feel that they do
not belong to the organization, and they are more inclined

to keep their knowledge hidden from the rest of the organization
(Arain et al., 2020). When ethical leaders place their followers’
interests first and listen to their concerns, they experience a
feeling of belonging in the workplace, which is a key component
of psychological ownership that encourages them to share their
knowledge (Men et al., 2020). The link between psychological
ownership and KS entails the conversion of human perceptions
and sentiments into an organizational stance. As previously
stated, the formation of stewardship culture inside a company
may facilitate KS (Pittino et al., 2018). Psychological ownership
may motivate individuals to share knowledge, encourage others
to learn, work together to solve issues, accept and propagate
organizational values and ideas, and accept and disseminate
organizational values and ideas (Gupta et al., 2020; Singh et al.,
2021). A similar study by Hameed et al. (2019) argued those
employees who have high level of psychological ownership
shows altruistic spirit and enhance KS and it is considered
one of the crucial antecedents of knowledge sharing.

Hypothesis 2: Psychological ownership positively and
significantly mediates the link between EL on KS.

The Moderating Role of Professional
Commitment

“Professional commitment is defined as a psychological
attachment to ones profession (Aranya et al., 1981;
Wallace, 1995).”

Previous studies have identified a substantial correlation between
a person’s commitment to their profession and willingness to
share their expertise (Chen et al, 2020; Zada et al., 2021).
Additionally, KS may be nurtured and developed if employees
have developed favorable attitudes and gestures toward an
organization, which requires a lot of internal desire (Khan
and Ali, 2019; Tahir et al, 2019). Ethical leaders play an
important role in shaping and assisting the professional lives
of their workers so that they can participate in KS behavior
(Kuenzi et al.,, 2019). According to Bavik et al. (2018), despite
the fact that EL conduct affects workers’ attitudes toward KS,
there have been few studies on the psychological effects of
such activities.

Previous research has shown that leaders are substantially
connected with KS behaviors and have pivotal responsibilities
in the success of the business by psychologically influencing
workers to spread information (Wu and Lee, 2017). Individuals
who are supported by ethical leaders are more likely to promote
and share their expertise with others, therefore, broadening
the breadth of KS, according to our research. Developing a
knowledge-sharing culture requires a strong commitment from
workers (Lei et al., 2019) to share and receive information
(Le and Lei, 2018). Knowledge exchange and professional
commitment are typically assumed to be linked. According to
Bavik et al. (2018), greater dedication encourages employees
to share new ideas. According to Han et al. (2010), are more
willing to share their knowledge and experience with their
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colleagues. Based on the study by Alrawi et al. (2016), KS is
more effective when several workers are involved. Lin (2007)
also identified a correlation between professional dedication
and tacit KS was also identified by Lin (2007), which is in
line with earlier studies.

Hypothesis 3: Professional commitment positively and
significantly strengthens the relationship between EL
and KS, such that the relationship is stronger when
professional commitment is high.

METHODOLOGY

Sample and Procedure

To meet the study aims, a survey technique was used to
obtain quantitative data from the participants. The intended
audience consisted of individuals who worked in publicly
listed yarn production sector companies in Pakistan. The
reason behind to select this company as one of our team
members working in administrative post and there was easy
to collect data from these organizations. They must, however,
satisfy certain requirements in order to be considered for
participation in our survey. First, they must have at least
one direct supervisor to whom they must report to function
properly. Second, each supervisor must provide feedback of
four subordinates. This is due to the fact that our target
populations were asked to assess ethical support received
from their line managers as part of their job roles. It is
difficult to succeed without reporting to a direct supervisor
or a leader. Preliminary testing of the survey questions on
three academic experts was conducted before they were sent
to the real target population to confirm that all of the scales
under investigation had positive face validity. Two academic
experts were from specific field of management sciences and
one from statistics field in order to verify the scale. All
constructions have Cronbach’s a values higher than 0.7, which
indicates that all scales are reliable according to preliminary
data of 28 respondents collected for piloting testing (Iacobucci
and Duhachek, 2003). After clarifications were made regarding
the questionnaire, every public listed company in Pakistan
that was approached through personal contact received a link
to the online survey. We asked the person in charge of the
distribution to pass the link with the employees. However,
we clarified to the representative that to be considered for
our target responders, workers had to meet the criteria listed
above. The data collection period was split into two periods
separated by 15days in accordance with the suggestions of
Podsakoff et al. (2003) to help in the reduction of common
method bias, which was followed. First, we gathered information
from independent and mediating variables and demographic
characteristics, in the second phase, we gathered information
from dependent and moderating variables. In the first phase,
420 employees were contacted and 364 questionnaires were
received (86.66%). In the second phase, we received 316
questionnaires out of 364 questionnaires (86.81%). After
thoroughly studying the questionnaires, we excluded nine

TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics.

Demographic variables Frequency Percentage
Gender
Male 264 85.99
Female 43 14.00
Age
25-29 37 12.05
30-35 137 44.62
36-40 98 31.92
Above 40 35 11.40
Experience
1-5 176 57.32
6-10 62 20.19
11-15 42 13.68
Above 16 27 8.79
Qualification
HSSC 12 3.90
Bachelor 72 23.45
Master 192 62.54
MS/Phil 27 8.79
PhD 4 1.30

questionnaires due to missing data. In total, 307 completed
data were collected. The respondents included 264 men (85.99%)
and 43 women (14%) females. In terms of age group, 37
(12.05%) were between 25 and 29 years old, 137 (44.62%)
were 30 and 35, 98 (31.92%) were 36 and 40, and 35 (11.40%)
were 40 and above. Education statistics showed that 12 (3.90%)
had completed HSSC, 72 (23.45%) had a bachelor’s degree,
192 (62.54%) had a master’s degree, 27 (8.79%) had an MS/
Phil qualification, and 4 (1.30%) had a doctorate. The full
demographic profile of the respondents is presented in Table 1.

Measures

Ethical Leadership

We used a 10-item scale created by Brown et al. (2005) to
assess EL. Examples of such items are: “my supervisor makes
fair and balanced decisions,” “when making decisions, asks
“what is the right thing to do?’ and “disciplines employees
who violate ethical standards” Internal reliability (a=0.94) was
found to be appropriate for this instrument. All items were
measured in 5-likert scale.

Psychological Ownership

Avey et al. (2008), 12-item scale with 5-likert scale was used
to assess psychological ownership. Sample items are “I feel this
organizations success is my success’” “I am totally comfortable
being in this organization,” and “I am confident I can make a
positive difference in this organization” Internal reliability (a=0.90)
for the psychological ownership measure was satisfactory.

Professional Commitment
Four scale items with 5-likert scale from a prior study on
healthcare professional commitment were included in the

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

February 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 841590


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Saeed et al.

Linking Ethical Leadership to Followers’

member questionnaire to gage members’ level of professional
commitment (Lachman and Aranya, 1986; Chang and Choi,
2007; Teng et al., 2009). Sample items are “the extent to which
they felt strong ties with their professional group”; “felt closely
connected to their professional group”; “felt happy to be a
member of their profession” The Cronbach a for professional
commitment was (a=0.95).

Knowledge Sharing

The employees’ KS behavior was assessed using Connelly et al.
(2012) five-item KS with 5-likert scale. Sample items are “This
coworker looks into my requests to make sure his/her answers
were accurate” “This coworker explains everything very
thoroughly”

PRETESTING

Common Method Variance

In survey-based investigations, common method variance (CMV)
should be investigated, particularly when data for independent
and dependent variables are obtained simultaneously using the
same technique at the same time. As advised by MacKenzie
and Podsakoff (2012), we used procedural remedies that they
suggested to overcome CMYV, such as incorporating a well-
written cover letter and ensuring that the respondents’ privacy
was protected. This study also included several statistical tests
to measure the severity of CMV. Upon closer examination of
Table 2, it becomes clear that there is no significant link
between the two variables above 0.9, suggesting that the CMV
is not a reason for concern. Second, we used Kock (2015)
full collinearity test, which was modified significantly. As shown
in Table 3, all variance inflation factor values in this investigation
were less than 3.3, indicating that CMV risk was not found
in this study.

Measurement Model

In the assessment criteria presented by Hair et al. (2017)
internal consistency, reliability, convergent validity, and
discriminant validity are all reviewed as part of the evaluation
process. As shown in Table 4, all constructs had Cronbach’s

TABLE 2 | Results of the confirmatory factor analysis (N =307).

Model x2/df RMR GFI CFI RMSEA
Baseline model 2.23 0.03 0.88 0.90 0.02
(four-factor model)°

4-factor model® 4.57 0.07 0.93 0.91 0.07
3-factor model’ 2.57 0.06 0.91 0.90 0.08
2-factor model°® 1.62 0.05 0.94 0.91 0.07
1-factor model® 5.57 1.04 0.47 0.37 0.18
aCombining EL&KS.

bCombining EL, KS&PC.
°Combining PC, PO&KS.
9PC, PO &EL.
°Combining all items.

a values more than 0.7, and the composite reliability values
in Table 3 were greater than 0.7, showing that variables had
excellent internal consistency. Additionally, since the factor
loadings were larger than 0.7 and the average variance extracted
(AVE) values of all reflective components were greater than
0.5, convergent validity was established. To establish discriminant
validity, the Fornell-Larcker criteria and the Heterotrait-
Monotrait ratio (HTMT) criterion were utilized. We found that
AVE’s square root was greater than the correlation values in
the rows and columns to fulfill the Fornell-Larcker criterion
(Table 3). The HTMT number should not exceed 0.85 in terms
of the HTMT criterion (Henseler et al., 2015). Table 4 shows
that all of the HTMT values in this study were less than 0.85,
indicating that discriminant validity was not a major problem.

Confirmatory Analysis

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to assess
the factor structure of the EL, KS, psychological ownership,
and professional commitment scales. Different confirmatory
factor analyses were performed through AMOS 22. The resulting
4 factor model demonstrated excellent fit, y2/df=2.23,
RMR=0.03, GFI=0.88, CFI=0.90, and RMSEA=0.02. See

TABLE 3 | Factor loadings.

Constructs ltems Fac_tor V/AVE CR AVE
loadings

EL1 0.86

EL2 0.85

EL3 0.89
Ethical leadership EL4 0.76 0.72 0.94 0.53

EL5 0.73

EL6 0.81

EL7 0.72

EL8 0.75

EL9 0.82

EL10 0.78

KS1 0.84
Knowledge sharing ~ KS2 0.78 0.80 0.90 0.64
behavior

KS3 0.81

KS4 0.77

KS5 0.82

PO1 0.84

PO2 0.92

PO3 0.91

PO4 0.78

PO5 0.83
Psychological PO6 0.71 0.81 0.95 0.66
ownership

PO7 0.91

PO8 0.81

PO9 0.82

PO10 0.66

PO11 0.88

PO12 0.67

PCA1 0.85
Professional PC2 0.82 0.80 0.88 0.64
commitment

PC3 0.79

PC4 0.76
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(0.81)

0.022
—-0.043
—0.066
—-0.034

0.036 0.067

0.030
0.009
0.014

1.335
1.458
1.627
1.627

0.72418

3.8446
3.9742
4.0008
3.8573

5. EL
6. PO
7.PC
8.KS

(0.78)

0.572%*

0.086

0.088

0.65

0.70059
0.80275

0.556%*  (0.77)

0.493%

0.077

0.095

0.61
0.57

0.56

0.674%% 0.668%* (0.76)

0.008 0.033 0.016 0.593#*

0.61

0.47

0.67975

=*Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). Cronbach's alpha highlighted as bold, all values >0.7.

Table 2 for the series of CFA and see Table 3 for the
factor loadings.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 3 displays the means, standard deviations, correlations,
and scale reliability of the data. The research variables’ correlations
were in the predicted directions, and all of the study variables
had an acceptable degree of internal consistency, as shown in
Table 1. Employees’ KS behavior was positively related to EL
(r=0.668, p<0.01). Furthermore, EL was positively related to
both PO and PC (r=0.572, p<0.01; r=0.556, p<0.01). The
Variance Inflation Factor was used to assess for multicollinearity
in this study (VIF). The VIF values in Table 4 varied from
1.335 to 1.627, which is less than 2 and deemed to be within
acceptable bounds (Hair et al., 1998).

Control Variables

Several variables were kept under control. Individual
demographics (such as age, gender, and educational level) have
been found to impact employees’ knowledge behaviors in the
past (Scholz and Schoner, 1999; Spector and Brannick, 2011;
Connelly et al, 2012). As a result, these factors were brought
under control in this study. We used four answer choices to
control for individual employees’ educational level (1=HSSC;
2=bachelors; 3=master’s; 4=MS/Phil; 5=PhD). The gender
of the participants was dummy coded, with females being
tagged as 1 and males being coded as 2. In addition, the size
of the teams in our research was kept under control. According
to previous studies, a bigger team size reduces a leader’s capacity
to influence individual employee behavior as well as KS within
workgroups (Zhao et al., 2016).

HYPOTHESIS TESTING

Direct Relationship and Mediation Analysis
Table 5 shows the impact of EL on employees’ KS. In Table 5,
the R? value of 0.35 revealed that EL explained 35% of the
variation in KS behavior with F(1, 305) =165.70, p<0.001.
The findings revealed that EL was positively related to KS
behavior ($=0.55, p<0.001). In Table 6, Hayes PROCESS
(5000bootstrappingwasspecified) was used to test Hypotheses
2, EL was found to have a positive indirect (PO) relationship
with KS via psychological ownership (B=0.42, Lower
limit=0.3432, and Upper limit=0.5102), showing that Hypothesis
2 was also accepted.

Moderation Analysis

The moderating effect of PC in the relationship between EL
and KS was investigated using Hayes (2017) (model 1). As a
consequence of the findings (Table 7), it was found that the
interaction term had a statistically significant effect on employees’
KS behavior (f#=-0.1046*), indicating that PC moderated the
positive relationship between EL and employees’ KS behavior.
In Figure 2, the interactions between EL and KS and are
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shown at + standard deviation from the mean of PO. A simple
slope test was used to determine the strength of the positive
associations between EL and employees’ KS behaviors at high
and low levels of PC. The simple slope test showed a significant
positive relationship ($=0.1771, p=0.0007) for employees with
high PO, Thus, Hypothesis 3 is verified.

DISCUSSION

First, we found that EL was linked to employees’ willingness
to share their knowledge, which is consistent with social
learning theory (Bandura, 1979; Bandura and Hall, 2018).
We also examined the moderating influence of professional
commitment and how EL may help employees in their
professional lives by encouraging them to share knowledge
with coworkers. Furthermore, this study investigated the
significance of psychological ownership in mediating the
relationship between EL and KS behavior. Our findings have
substantial consequences for both theory and practice in the
corporate environment.

Theoretical Contributions

First, this study examines the effect of EL on employees’
knowledge-sharing behavior using a psychological perspective.
In spite of previous research indicating that EL has a significant
impact on employees’ risk-taking and pro-social behavior, such

TABLE 5 | Direct path.

t Re SE B

EL-KS 12.8 0.35 0.54 0.657

=#kCorrelation is significant at the 0.001 level (2-tailed).

TABLE 6 | Mediation path.

BootLLCI BootULCI Boot SE B Decision
Mediation 0.3432 0.5102 0.0428 0.4259  Partial
path mediation

as employee voice, creativity and organizational citizenship,
there is surprisingly little research on the impact of EL on
employees’ KS (Lei et al., 2019; Men et al., 2020). Sharing
one’s knowledge is primarily a risk-taking and pro-social behavior
with a psychological component, as it implies that one’s willingness
to share knowledge with others will be reduced if one’s ownership
of one’s expertise is lost (Spender and Grant, 1996). Our findings
show that EL is important for encouraging employees to share
their knowledge. This finding adds to the growing body of
evidence that information sharing has psychological significance.
Future studies could examine additional potential antecedents
of information sharing at work from a psychological standpoint.
Second, most previous studies on EL have relied on theoretical
perspectives, such as social exchange theory (Garba et al., 2018;
Wang et al., 2019; Eva et al., 2020) and social identity theory
(De Roeck and Farooq, 2018; Yang and Wei, 2018; Gerpott
et al., 2019). We investigated the impact of EL on KS among
workers using the social learning theory to explain the influence
of EL on employee behavior. Our research sheds light on the
mediating mechanisms of psychological ownership as well as
the moderating variable of professional commitment by
demonstrating that employees engage in pro-social and
psychological behavior under the guidance and supervision of
EL to share knowledge. According to Garba et al. (2018), as
a manager and as a role model, an ethical leader actively
enhances the external events of the organization while also
transforming the self-Concept of their employees. This finding
supports the theoretical concepts. When it comes to
psychologically strong employees and management traits, our
study provides a more complete picture of how these two
aspects interact to influence employee behavior in a more
comprehensive manner. Using this approach, we can provide
empirical evidence to support our theoretical understanding
of EL by demonstrating that a leader’s twin functions as a
psychological person and psychological manager are crucial
in encouraging colleagues to act in a professional manner (Adil
and Kamal, 2018; Xiao and Cooke, 2019). Third, as a result
of our research, we found that employee professional dedication
and KS among colleagues are both critical variables in
encouraging information sharing among colleagues. According
to the results, EL is a value-based leadership style generally
acknowledged in the development of workers’ professional skills

TABLE 7 | Results of the moderated path analysis.

Ethical leadership*psychological ownership =knowledge sharing

95% ClI
B SE t p
LL UL

EL 0.6794 0.1575 4.3125 0.0000 0.3694 0.9894

PC 0.8923 0.1441 6.1939 0.0000 0.6088 1.1758

EL*PC —0.1046 0.0394 —2.6549 0.0084 -0.1821 —0.0271

HP (-1 SD) 0.3450 0.0458 7.5291 0.0000 0.2548 0.4352

HP (+1 SD) 0.1771 0.0516 3.4350 0.0007 0.0756 0.2786

R? 0.64
AR? 0.0082
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35 - LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE AVENUES
341 There are several possible drawbacks to this research as well.

o 33 1 First, all factors, such as EL, psychological ownership, professional
g 3.2 1 commitment, and KS, were derived from the same source. Because
& 317 the data were acquired from the same source, a common technique
B 3 —Low PC bias may have emerged (Podsakoft et al, 2003). Experimental
% 2.9 ~ 7 ——Mod PC designs that enhance causal inference should be used in future
é 2.8 High PC studies to address this issue. Second, a theoretical model was
2.7 A developed and evaluated at both individual and team levels. Several
2.6 - control variables have been included at both the individual and
25 i i : team levels. Individual and team-level parameters, such as age
Low Mod High and gender were considered in our investigation. As Serenko

Ethical Leadership and Bontis (2016) argue, organizational factors like organizational

FIGURE 2 | EL*PC=KS.

and abilities (Den Hartog, 2015). In the case of an ethical
leader who is a real ethical role model, the values of that
leader are recognized and reflected by their followers’ behaviors.

Our findings also demonstrate that professional commitment
is associated with an explanatory power that is comparable
to psychological ownership in the EL- employee KS relationship.
As Ryan and Deci (2002) argue, external aims are not necessarily
inferior to internal driving factors when it comes to motivating
people’s behavior (Eva et al., 2020). Our findings corroborate
the efficacy of the twin processes (psychological ownership
and professional commitment) predicted by the EL paradigm
is significant affects followers’ attitudes and conduct to a
great degree. Our theoretical model meaningfully connects
the literature on leadership, knowledge management,
psychological ownership, and professional commitment, and
more research is needed to fully understand the impact of
EL on the psychological wellbeing of others around them,
as this study demonstrates.

Practical Implications

Our research provides insight into how organizations might
encourage their employees to share their knowledge in ways
that are beneficial to the company as a whole, rather than
just to themselves. First, according to our findings, ethical
leaders are actively involved in stimulating information sharing
among their staff. Employees who desire to boost KS at work
may want to be mentally robust and to participate in professional
development programs that encourage ethical conduct. Second,
organizations could encourage EL by offering training programs
for leaders, stressing the relevance of psychological concepts,
and presenting examples of ethical behavior that leaders should
demonstrate in their everyday behavior and management
practices. Third, when it comes to encouraging information
sharing within an organization, it is critical that employees
understand the significance of both internal and external
regulations. Consequently, organizations must regularly
implement mental health programs to prevent interruptions
in the flow of information among their employees.

culture, which may affect people’s motivation to share information,
may also have an impact on individuals' willingness to share
knowledge. Corporate culture control should be the primary focus
of future research as well as identifying whether such a theoretical
model is validated at the organizational level of examination.
Third, in accordance with social learning theory, we investigated
a mechanism that connects EL with KS in organizations. However,
other possible mechanisms cannot be ruled out. As KS progresses,
it is necessary to investigate various possible models using a
variety of theoretical approaches. For example, may lead to a
greater desire to share knowledge (Huo et al,, 2016). Future studies
should incorporate this behavior. In addition, there may be other
possible moderators in the link between EL and KS, such as
self-Monitoring, political skills as well as conscientiousness, societal
norms, and individual variations based on morality (Bavik et al.,
2018). Self-Monitoring, political skills, and conscientiousness have
been shown to increase the likelihood that employees will share
their knowledge with their coworkers because they see it as a
professional obligation. EL and KS should be examined in light
of these moderating effects in future research (Bavik et al., 2018).

FINAL THOUGHTS

Most organizations find it challenging to motivate employees to
share their knowledge and abilities with colleagues in a productive
and effective manner. In the disciplines of organizational behavior
and knowledge management, the results of this research may
be used to better understand the links between EL, organizational
performance, trust in leaders, and certain aspects of knowledge
behavior in the workplace. The findings of this study support
the hypothesis that EL is crucial in improving employees’
psychological wellbeing and developing employees’ loyalties to
their jobs and organizations, allowing them to share knowledge
with their colleagues. KS behavior can be strongly influenced
by EL. The fact that a leader treats employee with dignity, honesty,
fairness, and integrity, enables them to participate in decision-
making; and encourages them to do so and the fact that the
leader encourages normative and ethical behavior among his or
her workers via two-way communication, may contribute to
followers' good evaluations of their leaders personality. This
research examines and determined that EL is an effective approach
to encourage KS among employees by using social learning theory.
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Our findings offer preliminary empirical evidence in favor of
the theoretical model of EL as a foundation for learning
organizations. To create an effective learning environment and
encourage resource sharing among employees, these results
emphasis the need for ethical leaders who not only support
their followers psychologically but also act as a mentor to help
them in developing their professional commitment.
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Social Identity Theory, this manuscript shows that host country employees’ functional
language proficiency (i.e., English) enhances their unethical pro-organizational behavior
through their linguistic group identification and moral disengagement. We tested our
predictions using the data collected from 309 full-time host country employees through
an online survey, and the results generally supported our hypotheses. The findings
make contributions to both international management and language literature and
organizational moral behavior literature.
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INTRODUCTION

With the development of international business, an increasing number of multinational
corporations (MNCs) have established subunits around the world. When headquarters and
subsidiaries are situated in different linguistic zones, multiple languages are often used by MNC
employees (Cohen and Kassis-Henderson, 2017; Vigier and Spencer-Oatey, 2017). Language, as
the basis of communication, is essential to the understanding of organizational processes. The
use of multiple languages can be the origin of many communication problems that occur at
different organizational levels. For instance, the use of multiple languages leads to tension between
headquarters and subsidiaries (Vaara et al., 2005; Fredriksson et al., 2006). Moreover, the lack
of a common language may result in a misunderstanding between top management and general
employees (Barner-Rasmussen and Aarnio, 2011), as well as in the segregation of employees who
speak different first languages. Therefore, most MNCs introduce a single functional language policy,
aiming to overcome the possible problems associated with interorganizational languages and the
facilitation of communication within organizations.
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According to Luo and Shenkar (2006), functional language
can be defined as “the language formally designated for verbal
and written use by an MNC’s focal unit (headquarters or
overseas subunit) within this unit and with the rest of the MNC
network.” As Bialystok (1981) suggested, functional language
focuses on the use of language for conversations, information,
etc. Additionally, Dong et al. (2018) highlighted the contextual
and practical use of functional language. Several studies (e.g.,
Piekkari et al., 2005) have illustrated the importance of functional
language for MNCs and their employees. From an organizational
perspective, Harzing and Pudelko (2014), for instance, claimed
that English as a business lingua franca helps shorten the
language distance within an MNC. Functional language may also
contribute to trust building (Feely and Harzing, 2003) and tacit
knowledge inflow (Reiche et al., 2015) between headquarters and
subsidiaries. From an MNC employee perspective, the use of
functional language has also been illustrated as affecting their
workplace experiences, such as their social status (Hinds et al.,
2014), leadership positions (Paunova, 2017), and interpersonal
relationships (Henderson, 2005) in the organizational context.
Therefore, whether employees can speak the functional language
and how proficiently they do so may directly or indirectly impact
their work experience.

Employees may be segregated into different groups based
on their various functional language proficiencies. Some levels
of communication may involve only employees who speak
the functional language at a proficient level, thereby excluding
the remaining employees who lack this proficiency (Fantini,
1995; Selmer, 2006). The inclusion and exclusion of employees
based on their language proficiency may further impact their
attitudes toward the organization as well as their organizational
behaviors. For instance, these employees may be more likely
to proactively participate in organization-related activities and
protect their organizational interests despite moral criteria
because they have positive emotions toward the organization
owing to their language-based “in-group” status (Sharoni et al.,
2015). In this case, research has shown that employees’ “in-group”
status within the organization often motivates them to perform
activities that disregard their ethical standards to defend their
organization’s interests, leading to workplace misconduct and
unethical behavior (Babatunde and Viet, 2021). Based on the
relationship between language proficiency and linguistic identity
and the moral disengagement that may arise from employee
identification and the subsequent unethical behavior it triggers,
the model proposed in this manuscript is shown in Figure 1.

The purpose of this study is to explore how functional
language proficiency impacts host country MNC employees’
moral disengagement and unethical pro-organizational behavior
(UPB) in MNC host country subunits. This research field is
important but has been overlooked for at least four reasons. First,

Linguistic group Moral Uneth.lcall pro

. X A . organizational

identification disengagement .
behavior

FIGURE 1 | Proposed mediated model.

Language
proficiency

the process of language use has been neglected in the areas of
international business and MNC management for many years
(Marschan et al., 1997). Most MNCs ignore the complexity of
language and simply introduce a single functional language policy
as the unified answer for all organizational language problems
(Feely and Harzing, 2003). However, whether an organization
should use a single functional language may be only the starting
point. How functional language is used in organizations may be
more important, as it focuses more on the actual language use
process and the problems that may occur during this process.
However, most existing studies focus on the “whether or not” part
of functional language, for instance, the willingness to adopt a
functional language (Bordia and Bordia, 2015), the effectiveness
of using a single functional language (Fredriksson et al., 2006),
and the strategy of building a better functional language policy
(Luo and Shenkar, 2006). Very few studies have focused on
exploring the actual process of using a functional language. Given
the reality that single functional language policies are already
widely used in most MNCs around the world and that this
current status cannot be changed easily, at least not in a short
time. Currently, it is more meaningful to look at “how well”
functional languages have been used (e.g., proficiency). It is
also important to understand how the functional language use
process may impact employees’ work, non-work experience, and
organizational behavior and attitudes instead of focusing only on
“whether or not” the functional language should be used.

In addition, the existing body of literature examining
functional language use has typically focused on organizational
headquarters. From a global perspective, the majority of
management researchers are from Western (e.g., English)
backgrounds in which most MNCs are founded; therefore,
these researchers are less likely to notice and understand the
problems that host country MNC employees may face. Their
language studies are more likely to focus on the controlling
function when taking an organizational approach (Feely and
Harzing, 2003; Reiche et al., 2015) and on expatriates’ language
use experience when taking an employee approach (Zhang
and Harzing, 2016). Although several studies have explored
the problems encountered by host country MNC employees
when using functional languages at work, host country MNC
employees as a group are under-researched in the current
literature on language and international business. However, this
group plays an important role in MNCs. Host country MNC
employees account for a large portion of all MNC employees,
and their performance has a great influence on overall MNC
performance as well as that in the local area. The organizational
behavior and attitudes of these employees toward MNCs are
therefore worth researching.

Third, few studies have explored functional language
proficiency from an identity perspective. In the handful of
studies that have focused on functional language proficiency,
functional language speaking has been studied mostly as a
communication skill (Selmer, 2006) and, in some cases, as
a specific status characteristic based on status characteristics
theory (Paunova, 2017). However, functional language can
also be understood from an identity perspective. Linguistic
identity is an integral part of individuals' social identity
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(Bordia and Bordia, 2015; He et al., 2020; Wu and Chen, 2021).
Individuals define themselves and others partly through their
language use. In MNC subunits, whether host country MNC
employees have a functional language linguistic identity and how
strong this identity is guide their attitudes and behavior toward
their colleagues as well as toward the organization that defines the
functional language. Therefore, functional language proficiency
should also be studied through a social identity pathway.

Finally, moral disengagement has emerged as a key mediatory
mechanism, but little is known about how it links linguistic
identification with organizational behavior and attitudes toward
MNCs. Research has shown that when employees increase their
identity with the organization, they engage in more ethical
defensive behaviors toward the organization, including the
use of unethical tactics and wrongdoing. In addition, moral
disengagement has been shown to be positively associated with
workplace misconduct and negatively related to organizational
citizenship behaviors (Babatunde and Viet, 2021). However,
the role played by moral disengagement in the relationship
between linguistic identity and employee behavior has not been
adequately studied.

Having identified these key research gaps and illustrated
their importance to both the broader language literature and
organizations, this article aims to explore how functional
language has been used by host country MNC employees
(whose first language is not the functional language) and how
this experience may impact their work outcomes in MNC
subunits (where the local language is different from that of
the headquarters). A conceptual framework is then proposed to
explain how functional language proficiency impacts linguistic
identity and how linguistic identity impacts unethical behavior
through moral disengagement. Social Identity Theory is used as
the overarching theory to inform the model development.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory is used as the overarching theoretical
perspective to guide the model development. On the one hand,
Tajfel (1972) defined social identity as “the individual’s knowledge
that he belongs to certain social groups together with some
emotional and value significance to him of this group membership”
(p. 292). On the other hand, social identity generally refers to
individuals’ feeling of whom they are based on the social group or
category to which they belong (Hogg and Abrams, 1988). In other
words, the core idea is that individuals distinguish themselves
and others based on the various social groups to which they
belong. To maintain their self-esteem, individuals tend to focus
on the positive aspects of their own groups and negative aspects
of other social groups and then reject out-group members (Tajfel
and Turner, 1986). Additionally, existing theory shows that in-
group members may lower their ethical standards to help protect
their positive views of the group, ultimately increasing unethical
actions within the group (Kundro and Nurmohamed, 2020).
According to Tajfel et al. (1979), one’s social identity is formed
through a three-stage process—social categorization, social

identification, and social comparison. The social categorization
stage is mainly the “what people have” stage, in which individuals
create social groups based on what people have (e.g., gender,
skills, or nationality) and categorize people into different groups,
the core idea of which is that these different attributions
dominate in various groups (Li et al., 2021). The identification
stage then focuses on “who people are” or “who people want
to be.” In this stage, individuals attach themselves to specific
groups. They adopt the cultures and norms of those groups
and express themselves as group members. Social identification
can help people decrease uncertainty in organizational settings
through the “identity prototype” (Porck et al,, 2019). Then,
the last stage is the “how people behave” stage. In the social
comparison stage, people behave based on their identification
with certain social groups; they compare their own groups with
others to distinguish themselves from other people, and they
exaggerate and accentuate their in-group similarities and out-
group differences, carrying out positive activities for their own
group, and negative activities for other groups to maintain
their self-esteem. Moreover, social comparison may affect team
performance by influencing people’s behavior (Lam et al., 2011).

Linguistic identity refers to individuals’ attachment to certain
linguistic groups. As people always define themselves and others
based on their language use (Giles, 1977), linguistic identity is an
integral part of their social identity (Bordia and Bordia, 2015).
Therefore, based on the three-stage process of social identity
theory, what language individuals speak and how well they master
it (social categorization) will impact their identification with a
certain linguistic group (social identification). As the functional
language plays an important role in the working communication
of many MNCs (Dong et al., 2018), its linguistic identity can be
considered part of MNCs’ organizational identity. The use of an
organizational functional language within MNCs may lead to the
creation of a new social group within the MNC subunits in host
countries. Only employees who speak the functional language
proficiently belong to this group (Seyranian, 2014), while local
employees who cannot speak the functional language or speak
it awkwardly may be excluded (Hogg and Abrams, 1988).
Therefore, according to the three-stage process of Tajfel et al.
(1979), identification with a functional language group should
enhance one’s organizational identification (social identification),
which then impacts an individual’s attitude and behavior toward
the organization (social comparison) (Karelaia et al., 2021). For
example, high social comparison requires employees to take the
organization’s perspective; they regard organizational goals or
values as their own. Therefore, when faced with a moral dilemma,
these employees would rather engage in unethical behavior than
say anything negative about the organization or undermine its
interests (Valle et al., 2019).

Language Proficiency and Linguistic
Group Identification

In MNC subunits where the functional language is different from
the local language, some MNC employees speak the functional
language more proficiently than they do other languages
(Janssens et al., 2004; Peltokorpi and Vaara, 2012). Previous
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studies have explored functional language proficiency mainly
from a communication skill perspective by arguing that the more
proficient an employee can speak the functional language, the
better communication skill he or she has in the working context,
and therefore, the easier he or she is able to obtain the necessary
information in the organization, build better relationships with
colleagues, and fit into the organizational culture (Takeuchi et al.,
2002). As previously mentioned, the effect of functional language
on employees’ organizational behavior may also be explored
from the identity perspective, yet few studies have focused on it.
In this conceptual manuscript, we consider functional language
proficiency from an identity perspective. According to social
identity theory, individuals attach themselves to different social
groups based on their social identity (Tajfel, 1972). Therefore, we
propose that individuals will identify with the functional language
linguistic group if they speak the functional language (Kroon
et al., 2015; Reiche et al., 2015).

Functional language linguistic identity differs from inborn
identities (e.g., nationality, first language, or gender) in which the
adoption and development of identities occur naturally. Whether
to adopt foreign functional language and how proficiently one
speaks the second language is a choice of the individual itself. This
decision may affect the attitude of individuals toward identity.
If individuals prefer a functional language that is different from
their inborn language, then they may have negative attitudes
toward their inborn identities and therefore weakly identify with
those social groups (Bordia and Bordia, 2015), they will always
hold positive attitudes toward the identities with which they
choose to associate, or otherwise lack the motivation to develop
those identities in the first place. Therefore, people are more likely
to identify with the social groups that contain their acquired
social identities (Zhang et al., 2017; Karhunen et al., 2018; Zhang
etal., 2021), as they believe that belonging to these social groups
can improve their self-esteem. In addition, the more effort that
individuals devote to developing these acquired social identities,
the stronger their social identities are, and the more likely they are
to identify themselves as being members of these social groups.
Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Host country MNC employees’ functional
language proficiency is positively related to their functional
language linguistic group identification.

Functional Language Linguistic Group
Identification and Moral Disengagement

For MNC subunits where functional language is used, functional
language can be considered part of organizational identity
(Ashforth et al.,, 2008). Ashforth et al. (2008) portrayed some
content of the identity that plays an essential role in the
organizational identification process, developing a broad three-
layer formulation of identification that not only considers
the “core of the identity” (e.g., I am and I feel) but also
focuses on the “content of the identity” such as the values (I
care), the goals (I want), as well as the skills, knowledge, and
abilities (I can do) attached to the membership, and finally
the “behaviors of the identity” (I behave). Therefore, for host
country MNC employees, the ability to speak the functional

language is, first, a skill (I can speak the organizational language)
that is included in the MNC organizational identity. This
ability may also be considered as a value (I care about the
organizational culture) because the functional language usually
represents the culture of the headquarters at which the MNC
was founded. Therefore, the ability to speak the functional
language helps explain what it means to be an MNC member.
The identification of the functional language linguistic group
contributes to the identification of the organization that uses the
functional language.

Moral disengagement was first introduced by Bandura (1986),
who defined it as “a set of cognitive tactics that allow people
to sidestep moral self-regulatory processes that normally prevent
misconduct.” Many antecedents, such as conscientiousness,
trait empathy, and moral identity, lead to individuals’ moral
disengagement (Babatunde and Viet, 2021). In the context of
the rapid development of MNCs, previous studies have shown
that employees’ performance is affected by moral disengagement
(Probst et al., 2020; Ogunfowora et al., 2021), but few studies
have paid attention to the relationship between linguistic
group identification and moral disengagement. Therefore,
this study aims to explore this relationship and to take a
closer look at the antecedents of moral disengagement. This
study explores the positive relationship between individuals’
linguistic group identification and their moral disengagement.
As mentioned previously, based on social identity theory,
individuals behave positively to benefit their own group during
social comparison. Therefore, employees who strongly identify
with their organization take its perspective, values, and goals
as their own, thus activating their moral disengagement when
faced with an ethical dilemma to contribute to the overall benefit
of the organization (Van Knippenberg, 2000). In addition, an
organization can be considered a social group, and functional
language proficiency can be considered a shared or collective
identity. The more strongly employees believe in their linguistic-
based identification of the functional language linguistic group,
the more likely they are to perceive themselves as members of
the organizational group, which is referred to as organizational
identification, and the more likely they are to enhance their
propensity for moral disengagement. Thereby, we propose the
following:

Hpypothesis 2: Host country MNC employees’ functional
language linguistic group identification is positively related to
their moral disengagement.

Moral Disengagement and Unethical

Pro-organizational Behavior

According to Babatunde and Viet (2021), high levels of moral
disengagement predict a wide range of undesirable outcomes,
for instance, non-ethics outcomes, such as turnover intentions,
and immoral behavior, such as workplace misconduct. UPB is
among the most likely outcomes because it satisfies the demand
to maintain self-esteem. As mentioned previously, individuals
intend to take actions that jeopardize the out-group but benefit
the organization (social comparison). Therefore, we intentionally
link moral disengagement with UPB.
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How does linguistic identification influence UPB? Based
on social cognitive theory, one reason to adopt unethical
behavior is that some cognitive mechanisms dampen moral
constraints. Individuals all have a self-regulatory mechanism
through which moral standards are developed (He et al., 2019).
If this mechanism works well, then unethical behavior will be
prevented because no individual wants to disobey their moral
standards and thus feel guilty. Otherwise, moral constraints
are weakened, resulting in unethical behavior (Narwal et al,
2021). Linguistic identification provides the premise on which
to simulate moral disengagement. When moral disengagement is
activated, host country MNC employees’ self-regulation fails to
function well (Baron et al., 2015). By interpreting misconduct,
employees’ moral responsibility is weakened, and hence, their
feelings of guilt are reduced, which makes them feel okay about
doing something morally wrong. Due to this lack of moral
constraints, the possibility of these individuals engaging in UPB
is greatly increased.

Individuals may engage in unethical acts by employing any
one of eight “cognitive maneuvers,” namely, types of moral
disengagement (Babatunde and Viet, 2021): moral justification,
euphemistic labeling, advantageous comparison, distortion of
consequences, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of
responsibility, attribution of blame, and dehumanization. In
this case, host country MNC employees who have high
linguistic group identification and, hence, high organizational
identification are more likely to engage in UPB for the
sake of MNC interests. These employees may justify this as
being acceptable because it serves the organization (moral
justification), describe this activity in an innocuous manner
(euphemistic labeling), or minimize its outcome by comparing
it to organizational loss (advantageous comparison). Therefore,
moral disengagement is a key mediatory mechanism through
which linguistic identification influences UPB. Thereby, we
propose the following:

Hypothesis 3: Host country MNC employees moral
disengagement mediates the positive relationship between
functional language linguistic group identification and UPB.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedures
We collected our data from Mainland China which has become
the second-largest global recipient of foreign direct investment
(FDI) and the inflow continues increasing every year (UNCTAD,
2019). Our sample was recruited from full-time host country
employees working in Western MNCs’ Chinese subsidiaries. The
survey was distributed purely online, and the survey link was
sent to participants via a Chinese multifunctional messaging app
called WeChat. Surveys were sent to a total of 375 employees,
and 309 completed surveys were returned, yielding a response
rate of 82.40%.

As suggested by Podsakoft et al. (2012), to reduce common
method bias, data were collected at two time points with a 2-
week interval. The first survey measured participants’ perceived

organizational functional language proficiency (i.e., English
proficiency) and their functional language linguistic group
identification. The second survey mainly measured participants’
moral cognition and behaviors (i.e., moral disengagement, UPB).

Among the final sample of employees, 43.0% were male
[standard deviation (SD) = 0.50], 96.1% of participants had a high
school education or above (SD = 0.75), and the average age was
28.60 years (SD = 0.76).

Measures

Organizational Functional Language Proficiency
Self-reports of language proficiency are widely used in language
research and are strongly related to objective measures of
language proficiency (Marion et al., 2007; Mayberry et al., 2011).
Therefore, in this study, we asked participants to rate their
language abilities with a single item: “How would you evaluate
your English level/fluency?” (I = not good at all, 5 = perfect).

Linguistic Group Identification

Employees’ linguistic group identification was measured using
a four-item version of Luhtanen and Crocker’s (1992) collective
self-esteem scale. This scale is divided into four subscales, namely,
membership, private, public, and identity subscales. This study
chose to use the private subscale and replaced “social groups”
with “language groups” to represent the construct of language
group identity. An example item is as follows: “I feel good
about the language groups I belong to” (I = strongly disagree,
5 = strongly agree; oo = 0.73).

Moral Disengagement

We measured moral disengagement with three items from Chen
et al. (2016). An example item is as follows: “It would be ok to
be less than fully truthful to protect [my company’s] interests”
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; o = 0.89).

Unethical Pro-organizational Behavior

We used six items from Umphress et al. (2010) to measure
this construct. An example item is as follows: “If it would help
my organization, I would misrepresent the truth to make my
organization look good” (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree;
a=0.88).

RESULTS

In this study, SPSS 24.0 and Mplus 8.1 were used to preprocess
and analyze the data. Regression analysis and stepwise regression,
as suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986), were used to
verify the hypotheses.

Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations of and
correlations among the study variables. On this basis, Table 2
shows composite reliability (CR), average variance extracted
(AVE), maximum shared squared variance (MSV), and average
shared squared variance (ASV) values of the main variables in
this study. According to the analysis results, CR values are all
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Gender 1.67 0.50

2. Age 2.72 0.76 —0.22*

3. Education 3.08 0.75 0.02 -0.13*

4. Organizational functional language proficiency 3.30 1.01 0.05 —0.06 0.50**

5. Linguistic group identification 3.82 0.78 0.11* —0.01 0.32** 0.64**

6. Moral disengagement 2.34 0.94 0.10 0.03 0.07 0.18* 0.15™

7.UPB 2.32 0.81 0.16** —0.10 0.08 0.09 0.06 0.68**

N =309, *p < 0.05, *p < 0.01. UPB, unethical pro-organizational behavior.
greater than 0.7, while AVE values are all greater than MSV and
ASV values. Therefore, the constructs in this study exhibit good
construct reliability and discriminant validity. Furthermore, to
verify the validity of our main theorized model, we conducted
a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using Mplus 8.1. Table 3
presents the results of our measurement model, which provided
an adequate fit to the data (x* = 279.27, df = 62, p < 0.01;
CFI =0.90, TLI = 0.87, RMSEA = 0.10, and SRMR = 0.06).

Hypothesis Testing

Regarding hypothesis 1, as shown in Table 4, simple
regression analysis showed a positive relationship between
organizational functional language proficiency and linguistic
group identification (Model 1, B = 0.57, p < 0.01). Therefore,
hypothesis 1 is supported. In addition, we tested our main
theoretical model using stepwise regression according to
Baron and Kenny (1986). As shown in Table 4, the results
illustrate that linguistic group identification is significantly and

TABLE 2 | Results of reliability and validity analyses.

CR AVE MSV ASV
Linguistic group identification 0.72 0.45 0.41 0.15
Moral disengagement 0.89 0.73 0.03 0.17
uPB 0.88 0.54 0.46 0.16

CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted, MSV, maximum shared
squared variance; ASV, average shared squared variance; UPB, unethical pro-
organizational behavior.

positively related to moral disengagement (Model 2, § = 0.13,
p < 0.05). Thus, hypothesis 2 is supported. Hypothesis 3
proposed that moral disengagement plays a mediating role in
the relationship between linguistic group identification and
UPB. The process results showed that the indirect effect is
significant and positive (Model 3, = 0.69, p < 0.01). Therefore,
hypothesis 3 is supported.

The results of this study clearly show that organizational
functional language proficiency has a direct effect on linguistic
group identification, which is consistent with the previous
research on functional languages (Kroon et al., 2015; Reiche
et al., 2015). However, unlike previous studies, this study
found a significant positive correlation between linguistic group
identification and moral disengagement, thus complementing
the literature on these topics. In addition, unlike previous
studies that focused mainly on the relationship between
linguistic identity and employee performance (Probst et al., 2020;
Ogunfowora et al., 2021), this study focuses on the relationship
between linguistic group identification and employee UPB. The
data analysis results show that moral disengagement plays a
mediating role in the relationship between linguistic group
identification and UPB.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study is to provide insight into how host
country employees’ functional language proficiency shapes their
moral cognition and behavior. Guided by the Social Identity

TABLE 3 | Results of confirmatory factor analyses.

TABLE 4 | Results of regression analyses.

Model x2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Three-factor model 279.27 62 0.90 0.87 0.10 0.06 Gender 0.11 0.09 0.11 0.09 0.14* 0.14 0.08
(proposed model) Age 006 005 006 005 -006 -007 -0.10%
Two-factor model: LGID 623.71 64 0.74 0.68 0.17 0.12 Education 0.33 0.01 0.07 0.03 0.07 0.06 0.04
and MD were OFLP 0.64**

combined into one "

factor LGID 0.13 0.03 -0.06
One-factor model: all 78933 65 066 059  0.19 012 MD 069
variables were R 034 065 013 018 018  0.19 0.71
combined into one Adjusted R? 0.11 0.41 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.49

factor

CFl, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA, root mean square error
of approximation; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual, LGID, linguistic
group identification; MD, moral disengagement.

N =309, 'p < 0.05, *p < 0.01; In Model 1, Y, Linguistic group identification;
In Model 2, Y, Moral disengagement, In Model 3, Y, Unethical pro-organizational
behavior; OFLR, Organizational functional language proficiency; LGID, Linguistic
group identification;, MD, Moral disengagement.
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Theory and supported by a sample of 309 full-time host country
employees, our results revealed the positive effects of host
country employees’ functional language proficiency on their
linguistic group identification. The results also suggest that
moral disengagement acts as an effective mediator between
linguistic group identification and UPB. In the following section,
we discuss the theoretical contribution, practical implications
of this study, as well as the limitations and possible future
research directions.

Theoretical Contributions

First, our framework contributes to the existing language
literature by highlighting the importance of functional language
use processes in international business and management within
the MNC context. This work emphasizes “how” functional
language is used rather than “whether” it should be used
(Fredriksson et al., 2006). More specifically, our framework
introduces language proficiency, that is, how well the functional
language has been used by employees. MNCs set subunits in
different language zones. To overcome the problems caused by
the use of multiple languages, functional language policy is widely
used in MNCs (Piekkari et al., 2005). However, the introduction
of functional language is not the end of the story. During the day-
to-day use process, functional language may have a great impact
on employees’ work and non-work experience, attitudes toward
the organization, and organizational behavior. We developed the
contextual use in definition of functional language proficiency
(Dong et al, 2018). This research proposes a model that
uses social identity theory to explain how host country MNC
employees’ functional language use process impacts their work
outcomes both within and outside of MNCs. When employees
believe that speaking the functional language can enhance their
self-esteem and is important to their roles in their workplace,
their functional language group identification contributes to
activating moral disengagement and then guides their attitudes
and behaviors toward MNCs.

Second, our model also fills the gap in the research regarding
the language use experience of host country employees, as this is
an important group to be studied. Host country MNC employees
account for the majority of all MNC employees, and thus,
their performance directly influences the overall performance of
MNCs. Functional language proficiency is an issue that mainly
influences host country MNC employees (Janssens et al., 2004;
Peltokorpi and Vaara, 2012); the functional language chosen is
usually the local language of MNC headquarters (e.g., English),
thus usually having less impact on headquarters employees
or expatriates. Therefore, when setting up a language policy,
MNC headquarters are less likely to notice the importance for
and impact of the functional language on host country MNC
employees (Feely and Harzing, 2003). The model proposed in the
manuscript draws attention to language using a process of host
country employees, exploring how host country MNC employees’
use of functional language influences their moral disengagement
and, hence, their work outcomes.

Third, this article contributes to the existing identity language
and international business literature by adopting an identity

perspective, rather than communication perspective (Takeuchi
et al., 2002; Harzing and Pudelko, 2014). The proposed model
focuses on linguistic group identification. First, although there
are several other papers focusing on language proficiency (e.g.,
Selmer, 2006; Paunova, 2017), this study is among the first to
study functional language proficiency from a linguistic identity
pathway by considering that language proficiency represents the
strength of a linguistic identity. Second, through the model,
this study illustrates the detailed process of how employees’
linguistic identity leads to their linguistic group identification,
moral disengagement, and UPB. Some of the existing related
research has illustrated the relationship between language and
career growth/improvement (Neeley and Dumas, 2016) but has
not explained how this happens and the underlying factors. This
study contributes to explaining the link between language use
and organizational outcomes. Therefore, it not only represents a
new and important angle through which to study the language
use process but also expands existing studies by providing
the detailed relationship between the language use process
and work outcomes.

Fourth, this article contributes to the existing ethics literature
by exploring the mediation effect of moral disengagement.
We first shed light on the role of context in shaping moral
disengagement. Although many aspects of the organizational
context can mitigate or exacerbate this key factor (Zhang et al.,
2016; Huang et al., 2017; Babatunde and Viet, 2021; Black et al.,
2021), this study is the first to explore language identification as
an antecedent. We find that moral disengagement is at least partly
determined by value or culture in an overall work environment—
more specifically, functional language use. Second, we find
the key mediatory mechanism effect in an ethical context,
which depicts that when facing an ethical dilemma, linguistic
identification plays a critical role in influencing employees’
misconduct (e.g., UPB) in a way that impacts how they construe
moral choices, thus weakening their self-regulation. Instead
of studying the effects on performance (Probst et al., 2020;
Ogunfowora et al., 2021), these results support the Bandura
et al. ’s (1996, 2001) findings that moral disengagement fosters
low prosocialness.

Practical Implications

The results of this study yield several practical implications for
MNCs. Our research suggests that in MNCs, language proficiency
has a great influence on employees’ linguistic group identification
and ultimately organizational identity, meaning that when
employees demonstrate higher language proficiency, they are
more likely to see themselves as part of a linguistic group and
thus have stronger organizational identity. Functional language
proficiency in MNCs equips employees with the ability to
communicate and identify groups, which in turn facilitates their
effectiveness at work. Since language proficiency is important, at
the corporate level, organizations should provide some language
training courses to employees. Therefore, managers can enhance
the language proficiency of employees by training them in the
functional language of the organization, thereby increasing their
organizational identity.
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Our results also demonstrate that linguistic group
identification plays an important role in the effect of language
proficiency on host country MNC employees’ UPB. For the
sake of the organization, the proper execution of language
design decisions is necessary for employees to demonstrate
stronger linguistic identification. When employees have a strong
sense of identification with the functional language of their
organization, they are more likely to adopt pro-organizational
unethical behavior to safeguard organizational interests. Thus,
on the one hand, managers focus exclusively on enhancing their
employees’ linguistic identity; on the other hand, managers must
be aware that when the organization uses its functional language
to strengthen the identity of employees within the organization,
employees should be informed of the need to take a more ethical
approach to safeguard organizational interests.

Limitations and Directions for Future

Research

We should note several limitations of the present research,
with the potential to generate future research avenues. The
first limitation concerns common method bias and causality
in the relationships among the variables. There are threats of
common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012) because all the
data of participants in our study are from a single source.
On the one hand, although we have been able to demonstrate
the mediation model across two-time lagged data, our study,
with features of correlational designs, creates difficulties in
terms of causal inference, and is inevitably threatened by
common method bias. On the other hand, even though
the self-reported data approach was deemed appropriate in
studying the nature of functional language in the current study,
objective language proficiency measures may also be useful
in examining the relationship between linguistic identity and
employee behavior from different angles. Therefore, we suggest
that further experimental or longitudinal studies, with multi-
source data obtained using a combination of objective and
subjective measures, are needed to test the implied causality with
greater confidence.

Second, additional research is needed to investigate contextual
boundary conditions. Many personal and situational factors may
come into play to determine this relationship. An important
boundary condition that warrants future research is the perceived
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for the service sectors. Due to extensive security measures, many service sector
employees have to work remotely to maintain services. Drawing upon the conservation
of resources theory, this research investigates the impact of servant leadership on the
task performance of employees in virtual working environments during the COVID-
19 crisis. Our theoretical model was tested using data collected from 335 individual
employees in the education sector of Pakistan. SPSS version 26.0 was applied to
find the hypothesized relationship between the study variables. To find the indirect
mediating effect, we applied Model 4; for moderation, we applied Model 1; and for
the moderation and mediation effect, we applied Model 7 of the Process Macro model
of Hayes. The results of the study revealed that servant leadership is positively related
to task performance in a virtual environment during crises. Furthermore, psychological
empowerment partially mediates the relationship between servant leadership and
task performance. Perceived supervisor support positively moderates the relationship
between servant leadership and task performance. Moreover, the indirect effect of
servant leadership on task performance via psychological empowerment is moderated
by perceived supervisor support. The results provided guidance to the educational
sector on how to lead effectively in times of crisis when service sector employees work
predominantly in virtual environments. The theoretical and practical implications of these
findings are discussed.

Keywords: crisis, COVID-19, servant leadership, task performance, psychological empowerment, virtual work
environment, perceived supervisor support
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INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 affects all sectors of a country that directly contribute
to the country’s economy and development, and it pushes
countries into a global crisis. One of the most affected sectors
is the education sector which is an important sector of the
country (Haroon and Rizvi, 2020). Educational institutions were
closed for a long period of time during the worldwide pandemic
(Craven et al., 2020). Similar effects were observed in Pakistan
where schools, colleges, and universities were closed as per the
governments orders causing severe hurdles for the education
ministry to operate universities and colleges in usual ways
(Finsterwalder and Kuppelwieser, 2020; Kabadayi et al., 2020). As
aresult, they shifted mainly to the online system and worked from
home to keep things going. Unfortunately, the sudden shift from
physical to online was hard to incorporate for the teachers and
students. They were facing a significant level of technical issues
and found it challenging to adapt to the new learning system.
Many students reported financial crises during the pandemic,
preventing them from paying school fees. It was reported that
the family income sources from services such as airlines, hotels,
and hairdressers possibly could not offer their services because of
lockdown restrictions. Families that depended on these income
resources lost their earning opportunities; as a result, they were
unable to financially support their dependents.

Contrarily, the educational sector continued operating by
setting a virtual work environment to sustain its operations
(Demir et al., 2020). An effective work environment refers
to employment settings where workers are designated at
different levels geographically, technically, and mentally to keep
the organizational mission and goals (Huang et al, 2010).
Throughout the pandemic leaders faced problems with making
organizational changes and sustaining their quality performance
(Collings et al,, 2021). Leaders were not prepared for this
sudden change and considered it as an imposed change that had
negatively affected the task performance of employees operating
in the educational sector (Aboramadan et al., 2020; Carnevale
and Hatak, 2020). Considering the decline in performance,
the present study will investigate the relationship between
leadership style and the degree of decisive performance in such
situations. In this respect, a conceptual model will be developed
to investigate the extent to which servant leadership affects
the task performance of employees operating in a virtual work
environment in the educational sector. This study will find
the mediating role of psychological empowerment and also the
moderating role of supervisor support. In this context, it was
hypothesized that servant leaders will enhance and sustain the
task performance of employees to result in high productivity and
high performance in the virtual work environment.

The study aims to contribute to the past literature of
management by scrutinizing four major issues. First, the
challenges confronting managers about the virtual work
environment in the school setting have not been adequately
addressed, offering little empirical evidence regarding it. Keeping
in view these facts, the current study emphasizes and examines
the influence of the servant leadership style on employee
performance in a virtual environment which employees are not

used to, but must adapt to during the emergency of COVID-19
within the Pakistani context. Previous literature found that
important characteristics such as employee performance (Liden
et al., 2014), team effectiveness (Hu and Liden, 2011), employee
creativity (Aboramadan, 2020), and positive workplace behavior
(Briere et al., 2021) are influenced by servant leadership. Yet, very
few studies have focused on the psychological empowerment
perspective. On the basis of previous literature, the present
research proposes the underlying mechanism of employee
psychological empowerment which refers to four cognitive
states: meaning, self-assurance, competence, and those that
reflect on an individual’s orientation to their work (Spreitzer,
1995). The components of psychological empowerment enhance
the competency of subordinates which are beneficial for
identifying the entire efforts to accomplish the defined goals
(Chiang and Hsieh, 2012). Past research has explicitly highlighted
a significant relationship between leadership and psychological
empowerment in typical circumstances (Jeung and Yoon, 2016;
Chen et al., 2018).

Second, the power-sharing behavior of leaders is significantly
related to the motivation and performance of employees for
the accomplishment of collective goals that eventually enhance
workplace performance (Chua et al.,, 2012; Khan et al.,, 2022).
Employees who feel that their work and efforts are being admired
are motivated to perform better (Liden et al., 2000; Ali et al.,
2020). Literature supports the notion that servant leadership
can psychologically empower the employees by enhancing their
strength, commitment, and contribution to the organizational
goals and recognize their ideas to accomplish and execute tasks in
virtual work settings. Subsequently, psychological empowerment
potentially intervenes and links servant leadership with the task
performance of employees during the COVID-19 crisis. This
is uniquely fascinating as the unexpected change to a virtual
workplace due to the COVID-19 pandemic creates family, work,
and life problems and other difficulties, whether operating at an
individual or a group level (Kabadayi et al., 2020).

Third, empirical studies addressing the association between
leadership and employee job performance during a crisis are
limited (Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018). The present research probes
the moderating effect of supervisor support on how servant
leadership could improve the task performance of employees.
Moreover, prior literature found that the COVID-19 pandemic
seems to be the primary reason behind the rapid digital
transformation (Bartsch et al., 2020). In this vein, it is expected
that the organization’s expertise will significantly influence the
effectiveness of the services of the servant leadership in the
education sector.

Fourth, the main objective of the present research is to
empirically scrutinize the extent to which the servant leadership
style influences the task performance of employees in the virtual
workplace. However, this is the first study to contribute to
literature on managing education and leadership in virtual work
environments during the COVID-19 crisis. This article relates the
professional insights learned on how to influence employee task
performance and production that mostly concerns the leaders
in the work environment, especially in a period of crisis. The
two theories, the theory of conservation for resources (COR) and
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social exchange theory (SET), are used as the theoretical basis for
the research of this article. Under the study of the direct outcome
of servant leadership on the work performance of employees, it
is used to more clarify the research. Furthermore, the indirect
influence of servant leadership on the task performance of an
employee within the virtual workplace during COVID-19 is not
studied in prior literature. The literature is also missing the
underlying mechanism such as psychological empowerment and
how perceived supervisor support may positively influence and
enhance the task performance of employees of the education
sector in Pakistan.

The Literature and Conceptual
Background

The literature about the challenges of the education sector and
the COVID-19 crisis has emphasized work environments, work
climate, and the newness of the issue for the target population
and researchers (Alsabbagh and Khalil, 2016; Herhausen et al,,
2017; Alavi et al., 2018). Liao (2017) supports that the practices,
challenges, and behaviors of workgroups operating in the virtual
work environment to date have been inadequately explored. This
unique business climate is pressuring businesses to rebuild their
business model and procedures to acquire and sustain their
competitive edge in the modern cooperate world, which is highly
virtual. To grapple with this rapidly changing environment,
the leadership plays a vital role in building employee task
performance. However, very few studies have been conducted on
the knowledge of the precursor of the virtual work environment
leadership style to deal with this rapidly evolving work climate.
The leadership seems to play a considerable part in improving
the task performance of subordinates. In any case, not many
studies have explored the forerunner of leadership style in
the virtual workplace. In this context, scarcely any empirical
work has been found in the education sector in a virtual
setting. Few studies address this subject matter, analyzing, for
instance, challenges faced by the student population (Gedro
et al., 2020), job satisfaction (Mihhailova et al., 2011; Madlock,
2018), precursors and outcomes of team effectiveness (Schepers
et al,, 2011; Zhang et al., 2015), and power, management, and
workplace politics (Muganda and Pillay, 2013) in the digital
corporate world. There is a gap in literature on the impact of
leadership style on overall subordinate performance at a time
of a high level of uncertainty in the education sector. Stoker
et al. (2019) seem to be exempt as the study has reflected upon
the leadership style and behavior in the manufacturing and
financial sectors during the 2008 economic crisis. Results revealed
that directive leadership significantly increased employee task
performance, whereas no effect was found in the participative
leadership practices in the targeted sectors. This reflects the
significance of undertaking task-oriented behaviors and practices
in emergency circumstances, yet their level of significance is
not known to date.

In conclusion, we found that there have been no
studies addressing the role of servant leadership in the
education sector at the time of crisis during the COVID-19
pandemic. However, to fill the literature gap, the primary

function of a recent study is the call to examine leadership
practices that reduce fear among the employees regarding
extreme work outcomes (Hannah et al, 2009; Tecco,
2020). This current study invested efforts to investigate
the outcome of servant leadership (SL) styles on worker
performance during the virtual workplace in the crisis due
to COVID-19. Stoker et al. (2019) differentiated between
the directive and participative leadership in detail. The
emphasis of the current study will remain on the “task
dichotomy and relation-oriented leadership behaviors® to
investigate two divergent forms of management behavior.
We built the current study model, which gave a helpful
hypothetical framework to recognize main supervisors’/leaders’
states, procedures, mediators and moderators, and results
pertinent to task performance in the virtual work settings
(Dulebohn and Hoch, 2017).

Hypothesis Model

Servant leadership practices improve individual and group
outcomes in virtual workplaces (Liao, 2017). Leaders find it
difficult to inspire, explain, and motivate geologically scattered
employees (Berson et al., 2015). Hence, to empower serving styles
and adaptability, influential in a virtual setting of work, they
are supposed to emphasize the development and enhancement
of the self-administration capacities of their subordinates (Carte
et al, 2006). Further, in a virtual workplace, organization
leaders struggle to effectively coordinate and communicate
with their associates because of differences in working hours
or other additional burdens, since it is apparent for the
duration of the crisis by COVID-19. Employees may need
guidance in comprehending and completing the assigned tasks
(Liao, 2017). In this manner, leaders ought to take a step in
dealing with the team projects virtually since they are familiar
with the objectives, assets, and processes to accomplish the
team task (Liao, 2017). The various difficulties related to the
virtual working setting, especially during a pandemic crisis,
require supervisors and leaders to adopt a servant leadership
style for sustaining team performance (for example organizing
tasks and empowering employees). Subsequently our model
recommends that servant leadership prompts task performance
through psychological empowerment. The moderating role of
perceived supervisor support is helpful in the relationship of
servant leadership with task performance and psychological
empowerment (Figure 1).

Impact of Servant Leadership on Task

Performance

There is a significant role for a leader to contribute to
accomplishing employees’ daily tasks within an organization (Lee
et al., 2019; Aboramadan and Dahleez, 2021). The behavior
of how leaders deal with the situations they face defines their
attributes of leadership (Nifadkar et al., 2012). Leadership refers
to influencing others to get the work done effectively and
efficiently (Andriani et al., 2018). According to Ridgeway (2003),
leadership means the leader’s ability to encourage others to
achieve organizational goals. Many researchers observe that the
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FIGURE 1 | Research model and hypotheses.

performance

performance of the employees is influenced by the leadership
directly and indirectly (MacKenzie et al., 2001). Leadership is
a complicated process that involves combining and integrating
individual commitments, inputs, and accomplishments into a
helpful collective endeavor (Spreitzer and Cameron, 2012; Ali
et al., 2018). Among the numerous leadership styles, servant
leadership has drawn more recently significant attention among
both academics (Van Dierendonck, 2011; Liden et al., 2014) and
practitioners (Spears, 1995) in response to a growing interest
in a more ethical, pro-social, and people centered management
leadership style. Servant leadership is described as an endeavor
that develops and strengthens employees through a leader’s
benevolence, sympathy, feeling of morals, and stewardship
(Greenleaf, 2002; Liden et al., 2008). Servant leadership is unique
in that servant leaders identify their followers’ needs, empower
them, and provide opportunities to achieve performance (Van
Dierendonck, 2011). The core objective of servant leadership is
to appreciate the individuals, encourage them, value their efforts,
perform task performance, provide directions to the followers,
help them, and counsel them. According to Van Dierendonck
and Patterson (2015), servant leadership focuses on a strong
bonding between the leaders and followers. Servant leaders focus
on psychological factors of care, safety, security, confidence,
and equality (Yoshida et al,, 2014) in a work context (Peoples,
2021). Research has shown that servant leaders represent a high
degree of people orientation. It is believed that the freedom
of work will help employees to maximize their ability to work
that would lead to a mutual benefit of both the organization
and the employee.

Moreover, leaders who adopt a servant leadership attitude are
focused on workers’ activities and provide joint support which
enhances their emotional state and increases task performance
of the employees (Liden et al, 2015). Therefore, threats
related to innovative work behavior would be reduced, and
valuable support is provided to employees to enhance their
task performance (Hu and Liden, 2011; Yoshida et al., 2014;
Aboramadan and Dahleez, 2021). Thus, servant leadership is

encouraged for connecting with employees and enhancing task
performance among workers.

H1. There is a positive relationship between servant
leadership and employee task performance in virtual teams
during the COVID-19 crisis.

The Mediating Role of Psychological

Empowerment

Psychological empowerment is a combination of four dimensions
that reflect a person’s direction toward his or her work that
includes meaning, affect, competence, and self-assurance. This
meaning refers to the extent to which an employee aligns their
job role, values, beliefs, own convictions, qualities, and norms
(May et al., 2004). Competence is an individual’s perception of
self-adequacy about fruitful achievement (Bandura, 1986). Self-
assurance indicates the independence enjoyed by an individual to
pick a job for themselves (Thomas and Velthouse, 1990; Zhang,
2015). Affect reflects the extent to which employees feel that their
work and effort endeavor to impact and accomplish the task at
hand (Spreitzer, 1995).

Servant leaders can empower their employees psychologically
by prompting different aspects of self-concepts (Owens et al.,
2013; Sousa and van Dierendonck, 2017). For instance, servant
leadership recognizes and accepts the commitment of the workers
to the executive aim and objectives (De Clercq et al., 2014;
Mallén et al., 2019), and treats workers with respect and
empathy, which gives them a ground perceive their efforts
and work as regarded and effective for organizational success
(Chen et al, 2018; Wang and Yin, 2020). Moreover, servant
leaders pay attention to their subordinates’ opinions and ideas
that upgrade their certainty and self-confidence about their
job positions, improve their competency, and further develop
team performance (Hunter et al, 2013). Furthermore, the
assignment of power and receptiveness to criticism shown by fair
leaders liberate the employees” experiences by starting practical
limitations and allowing them to independently operate where
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they can create a difference in the accomplishment of work targets
(Owens and Hekman, 2012).

Psychologically empowered employees are characterized by
devotion and flexibility with expanded endeavors toward task
accomplishment, inspiration and motivation for their job role
(Seibert et al., 2011; Sun et al., 2020). Psychologically empowered
workers accept extra roles and duties and become more
autonomous, which are the primary markers of managerial
sustainability and customer contentment (Namasivayam et al,,
2014; He et al, 2021). In an organization’s development
process, staff can operate autonomously along with external
authoritative commands of leadership. There is intensifying
proof that independent, permanent, and trusted employees can
achieve the targets in a given time frame (Scott-Young and
Samson, 2008). Employees who have self-confidence are quite
sure about their success and performance (Zhang and Bartol,
2010). Subordinates knowing about the influence of their work
task endorse the feeling that their task job is sufficient (McColl-
Kennedy and Anderson, 2002; Khattak et al., 2018) which turns
into a motivational instrument for them to apply to other
endeavors toward project achievement (Aga et al., 2016). The
literature revealed that empowered workers are extra proficient
in achieving tasks and facilitating to accomplish managerial
aims and objectives (Sigler and Pearson, 2000; Khattak et al,
2020) and enhance task performance (Laschinger et al., 2009).
Similarly, psychologically empowered employees can primarily
add to the accomplishment of undertaking team/group tasks
with great performance, thus adding to the goal accomplishment
allocated to the team.

The previous studies propose that psychological
empowerment intervenes between servant leadership style
and employees task performance. Furthermore, our argument
for the mediating effect of psychological empowerment is based
on the concept of conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll,
2011b). To adopt the conservation of resources theory, this study
addresses that the servant leadership role is to serve others and
provide maximum benefits to the employees (Hobfoll, 2011a).
It is expected that servant leaders spend their assets to create
more resources for their subordinates which empower them
and incline them to perform well. Therefore, psychological
empowerment appears to influence the impact of servant
leadership for task performance.

Research indicates that psychological empowerment has
three factors that include: competence, meaning, and self-
determination which lead to task performance (Sigall and Mills,
1998). The previous studies strongly argue that psychological
empowerment significantly impacts the shared variance of
servant leadership and worker task presentation. On the basis
of the aforementioned literature, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H2a. Servant leadership is significantly positively related
to psychological empowerment in virtual teams during the
COVID-19 crisis.

H2b. Psychological empowerment is significantly
positively related to team performance in virtual teams
during the COVID-19 crisis.

H2c. Psychological empowerment mediates the
relationship between servant leadership and team
performance in virtual teams during the COVID-19 crisis.

Perceived Supervisor Support as a

Moderator

Chen and Wu (2020) indicated that perceived supervisor support
is the employees’ perception that provides a favorable serving
environment. Thus, perceived supervisor support plays an
essential role in giving organizational resources and incentives
to subordinates and should be viewed as a significant source
of support. Such support pertains to how employees see their
supervisor appreciating their work and efforts and showing
concern for their well-being (Eisenberger et al,, 2002). It is
considered a significant amplifier of establishing a supportive
workplace during crises (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002; Farid
et al., 2021). In the face of high vulnerability, employees might
encounter job insecurity. In such situations, they tend to seek
their manager’s valuable help in evaluating and adapting to
the uncertain crisis (Lee and Peccei, 2007; Tian et al., 2014).
For this situation, supervisors might give tangible support to
their subordinates and offer psychological help to reduce their
mental pressure (Kossek et al., 2018). In particular, supervisors
might assist their subordinates in reframing their insecurities
regarding their job perspectives so that it feels less unpleasant
and urges them to embrace positive and versatile conduct and
behavior at the workplace (Cooke et al., 2019; Khan et al., 2021).
Subsequently, it is assumed that a leader’s support adds to the
positive feeling of employees and enhances task performance
(Cole et al., 2006; Rathi and Lee, 2017) and positively affects
emotional commitment (Saeed et al., 2015; Li et al.,, 2018).
Employees will be more emotionally dedicated to their respective
organizations when they see their supervisor supporting them
in positive directions (He et al., 2020; Ali et al., 2021). Besides,
the adverse consequence of job uncertainty on emotional
commitment is more remarkable when the work environment
supports a lower level of supervisory support than when there is a
more elevated level of it. Supervisor support reduces the adverse
consequences of job insecurity on the employees’ emotional states
and increases the number of employees.

We apply this notion to examine the relationship between
servant leaders and the task performance of employees. Servant
leadership reflects the leader’s productive attitude toward
task accomplishment and performance. On the other hand,
supervisor support inspires employees to act reasonably toward
their supervisor/leader by reciprocating positively. Furthermore,
psychological empowerment significantly affects the employee’s
task performance (Feiz et al., 2019). Moreover, it positively affects
the performance of the project units, and hence the individual
interests of its supervisors. Consequently, supervisor support
comprises a working climate that energizes employees through
psychological empowerment. Furthermore, workers who see
themselves with strong supervisor support in the organization
will tend to develop positive psychological empowerment
(Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). Employees who feel strong
support from the organization side will be more psychologically
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empowered and this will enhance their task performance.
Interestingly, when workers observe supervisor support at
lower levels, task performance and efforts might decrease in
task accomplishment.

In more broad terms, examination of the supervisor support
indicates that it has a direct influence on employee task
performance. For example, McGovern et al. (1997, p. 12) stated
that the line manager’s behavior and practice may deform,
and possibly even challenge the commitment for achieving the
managerial goals. Similarly, Coyle-Shapiro and Shore (2007)
revealed that the line manager’s job might be complying with
or breaking the conditions of the more distal trade with the
respective firm. Moreover, line supervisors have figured out
how to invest time or interest in executing tasks (Purcell et al.,
2008). On account of leadership, subordinates might encounter
low degrees of help for participating in such activities although
they are relied upon to do so. Therefore, they may experience
mental stress and anxiety (Park and Jang, 2017), which could
block or mitigate task performance. Also, research demonstrates
that manager support impacts the connection between task
performance, cooperation, and influence in the work settings.
However, lower levels of perceived supervisor support might
endorse the feeling that employees are less creative and show low-
level of growth. Conclusively, employees perceive a lower level of
support from their immediate line managers due to an absence
of help from the association. Employees who have a given lower
level of perceived supervisor support will show smaller amounts
of commitment, which decreases psychological empowerment
and task performance (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002).

Thus, employees who notice lower levels of supervisor support
may believe that they are not fairly compensated since duties are
perceived to be imposed on them and may react by lowering
their work performance. On the basis of prior literature, it is
hypothesized that:

H3a. Perceived supervisor support (PSS) moderates the
association between SL and task performance such as if
there is a high level of PSS there will be a high level of
task performance and vice versa in virtual teams during the
COVID-19 crisis.

H3b. Perceived supervisor support moderates the
association between servant leadership and “psychological
empowerment,’ i.e., a higher perceived supervisor support
strengthens the relationship in virtual teams during the
COVID-19 crisis.

H4. An indirect effect of servant leadership on task
performance through mediating role of psychological
empowerment is moderated by perceived supervisor
support, such as high PSS lead to high task performance
in virtual teams during the COVID-19 crisis.

METHODOLOGY

Research Context and Sample
To investigate these hypotheses, we gathered online data from the
service sector of Pakistan that primarily offers education services

(e.g., in schools, colleges, and universities). The data collection
proceeded during the middle of the lockdown, December 2020
to August 2021, when the education system service quickly
changed to virtual workplaces. All these aspects make it more
appropriate for the current study. Initially, 450 questionnaires
were distributed among the employees of the service sector. Out
of 450 questionnaires, 365 were received with 81.1% response
rate. Out of 365 questioners, 30 questionnaires were missing
values and were not appropriate to include in this study. So,
we entertained only 335 questionnaires with a response rate
of 74.44% as a final sample for this study. The demographic
results show that 32 respondents were from 20 to 30 years of
age (9.5%), 95 respondents were 31-40 years of age (28.4%),
111 respondents were from 41 to 50 years of age (33.1%), and
97 participants were above age 51 (29%). Further, demographic
results show that 225 participants (67.0%) were master’s degree
holders and 110 respondents (32.7%) were Ph.D. degree holders.
Furthermore, demographic results show that 33 respondents
(9.85%) have 1-5 years of experience, 52 respondents (15.52)
have 6-10 years of experience, 78 respondents (23.29%) have
11-15 years of experience, and 172 respondents (51.34%) have
above 16 years of experience. Moreover, the demographic result
revealed that 289 respondents (86.26) were from public sector
universities, and 46 respondents (13.73) were from private
sector universities.

Measure

Servant Leadership

To estimate the influence of servant leadership, a scale given
by Liden et al. (2015) was employed in the current study.
It consists of seven items from good to excellent. Cornbach
alpha value was o = 0.95. The items included scrutinized the
leadership effectiveness from the employee’s perspective, such as
“My supervisor makes my career development a priority.”

Task Performance

To measure the effectiveness of the job performance a 7-item
scale given by Williams and Anderson (1991) was used with a
reliability index of o = 0.79. A 5-point Likert Scale was utilized to
verify the response starting from “strongly disagree (1) to strongly
agree (5).” The items mainly address the task performance, “This
employee adequately completes assigned duties” and “Meets
formal performance requirements of the job.”

Psychological Empowerment Scale

Spreitzer (1995) developed a comprehensive short scale for
measuring psychological empowerment based upon a 12-item
scale. The items were similar to “You are confident about your
ability to do your job.” The alpha reliability value of the items
was o = 0.93. Moreover, a 5-point Likert scale was used i.e., 1 for
strongly disagree and 5 for strongly agree.

Perceived Supervisor Support

Supervisor support was evaluated through a short scale based
on four items of the “Spanish version of the Supervisor
Support scale” developed by Kottke and Sharafinski (1988).
The instrument mainly emphasizes the employees perceived

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

March 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 810227


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Zada et al.

Linking Servant Leadership and Task Performance

support from their immediate supervisors. This support could be
tangible and intangible. The items included are: “My supervisor
is concerned about the welfare of those under him/her;” “My
supervisor pays attention to what I'm saying,” “My supervisor is
successful in getting people to work together” and “My supervisor
helps get the job done.” The scale uses a-point Likert scale varying
from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree" with a reliability
index of a = 0.90.

Control Variable

To enhance the validity of the results, confounding variables were
controlled that includes gender, age, education level, and job
experience. These variables were found to potentially affect the
task performance (Bartsch et al., 2020).

RESULTS

Common Method Bias

In the crosssectional study, a common method bias mostly
occurs. Harman’s single factor is among the used tests to check
for common method bias (Podsakoff, 2003). The Harman’s single
factor shows 31.8% variation extracted (Cut-Off value = 50%).
Non-response bias is calculated by taking the first and last values
of the variables of the data but the relation was insignificant, so a
non-response bias does not exist (Table 1).

Table 2 shows that servant leadership is significantly
correlated with perceived supervisor support (r = 0.12,
p < 0.001), psychological empowerment (r = 0.16, p < 0.001),
and task performance (r = 0.17, p < 0.001). Perceived supervisor
support is also significantly correlated with psychological
empowerment (r = 0.43, p < 0.001), task performance (r = 0.69,
p < 0.001), and psychological empowerment is also significantly
correlated with employee task performance (r = 0.54, p < 0.001).
Furthermore, the reliability of the main variables of the study
shows that all variables have a good reliability value, i.e., all
variables have a reliability greater or equal to 0.70. Furthermore,
the control variables show no effect.

Mediation Analysis

Psychological empowerment regulated the mediating role
from servant leadership to task performance. As shown in
Table 3, psychological empowerment partially mediates the
relationship between servant leadership and task performance
(BootLLCI = 0.1452 and BootULCI = 0.3158). As zero is not
contained in the 95% confidence interval for the indirect effect,
this supports the study’s fourth hypothesis (H2c). Our mediation
model explained approximately 56% of the variance between
servant leadership and task performance.

Hayes (2017) Process Macro Model 1 has been applied to
test the moderation. Table 4 shows the moderating effects of
perceived supervisory support on the relationships between
servant leadership and task performance (b = —0.0594,
SE = 0.0258, t = —2.3049, p = 0.0218, [LLCI = —0.1101
ULCI = —0.0087], which supports the H3a Hypothesis (see
Figure 2). Table 5 shows the moderating effect of perceived
supervisory support on the relationship between servant

TABLE 1 | Factor loadings.

Constructs Items Factor Cronbach’s CR AVE
loadings alpha

SL1 0.87

SL2 0.65

SL3 0.77
Servant leadership SL4 0.77 0.84 0.86 0.50

SL5 0.52

SL6 0.72

SL7 0.62

PSS1 0.77
Perceived PSS2 0.78 0.70 0.84 057
supervisory support

PSS3 0.75

PSS4 0.73

PE1 0.76

PE2 0.76

PE3 0.79

PE4 0.75

PES 0.84
Psychological PE6 0.87 0.70 0.95 0.64
empowerment

PE7 0.91

PE8 0.70

PE9 0.87

PE10 0.74

PE11 0.68

PE12 0.79

TP1 0.92

TP2 0.84

TP3 0.76 0.78 0.93 0.67
Task performance TP4 0.87

TP5 0.67

TP6 0.92

TP7 0.74
leadership and psychological empowerment (b = —0.1532,
SE = 0.0356, t = —4.3070, p = 0.0000, [LLCI = —0.2231

ULCI =
Figure 3).

—0.0832], supporting the H3b Hypothesis (see

Moderation Mediation Analysis

Moderated-mediation analysis reveals the process in which the
mediating variable, psychological empowerment, depends on
the value of a moderating variable i.e., perceived supervisory
support. To check the moderated mediation, we evaluated
the integrated model whereby the strength of the relationship
between servant leadership and task performance through
psychological empowerment is conditional on the value of
a moderator i.e., perceived psychological empowerment. The
moderated mediation is proved when the conditional indirect
effect of servant leadership on task performance in the presence
of perceived supervisory support is significant. The interaction
effect of servant leadership and perceived supervisory support
on task performance through psychological empowerment is
significant as the conditional indirect effect is significant
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TABLE 2 | Mean, standard deviation, and correlation results.

Var Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
(1) Gender 1.46 0.49 1

(2) Age 2.05 0.92 0.010 1

(3) Education 2.22 0.82 —0.054 -0.017 1

(4) Experience 2.58 0.89 —0.028 0.024 -0.017 1

(5) Sector 0.51 0.50 —0.032 —0.086 —0.057 -0.012 1

(6) SL 3.24 1.16 0.041 —0.065 —0.001 —0.040 —0.011 0.84

(7) PSS 3.09 1.03 0.053 -0.085 -0.018 —0.035 -0.010 0.853** 0.70

(8) PE 3.49 1.06 0.077 —0.123" 0.008 —0.043 0.024 0.770** 0.781* 0.70

9 TP 3.15 1.03 —0.019 —0.013 0.100 —0.108* —0.075 0.690** 0.571** 0.571** 0.78

**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, SL, servant leadership, PSS, perceived supervisory support, PE, psychological engagement, TR, task performance.

(BootLLCI = —0.0706 BootULCI = —0.0150, p < 0.01) as revealed
by bootstrapped results (see Table 6).

DISCUSSION

Although researchers investigated the relationship between
leadership and accomplishment of the planned organizational
tasks, results revealed that change appears at multiple levels,
for example Battilana et al. (2010); Oreg and Berson (2019);
Sverdlik et al. (2020). However, there have been no studies to
investigate the role of servant leadership in achieving desired
employee performance and organizational results within a high
level of uncertainty and crisis as is the case of COVID-19,
specifically in a Pakistani context. Consequently, this study has
made significant theoretical contributions by reflecting upon
the significance of the servant leadership style in enhancing

TABLE 3 | Mediation effect.

BootLLCI BootULCI Boot SE B Decision
Mediation 0.1452 0.3158 0.0444 0.2245 Partial
path mediation
TABLE 4 | Moderation effect on task performance.
Model B se T P LLCI ULCI
Constant 0.1501 0.3688 0.4069 0.6843 —0.5755 0.8756
Servant leadership 0.3509 0.1058 3.3176 0.0010 0.1429  0.5590
P. supervisor support  0.8240 0.0933 8.8332 0.0000 0.6404 1.0075
Interaction —0.0594 0.0258 —-2.3049 0.0218 —0.1101 -0.0087

5
4.5 4

»
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employee task performance in the virtual work climate, keeping
in view the challenges posed to the service sector during the
pandemic crisis. This research also emphasized the mediating
responsibility of psychological empowerment connecting servant
leadership and task performance. The moderation analysis
was also carried out to investigate that perceived supervisory
support moderates the relation between the independent and
dependent variables of the study. The data were gathered from
the employee population operating in the service sector of
Pakistan. The outcomes uncovered that direct and indirect
servant leadership styles (through psychological empowerment)
strengthen job performance. The results of this study filled
a significant breach in the literature via reflecting upon the
association concerning servant leadership and task performance
of employees operating in the virtual workplace during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of the recent study propose
that serving behavior ought to be a fundamental aspect for
the line managers to guarantee fruitful execution of the task,
supporting the past studies addressing the topic under scrutiny
of ordinary circumstances (Liden et al., 2014). In addition, given
the effect of servant leadership in task accomplishment and
performance, this study supports past research corroborating
an affirmative relation connecting servant leadership and task
performance (Saleem et al., 2020). Moreover, the research
shows an underlying mechanism to investigate the function of
leadership styles such as servant leadership and task performance
(Turner and Miiller, 2005).

Expanding on the study model (Liao, 2017), we reflected
upon the moderating and mediating factors during a broad
pandemic in a virtual workplace. Current research suggests that
psychological empowerment works as a mediating mechanism
between servant leadership and task performance. Moreover, the
direct effect of servant leadership on task performance can be
increased when employees become psychologically empowered
in a virtual work setting. This finding is in line with the results of

—— Low PSS
--#---High PSS

Task Performance
(]
—_— N L W W
.

Low Servant Leadership High Servant Leadership

FIGURE 2 | SL x PSS = Task performance.

TABLE 5 | Moderation effect on psychological empowerment.

Model B se T P LLCI ULCI
Constant —0.79283 0.5090 —1.6567 0.1205 —1.7935 0.2089
Servant leadership 0.7748 0.1460 5.3080 0.0000 0.4877  1.0620
P. supervisor support  1.0118 0.1287  7.8600 0.0000 0.7585 1.2650
Interaction —0.1632 0.0356 —4.3070 0.0000 —-0.2231 -0.0832
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FIGURE 3 | SL x PSS = Psychological empowerment.
TABLE 6 | Bootstrapped results of moderated mediation.
Index BootSE BootLLClI BootULCI
P. supervisor support —0.0404 0.0141 —0.0706 —0.0150

the past studies that servant leadership positively affects employee
task performance through psychological empowerment (Chen
et al.,, 2018). This result likewise reveals that when servant
leaders direct their associates, they believe themselves to be
mentally engaged and authorized because they benefit from the
independence in their job beneath the management of servant
leaders (Jeung and Yoon, 2016). Along these lines, employees
feel committed and cheered to achieve the organizational
goals (Binyamin and Brender-Ilan, 2018). In general, the
results of the current study propose that the psychological
empowerment of the workers is a valuable instrument that could
potentially enhance the task performance of employees that
could be accomplished by team leaders who are well-equipped
with serving traits.

This study acknowledged the moderating effect of perceived
supervisor support on the association of servant leadership
and the task performance of employees. Results support the
past literature indicating that supervisor support significantly
moderates the relationship between servant leadership and task
performance (Kanwal et al., 2017). This conclusion additionally
shows that servant leaders and support from the supervisor help
achieve high task performances. The findings show that perceived
supervisor support significantly moderates the association
between servant leadership and psychological empowerment.

Furthermore, the study investigated if the perceived
supervisor support moderated the relationship between
servant leadership and task performance and psychological
empowerment (Boonstra, 2013). It has been found that
supervisor support could be utilized to establish and sustain
a servant leadership style where employees feel their feedback
is esteemed and appreciated. Sustainable supervisory support
builds up the inspiration to take part in and exert efforts in
accomplishing shared objectives and common goals. When
employees receive feedback from their supervisor or from
a group, they might be ready to participate and show a
better performance.

Practical Implications
Although research examining the role of servant leadership
in the context of normal planned organizational change exists
(Parris and Peachey, 2013; Harju et al, 2018; Bri¢re et al,
2021), studies on leadership, educational intuition, and service
literature dealing with effective servant leadership behavior
in a rapid and unpredictable organizational transformation,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, are very scarce.
Therefore, our research has certain theoretical and practical
implications that contribute to the scarcity of literature on the
effectiveness of leadership in educational institutions during a
crisis in virtual work environments. First, this paper reveals that
servant leadership signifies various resources that are crucial in
supporting service employees with task fulfillment while working
virtually in times of crisis. Theoretically, the paper is among the
few studies to examine the significance of servant leadership in
a time of crisis. Furthermore, drawing on the conservation of
resource theory (COR), this study addresses a specific mechanism
(psychosocial empowerment and perceived supervisor support)
through which servant leadership influences task performance.
We examined servant leadership in intuitive educational
settings during the pandemic, which is considerably more
complex than in normal times due to the sad change in the
work environment. The results have revealed that this crisis could
cause severe disruptions in the service sector. Eventually, the
servant leadership style is unequivocal in sustaining employees’
task performance as it offers them firm grounds to deal
with uncertain situations. In crisis times, servant leadership
creates harmony among employees and as a result, gets better
performances. We have shown that servant leader positive
serving behavior contributes to employees task performance.
Supervisors driving teams through an emergency or crisis should
consider this by actively engaging in a serving conduct that
gives direction and sets a clear path to be followed by the
subordinates that could potentially lead to better performance
outcomes in a quickly arising virtual workplace. Encouraging
their subordinates, the vital independence and support that
empower them to adjust in critical situations or crises turn out
best for every individual to accomplish tasks productively.

Managerial Implications

First, organizations should encourage servant leadership, which
can assist workplaces in dealing with the current crisis in a virtual
environment. Second, organizational leadership should recognize
the productive role of PSS. This key mechanism replicates a
positive relationship between organizational leadership and their
employee task performance not only for employees in normal
working environments but also for those working remotely in
virtual working environments. Servant leaders should convey
that the organization acknowledges employee contributions,
cares about employee well-being, and translates their rhetoric
into specific policies and practices. Third, educational institutions
both public and private sectors should offer management training
programs with courses that emphasize on servant leadership,
while policymakers should promote (e.g., flexible work schedules,
digital literacy courses, and childcare provisions). To improve
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task performance and achieve organization goals within
the Pakistani context, a country particularly hard hit by
a decade of financial crisis before the current COVID-
19 pandemic, the above suggestions should be put into
practice. We suggest that nurturing servant leadership
and PSS are instrumental in bettering such indicators
and limiting some of the problems observed in the labor
market, such as undeclared work and unpaid overtime
(Kumar Bandyopadhyay et al., 2020).

Limitations and Future Research

Directions

The present study has some limitations, despite having several
strengths. First, this research used crosssectional primary
data and could not draw cause-and-effect conclusions. Future
research, therefore, may consider longitudinal studies. Second,
we employed a quantitative research methodology. Future
research is encouraged to apply qualitative methods to clarify
the causality of the relationships between the research variables.
Third, while some measures were employed to reduce the
common method bias, our study used data collected from
one source at one point in time. Considering this, future
studies are invited to collect time-lagged data from employees
at different points. Fourth, this research investigated the
relationships between servant leadership and task performance,
psychological empowerment and servant leadership, and
perceived supervisor support in the crisis. Future research
may consider other outcome variables such as knowledge-
sharing behaviors, helping behaviors, and innovative work
behaviors. Fifth, in the current study, we investigated the
impact of servant leadership style on the outcome variables
therefore, future research may consider other leadership styles
such as humble, inclusive, ethical transformational, spiritual,
and transactional leadership to investigate their comparative
effectiveness to servant leadership in crises. Lastly, the study
sample was solely collected from Pakistan. This indicates
that the study results could not be generalized to the foreign
population. Pakistani society is more collectivistic and thus
seems familiar with the dependency on the interpersonal
relationships prevailing within an organization. In this vein,
the significance of servant leadership and perceived supervisor
support is more striking in Pakistani culture. Future researchers
could conduct a crosscultural study exploring the effect of
culture on the leadership processes, employee voice, and
their performance. Eventually, our study results show that a
servant leader can play an active role in the psychological
empowerment of the employees during a crisis. Studies in
the future might study the effect of servant leadership on
different knowledge areas of management across psychological
empowerment dimensions (goal-setting, role clarification,
interpersonal process, and problem-solving). Another fruitful
area for future research is examining the impact of servant
leadership on task performance during the crisis through
various mediating/moderating variables such as managerial skills
and team building.

CONCLUSION

Opverall, the results of this study present important theoretical and
practical contributions by further exploring SL and other aspects
related to employee team performance in a virtual workplace
in the context of a crisis such as COVID-19. In particular,
we found that SL has a direct and indirect (psychological
empowerment) effect on the task performance of employees
operating in a virtual work setting during the pandemic crisis.
At last, we uncovered that workers having high PSS strengthens
the relationship between SL and task performance. We added
to literature, knowledge, and understanding about SL and task
performance during the crisis.
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Self-serving leadership is a typical example of destructive leadership that has negative
effects on its subordinates and organization. According to social identity theory, we
propose a theoretical model that self-serving leadership induces employee interpersonal
deviance and organizational deviance through organization identification, and we
explore the moderating role of moral identity in this relationship. Based on survey
data collected from 377 questionnaires by using a three-wave time lagged design,
structural equation modeling results showed that (1) there was a significant positive
correlation between self-serving leadership and employees’ deviant behavior, (2)
organizational identification partially mediates the relationship between self-serving
leadership and employees’ deviant behavior, and (3) employees’ moral identity
negatively moderates the relationship between self-serving leadership and employees’
organizational identification. The findings further extend the research on the influence
of self-serving leadership on employee workplace deviance. They also reveal the
mechanisms and boundary conditions of the effect of self-serving leadership on
employee workplace deviance.

Keywords: self-serving leadership, organizational identification, moral identity, interpersonal deviance,
organizational deviance

INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of organizational behavior research, theory and research have focused on
constructive leadership and its effects (Rafferty and Restubog, 2011). Researchers have focused
mainly on identifying the characteristics or behaviors of leaders that produce positive results, such
as strong work performance, project success, and employees’ innovative behavior. Leadership and
its effects have both constructive and destructive elements. Further, negative leadership has a more
significant impact on organization members’ behavior compared to positive leadership (Jiang and
Gu, 2016). In recent years, as reports on the “dark side” of leadership and leadership behavior have
increased, self-serving leadership has begun to attract academic attention. Self-serving leadership
is a typical example of destructive leadership (Schmid et al., 2017), in which a leader prioritizes
their own needs and interests over the needs of their subordinates and the organization’s goals
(Camps et al., 2012). In management practice, leaders do not always think of collective interests
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(Rafferty and Restubog, 2011), and they often use organizational
resources to advance the personal purpose (Camps et al., 2012).

Existing research indicates that self-serving leadership has
many adverse consequences for teams and their members
(Schyns and Schilling, 2013). Current studies focus mainly on
the mechanisms and negative effects of self-serving leadership on
employees from the perspectives of social exchange theory and
social cognition theory. From the social exchange perspective,
self-serving leadership can disrupt the balance of costs and
benefits with employees, lead to psychological trauma (Camps
et al,, 2012), make employees distrust their leaders and destroys
cooperation based on trust (Decoster et al, 2021), reduce
affective commitment to supervisors (Mao et al, 2019b),
cause negative emotions among employees (Camps et al,
2012), induce employees’ desire for retaliation and supervisor-
directed deviance (Decoster et al, 2021), and encourage
employees’ counterproductive work behavior (Mao et al,
2019b) and deviance from leaders’ instructions (Schyns and
Schilling, 2013). Additionally, to restore the exchange balance,
employees will inhibit their willingness to cooperate (Decoster
et al, 2014), reduce their satisfaction with leaders and their
organizational citizenship behavior, increase their turnover
intentions (Ritzenhofer et al., 2019), decrease their motivation to
voice (Liu et al., 2017). At the team level, studies have revealed
that self-serving leadership harms team performance (Mao et al.,
2019a) and destroys team creativity and knowledge sharing
(Peng et al., 2019). From the social cognitive perspective, self-
serving leadership will arouse employees’ uncertainty about their
outcomes, leading them to experience negative emotions (Camps
et al., 2012). Moreover, when employees ascribe selfishness to a
leader, it will reduce their satisfaction and OCB toward the leader
and increase their intentions to abandon the leader (Ritzenhofer
et al., 2019). Meanwhile, viewed within the cognitive-affective
processing system framework (Mischel and Shoda, 1995), self-
serving leadership triggers moral disengagement and negative
emotions among employees, thus producing deviant behavior
(Zhou et al., 2021). Concerning the boundary conditions of
self-serving leadership’s negative impact on employees, existing
research indicates that organizational budget policy (Decoster
et al.,, 2014), ethical climate (Decoster et al., 2021), employee
perceptions of distributive justice (Camps et al., 2012), employee
power distance orientation (Mao et al, 2019b), and justice
sensitivity (Zhou et al., 2021) are important contingent factors
that influence the relationship between self-serving leadership
and employee behavior. As an essential reference point for
employee behavior, a supervisor’s behavior is important in
shaping employee behavior (Sulea et al., 2013). Deviance at
work is a harmful extra-role behavior that is intentionally
carried out by employees, violates organizational principles, and
poses a menace to the organization and its members (Bennett
and Robinson, 2000). It is typical negative behavior in the
workplace. It can bring substantial economic losses to enterprises
(Robinson and Bennett, 1995).

Existing research has shown that there are complex cognitive
and emotional mechanisms (e.g., moral disengagement, anger,
etc.), underlying self-serving leadership’s effect on employees’
deviant behaviors (Zhou et al., 2021). However, beyond these

mechanisms, we must also explore other cognitive factors
(e.g., organizational identification) and emotional factors (e.g.,
workplace anxiety). Moreover, existing research explains the
mechanism of self-serving leadership mainly using social
exchange theory and social cognition theory, and it is
necessary to consider other theoretical orientations (e.g., social
identity theory). Therefore, this study introduces organizational
identification as a mediating variable to better understand why
self-serving leadership leads to employees’ deviant behavior
and appeals to social identity theory to explain this mediating
mechanism. Meanwhile, individual characteristics determine the
degree or direction of leadership influence (Zhang and Liu, 2018).
Specifically, employees with different characteristics may have
different reactions to the same leadership behavior. Additionally,
culture plays an important role in shaping individuals’ beliefs,
opinions, attitudes, and behaviors (Hofstede, 2001). Therefore,
this paper also examines the contingent effect of differences
in employees’ moral identity on the relationship between self-
serving leadership and employee deviant behavior in the Asian
cultural context.

Ashworth and Mael introduced social identity theory into the
field of organizational behavior research. Social identity theory
(Turner et al, 1987) holds that when an organization meets
employees needs for security, self-realization, and belonging,
individuals classify themselves as members of that organization,
which enhances employees’ identification with and emotional
attachment to the organization (Blader et al., 2017) and
encourages employees to defend the organizational interests (Van
Dick et al., 2006). However, when employees’ organizational
identification is weak, they distance themselves from the
organization and are indifferent to its interests, which can easily
produce behaviors that are not beneficial to the organization.

Self-serving leadership conveys harmful intentions to
subordinates, making subordinates afraid of being exploited
and hesitant to take risks (Liu et al., 2017), as well as fearful
of uncertainty (Camps et al., 2012). Because the supervisor
is the spokesperson of the organization, their behavior also
represents the organization’s attitude towards employees.
Therefore, employees who suffer from self-serving leadership
will lowering their emotional commitment (Mao et al., 2019a)
and have weaker organizational identification (Liu et al., 2017),
encouraging workplace deviance.

Therefore, In light of social identity theory, this research
will explore an intermediate process in which self-serving
leadership influence employee deviance via organizational
identification. Furthermore, in order to reveal the relationship
more comprehensively, this study will further explore the
moderated effect of moral identity in this relationship. Based
on the self-regulation mechanism of moral behavior, moral
identity take important effect on understanding employees’ moral
behavior (Watts and Ronald Buckley, 2017). Moral identity is “a
self-concept formed based on a series of moral characteristics,”
which describes individual differences in moral terms (Aquino
and Reed, 2002). It is an important boundary condition affecting
individuals’ deviant behavior (Mulder and Aquino, 2013). We
hypothesize that the negative effects of self-serving leadership
on employees’ organizational identification are also impacted
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by their level of moral identity. Individuals with high moral
identification have more likelihood of noticing morality-related
information (DeCelles et al., 2012). When employees perceive
that their moral values are consistent with the ethical norms
of the organization, they will enhance their identification with
the organization (Wang et al., 2017). According to this logic,
when employees and organization have different ethical norms,
it will have a negative impact on employees’ identification with
the organization. We consider the effects may be complicated.
Different cultures affect subordinates’ views of and reactions
to leaders’ behaviors (Zhang and Liu, 2018). The strength of
individuals’ moral identity is not only affected by their level of
moral cognition but also restricted by situational factors (Shao
et al,, 2011). Due to the legitimacy of managers hostility to
subordinates, maintaining hierarchical status and respect for
authority is characteristics of Asian culture (Zhang and Liu,
2018). We surmise that higher moral identities of employees may
buffer the detrimental influence of self-serving leadership on their
organizational identification in an Asian cultural context.

In terms of social identity theory, this study concentrate
on how self-serving leadership exert influence on employees’
deviance in the workplace, explores the mediating effect of
organizational identification, and analyzes how moral identity
modifies it, as well as makes two major theoretical contributions.
First, this research reveals the influencing mechanism of self-
serving leadership on employees’ workplace deviant behavior in
terms of organizational identification and enriches leadership
theory. Second, this study introduces moral identity in Asian
culture to illustrate the link between self-serving leadership and
organizational identification, making some contributions to the
localization research of self-serving leadership (see Figure 1).

LITERATURE REVIEW AND
HYPOTHESES

Self-Serving Leadership and Deviant

Behavior in the Workplace

Self-serving leaders will prioritize their own interests over those
of their subordinates and organizations (Camps et al., 2012),
which have negative impact on the organization and subordinates
(Haynes et al., 2015). Following this logic, we hypothesize that
as a typical negative behavior in the workplace (Kluemper
et al, 2013), employee deviance may be induced by self-
serving leadership, including interpersonal deviance toward the
leader as the source of aggression as well as toward innocent
colleagues, and organizational deviance such as retaliation against
the organization (Kluemper et al., 2015). First, leadership style
can positively impact organizational ethical climate (Grojean
et al., 2004), which affects employees” behaviors (Wimbush and
Shepard, 1994). According to social learning theory (Bandura,
1977), individuals learn by observing and imitating role models’
behaviors. Employees who are exposed to self-serving leaders
observe self-serving behaviors, acquire self-serving values, and
then engage in self-serving behaviors themselves (Haynes et al.,
2015), and avoid prosocial behavior (Liu et al., 2017). Therefore,

self-serving leadership creates an organizational climate in which
members’ putting their own interests first is acceptable and will
not be punished (Peng et al.,, 2019), leading employees to follow
self-interested cognitive and behavioral norms (Vardaman et al.,
2014) and engage in unethical behavior (Wimbush and Shepard,
1994). Second, according to negative reciprocal norms, there
is a need to eliminate the imbalance of exchange between the
two sides, achieve self-protection (Biron, 2010), and address
perceptions of injustice (Mitchell and Ambrose, 2007). The
party who is treated unfairly may behave negatively toward self-
serving leaders (Camps et al., 2012). When there is a conflict of
interests between leaders and subordinates, self-serving leaders
may pursue their interests at the expense of subordinates (Peng
et al., 2019) and even attribute their subordinates’ achievements
to themselves (Schmid et al., 2017). In confront of this situation,
subordinates feel a sense of threat that their resources are
expended (Mao et al., 2019a) and that there is a gap between their
efforts and expected benefits. In turn, this can make subordinates
inclined to take revenge to restore the balance (Carlsmith et al.,
2002). Some studies have also shown that employees seek revenge
against the person who has wronged them to reestablish a feeling
of fairness and avoid future aggression (Aquino and Thau, 2008;
De Dreu and Nauta, 2009). Simultaneously, when leaders lack
sympathy for or even exploit their subordinates, subordinates
perceive that their interests are threatened (Peng et al., 2019),
their psychological safety is harmed, and they experience negative
emotions, such as intense fear (Peng et al., 2019). Subordinates
usually take specific actions (Tice and Bratslavsky, 2000) to
address negative emotions, with deviant behavior toward their
leader (Spector and Fox, 2002). In addition, the more employees
trust their organization and its leaders, the more they will feel
attached to the organization and its members and the less they
will engage in deviant behaviors (Bennett and Stamper, 2001).
Self-serving leaders violate employees’ expectations, cause crises
of trust, and engender employees’” desire for revenge (Decoster
et al, 2021). Therefore, in response to leaders self-serving
behavior and the need to prevent further threats, employees who
believe they are being treated unequally will intentionally deviate
from leaders’ instructions to retaliate. Furthermore, in addition
to deviant behavior directed at supervisors, employees may also
engage in deviant behavior toward their colleagues. According to
the theory of displaced aggression (Burton et al., 2012), due to
certain inhibitory factors, frustrated individuals cannot directly
vent their emotions to the source of frustration and instead must
attack surrogate objects. Due to the power imbalance between
leaders and employees, deviant behaviors toward leaders may
cause employees to suffer punishment and counter-retaliation,
such as losing opportunities for salary increases or promotions.
Therefore, there is a risk of deviant behavior directed at leaders.
To avoid the possible danger, employees may direct their hostility
or deviance toward targets with less obvious status differences,
such as colleagues.

Simultaneously, due to the dual representation of leaders,
leaders are often regarded as agents of organizations. Leader-
member exchange entails social exchange both between leaders
and employees and in the “spillover effect” between organizations
and employees (Rupp and Cropanzano, 2002). If self-serving
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.
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leaders pursue their own interests at the expense of their
subordinates, employees may interpret this as the organization’s
encroachment on their interests, regard the leaders’ self-serving
behaviors as behaviors representing the organization, and
then follow negative reciprocal norms and engage in deviant
behaviors. Additionally, the organization has moral and legal
responsibility for leaders’ behavior (Shoss et al., 2013). Therefore,
employees will attribute leaders’ self-serving behavior to the
organization to some extent, which will have a detrimental
impact on organization-member exchange, as a consequence,
employees are more inclined to participate in deviant behaviors
that are destructive to the organization. We thus propose the
following hypotheses.

Hla: Self-serving leadership is positively correlated with
interpersonal deviance.

H1b: Self-serving leadership is positively correlated with
organizational deviance.

Mediating Role of Organizational

Identification

Social identity theory (Turner et al., 1987) holds that when the
organization meets employees” needs for security, self-realization,
and belonging, individuals will classify themselves as members
of that organization. Such classification will improve employees’
identity, foster attachment to the organization (Blader et al,
2017), and make employees act to support the organization (Van
Dick et al, 2006). As a special form of social identification,
organizational identification is defined as individuals taking
themselves as part of the organization and thus belonging to it.
As an important part of organizational context, leaders’ behavior
significantly impacts employees’ identity (He and Brown, 2013).
Self-serving leadership can be considered an unethical leadership
behavior (Peng et al., 2019), in which actions are beneficial
to leaders themselves and taking advantage of others’ interests
(DeCelles et al., 2012). Typical examples include leaders diverting
scarce resources toward themselves, pilfering recognition from
subordinates, and evading responsibility (Rus et al., 2010). In the
organizational context, self-serving leadership is more common
than hostile and aggressive behaviors associated with abusive
supervision (Schmid et al., 2017). Studies show that subordinates
will interpret leaders’ self-serving behaviors as hostile, perceiving

the risk of exploitation (Liu et al., 2017), reducing their emotional
commitment, and producing more counterproductive behaviors
(Mao et al, 2019b). Accordingly, we hypothesize that self-
serving leadership will reduce employees’ identification with
the organization.

First, an important mission of leaders is to motivate
subordinates to contribute to the organization by influencing
their self-concept (van Knippenberg et al., 2004), which is a
significant component of identity (Tajfel and Turner, 1986).
An effective leader should transform the subordinate’s identity
from self-oriented to group-oriented, but a leaders selfish
behavior will hinder this process (Epitropaki et al., 2017). Self-
serving leadership also weakens employees trust in leaders
(Decoster et al,, 2021). As supervisors are the organization’s
spokespeople, their behavior also represents organizations’
attitudes towards employees (Aryee et al., 2007). When leaders
are self-serving, this will make employees are less emotionally
attached to their organization (Mao et al., 2019a). Second, self-
serving leadership threatens subordinates’ perception of control.
Individuals tend to maintain control over the surrounding
environment to reduce uncertainty (Friedland et al., 1992).
In the organizational environment, the leader is responsible
for allocating resources, and their selfish behavior damages
subordinates’ resources (Mao et al., 2019a). When faced with
selfish leaders, subordinates will feel more uncertainty, less
control over personal achievements (Camps et al., 2012), and
more helplessness (Rothbaum et al., 1982), leading to the decline
of organizational identification. Finally, as the main object of
employees’ interpersonal communication in the organization
(Tekleab and Taylor, 2003), employees expect a safe work
environment, respect, and fairness (Salin and Notelaers, 2017).
Leaders’ self-serving behavior makes subordinates feel that
their interests (i.e., respect and fairness) are violated, leading
employees to feel excluded by the organization and harming their
sense of identity to the organization.

Organizational identification is an important predictor of
employees’ attitudes and behavior (Tajfel and Turner, 1986).
Strong organizational identification can inhibit deviant behavior.
When the higher the organizational identification employees are,
the stronger awareness of being part of the organization for theirs
(Ashforth and Mael, 1989) and strongly associate organizational
goals with personal development, stimulating their initiative
(Dutton et al., 1994) and promoting group achievements. This
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is true even if their contributions and efforts are not encouraged
by the organization’s salary system (Organ, 1988). Employees
with strong organizational identification have strong collective
awareness (Brewer and Gardner, 1996). When collective interests
conflict with individual interests, these employees are willing to
prioritize the organization, effectively reducing deviance. These
employees also integrate personal identity and organizational
identification, which can strengthen cooperation to achieve
organizational goals and reduce interpersonal conflict (Liu and
Phillips, 2011). Therefore, employees with strong organizational
identification actively contribute to their organization and avoid
interpersonal conflicts that are unfavorable to the organization,
mitigating interpersonal deviance.

According to the analysis above, we surmise that self-serving
leadership’s effect on employees’ deviance may occur through the
mediator of organizational identification. When people recognize
they’re a part of a particular group, they will also realize the
emotional significance and value brought to them by other
members of the group (Sillince and Golant, 2018), encouraging
employees to support the organization. Self-serving leadership
makes employees recognize the gap between their efforts and
expected returns, leads to perceptions of being exploited, reduces
emotional attachment to the organization, and then stimulates
employees to exhibit interpersonal and organizational deviant
behaviors in social exchanges. Consequently, we propose the
following hypotheses.

H2a: Employee organizational identification mediates the
effect of self-serving leadership on interpersonal
deviance.

H2b: Employee organizational identification mediates the
effect of self-serving leadership on organizational

deviance.

Moderating Effect of Moral Identity

As an important composition factor of self-concept, moral
identity is formed by some typical moral qualities of an individual
(e.g., kindness, compassion, fairness, friendliness, generosity,
diligence, helpfulness, honesty, etc.; Aquino and Reed, 2002). It
consists of two aspects. First, internalization refers to the stability
of moral characteristics in the self-concept or self-schema.
Second, symbolization refers to the degree of expression of moral
characteristics in moral behavior (Aquino and Reed, 2002). An
individual’s moral identity has a positive impact on inducing their
internal motivation (He et al., 2014), which has a self-regulating
mechanism and can regulate an individual’s attitudes and
behavior (Skubinn and Herzog, 2016). Employees’ moral identity
may mitigate the negative effects of self-serving leadership
on employees’ organizational identification. On the one hand,
research has shown that employees with strong moral identity
can build positive interpersonal relationships. Individuals with
strong moral identity are more inclusive (Choi and Winterich,
2013), ready to reorient their focus from themselves to others
(Moshman, 2011), which establishes trust between employees
and leaders (Dutton et al., 2010) and promotes a high level of
leader-member exchange (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). This is

important for several reasons. First, high-quality relationships
between leaders and followers increase employees’ tolerance for
injustice, allow them to focus on more positive factors, and
urge them to return goodwill in different ways (Kamdar and
Van Dyne, 2007). Second, high-quality relationships improve
reciprocal exchange among group members (Hantula, 2009) and
promote open communication between leaders and employees
(Vinarski-Peretz et al,, 2011), enhance mutual understanding
(Liao et al.,, 2010), give employees a more positive outlook on
the behavior of others in the organization (including self-serving
leadership), and make employees believe that leaders’ benefit
distribution is reasonable. On the other hand, different cultures
emphasize different norms of interpersonal communication, and
subordinates’ environment affects their views of and reactions
to leaders” behaviors (Zhang and Liu, 2018). The strength of
individuals’ moral identity is not only affected by their level of
moral cognition but also restricted by situational factors (Shao
et al., 2011). Culture can influence individuals’ level of moral
cognition (Mikula and Wenzel, 2000), thus affecting individuals’
moral identity (Shao et al., 2011), leading to differences in moral
judgments and evaluations of the same phenomenon (Zhang
and Liu, 2018). In Western cultures, employees are expected
to be treated with dignity and respect by their supervisors
(Hofstede, 2001). Individuals with strong moral identity pay
more attention to morally relevant information (DeCelles et al.,
2012), and have stronger awareness of cognitive processing of
such information (Eisenbeiss and Knippenberg, 2015), and are
more aware of moral problems and responsive to behaviors that
violate social norms (Aquino and Reed, 2002). The more strongly
subordinates perceive their leaders’ behaviors as violating moral
norms, the more strongly they perceive injustice from their
superiors (Zhang and Liu, 2018), losing trust in leaders (Decoster
et al., 2021), experiencing negative emotions (Camps et al,
2012), and sometimes engaging in retaliatory behavior (Decoster
et al,, 2021). In contrast, Asian cultures uphold the legitimacy
of managers’ hostility to subordinates, promoting hierarchical
status and respect for authority (Zhang and Liu, 2018). Some
scholars studied the relationship between ethical leadership
and moral disengagement based on samples from China and
the United States, and found that moral identity has different
moderating effects. They consider that the culture may explain
the difference (Moore et al., 2019). Therefore, we argue that in
Asian cultures, subordinates may not regard leaders’ self-serving
behaviors as immoral, which makes employees with strong
moral identity less sensitive to moral cues in organizational
situations and mitigates employees’ negative emotions (including
feelings of injustice).

Accordingly, we can speculate that moral identity can
take a moderating role between self-serving leadership and
organizational identification. Employees with high moral identity
prefer to establish trust with leaders and colleagues, have
high-quality leader-member exchange, improve the collection
and processing of leadership information, and pay greater
attention to the favorable aspects of leadership, reducing
the disadvantageous influence of self-serving leadership on
organizational identification. Meanwhile, in Asian cultures,
subordinates with strong moral identity are less sensitive to
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moral cues of leadership, even to their leaders’ unethical
behavior. On the contrary, employees with weak moral identity
cannot establish trusting relationships with their leaders and
colleagues, maintaining a low level of leader-member exchange.
They can only rely on simple clues to form an understanding
of leaders’ behavior. Therefore, the negative impact of self-
serving leadership on employees’ organizational identification
is amplified by a more unfavorable impression of a leader’s
behavior. We propose the following hypotheses.

H3: Moral identity mitigates the negative effect of
self-serving leadership on employees’ organization
identification; for employees with low moral identity,
this effect is stronger than for those with high moral
identity.

Moreover, we present a moderated mediation model of self-
serving leadership affecting employees’ deviant behavior. As
shown in Figure 1, under the influence of self-serving leadership’s
self-identity orientation to employees and the perception that
their own interests have been violated, employees with weak
moral identity are more sensitive to the moral information
contained in self-serving leadership. Leadership represents the
organization (Aryee et al, 2007); therefore, for employees
with weak moral identity, self-serving leadership has a greater
negative impact on employees’ organizational identification and
is more likely to lead to deviant behavior. However, in Asian
cultural contexts, employees with strong moral identity will
be less sensitive to leaders’ moral cues. Meanwhile, employees
with strong moral identity easily establish high-quality leader-
member exchange, such that employees pay more attention
to leaders’ positive qualities. Therefore, employees with strong
moral identity have a more positive evaluation of self-serving
leadership, which alleviates its negative impact on employees’
organizational identification and makes employees less likely to
engage in deviant workplace behavior. As a consequence, we posit
the final hypotheses.

H4a: Moral identity moderates the indirect effect of self-
serving leadership on interpersonal deviance through
organizational identification, such that the indirect effect
is weaker when moral identity is higher.

H4b: Moral identity moderates the indirect effect of self-
serving leadership on organizational deviance through
organizational identification, such that the indirect effect

is weaker when moral identity is higher.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedure

Data were collected from full-time employees of various
organizations located in china, involving finance, education,
healthcare, information technology, manufacturing, retail and
other industries. We administered surveys via mail. We asked
Master of Tourism Administration (MTA) and Master of
Business Administration (MBA) students from a university in

western China to serve as organizational contacts in exchange
for course credit. All the students were working full-time. We
instructed them to invite three to four subordinates under their
direct management or three to four colleagues who were willing
to participate. This convenience sampling technique has been
used successfully by a variety of researchers (Greenbaum et al.,
2012; Mitchell et al.,, 2015). Ultimately, we received contact
information for 441 potential study participants.

The study featured three phases of data collection to limit
common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012). We deemed
2 weeks to be an appropriate interval between phases (for a
similar approach, see Eva et al, 2020). Additionally, to match
participants’ questionnaires for the three phases, we assigned
codes for the participants invited by the students and marked
them on the envelopes containing the notes and questionnaires
before administration.

To improve participants motivation and increase the
questionnaire response rate, we took three measures. First, the
researchers emphasized to students and participants that the
survey data were for research purposes only and would be
completely confidential. To ensure confidentiality, we placed a
strip on each envelope that was sealed after the questionnaire was
complete. Second, we provided participants with an inexpensive
but practical gift. Third, the research activities had a practical
incentive for student in that they would receive course credit only
upon their acquaintance’s completion of the questionnaire.

At Time 1 (T1), We ask participants to evaluate their
perceived leadership style and moral identity and to provide
personal background information. We issued 441 questionnaires,
of which 436 were returned (recovery rate = 98.9%). At Time
2 (T2), approximately 2 weeks later, participants evaluated
organizational identification. We issued 436 questionnaires at T2,
of which 433 were returned (recovery rate = 99.3%). At Time
3 (T3), approximately 2 weeks after that, participants evaluated
workplace deviant behavior. We issued 433 questionnaires at T3,
of which 431 were returned (recovery rate = 99.5%). After all data
collection, we screened the questionnaires, eliminating ones with
regular answers and many missing data for the main variables.
Finally, we obtained 377 valid questionnaires, an effective rate of
87.07%. The descriptive characteristics of the samples are shown
in Table 1.

Measures

Since the measurements adopted in our research were created
in Western countries, we employed a translation and back-
translation method (Brislin, 1970) to ensure the reliability
and validity of their Chinese versions. The final survey was
formed through several rounds of group discussions. Except
for demographic variables, all measures used Likert five-point
scoring (1 = “strongly disagree” and 5 = “strongly agree”).

Self-Serving Leadership (SL)

We assessed SL using a four-item scale borrowed by Camps et al.
(2012). Participants rated their agreement with statements about
their direct supervisors behavior (e.g., “My superior does not
show consideration for his/her followers, only for him/herself”).
Cronbach’s o for this scale was 0.93.
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive characteristics of samples (N = 377).

Characteristic Category Number Percentage (%) Characteristic Number Number Percentage (%)
Gender Male 150 39.8 Age <25 years 39 10.3
Female 227 60.2 26 ~35 years 262 69.5
Education Junior high school degree or below 1 0.3 36 ~45 years 58 15.4
High school or vocational high school degree 14 3.7 >45 years 18 4.8
Junior college and Bachelor degree 300 79.6
Master degree 62 16.4 Time working with <2 years 180 47.7
supervisor
Tenure <5 211 56 2 ~5 years 124 32.9
6~10 116 30.8 6 ~10 years 60 15.9
11 ~20 33 8.8 >10 years 13 3.4
>21 17 4.5
TABLE 2 | Confirmatory factor analysis and model comparison.
Model ¥ 2 df A ¥ 2/A df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR
1. Five factors: SL; Ol; ML; WDB-I; WDB-O 770.76 314 - 0.93 0.92 0.06 0.04
2. Four factors a: SL; Ol; ML; WDB-I+WDB-O 982.93 318 21217 (4 0.90 0.89 0.08 0.05
3. Four factors b: SL; Ol+ML; WDB-I; WDB-O 1793.31 318 1022.55 (4)** 0.78 0.76 0.11 0.13
4. Three factors: SL+OI+ML; WDB-I; WDB-O 2835.45 321 2064.69 (7)** 0.62 0.59 0.14 0.16
5. Two factors: SL+OI+ML; WDB-I+WDB-O 3046.30 323 2275.54 (9)** 0.59 0.56 0.15 0.16
6. Single factors: SL+Ol+ML+WDB-I+WDB-O 4014.04 324 3243.28 (10)** 0.45 0.40 0.17 0.16

N = 377. SL, self-serving leadership; Ol, organizational identification; MI, moral identity; WDB-I, interpersonal deviance; WDB-O, organizational deviance, **p < 0.001.

Moral Identity (MI)

We assessed MI using a five-item scale that was suggested by
Aquino and Reed (2002). Participants were shown nine moral
characteristics that they may use to characterize themselves (e.g.,
caring, compassionate, fair, generous) and assess how much they
agreed with a set of statements concerning their internalization
of these characteristics (e.g., “It would make me feel good to
be a person who has these characteristics”). Cronbach’s a for
this scale was 0.89.

Organizational Identification (Ol)

We assessed OI base on the six-item scale adopted by Mael
and Ashforth (1992). Participants rated their agreement with
statements about their identification with the organization (e.g.,
“When I talk about my organization, I usually say ‘we’ rather than
‘they”™). Cronbach’s o for this scale was 0.88.

Workplace Deviant Behavior (WDB)

We assessed WDB using a 12-item scale developed by Liao
et al. (2004). Six items assessed perceptions of organizational
deviance (WDB-O). Respondents indicated behaviors targeted at
their current company (e.g., “damaged property belonging
to your employer”). The remaining six items assessed
perceptions of interpersonal deviance (WDB-I). Respondents
indicated behaviors targeted at coworkers (e.g., “publicly
embarrassed someone at work”). Cronbach’s o values for
interpersonal deviance and organizational deviance were 0.91
and 0.86, respectively.

Control Variables

Following other studies (Aquino and Douglas, 2003; Berry
et al, 2007), we assessed employees’ age, gender, education,
tenure, and time working with their current direct supervisor as
control variables.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We constructed six models and conducted confirmatory factor
analyses (CFAs) adopting Amos 24 to evaluate discriminate
validity for the hypothesized model. The results of CFA
given in Table 2 indicate that the proposed five-factor
model fitted the indices well (x> = 770.76, df = 314,
CFI = 093, TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.04).
This showed that the five core constructs of this study (self-
serving leadership, organizational identification; moral identity;
interpersonal deviance; organizational deviance) all had a good
discrimination validity. Additionally, when items’ standardized
factor loadings exceed 0.6 (Bagozzi, 1981), composite reliability
(CR) exceeds 0.7, and average variance extracted (AVE) exceeds
0.5, the scale is considered to have good convergent validity
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981). As shown in Table 3, the
standardized factor loadings of most survey items exceeded 0.6
(MI-3 = 0.56), and the CR and AVE values of each dimension met
the criteria, indicating that the scale had good convergent validity.
Meanwhile, we adopt the heterotrait—-monotrait ratio (HTMT)
created by Henseler et al. (2015) to test the discriminant validity.
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TABLE 3 | Convergent validity and discrimination validity analysis.

Variable Items Item reliability Composite Convergence
reliability validity

STD.LOADING CR AVE

1. 8L 4 0.80—0.94 0.93 0.76

2.0l 6 0.66—0.81 0.89 0.56

3. Ml 5 0.56—0.89 0.89 0.62

4. WDB-I 6 0.73—0.88 0.92 0.65

5. WDB-O 6 0.69—0.78 0.88 0.54

N = 377. SL, self-serving leadership, Ol, organizational identification;, Ml, moral
identity; WDB-I, interpersonal deviance; WDB-O, organizational deviance.

TABLE 4 | Analysis of HTMT discriminant validity.

Mi (o]} SL WDB-I WDB-0
Ml
Ol 0.24
SL 0.14 0.28
WDB-| 0.23 0.26 0.35
WDB-O 0.20 0.32 0.39 0.83

Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT),; SL, self-serving leadership, Ol, organizational
identification; MI, moral identity; WDB-I, interpersonal deviance; WDB-O,
organizational deviance.

Compare with traditional discriminant validity assessment
methods, heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) approaches are
more reliable to detect discriminant validity issues (Henseler
etal,, 2015). The calculation HTMT ratio was conducted by using
the plugin specially developed for AMOS 24 by Gaskin et al.
(2019). If the value of the HTMT is higher than the threshold
of 0.85, we conclude that there is a lack of discriminant validity
(Henseler et al., 2015). As shown in Table 4, the HTMT value
between each pair of factors lower than 0.85, indicates the five
variables involved in this study are distinguishable. Further, the
study adopted three phases to collect data, effectively controlling
for common method bias (Siemsen et al., 2009).

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table 5 shows means, standard deviations, inter-correlations, and
alpha coefficient of main research variables. The diagonal shows
the measures’ internal consistency coefficients.

Self-serving leadership was positively impact on interpersonal
deviance (r = 0.32, p < 0.01) and organizational deviance
(r = 0.34, p < 0.01) and negatively related to organizational
identification (r = —0.25, p < 0.01). Organizational identification
was negatively correlated with interpersonal deviance (r = —0.23,
p < 0.01) and organizational deviance (r = —0.28, p < 0.01).

Hypothesis Testing

Table 6 summarizes the results of the regression analyses.
In Model 4, self-serving leadership was positively impact
on interpersonal deviance (B = 0.32, p < 0.001), and in
Model 7, self-serving leadership was positively impact on
organizational deviance (B = 0.34, p < 0.001). These results
support Hypotheses 1a and 1b.

We adopted the mediating effect test proposed by Baron
and Kenny (1987). First, in Models 4 and 7, self-serving
leadership predicted interpersonal deviance and organizational
deviance. This satisfied the first criterion for the test. Second,
in Model 2, self-serving leadership predicted organizational
identification (B = —0.25, p < 0.001), satisfying the second
criterion. Third, in Models 5 and 8, self-serving leadership
and organizational identification predicted interpersonal
deviance (B = 0.28, p < 0.001 and B = —0.17, p < 0.01,
respectively) and organizational deviance (B = 0.29, p < 0.001
and B = —0.21, p < 0.001), satistying the third criterion. These
findings suggested that self-serving leadership indirectly affected
employees’ interpersonal and organizational deviance, which
occurred through organizational identification. Specifically,
self-serving leadership weakens employees’ organizational
identification, which induces interpersonal deviance and
organizational deviance. This meant that Hypotheses 2a and
2b were supported.

To more rigorously test the mediating effect, we also
adopted the bootstrap method recommended by Preacher
and Hayes (2008) and utilized the PRODCLIN program of

TABLE 5 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations.

Variable M Sb 1 2 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1.Sex T1 040 049

2. Age T1 215 0.65 0.13**

3. Education T1 312 044 0.03 —0.16*

4. Tenure T1 162 083 0.07 0.62* —0.16*

5. Time working with supervision T1 1.75 0.85 0.07 0.39 —0.15" 0.53*

6.SLT1 1.76 097 0.05 0.05 0.15*  —0.01 0.02 (0.93)

7.MIT1 434 071 -0.07 —0.04 0.02 —0.04 0.03 -0.13* (0.89)

8.0 T2 387 0.75 0.01 —0.06 —0.04 —0.06 —0.09 —0.25"* 0.21** (0.88)

9. WDB-I T3 133  0.58 0.05 0.02 0.02 0.07 0.02 0.32"  —0.21*  —0.23* 0.91)

10. WDB-O T3 124  0.46 0.08 0.01 0.06 0.04 0.02 0.34*  —0A7*  —-0.28" 074"  (0.86)

N = 377, Reliability estimates are reported in the diagonal. SL, self-serving leadership; O, organizational identification; MI, moral identity; WDB-I, interpersonal deviance;
WDB-O, organizational deviance, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2; T3 = Time 3.
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TABLE 6 | Hierarchical regression results for the direct and mediation models.

Variable (o]} WDB-I WDB-0

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 Mé M7 M8
Sex 0.03 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.08 0.06 0.07
Age —0.04 —0.01 —0.03 —0.06 —0.06 -0.02 —0.05 —0.06
Education —0.06 —0.02 0.02 —0.03 —0.03 0.06 0.01 0.01
Tenure 0.00 —0.01 0.10 0.11 0.11 0.06 0.07 0.07
Time —0.09 —0.08 -0.02 —0.03 —0.05 0.01 —0.00 —0.02
working
with
supervisor
SL —0.25"* 0.32*** 0.28"** 0.34*** 0.29***
Ol —0.17* —0.21**
F 1.00 4.75™ 0.66 7.59"* 8.27"* 0.90 8.86™* 10.67"
R? 0.01 0.07 0.01 0.11 0.14 0.01 0.13 0.17
AR? 0.06 0.10 0.03 0.11 0.04

N = 377. SL, self-serving leadership, O,
*p < 0.001.

organizational identification; Ml, moral identity; WDB-I, interpersonal deviance;

WDB-O, organizational deviance, **p < 0.01,

TABLE 7 | The indirect effects of self-serving leadership on dependent variables.

Item Path Point estimate/Index Bootstrapping (95% Cls) Program PRODCLIN (95% Cls)
SE Lower Upper Lower Upper

Totle effect SL-WDB-I 0.19 0.03 0.13 0.25

Direct effect SL-WDB-I 0.17 0.03 0.11 0.23

Indirect effect SL-WDB-I 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.04

Indirect effect SL-Ol- WDB-I 0.01 0.01 0.04

Totle effect SL-WDB-O 0.16 0.02 0.12 0.21

Direct effect SL-WDB-O 0.14 0.02 0.09 0.18

Indirect effect SL-WDB-O 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.04

Indirect effect SL-OI—WDB-O 0.01 0.01 0.04

N = 377. SL, self-serving leadership; Ol, organizational identification; Ml, moral identity; WDB-I, interpersonal deviance; WDB-O, organizational deviance.

MacKinnon et al. (2007). We analyzed confidence intervals based
on 5,000 bootstrap samples (Preacher and Hayes, 2008).

As shown in Table 7, the mediating effects of organizational
identification in the relationships of self-serving leadership
on interpersonal deviance and self-serving leadership on
organizational deviance were 0.02 and 0.02, respectively. The
95% confidence intervals — which were [0.01, 0.04] and [0.01,
0.04], respectively - did not include zero. Using the PRODCLIN
program (MacKinnon et al., 2007), we found significant indirect
effects of self-serving leadership on interpersonal deviance and
organizational deviance via organizational identification (f = 0.1,
95% CI [0.01, 0.04] and B = 0.1, 95% CI [0.01, 0.04], respectively).
These results indicated that organizational identification had a
significant mediating effect in these relationships, lending further
support to H2a and H2b.

We multiplied self-serving leadership (centered) and moral
identity as an interaction term to verify H3. As shown
in Table 8, the regression result from Model 3 indicates
that this interaction term significantly predicted organizational
identification (§ = 0.14, p < 0.01).

Moreover, this study adopted simple slope analysis to
describe the difference of the impact of self-serving leadership
on organizational identification with different levels of moral
identity. As plotted in Figure 2, When the employee has a high
moral identity, the adverse influence of self-serving leadership
on the employee’s organizational identification was weaker. On
the contrary, when the employees moral identity was weak, self-
serving leadership had a strong adverse impact on organizational
identification. Thus, further supporting H3.

We further examined the moderated mediation model posited
in H4a and H4b by employing the MODMED macro v3.5 (model
7) (Hayes, 2013). First, the dependent variable was regressed with
the control variables, independent variable, mediator, moderator,
and interaction term. The statistically significant effect of self-
serving leadership x moral identity in the regression equations
for organizational identification (B = 0.14, p < 0.01) implied
that moral identity significantly moderated the indirect impact of
self-serving leadership on organizational identification. Second,
We assess two sets of effects at the high and low levels of
the moral identity. The result is presents in Table 9, When
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TABLE 8 | Hierarchical regression results for the moderation model.

Variable Ol

M1 M2 M3
Sex 0.03 0.05 0.05
Age —0.04 —0.01 —0.01
Education —0.06 —0.03 —0.01
Tenure 0.00 0.00 0.00
Time working with supervisor —0.09 -0.10 -0.10
SL —0.22** —0.23"*
Mi 0.19 0.18™*
SL x MI 0.13*
F 1.00 6.31 6.52"
R? 0.01 0.11 0.12
AR? 0.10 0.02
N = 377. SL, self-serving leadership; Ol, organizational identification; MI,

moral identity; WDB-I, interpersonal deviance; WDB-O, organizational deviance,
**p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 2 | Moderating effect of moral identity between self-serving
leadership and employees’ organizational identification.

TABLE 9 | Moderated mediation of interpersonal deviance and organizational
deviance across levels of moral identity.

Level SL - Ol - WDB-I SL - Ol - WDB-O
(Moderator)
Indirect SE 95%ClI Indirect SE 95%ClI
effect effect
Low MI 0.04 0.01 [0.02, 0.06] 0.04 0.01 [0.02, 0.06]
Middle MI 0.02 0.01 [0.01,0.04] 0.02 0.01 [0.01, 0.04]
High Ml 0.01 0.01 [-0.01, 0.03] 0.01 0.01 [-0.00, 0.03]

N = 377. SL, self-serving leadership; Ol, organizational identification; Ml, moral
identity; WDB-I, interpersonal deviance; WDB-O, organizational deviance. Low M|
represents mean —1 SD, and high Ml represents mean + 1 SD; S.E., standard
error; BC, bias-corrected; Cl, confidence interval.

employees’ moral identity is low, indirect effects were significant
(interpersonal deviance: indirect effect = 0.04, CI [0.02, 0.06],
excluding zero; organizational deviance: indirect effect = 0.04,
CI [0.02, 0.06], excluding zero) but not significant in the
high moral identity condition (interpersonal deviance: indirect
effect = 0.01, CI [—0.01, 0.03]; organizational deviance: indirect
effect = 0.01, CI [—0.00, 0.03], including zero). The results

implying that when employees with low moral identity, the
mediating impact of organizational identification was stronger.
However, the influences were non-existent when employee moral
identity was high. Third, to further assess the presence of
moderated mediation, we examined the index of moderated
mediation obtained by PROCESS (Hayes, 2015). We found that
moral identity moderated the indirect relationship between self-
serving leadership and interpersonal deviance with an index of
—0.02 (95% CI [—0.04, —0.00]), and it moderated the indirect
relationship between self-serving leadership and organizational
deviance with an index of —0.02 (95% CI [—0.04, —0.00]).
Neither confidence interval included zero. Therefore, H4a and
H4b were confirmed.

DISCUSSION

From social identity theory perspective, we propose a
theoretical model that self-serving leadership induces employee
interpersonal deviance and organizational deviance through
organization identification, and we explore the moderating role
of moral identity in this relationship. Based on survey data
collected from 377 questionnaires by using a three-wave time
lagged design, We get following conclusions:

First, The main effect of self-serving leadership on employees’
workplace deviance. Self-serving leadership positively correlated
with employees’ interpersonal deviance and organizational
deviance. In other words, the more strongly employees perceive
the self-serving behaviors of leaders, the more deviance they
will behave in the workplace. This is consistent with most
research results on negative leadership behavior (Mitchell and
Ambrose, 2007; Vogel and Mitchell, 2015; Zhou et al., 2021).
According to social learning theory and negative reciprocal
norms, employees will observe and imitate leaders’ self-
serving behaviors by acquiring self-serving values. It can
impact the organizational ethical climate in which members
put their own interests first. When subordinates feel a
sense of threat that their resources are exploited by the
supervisor, they are inclined to take actions to restore the
balance (Carlsmith et al., 2002). Thus, it induces deviant
behavior of employees.

Second, we tested the mediating effect of organizational
identification. The self-serving behavior of leaders in an
organization will decrease employees  identification with the
organization, thus increasing employees’ deviance. According to
Social identity theory, when the organization meets employees’
needs for security, self-realization, and belonging, individuals will
classify themselves as members of that organization, and motivate
employees’ positive attitudes and behavior to organization (Tajfel
and Turner, 1986). Self-serving leadership, as an unethical
leadership behavior (Peng et al., 2019), will make subordinates
perceive the risk of exploitation (Liu et al., 2017) and control
(Camps et al., 2012), It violates employee expectations of a safe
work environment, respect, and fairness, which make them form
a sense of exclusion by the organization and reduce their sense
of belonging, and then harm their organizational identification,
damage the emotions between employees and the organization,
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make employees indifferent to the organization (Ashforth and
Mael, 1989), induce workplace deviance of employees.

Third, we tested moderating effect of moral identity.
This research reveals that the negative effect between self-
serving leadership and organizational identification employees
is stronger for employees with low moral identity than for
those with high moral identity. Previous studies have shown
that high moral identity makes individuals constrained by
their own moral codes (Mulder and Aquino, 2013). They will
condemn behavior that violates their moral code (Bandura,
1991). Compared with employees with low moral identity,
employees with high moral identity pay more attention to
information related to morality (Reed et al., 2007). Individuals
tend to categorize themselves into groups that match their
values (De Roeck et al., 2014). When the moral information
displayed by the organizational context is consistent with the
moral values of employees, employees will be more identified
with the organization (Wang et al., 2017). This study reveals
that when employees with high moral identity perceive the
moral information of the supervisor is inconsistent with their
own moral code, they will not exacerbate their negative
impact on organizational identification. This finding suggests
that the inclusiveness and positive interpersonal orientation
of employees with high moral identity can promote high-
quality leader-member exchange, and enhance the understanding
of leaders’ behavior, and thus incline to have a positive
interpretation of leaders’ self-serving behavior. Meanwhile,
culture plays an important role in the formation of individual
moral cognition (Shao et al, 2011). Different from western
culture, subordinates in Asian culture context may think that
leaders’ selfish behaviors are not immoral, which reduces
the sensitivity of employees with high moral identity to
perceive leaders’ self-serving behaviors, thus alleviating the
negative impact of self-serving leadership on employees’
organizational identification.

Theoretical Implications

First, previous researches on the influence of self-serving
leadership on employee behavior are mainly based on social
exchange theory (e.g., Decoster et al, 2021) and social
cognition theory (e.g., Ritzenhofer et al, 2019). Few studies
have explored the indirect relationship between self-serving
leadership and employees’ workplace deviant behavior based on
organizational identification. Organizational identification, as a
sense of belonging to an organization, can effectively predict
employees’ behaviors (Tajfel and Turner, 1986). Therefore,
this study hypothesized that self-serving leaders have indirect
negative effects on employees’ deviant behaviors through the
mediating role of organizational identification, and conducted an
empirical study to test it, which is a meaningful supplement to
previous studies and enriches our understanding of the internal
mechanism of self-serving leadership.

Second, this study proposes and tests the moderating role
of moral identity as a boundary condition in the indirect
relationship between organizational identification on self-serving
leadership and deviant behavior. While Wang et al. (2017) found
that when employees’ value is coherent with their organization,

they will classify themselves into an organization and improve
their organizational identification. Therefore, employees with
high moral identity are more likely to classify themselves
into an organization with ethical perception, and eventually
feel a greater sense of organizational identification. According
to this, when employees work with unethical leaders (e.g.,
self-serving leaders) who are not aligned with the values of
employees, and amplifies negative perceptions of employees with
high moral identity to the organizational identification. Our
findings suggest that the effects may be more complicated. We
consider the response of employee moral identity to leadership
behavior in an Asian cultural contexts, and the moderating
role of moral identity provides clues to our understanding
how different cultures influence the effect of self-serving
leadership. Although the research on self-serving leadership
has gradually increased in recent years, most of the researches
are still rooted in the western cultural background, and few
studies on self-serving leadership considers different cultural
backgrounds. This study, based on the influence of employee
moral identity on the relationship between self-serving leadership
and employee behavior in Asian cultural contexts, makes a
theoretical contribution to the indigenous cultural study of self-
serving leadership.

Practical Implications

This paper discusses how self-serving leaders induce workplace
deviance through the mediating role of organizational
identification and the boundary conditions of moral identity.
The research results may help organizations devise targeted
measures to reduce workplace deviance and its negative impact.

First, organizations should take actions to prevent supervisors’
self-serving behavior. On the one hand, Some personality traits
are related to self-serving behavior, such as narcissism (Nevicka
et al., 2018). Therefore, to improve the selection mechanism
of leaders, candidates with self-serving personality should
be carefully examined. On the other hand, the organization
should strengthen the supervision power of supervisors.
Research shows that the more powerful is the leader, the
more selfish will be his behavior (Bendahan et al., 2015).
Therefore, organizations should guard against the negative
effects of power, strengthen the system of effective restriction
and supervision of power operation to prevent supervisors
from abusing their power to seek improper interests. Finally,
the specific department should take seriously to establish an
interactive communication and feedback mechanism between
employees and the organization to ensure that employees
can feedback their opinions timely and effectively. Thus,
employees can protect their legitimate rights and interests
through formal channels rather than through deviant behaviors
in the workplace.

Second, this research revealed the mediating role of
organizational identification. Research shows that self-serving
leadership can increase workplace deviance by undermining
employees” organizational identification. This reminds managers
to pay attention to improving the quality of employment
relationships to cultivate employees’ identification with the
organization and a sense of belonging. On the one hand, the
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organization shall give full respect and trust to employees, affirm
their value and contribution. On the other hand, it needs to care
about employees’ lives and give them necessary help, which can
make up for the weakening effect of self-serving leadership on
employees’ organizational identification and reduce employees’
deviant behavior.

Finally, organizations should aim to enhance the level
of employees moral identity. Moral identity is beneficial
for organizations to cultivate employees organizational
identification, enhance their sense of belonging to the
organization, and improve their work enthusiasm (Van Dick
et al., 2006). Therefore, we suggest that organizations pay closer
attention to employees’ professional ethics and incorporate
moral training into employees’ career development. Specifically,
(1) moral identity should be used as a talent evaluation criterion,
and candidates with high moral identity should be hired as
often as possible; (2) organizations should train employees with
weak moral identity to improve their moral identity; and (3)
organizations should foster a positive, ethical corporate culture
to promote the level of employees’ moral identity.

Limitations and Future Research

Although this research has theoretical and practical significance,
there are still some deficiencies. The first lies in data reporting.
This study adopted the method of different times for data
collection to reduce the effect of common method variance
(CMV). However, due to the sensitive negative behavior surveyed
in this study, there may be weaknesses or concealment with
self-report data, as well as exaggeration of or hostility toward
others’ evaluation in the report of such behavior, so the data may
not resemble reality completely. Therefore, future research could
consider the combination of leader-employee mutual evaluation
and peer mutual evaluation, expand the data pool, and utilize
multimethod assessment.

Second, there is a limitation regarding the findings on
intermediary mechanisms. According to social identity theory,
our research demonstrated that organizational identification take
mediating role in the relationship between self-serving leadership
and workplace deviance, but multiple variables may be inclined
to influence the associate of self-serving leadership on employees’
workplace deviance (such as emotional factors). Therefore,
future studies should explore the mediating mechanism from
other perspectives.

Third, culture influences individuals’ beliefs, attitudes,
behaviors, and values (Hofstede, 2001). In contrast with
western cultures, Asians generally accept managers’ hostility
to subordinates and maintain the hierarchy of supervisors and
subordinates, so as to respect authority. Employees with a
strong moral identity are less sensitive to the moral information
contained in self-serving leadership, thereby reducing their
intentions to engage in deviant behavior. This study examined
the influence of self-serving leadership on employees’ attitudes
and behaviors while considering cultural values. Future studies
could extend this approach to explore specific cultural values,
such as Confucianism, traditionalism, and collectivism.

Fourth, from the perspective of social identity, this study
analyzes the influence of self-serving leadership on employees’

deviant behaviors. It only proves the influence of individual
factors on employees’ deviant behaviors. However, work
environment factors also play an important role in influencing
employees’ behaviors (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Therefore,
future research can explore the influence of self-serving
leadership on employees deviant behaviors from work
environment factors, such as team ethical climate, team
cultural norms, and team trust, to ensure systematic and
comprehensive research.

CONCLUSION

From the perspective of organizational identification, our
research investigated the impact of self-serving leadership on
employees’ workplace deviance. The present study adopted
social identity theory to explore the impact of organizational
identification on self-serving leadership and interpersonal
deviance and organizational deviance. Through a longitudinal
questionnaire survey of 377 employees, we found that self-
serving leadership positively affects interpersonal deviance and
organizational deviance. Furthermore, employees’ organizational
identification make a mediating impact on this process.
Additionally, employee with low moral identity can exacerbate
the influence of self-serving leadership on interpersonal
deviance and organizational deviance and further strengthen
the mediating effect of organizational identification in the
relationship of self-serving leadership on interpersonal deviance
and organizational deviance. In conclusion, the empirical
results reveal that self-serving leadership can induce employees’
deviant behavior. It is worth mentioning that individuals
with strong moral identity can effectively resist the impact
of negative leadership. The results help to enrich both trait
and behavioral theories of leadership. With this research, we
hope to lay the groundwork for future studies that are relevant
to these topics.
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This study explored identity conflict dynamics in interpersonal interactions in
professionals facing ethically charged situations. Through semi-structured interviews
(N = 47), we conducted a qualitative study among doctors and nurses working
for the English National Healthcare Service and analyzed the data with grounded
theory approaches. Our findings reveal that identity conflict is triggered by three micro
processes, namely cognitive and emotional perspective taking, as well as identifying
with the other. In these processes, identity conflict is signaled by emotions and
recognized as a clash not only between identities and their values, but also within
one identity and its multiple values. Behavioral and psychological outcomes of identity
conflict involve seeking peer support, doing reflective practices and identity growth.
This article contributes to identity literature by providing a multilevel approach of
identity conflict dynamics able to account for both interpersonal and intrapsychic
processes, deeply hold values and emotions, as well as crucial behavioral and
psychological consequences.

Keywords: identity conflict dynamics, interpersonal and intrapersonal processes, behavioral and psychological
responses, emotions, identity values

INTRODUCTION

Due to the more complex and diverse nature of today’s society, professionals are increasingly asked
to juggle different identities at their workplaces (Wright et al., 2017). Even though these identities
guide people’s attitudes and behaviors, given their dynamic nature (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016),
enacting and managing multiple identities can be challenging (Ahuja et al., 2019). Consequently,
when identities are triggered simultaneously, but are incongruent, identity conflict may arise
(Brown, 2017).

Identity conflict is defined as a sense of discrepancy between the beliefs, norms and expectations
held by an individual (Horton et al., 2014). Studies have provided strong theoretical and empirical
bases for understanding the optimal strategies to solve identity conflict, ranging from identity
integration or assimilation to identity separation or compartmentalization, or even identity
annihilation (Kreiner et al., 2006; Petriglieri, 2011; Ramarajan and Reid, 2013). Research has also
explored boundary conditions that can ameliorate individuals’ perception of identity conflict.
For instance, Héliot et al. (2020) have identified psychological safety as a key factor in reducing
potential identity conflicts and therefore contributing to individuals’ wellbeing and effectiveness.
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Nonetheless, this research has generally overlooked the
unraveling of identity conflict dynamics in interpersonal
interactions (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016; Islam, 2020;
Ramarajan and Reid, 2020). Given the vital relational
component that is intrinsic in individuals’ identities to
provide meanings to the self (Brewer and Gardner, 1996),
understanding individuals’ perception of identity conflict in
such interactions becomes pivotal in order to elucidate identity
dynamics (Caza et al., 2018).

Yet, research on identity and identity conflict has mostly
focused on identities in their entirety, as ‘monolithic entities,
without doing a more profound exploration of the role played by
those deeply held values and associated emotions that constitute
identities and can initiate processes of identity conflict (Wright
et al, 2017; Ahuja et al, 2019). Values are the pillars from
which individuals define who they are and how they should
act (Schwartz, 2016). They are at the heart of many professions
and are strongly linked to emotions, since individuals who value
their identities, and the meanings associated with them, also
have an emotional investment and attachment to such values
and identities (Wright et al., 2017). Hence, since identities are
“value-soaked” (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016, p. 122), unpacking
the role that values and emotions play in identity conflict
dynamics becomes paramount to understanding individuals’
behaviors. Nevertheless, with just few notable exceptions (Croft
et al., 2015; Wright et al., 2017), scholars have not explored
identity conflict at a deeper cognitive and emotional level and
its link with individuals’ actions, or barely investigated how
individuals respond behaviorally when threatened by identity
conflict (Petriglieri, 2011; Ramarajan and Reid, 2013). Little is still
understood about how professionals navigate the tensions around
their values and emotions when experiencing identity conflict in
interpersonal interactions and the consequences of such conflict
on their behavior.

Thus, we set out to discern these dynamics within the
medical context through an inductive, qualitative study of
healthcare professionals working for the National Healthcare
Service (NHS) in England. We paid attention to how such
professionals perceive, and respond to, identity conflict and
moral struggles when interacting with their patients in ethically
charged situations'. In broad terms, our findings suggest that
professionals experience identity conflict as being triggered by
interpersonal micro processes that can activate latent, contrasting
values and emotions, and that they respond by actively seeking
support from peers or through reflective practices. Surprisingly,
in our results conflict is generally perceived as a positive
contribution to personal growth. This study thus unpacks the
deeper components of identity conflict and describes how
individuals engage in a series of interpersonal dynamics that can
shape individuals’ subsequent behaviors. We also suggest new
directions for identity and decision-making literatures, as well as
insights for professionals and organizations into how to reduce
individuals’ moral struggles.

'Examples of ethically charged situations are: resuscitation status, withholding and
withdrawing medical therapies, palliative care, coma, vegetative state, and brain
death.

More specifically, we make three key contributions. Firstly,
we extend current identity literature by considering rarely
studied contextual and interpersonal dynamics when exploring
intrapsychic identity conflict in professionals (Ashforth and
Schinoft, 2016; Ramarajan et al., 2017; Caza et al., 2018; Carminati
and Gao Héliot, 2021). This multilevel perspective (Islam, 2020;
Carminati and Gao Héliot, 2021) allows us to better explain,
and grasp, the equilibrium between the self and the surrounding
environment, especially when the latter may function as a trigger
of identity conflict. Secondly, we advance identity research by
unraveling how values, together with emotions, are linked to
identity dynamics and can influence the perception and responses
to identity conflict (Wright et al, 2017; Ahuja et al., 2019;
Hubhtala et al., 2020). Lastly, we extend pivotal theoretical studies
on identity conflict consequences (Petriglieri, 2011; Ramarajan
and Reid, 2013) by further identifying behavioral responses that
individuals may implement when experiencing identity conflict
in ethically charged circumstances, as well as novel psychological
consequences characterized by positive connotations.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. After
providing a brief review of the current identity approaches and
virtue ethics perspectives in relation to professionals and ethically
charged circumstances, we detail our data collection and analysis
methods, followed by the main results of our investigation.
Lastly, we discuss our findings and conclude the article by
highlighting its limitations, directions for future research and
practical implications.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Identity and Identity Conflict

Recent identity approaches have underlined that identity conflict
reflects a discrepancy between “values, beliefs, norms and
demands inherent in individual and group identities” (Horton
et al, 2014, p. 6) and emerges when individuals feel they
must give precedence to one set of meanings and behaviors
over another to satisfy particular identity-based expectations
(Ramarajan, 2014). Even though identity conflict is mostly
an intrapersonal experience (Ramarajan et al, 2017), identity
conflict dynamics do not happen in a vacuum and deserve
to be explored in more complex, real-world scenarios. Such a
real-world exploration will enhance our understanding of how
identities are dynamically co-constructed, revised and re-arrange
in relation to often neglected contextual triggers (Alvesson et al.,
2008; Caza et al., 2018; Ramarajan and Reid, 2020). Indeed, a vital
aspect of self-meanings are individuals’ relational identities or
individuals’ self-understanding in relation to others (Brewer and
Gardner, 1996; Sluss and Ashforth, 2007; Islam, 2020). Hence,
this article specifically focuses on how interpersonal interactions
can trigger intrapsychic identity conflicts, i.e., those conflicts that
unravel within individuals’ mind and self.

Values, Emotions and Behaviors

In such intrapsychic conflicts, values play a salient role. Values
have been defined as guiding principles, motivators and the
foundation of people’s attitudes and behaviors in organizations
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(Schwartz, 2016), especially in professionals. Professionals
possess unique knowledge and skills that can benefit and bring
value to society (Macdonald, 1995). Values, such as commitment,
fairness and altruism, go beyond self-interest, power and
privileges and represent the key moral drivers for professionals’
identities and actions (Wright et al., 2017; Huhtala et al., 2020).
Since professionals are subject to external demands and societal
expectations (Ramarajan and Reid, 2020), they rely on values -
and their associated actions-to create and express a sense of
being competent when enacting a specific work identity (Caza
et al., 2018). Still, as if identities were monolithic entities, scholars
have paid limited attention to investigating identity at a deeper
level and have missed the importance of values in influencing
professionals’ identity conflicts, behaviors and interactions at the
workplaces. This holds particularly true when considering that
the same values have the potential of being interpreted differently
(Wright et al., 2017), hence influencing identification processes
and creating a kaleidoscope of remarkably different outcomes.

To understand how values can impact these processes, we
integrated recent identity theory approaches and identity conflict
literature (Ramarajan, 2014; Ramarajan et al., 2017) with virtue-
based ethical approaches from the decision-making literature. In
these person-centered approaches, individuals’ behaviors reflect
the virtues guiding people’s choices of action and become
indicative of individuals’ moral character (Uhlmann and Zhu,
2014; Uhlmann et al., 2015). Indeed, building on the fact that
individuals’ moral behaviors are driven by universal values
representing ethical principles (Kohlberg, 1969), research on
ethical decision making has provided an alternative lens for
the vital role of values in individuals’ choices and in reflecting
those identities that individuals have prioritized in ethical
dilemma situations. Ethical dilemmas are defined as conflicts
between two possible moral imperatives, neither of which is
unambiguously preferable nor in which obeying one would result
in transgressing another (Kidder, 1995). Given this definition
and the fact that all values are fundamentally moral (Frankena,
1973), we associate identity conflict to ethical dilemmas and
adopt a value-oriented perspective on identity. Going beyond
course-grained conceptualization of identities, this perspective
helps us to extend our current knowledge of identity conflict
by unpacking intrapsychic identity dynamics and accounting
for nuances - e.g., in relation to emotions - that could be
otherwise lost without a filigree approach. Hence, by focusing
on the values constituting individuals’ multiple identities, virtue-
ethics approaches could help to address how individuals perceive
identity conflict and respond to it.

Devoting attention to the role of values in identity dynamics
also brings interest in the part played by emotions (Schwartz,
2016). Research has underlined that emotions are strictly
connected to professionals’ values because people who are
“committed to the values of an institution [profession] really
care and [...] have high cognitive and emotional investment
in the institution [professional] order” (Wright et al., 2017,
p- 204). Since professionals’ values are interlaced with others’
best interests, then whether an action is perceived as right or
wrong may generate morally inclined emotions (Haidt, 2003).
Recent studies have started exploring the constitutive power of

emotions in identity construction (Cascon-Pereira and Hallier,
2012; Croft et al., 2015; Ahuja et al., 2019) and there is growing
acknowledgment that emotions can affect the processes and
outcomes of identity work (Caza et al., 2018; Winkler, 2018).
However, little is still known about the role of emotions, especially
morally driven ones, in relation to values and identity conflict.

Similarly, scarce research has explored behavioral
consequences of identity conflict dynamics. Theoretical
framework and empirical studies have dedicated most of their
attention to the psychological outcomes of identity conflict
experiences (Ramarajan and Reid, 2013; Karelaia and Guillén,
2014; Carminati and Gao Héliot, 2021). As to what people
actually do and how they react in response to it has had less
investigating (Caza et al., 2018). Since individuals’ behaviors are
driven by their identities, values and emotions (Brown, 2017),
what people do can significantly reflect what happens in their
minds and is felt in their hearts. This is especially true when
people are struggling within themselves to be both professionally
effective and conscientiously moral at the same time (Bardon
et al., 2017; Huhtala et al., 2020). Hence, to understand
individuals’ behavior in a specific situation, it is important to
trace back and link the action to individuals’ values and emotions,
and thus explore the identity conflict-behavior relationship.

To sum up, the overarching goal of our study is to investigate
interpersonal and intrapsychic dynamics of identity conflict,
as well as to understand its consequences on professionals’
behaviors. We aim to achieve this by developing initial answers
to the following research questions: (i) How is identity conflict
perceived in interpersonal interactions and experienced at a
deeper level in ethically charged situations?; and (ii) What are
the potential behavioral responses to identity conflict in ethically
charged situations?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Design

We conducted an inductive, qualitative study using grounded
theory approaches (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) for two reasons:
(i) grounded theory approaches are often opted for when
the researchers’ focus is on human behavior patterns and
key participants’ actions, as well as contextual and processual
elements surrounding the experience under examination
(Suddaby, 2006); (ii) since their purpose is to develop theoretical
insights into how individuals understand and make sense
of reality subjectively, they are appropriate for studying a
deeply subjective phenomenon like identity conflict (Suddaby,
2006). Through an interpretive discursive lens (Miles and
Huberman, 1994), our purpose was to produce a rich account
of, and explore, participants’ voices, as well as interpret and
give meaning to their narratives in order to extend current
theories from the spontaneous emergence of novel themes
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990).

Justification of Sampling and Context
We investigated how healthcare professionals, namely doctors
and nurses, working for the English NHS perceive and react to
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identity conflict and moral struggles in interpersonal interactions
when facing ethically charged situations. Although doctors and
nurses have specific and different medical identities that are
associated with their medical training and education, they also
share a common medical identity related to their belonging to
the healthcare workforce. This healthcare population has both
unique and generalizable characteristics, making it a peculiar one
to study.

Healthcare professionals are not only considered as working
in a prototypical profession (Strauss, 1975; Pratt et al., 2006), but
are also constantly involved in interactions with patients since the
doctor/nurse-patient relationship is a core element of the ethical
and professional principles they abide by Diamond-Brown
(2016). Indeed, whilst doctors and nurses’ professional identity is
grounded in a codified system of values and principles by which
they should abide as part of their profession (Ruitenberg, 2016),
the application of these principles is not always straightforward,
especially when dealing with patients’ lives (Birchley, 2012).
Consequently, their personal and professional values, together
with their emotions (e.g., empathy, compassion, etc.), are
often heavily questioned during the daily clinical and medical
activities, leading to moral impasses and ethical dilemmas
(Borgstrom et al, 2010; Genuis and Lipp, 2013; Kélvemark
et al., 2004). Therefore, compared to broader workforces,
healthcare professionals involved in ethically charged situations
face stronger ethical identity conflict, because of the sensitive and
moral nature of their job (Borgstrom et al., 2010).

However, contributing to making identity conflict dynamics
more generalizable (Eisenhardt, 1989), like many other
professionals (e.g., lawyers or politicians), doctors and nurses’
work is in the eye of the public, which can accentuate the
intensity of their identity conflict even more (Kreiner et al.,
2006), especially in ethically charged situations. They also
engage in various extra activities, ranging from managing
hospital resources, treatments costs and making decisions about
quality of life (Genuis and Lipp, 2013), which may further put
pressure on them. Additionally, as in other professions, in the
healthcare profession there are multiple layers of specialization,
differentiation and qualification levels. Therefore, we made
sure that our sample was remarkably diversified to reflect the
complexity of this professional world. We purposively selected 12
hospitals for their characteristics, such as the services provided
(e.g., palliative care, oncology, gynecology, and intensive care),
size (small, medium and large hospitals providing the services
we were interested in), personnel (e.g., junior and senior
consultants, specialist nurses, matrons, and senior nurses)
and location (to cover the breadth of the National Healthcare
Service within England). These characteristics help to add both
in-depth descriptions and generalizability. Hence, doctors and
nurses represent an exemplary profession that can significantly
experience identity conflict between their professional and
personal values at the workplace, especially in ethically charged
situations.

These situations have become increasingly frequent and
challenging in today’s society. They represent one of the most
common circumstances preceding death in Western countries
(Rietjens et al., 2012) and more than 50% of European and

American doctors perceived ethical struggles in these situations
(Hurst et al., 2005, 2007). Hence, ethically charged circumstances
can exacerbate the dynamics of identity conflict making them
more observable. These characteristics make ethically charged
situations suitable for representing an extreme and unique
context (Eisenhardt, 1989). Indeed, changes in social mores over
the 20th Century have given rise to uncertainty and created
room for subjective interpretations of the course of actions in
ethical collision situations (Genuis and Lipp, 2013). Although
some constitutive principles of medical ethics exist to guide
healthcare professionals in their duties, responsibilities and
conduct (Birchley, 2012), as to how healthcare professionals
should act to avoid moral impasses is a delicate matter
(Borgstrom et al., 2010; Ruitenberg, 2016).

As exemplified by the COVID-19 pandemic, ethically charged
situations can make doctors and nurses’ professional identities
and values quiver (Segers, 2020; Chirico et al., 2021). Horton
et al. (2014) have noted that change events can be key
triggers of identity conflict since they may invoke multiple
identities with different values and role-based expectations.
Similarly, we focused on ethically charged situations since in
these circumstances healthcare professionals call upon their
multiple but potentially contrasting personal and professional
values, regarding for instance what constitutes quality of life or
human dignity, and which emotions to display in each situation
(Ruitenberg, 2016). The emerging identity conflict can impact
healthcare professionals’ psychological outcomes (Genuis and
Lipp, 2013) and decision making (Hurst et al., 2005), as well as
patient care and the quality of the healthcare system (Kilvemark
et al., 2004). Consequently, ethically charged are possibly
the most complex circumstances that healthcare professionals
may encounter. Nonetheless, to pursue the correct action, an
identity conflict of moral nature must be faced and resolved.
Hence, ethically charged situations will enable more transparent
observations of healthcare professionals’ perception of, and
responses to, identity conflict (Eisenhardt, 1989). Therefore, our
sample and context offered a unique opportunity to explore both
how identity conflict is perceived in interpersonal interactions
and behavioral responses to identity conflict in ethically charged
situations.

Research Instruments

We interviewed a total of 50 healthcare professionals (21 doctors,
11 = Fand 10 = M, and 29 nurses, 25 = F and 4 = M) during the
period March-June 2018. The first 3 interviews were conducted as
a pilot and helped the first author to refine the interview protocol
for the other 47 main in-depth interviews. Ethical approval
to conduct the research was obtained from the University
Ethics Committee and the Health Research Authority, and data
were safely stored on the University computer, protected by a
password. The interviews were semi-structured and conducted
face to face (N = 43) or via video conferencing (N = 4) by
the first author at the participants’ workplaces. We chose semi-
structured interviews since they were deemed appropriate to
probe more deeply into identity conflict perception and they
are particularly effective at uncovering people’s sense of self
and identity (Miles and Huberman, 1994). They were audio
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recorded and transcribed verbatim, concealing the participants’
identity and personal information. Names used in this article
are pseudo names. The interviews, on average 60 min in length,
followed a standard set of 20 questions (see Supplementary
Appendix A for a selection of the interview protocol) to facilitate
the identification and comparison across the emerging themes
(Miles and Huberman, 1994) and were formulated following
organizational and medical studies on the topic (Hurst et al,
2005; Kreiner et al., 2006).

The doctors and nurses were asked about: (a) the motivation
behind their decision to become a doctor or a nurse in
their specialty; (b) the various professional and personal values
associated with their multiple identities and roles; (c) their
perception of a personal struggle, conflict or ethical dilemma they
experienced in their clinical practice; (d) the reasons why they
deemed struggle/dilemma to be particularly important to them
and the role played by the multiple identity values they associated
with; (e) their views regarding Baby Charlie’s case, a recent and
dramatic ethical dilemma in the United Kingdom involving an
infant with a genetic and degenerative disease; and (f) what they
did when experiencing their conflict at work.

Data Analysis

We analyzed the data iteratively, going back and forth between
our data, and an emerging structure of themes and theoretical
arguments (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Miles and Huberman,
1994). This process entailed a constant comparison and recoding
of previously coded texts with new coded sentences, as well
as looking for further evidence in our data any time a new
conceptual category emerged. Hence, it involved discarding some
schemes, collapsing similar codes, and varying others. During
this phase, we had regular and long discussions regarding our
interpretations and structure of the data and codes. We relied
strictly on the language used by the participants to frame
issues and concepts in our findings to maintain a connection
with the raw data. We also read up on a broad range of
topics, from identity values to emotions, and from ethical
decision making to interpersonal dynamics, to understand in a
mutual process how existing research could help us refine our
emerging insights from the data, and how these insights could,
in turn, contribute to the existing literature. After coding 38
interviews we found no additional new codes in the remaining
9 transcripts. The absence of new codes gave us confidence
that we had reached saturation, the point at which further data
would yield redundant responses and confirm existing insights
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990).

We also conducted case-comparisons of codes between
doctors and nurses to understand whether and how these
two professions varied systematically in their perception of
identity conflict. Overall, our exploration of the cases revealed
more similarities than differences in terms of their experience
of ethical struggles. This may be due to the fact that the
interviewed nurses had great autonomy and independence in
their decision-making capacity. It is also worth noting that all
the participants experienced identity conflict in terms of clashing
values and emotions. However, our analysis also revealed some
variations in the behavioral responses associated with identity

conflict: whilst both doctors and nurses tended to rely equally
on their peers for advice and support, nurses were the ones
that engaged the most in reflective practices. Nonetheless, all
the healthcare professionals moved through the same processes
of identification with the other (i.e., the patient) in terms of
triggers of identity conflict. Therefore, we built a new framework
based on healthcare professionals commonalities in identity
conflict dynamics.

Regarding our first research question, i.e., how identity conflict
is perceived in interpersonal interactions and experienced at
a deeper level in ethically charged situations, we established
second-order themes that captured both the intrapersonal
perception of identity conflict and the interpersonal dynamics
leading to such conflict perception. Concerning our second
research question, i.e., what are individuals’ behavioral responses
to identity conflict in ethically charged situations, we included
first-order themes, namely ‘seeking support from peers and
through reflective practices; ‘stop/change in career; as well
as an interesting second-order theme related to the positive
psychological consequences of facing identity conflict in the long
term. Figure 1 summarizes our data analysis and the themes that
emerged. The NVivoll software program was used to organize
the data and for the analysis.

FINDINGS

We present our findings in relation to each research question.
To gain maximum parsimony, we interlace both the first
order and second order findings throughout this section to
provide a well-grounded structure and an in-depth description
of our data. Supplementary Appendix B Tables 1, 2 provide
further illustrative quotes and how they relate to the first-order
themes. We begin by presenting the findings related to the first
research question.

Healthcare Professionals’ Perception of
Identity Conflict

Two key themes were developed for our first research question
from the participants’ dialog about their perception of identity
conflict in the workplace, namely ‘Interpersonal triggers of
identity conflict’ and ‘Intrapersonal signals of identity conflict.’
The first theme illustrates the three interpersonal processes
responsible for instigating identity conflict in the participants.
The second theme unpacks the cognitive and emotional
recognitions able to alert the healthcare professionals that an
inner identity conflict was about to happen.

Interpersonal Triggers of Identity Conflict

All the participants spoke passionately about the numerous
values — sometimes also referred to as “attributes” or “principles”
in the medical literature (Halligan, 2008; Abbasinia et al., 2020;
Birchley, 2021) - driving and supporting their professions, from
pursuing ‘patient best interest’ to ‘being their advocate’ and
‘establishing a connection with them.” Since it was crucial for
them to respect these values as they were associated with the
interactional dynamics that constitute their professional-patient
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