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A B S T R A C T   

In this multi-study paper, we integrate Social Exchange Theory and the discretionary workplace behavior 
literature. Specifically, we posit that by breaching their psychological contract (PC) obligations, organizations 
may trigger negative reciprocity, which in turn may increase deviant behavior. Moreover, we posit that by 
fulfilling their legitimately PC obligations, organizations may trigger positive reciprocity, which in turn may 
increase unethical pro-organizational behavior. Across two studies (3-wave field study with traditional breach 
measure and 2-wave field study with expanded breach measure and polynomial regression), we found repeated 
evidence for our hypotheses. Specifically, we found that PC breach (Study 1) and PC under-fulfillment (Study 2) 
are positively related to the enactment of organizational deviance via negative reciprocity. Furthermore, we 
found that PC fulfillment (Study 1) and high absolute levels of PC fulfillment (Study 2) are positively related to 
unethical pro-organizational behavior via positive reciprocity. Implications for theory and practice are discussed.   

In the past decade, we have been overwhelmed with a barrage of 
reports regarding unethical and scandalous behavior in many sectors 
and layers of society. Think about the Boeing employees who knew—but 
chose to lie to members of Congress—about the technical difficulties of 
the 737 Max, or attorney Michael Avenatti who is facing a 36-count 
federal indictment for allegations of having stolen millions from his 
clients, or Volkswagen officials who tried to cover up the fact that they 
had intentionally programmed their turbocharged direct injection diesel 
engines to activate their emission controls only during laboratory 
emissions testing. These scandals indicate that unethical acts are 
omnipresent in organizations, even when (groups of) individuals had the 
option to engage in more ethical behavior such as speaking up or telling 
the truth. Research has indeed demonstrated the pervasiveness of un
ethical behavior in the workplace by demonstrating that 75 % to 95 % of 
all employees steal from their employer at least once (Case, 2000; Coffin, 
2003), that the financial costs associated with workplace theft cost or
ganizations between $10 and $120 billion annually (Bennett et al., 
2019; Bourke, 1994; Coffin, 2003), and that 19 % of employees admitted 

to lying to employees, customers, vendors, or the public (Gurchiek, 
2006). Moreover, these unethical behaviors might carry additional 
hidden human costs such as reduced employee morale, well-being, and 
performance (Robinson & Greenberg, 1998). Understandably, these 
economical and hidden human capital costs are a major concern to or
ganizations (Bennett et al., 2019) and a critically important question 
quickly arises: “Why do employees engage in unethical behavior in the 
workplace?“. 

In an attempt to answer this question, the literature has primarily 
focused on contextual drivers (e.g., ethical leadership, organizational 
culture, ethical climate, codes of conduct) and a long list of individual 
level factors (e.g., negative personality traits, moral identity, cognitive 
moral development, empathy and anger) to understand why employees 
engage in unethical behavior. Despite the importance of these studies, 
Kish-Gephart and colleagues’ meta-analysis (2010) revealed that these 
studies generally present very small effects and leave much of the 
variance in enactment of different types of unethical behavior unex
plained. One major way forward would be to further nuance the subtle, 
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yet theoretically and practically important differences between different 
types of unethical behavior. As is evident from the examples provided in 
the introduction, some of these unethical acts are self-focused and hence 
offer direct benefits to the individual committing the behavior (e.g., 
Michael Avenatti who allegedly stole millions from his clients). In 
contrast, other unethical acts are other-focused and directly benefiting 
the organization on whose behalf the individual is committing the un
ethical act (e.g., choosing to lie to members of Congress about the 
technical difficulties of the 737 Max; benefiting Boeing). While the 
literature has predominantly employed a self-focused view on unethical 
behavior, the other-focused view warrants more research attention. By 
differentiating these types of unethical behavior in the workplace, we 
might be able to provide a more nuanced and theoretically sound 
response to the above posed research question; a call to action which 
was also made by Mackey et al. (2021) in their recent meta-analysis of 
different deviance concepts. 

In this paper, we therefore propose that Social Exchange Theory 
(Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 1960; Cropanzano et al., 2017), operationalized 
through Psychological Contract Theory (PC; Rousseau et al., 2018) may 
offer an important additional, and more nuanced, explanation as to why 
employees engage in unethical behavior in the workplace. We focus on 
two specific types of unethical behavior. First, we focus on organizational 
deviance (OD)—defined as behavior that violates significant organiza
tional norms and in doing so threatens the well-being of an organization 
(Bennett & Robinson, 2003): a self-focused view on unethical behavior. 
Second, we focus on unethical pro-organizational behavior (UPB)— 
defined as behavior intended to promote the effective functioning of the 
organization and in doing so violate core societal values, mores, laws, or 
standards of proper conduct (Umphress & Bingham, 2011; Umphress 
et al., 2020): an other-focused view on unethical behavior. 

When drawing on Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 
1960) and PC Theory (Rousseau et al., 2018), we know that employees 
who perceive a negative discrepancy between what their organization is 
obligated to provide versus what it actually delivered—labelled PC 
breach—will be more likely to engage in OD (e.g., Bordia et al., 2008; 
Jensen et al., 2010; Restubog et al., 2015) via negative reciprocity 
(Gouldner, 1960; Morrison & Robinson, 1997). In contrast, when em
ployees perceive that their organization fulfills their PC, they will be 
more likely to engage in UPB as a way to “repay” their organization for 
the fair treatment they received (e.g., Turnley et al., 2003; Conway et al., 
2011) via positive reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960; Morrison & Robinson, 
1997). Our 2-study paper thus holds the potential to expand our 
knowledge regarding the underlying psychological processes through 
which different PC states may result in different types of unethical 
behavior (OD or UPB). In Study 1 we will focus on the mediating role of 
positive and negative reciprocity norms in the relationship between 
breach/fulfillment and OD and UPB. After establishing the mediating 
role of positive and negative reciprocity, we conducted Study 2 to look 
into how the different PC fulfillment states (i.e., under-, over-, and ab
solute levels of fulfillment) are related to OD and UPB using polynomial 
regression and response surface analysis. Moreover, despite not being 
the main objective of Study 2, we also focused on the mediating role of 
reciprocity norms by means of the block variable approach (i.e., all 
polynomial terms are treated as a block variable as per the advice of 
Edwards & Cable, 2009; Zhang et al., 2012). In doing so, we extend the 
traditional focus on hostile and self-focused views of unethical behavior 
(OD) in relation to negative deviations by also including other-focused 
views of unethical behavior (UPB) in relation to the “dark side” of PC 
fulfillment or high absolute levels of PC fulfillment. 

1. Theoretical background 

1.1. Psychological contract Theory and the role of reciprocity 

A PC captures an employee’s mental model of the exchange agree
ment between him/herself and the organization (Rousseau, 2001). 

Traditionally, employees hold a PC with their organization when they 
believe that their organization is obligated to provide certain trans
actional inducements (e.g., competitive salary and benefits)—described 
as being materialistic, tangible, specific, static, short-term in nature, and 
including minimal emotional investment—and relational inducements 
(e.g., fair treatment)—described as intangible, subjective, flexible, long- 
lasting, and requiring significant emotional investment—in return for 
their contributions (e.g., excellent performance, loyalty). An established 
PC is characterized by sustained ongoing exchanges that necessitate 
minimal cognitive effort (Rousseau, 1995; Rousseau et al., 2018) until 
an anomalous situation activates an individual’s mental model of their 
PC (Rousseau et al., 2018). Indeed, it is one thing to hold a highly valued 
PC in which both parties have high mutual obligations toward one 
another, it is an entirely different, and arguably more important, issue 
whether one’s employer actually fulfills those obligations. 

Perhaps the most studied PC states are those of breach and fulfill
ment. PC breach is defined as occasions where employees believe that 
their organization has failed to fulfil its obligations, whereas PC fulfill
ment is defined as occasions where employees believe that their orga
nization has fulfilled its obligations as per previously made agreements 
(Morrison & Robinson, 1997). Traditionally, these PC states are seen as 
one of the main drivers of affective, attitudinal, and behavioral change 
in the workplace. PC breach has for example been found to be associated 
with lower levels of job satisfaction, trust, OCB, in-role performance and 
organizational commitment and increased turnover intentions, whereas 
PC fulfillment is associated with positive outcomes (for a meta-analysis 
see Zhao et al., 2007; for a recent review see Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2019). 

These affective, cognitive, and behavioral changes following per
ceptions of PC breach or fulfillment are traditionally premised upon 
Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano et al., 2017), which 
states that the quality of an exchange relationship between two parties 
develops through the exchange of resources as per the norm of reci
procity (Gouldner, 1960). In general, reciprocity encompasses quid pro 
quo behaviors. Accordingly, if one party (e.g., the employer) provides 
beneficial treatment, the other party (e.g., the employee) feels obligated 
to reciprocate by providing beneficial treatment in return. Although 
reciprocating beneficial treatment is voluntary and one may choose not 
to reciprocate, those who fail to reciprocate may incur penalties (e.g., 
reduced trust and future beneficial treatment), whereas those who 
reciprocate engage in a self-perpetuating positive and beneficial ex
change relationship (see Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cropanzano & 
Mitchell, 2005; Blau, 1964). The reciprocity norms underlying this ex
change come in two forms: positive and negative. The positive norm of 
reciprocity promotes stability in relationships through considerate, 
valued, and balanced exchanges. Favorable treatment by one’s organi
zation (e.g., PC fulfillment) generates favorable employee treatment 
(Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Gouldner, 
1960). In contrast, the negative norm of reciprocity proposes that when 
employees believe that they are on the receiving end of unfavorable 
treatment (e.g., PC breach), they will feel the desire to “return injuries” 
rather than “benefits” to the other party (Cropanzano et al., 2017; 
Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Gouldner, 1960, p. 172). 

1.2. Differentiating discretionary workplace behavior: Unethical versus 
ethical and harming versus helping 

The discretionary workplace behavior literature recognizes that 
discretionary behavior in the workplace can be differentiated along the 
ethical versus unethical and the counterproductive (harming) versus pro
ductive (helping) dimensions to generate important differences between 
OD and UPB (Mackey et al., 2021). OD can take many forms, ranging 
from minor (e.g., taking unauthorized breaks, arriving late at work, 
unauthorized Internet surfing) to serious (e.g., theft, sabotage, 
damaging the company’s property) acts. These deviant behaviors are 
commonly described as unethical and antisocial behavior undertaken by 
employees with the objective to inflict harm upon the organization 
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(Bennett & Robinson, 2003). UPB may include acts of commission (e.g., 
lying, adding misleading or false information, cheating) and acts of 
omission (e.g., destroying, removing or withholding information, 
covering up scandals) that are considered unethical in the sense that 
they violate standards of ethical behavior, judged in terms of justice, 
law, or widely held social norms (Umphress & Bingham, 2011; 
Umphress et al., 2020). Although unethical, this type of behavior is 
considered pro-organizational because employees engage in it with a 
desire to help, having their organization’s best interest in mind. How
ever, it is not part of one’s formal job descriptions nor is it ordered by an 
organizational agent (Gurchiek, 2006; Vardi & Weitz, 2004). There are a 
few important notes to be made with regards to this definition. First, 
enactment of unethical behavior without the specific intention to benefit 
the organization (e.g., errors, mistakes, or unconscious negligence) does 
not constitute UPB. Second, the final result of UPB may deviate from 
employees’ intentions to protect their organization and ultimately pro
duce unbeneficial and destructive outcomes (e.g., lying about technical 
difficulties to protect Boeing may have heightened suspicion and ulti
mately prompted a worldwide grounding of all 737 Max airplanes in 
2019). Third, the anticipated negative consequence of UPB for entities 
other than the organization can outweigh the desired beneficial conse
quence for the organization (e.g., two fatal crashes with a Boeing 737 
Max resulted in 346 deaths). A wealth of research has demonstrated, 
through a series of confirmatory factor analyses, that UPB is conceptu
ally different from other types of unethical behavior such as interper
sonal deviance and OD (Umphress et al., 2010), illegal corporate 
behavior (Baucus & Baucus, 1997), organizational misbehavior (Vardi & 
Weitz, 2004), positive deviance (Warren, 2003), and pro-social rule- 
breaking (Morrison, 2006). 

2. Hypotheses study 1 

2.1. The role of reciprocity in the relationship between psychological 
contract breach/fulfillment and deviance/unethical pro-organizational 
behavior 

Given the prevalence and high economical and human capital costs 
associated with OD (e.g., Bennett et al., 2019; Bourke, 1994; Coffin, 
2003), researchers have mainly focused on identifying its antecedents. 
Among the most important and preventable antecedents of OD are 
employee reactions to unfavorable organizational experiences (Bennett 
& Robinson, 2003). Bennett and Robinson (2003) were effectively 
describing PC Breach by referencing Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 
1964; Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) and the 
norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960). Moreover, Mitchell and Ambrose 
(2007) have argued extensively that social exchange perceptions may 
explain why employees engage in different types of unethical behavior 
in the workplace. 

According to these frameworks, employees will repay their organi
zation by downwardly adjusting their behaviors when receiving unfa
vorable treatment from their organization. That is, employees are likely 
more inclined to engage in OD when they perceive PC breach compared 
to a situation in which their PC is fulfilled. Indeed, several studies found 
a positive relationship between perceptions of PC breach and different 
types of OD such as neglect of in-role performance (Costa & Neves, 2017; 
Zagenczyk et al., 2015), anti-citizenship behavior (Kickul, 2001), 
customer-directed deviance (Gong & Wang, 2022), absenteeism (Deery 
et al., 2006), workplace deviance (e.g., Balogun et al., 2018; Bordia 
et al., 2008; Restubog et al., 2007, 2015), and abuse, production devi
ance, theft, and withdrawal (Jensen et al., 2010). The desire to retaliate 
in the aftermath of unfavorable treatment plays an important role in our 
conceptualization of the relationship between PC breach and OD. The 
principle of retaliation is a common theme in OD research (Bennett & 
Robinson, 2003) and forms the crux of the negative norm of reciprocity 
(Gouldner, 1960). Specifically, Gouldner (1960, p.172) stated that when 
employees believe to be on the receiving end of unfavorable treatment 

(PC breach), they feel the desire to “return injuries” rather than “return 
benefits” to the other party. When employees perceive PC breach, they 
are more likely to endorse a negative norm of reciprocity, which in turn 
may trigger retribution by means of OD (e.g., Balogun et al., 2018; 
Bordia et al., 2008; Costa & Neves, 2017; Deery et al., 2006; Gong & 
Wang, 2022; Jensen et al., 2010; Kickul, 2001; Restubog et al., 2007; 
Restubog et al., 2015; Zagenczyk et al., 2015). Two reviews of the 
literature (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) 
support the notion that negative reciprocity mediates the relationship 
between unfavorable organizational treatment and OD. We thus 
hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 1. Negative reciprocity will mediate the positive relationship 
between perceptions of PC breach and enactment of OD. 

Although generally assumed to elicit only favorable and ethical 
behavior (see Blau, 1964; Conway & Briner, 2005; Gouldner 1960), we 
propose that positive social exchange relationships characterized by PC 
fulfillment may also encourage enactment of UPB, suggesting that em
ployees may do “bad things for good reasons.” Generally speaking, ex
change imbalances are resolved in a quid pro quo fashion: positive 
treatment from the organization (e.g., PC fulfillment) is recip
rocated—through the positive reciprocity norm (Gouldner, 1960)—with 
positive attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Wayne et al., 1997). In other 
words, when employees perceive that their PC is fulfilled compared to 
breached, they are likely to be more inclined to engage in behaviors that 
may benefit the organization (see Turnley et al., 2003; Conway et al., 
2011) such as UPB. The positive norm of reciprocity dictates that 
favorable treatment by one party generates favorable treatment by the 
receiving party (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; 
Gouldner, 1960). In other words, employees who perceive PC fulfillment 
are more likely to endorse a positive norm of reciprocity, which in turn 
prompts them to act in ways intended to help their organization and 
further consolidate their positive exchange relationship (e.g., enhanced 
cooperative behavior: Perugini et al., 2003; citizenship behavior: Griep 
& Vantilborgh, 2018; work effort and performance: Orpen, 1994). While 
the literature has traditionally focused on extra-role behaviors, our re
view of the discretionary workplace behavior literature has demon
strated that PC fulfillment may also trigger UPB because this type of 
discretionary behavior has an underlying intention to help the organi
zation (Umphress & Bingham, 2011; Umphress et al., 2020). Similar 
arguments have been made in the field of organizational support where 
Wang et al (2021) found that employees who perceive high levels of 
organizational support are more likely to engage in UPB through feel
ings of indebtedness to the organization (i.e., positive reciprocity 
norms). We thus argue that employees who perceive PC fulfillment, are 
more likely to engage in UPB and that this relationship is mediated by 
positive reciprocity. We thus hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 2. Positive reciprocity will mediate the positive relationship 
between perceptions of PC fulfillment and enactment of UPB. 

3. Method study 1 

3.1. Participants 

We approached managers in the service industry, with whom the 
authors already had a pre-existing relationship, to gage their interest in 
participating in our 3-wave study. Managers who indicated that their 
organization was interested in participating in our study were requested 
to forward a personal email to their employees with the request to take 
part in our study. In doing so, we reached 435 Canadian employees 
working in the service industry, of whom 322 completed the first wave 
(response rate = 74.02 %), 272 completed the second wave (response 
rate = 62.53 %), and 250 completed the third wave (response rate =
57.47 %). Respondents were on average 42.09 years old (SD = 11.79), 
45.00 % were female, 41.40 % had obtained a university degree, 82.10 
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% had a permanent full-time contract, and their mean company tenure 
was 10.86 years (SD = 6.22). 

We conducted a power simulation to determine sample size. In this 
simulation, PC breach predicts positive and negative reciprocity norms, 
which in turn predicts OD and UPB. Furthermore, our simulations 
explicitly estimated two indirect effects, where PC breach indirectly 
predicted OD and OB via the reciprocity norms. We assumed (1) that the 
standard error of each beta was 0.1, (2) each variable had a unique 
variance of 1, (3) an alpha of 0.05, and (4) that both indirect effects had 
to reach statistical significance. We varied both the sample size and ef
fect size (standardized beta) of each predictor. We computed the 
observed power for each combination by running 5000 iterations for 
each combination (see Fig. 1). This analysis suggests that a sample size 
of 250 participants was sufficient to have an 80 % power to detect an 
effect of β ≥ 0.325. 

3.2. Procedure and Materials 

We used a longitudinal design with three measurement points (T1, 
T2, and T3), each separated by one month. Although to date there are no 
theoretical guidelines on optimal time lags in PC research (Griep et al., 
2019), the use of a time-lag of one month is sufficiently long to eliminate 
recollection and anchoring biases (Taylor et al., 2009), yet short enough 
to ensure that respondents’ perceptions of what they got promised 
remained relatively stable over a period of one week up to four months 
(Bakker & Bal, 2010; Dormann & Griffin, 2015; Ng et al., 2014). An 
important benefit of having this repeated measurement design is to 
reduce risks potentially owing to common-method bias (Podsakoff et al., 
2012) because it allows us to estimate the effect of, for example, PC 
breach at T1 on enactment of UPB and OD at T3 via reciprocity norms at 
T2 rather than focusing on the synchronous relationships at the same 
point in time. A final advantage of this research design pertains to the 
inclusion of auto-regressive effects; by including this effect, we can 
model actual change in a variable over time which boosts our confidence 
that a significant association is due to the independent variable pre
dicting a significant proportion of the variance in the dependent variable 
rather than to the self-sustaining nature of the dependent variable over 
time. Respondents received a personal email containing a link to an 
online survey. We asked respondents to complete the survey within five 
business days. We treated the data as missing when respondents failed to 
(timely) complete the survey. Upon completion of the study, a research 
assistant removed all email addresses (required to connect the different 
waves of data collection) from the file. 

Perceptions of PC breach were measured with the 5-items by Robinson 
and Morrison (2000) rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 
“strongly disagree” to (5) “strongly agree”. An example item is “I have 
not received everything promised to me in exchange for my contribu
tions” (αT1 = 0.92). 

Reciprocity norms were measured with 10 items for the positive norm 
of reciprocity and 14 items for the negative norm of reciprocity by 
Eisenberger et al. (2004) rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 

“strongly disagree” to (7) “strongly agree”. An example item of positive 
reciprocity is “I always repay my organization when it has done me a 
favor” (αT1 = 0.90; αT2 = 0.91), and an example item of negative reci
procity is “If my organization treats me badly, I feel I should treat it even 
worse” (αT1 = 0.93; αT2 = 0.94). 

OD was measured with 12-items by Bennett and Robinson (2000) 
rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “never” to (7) “daily”. An 
example item is: “I took an additional or longer break than is acceptable 
at my workplace” (αT2 = 0.94; αT3 = 0.93). 

UPB was measured with 7-items by Liu and Qiu (2015), rated on a 7- 
point Likert scale ranging from (1) “never” to (7) “daily”. An example 
item is: “I withheld negative information about my company or its 
products from customers and clients because it benefits my organiza
tion” (αT2 = 0.92; αT3 = 0.94). 

3.3. Analytic Strategy 

To investigate our hypotheses, we estimated a mediation model in 
Mplus version 8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). The mediation effects 
were tested using the product-of-coefficients approach and their signif
icance was scrutinized by means of 10,000 bootstrap samples 95 % bias- 
corrected confidence intervals (CIs); hereafter simply referred to as 95 % 
CI. Specifically, we multiplied the regression coefficients linking per
ceptions of PC breach at T1 to reciprocity norms at T2 with the regres
sion coefficients linking reciprocity norms at T2 to OD and UPB at T3. In 
order to model change in each variable over time, we included auto- 
regressive effects. Finally, because a large body of work has found a 
strong positive relationship between trait negative affectivity and 
negative behavioral outcomes, we also measured trait negative affec
tivity at T1 with the 10-item Positive and Negative Affect Schedule 
(PANAS) by Watson et al. (1988) rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from (1) “very slightly or not at all” to (7) “extremely” (α = 0.93). In line 
with best practice recommendations by, among others, Becker and col
leagues (2016) we compared and contrasted a model in which we 
included trait negative affectivity as a control variable with a model in 
which we did not include trait negative affectivity as a control. 

4. Results study 1 

4.1. Measurement Model 

We tested whether perceptions of PC breach at T1, reciprocity norms 
at T2, OD and UPB at T3, and trait negative affectivity at T1 can be 
empirically distinguished from each other. We used Hu and Bentler’s 
(1995) conventional standards to assess model fit: Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation (0.05 < RMSEA ≤ 0.08: reasonable fit; 0 ≤
RMSEA ≤ 0.05: close fit), Standardized Root Mean Square Residual 
(0.05 < SRMR ≤ 0.08: reasonable fit; 0 ≤ SRMR ≤ 0.05: close fit), the 
Comparative Fit Index (0.90 ≤ CFI < 0.95: good fit; 0.95 ≤ CFI ≤ 1.00: 
excellent fit), and the Tucker-Lewis Index (0.90 ≤ TLI < 0.95: good fit; 
0.95 ≤ TLI ≤ 1.00: excellent fit). Our results showed that the 

Fig. 1. Power simulation to determine sample size.  
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hypothesized model (Model 1), in which each construct loaded onto a 
separate latent factor, had a reasonable to good fit, χ2 (1413) = 2385.72, 
p <.001, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.07. We 
compared this 6-factor structure to an alternative 5-factor structure 
(combined OD and UPB into one latent variable; Model 2), another 
alternative 5-factor structure (combined positive and negative reci
procity norms into one latent variable; Model 3), an alternative 4-factor 
structure (combined OD and UPB into one latent variable and combined 
positive and negative reciprocity norms into one latent variable; Model 
4), and an alternative 1-factor structure (combined all variables into a 
single latent variable; Model 5). We found that Model 1 fit the data 
significantly better than Model 2 [Δ χ2 (5) = 449.20, p <.001 (χ2 
(1418) = 2834.92, CFI = 0.85, TLI = 0.83, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR =
0.10)], Model 3 [Δ χ2 (5) = 1339.49, p <.001 (χ2 (1418) = 3725.21, CFI 
= 0.75, TLI = 0.73, RMSEA = 0.09, SRMR = 0.22], Model 4 [Δ χ2 (9) =
1776.80, p <.001 (χ2 (1422) = 4162.52, CFI = 0.70, TLI = 0.68, RMSEA 
= 0.10, SRMR = 0.23)], and Model 5 [Δ χ2 (15) = 2762.81, p <.001 (χ2 
(1428) = 5148.53, CFI = 0.60, TLI = 0.57, RMSEA = 0.11, SRMR =
0.14)]. 

4.2. Invariance Testing 

To examine the measurement invariance for the above described 
theoretical CFA model (without the inclusion of trait negative affectivity 
because this trait was only measured at T1) across our three waves of 
data collection, we conducted a multi-group confirmatory factor anal
ysis in which we examined a series of models, which successively 
imposed more constraints: (1) configural equivalence (same factor 
structure across waves), (2) metric equivalence (factor loadings con
strained to be equal across waves), and (3) scalar equivalence (item 
intercepts constrained to be equal across waves). For model comparison, 
we used ΔCFI because this metric is both independent of model 
complexity and sample size whereas the Δχ2 is only independent of 
model complexity to evaluate invariance (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002), 
where a ΔCFI of <0.01 usually indicates that the constrained model 
should be retained (e.g., configural equivalence model should be kept 
relative to the metric equivalence model) and a ΔCFI improvement of 
0.01 or more indicates that the higher equivalence model should be 
retained (e.g., metric equivalence model should be kept relative to the 
configural equivalence model). First, we found support for metric 
invariance across our three measurement moments; all proposed con
structs were defined by the same set of items and constraining the factor 
loadings to be the same across the three waves of data collection resulted 
in trivial differences in model fit (CFI value improved by ΔCFI = 0.035). 
Second, we also found support for scalar invariance across our three 
measurement moments; item intercepts were the same across all three 
waves of data collection (CFI value improved by ΔCFI = 0.011).1 

4.3. Descriptive Results 

Means, standard deviations, and correlations appear in Table 1. 

4.4. Preliminary Tests 

We first estimated and compared, in light of parsimoniousness, a full 
mediation model with a partial mediation model. We compared models 
using a chi-square difference test and found that a full mediation model 
fits the data significantly better (Δ χ2 (2) = 11.27, p <.001) than a 
partial mediation model. Hence, the below presented results are from 
the full mediation model. 

Next, keeping with best practices recommendations (e.g., Becker 
et al., 2016), we also compared and contrasted a model in which we 
include trait negative affectivity as a control variable with a model in 
which we did not include trait negative affectivity as a control. We found 
that the inclusion of trait negative affectivity significantly improved 
model fit (Δχ2 (3) = 108.25, p <.001). Therefore, it should come as no 
surprise that trait negative affectivity was significantly associated with 
the enactment of OD (β = 0.53; SE = 0.07; p <.001) and the enactment of 
UPB (β = 0.52; SE = 0.06; p <.001). In line with best practice recom
mendations by, among others, Bernerth and Aguinis (2016) we thus kept 
trait negative affectivity in our model, meaning that all of the below 
presented results are from the full mediation model with the inclusion of 
trait negative affectivity. 

4.5. Test of Hypotheses 

We found that perceptions of PC breach at T1 were positively related 
to negative reciprocity at T2 (β = 0.32; SE = 0.06; p <.001), which in 
turn was positively related to OD at T3 (β = 0.29; SE = 0.07; p <.001). 
Moreover, we found that negative reciprocity at T2 [(β = 0.10, 95 %CI 
= [0.03; 0.16])] mediated the relationship between perceptions of PC 
breach at T1 and OD at T3, supporting Hypothesis 1. Next, we found that 
perceptions of PC breach at T1 were negatively related to positive 
reciprocity at T2 (β = -0.27; SE = 0.08; p <.001), which in turn was 
positively related to UPB at T3 (β = 0.15; SE = 0.06; p =.012). Moreover, 
we found that positive reciprocity at T2 [(β = -0.06, 95 %CI = [-0.12; 
-0.001])] mediated the relationship between perceptions of PC breach at 
T1 and the enactment of UPB at T3, supporting Hypothesis 2. 

5. Discussion study 1 

Consistent with our expectations, grounded in Social Exchange 
Theory (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Blau, 
1964) and the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), we found a positive 
relationship between PC breach and negative reciprocity, which in turn 
was positively related to OD. Furthermore, we found a negative rela
tionship between PC breach and positive reciprocity, which in turn was 
positively related to UPB. Despite the strengths of this first study, a 
number of questions remain. 

First, although we have demonstrated that employees have higher 
UPB intentions following perceptions of PC fulfillment, we have used a 
traditional approach to operationalize PC breach and fulfillment. 
Although most studies to date have used the traditional PC breach scale 
(and reverse scored this scale for PC fulfillment) of Robinson and Mor
rison (2000), this approach ignores seminal arguments from scholars (e. 
g., Lambert et al., 2003; Montes & Irving, 2008) and evidence that PC 
breach should be considered as a continuum ranging from the 

Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Inter-Correlations Study 1.   

M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

1. Perceptions of PC breach – T1  2.48  1.04  –      
2. Positive norm of reciprocity – T2  4.50  1.26  -0.27*** –     
3. Negative norm of reciprocity – T2  3.23  1.31  0.32*** 0.13  –    
4. Organizational deviance – T3  2.09  1.18  0.21** 0.12  0.56***  –   
5. UPB – T3  2.58  1.51  -0.02 0.24***  0.44***  0.58***  –  
6. Trait negative affectivity – T1  1.50  0.73  0.19** 19**  0.50***  0.62***  0.54*** – 

Note. *: p <.05. **: p <.01. ***: p <.001. 

1 CFAconfigural = 0.911; CFAmetric =0.946; CFAscalar = 0.957. 
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perception that one’s organization provided (far) fewer inducements 
than obligated (under-fulfilment) to the perception that one’s organi
zation provided (far) more inducements than obligated (over-fulfil
ment). Similarly, PC fulfillment should also be operationalized as a 
continuum ranging from the perceptions that one’s organization has 
initially promised (very) few inducements and also delivers these in
ducements (low absolute levels of fulfillment) to the perceptions that 
one’s organization has initially promised many inducements and also 
delivers these inducements (high absolute levels of fulfillment). We 
therefore conducted an additional study using the expanded approach 
(Lambert et al., 2003), so that we could study the effects of different PC 
states (i.e., under-, over- and absolute levels of PC fulfillment) on OD and 
UPB. The expanded approach uses polynomial regression analysis 
combined with response surface methodology (see Shanock et al., 
2010). This methodology allows to visualize the dependent variable at 
all the values of both independent variables, which makes it possible to 
assess how under-, over- and absolute levels of PC fulfillment trigger OD 
and UPB. By doing so, we contribute to the PC literature by adding 
additional understanding of how different PC states are related to OD 
and UPB. Although, the objective of this second study was not to directly 
replicate the mediating role of reciprocity norms, we did also conduct 
mediated polynomial regression analysis with the block variable 
approach (i.e., all polynomial terms are treated as a block variable as per 
the advice of Edwards & Cable, 2009; Zhang et al., 2012). 

6. Hypotheses study 2 

6.1. The expanded approach 

The expanded approach helps to overcome a series of issues inherent 
to the literature’s traditional use of direct measures of PC breach (see 
Robinson & Morrison, 2000). The three main issues are (1) that it only 
captures perceptions of under-fulfillment while ignoring perceptions of 
over-fulfillment, (2) that it treats PC fulfillment as the opposite end of PC 
breach on the same continuum, and (3) that it uses difference scores 
between promised and delivered inducements (for a critique see Hansen 
& Griep, 2016). The three main issues associated with the use of dif
ference scores are (1) difference scores have lower reliabilities than their 
separate components and conceal the relative contribution of each 
component (i.e., promised versus delivered contributions), (2) the use of 
difference scores creates a PC breach indicator that only reflects the 
difference between promised and delivered inducements but does not 
allow for the joint assessment of promised and delivered inducements in 
the same model, thus overlooking an important part of the dynamic of 
the social exchange, and (3) difference scores constrain the relative 
importance of a difference between promised and delivered in
ducements to be equal in size (Cohen et al., 2010). For example, imagine 
a situation in which one has a score of 6 (out of 7) on promised in
ducements and a score of 5 (out of 7) on delivered inducements. The 
resulting difference score would be 6 – 5 = 1. Imagine another employee 
who has a score of 2 (out of 7) on promised inducements and a score of 1 
(out of 7) on delivered inducements. The resulting difference score 
would also be 1 (2 – 1), yet the underlying social exchange dynamic is 
substantially different and the absolute levels at which fulfillment takes 
place can be responsible for triggering different levels of OD and UPB. To 
overcome the aforementioned issues (and to further unpack the findings 
of Study 1) we decided to adopt the expanded approach in Study 2; 
allowing us to assess the influence of both promised and delivered in
ducements, as well as the influence of low versus high absolute levels of 
fulfillment and under- versus over-fulfillment in relation to enactment of 
OD and UPB. 

6.2. From under to Over-Fulfillment: Direct effects on OD 

We consider PC breach as a continuum ranging from under- 
fulfillment to over-fulfillment (see Lambert et al., 2003; Montes & 

Irving, 2008). In line with Social Exchange Theory (Cropanzano et al., 
2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Blau, 1964) and the negative norm 
of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), when employees believe that they are 
on the receiving end of unfavorable treatment (i.e., PC under- 
fulfillment), they will feel the desire to repay their employer by 
engaging in negative behavior as well (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cro
panzano & Mitchell, 2005). Indeed, previous research (e.g., Bal et al., 
2010; Hyde et al., 2009) found that under-fulfillment triggers negative 
outcomes. In the case of PC over-fulfillment, however, Lambert and 
colleagues (2003) have argued that the effect of over-fulfillment de
pends on the type of inducement that was promised and delivered. When 
the over-fulfillment of a certain inducement interferes with the abilities, 
needs, and desires of employees, it will have a negative effect (much like 
under-fulfillment) on outcomes. This argument aligns with previous 
arguments by Olson et al. (1996) stating that receiving excess in
ducements is not always beneficial because people may find the 
unpredictability associated with over-fulfillment unpleasant. However, 
if the over-fulfillment of a certain inducement can be used to satisfy a 
wide range of needs and desires, a positive effect on outcomes is to be 
expected. In light of the PC inducements measured in this study, we have 
no a priori theoretical reasons to assume that receiving excess trans
actional or relational inducements will interfere with one’s abilities, 
needs, and/or desires. Hence, we expect that the relationship between 
PC under-fulfillment and OD enactment will be negative and will in
crease in negativity as we move from perceptions of over-fulfillment to 
perceptions of under-fulfillment. We hypothesize the following: 

Hypothesis 3. Perceptions of PC under-fulfillment on (H3a) transactional 
and (H3b) relational PC inducements are more positively related to OD 
enactment than perceptions of PC over-fulfillment. 

6.3. From low to high absolute level of fulfillment: Direct effects on UPB 

As stated earlier, we also consider PC fulfillment as a continuum 
ranging from low absolute to high absolute PC fulfilment, as per the 
advice of Lambert and colleagues (2003) and Montes and Irving (2008). 
In line with Social Exchange Theory (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cro
panzano & Mitchell, 2005; Blau, 1964) and the Positive Norm of Reci
procity (Gouldner, 1960), employees are expected to reciprocate their 
organization’s fulfillment of the promised inducements with favorable 
behavior. Previous research (Kraak et al., 2018) has indeed found a 
negative relationship between levels of PC fulfillment and turnover in
tentions. Furthermore, Lambert and colleagues (2003) and Irving and 
Montes (2009) reported higher levels of employee satisfaction as expe
rience of PC fulfillment moved from low absolute to high absolute levels 
of PC fulfilment. These findings are consistent with those in previous 
literature that the effects of PC fulfillment on outcomes are highest when 
both promised and delivered inducements are high, and thus when 
employees experience high absolute levels of PC fulfillment (Lambert 
et al., 2003; Montes & Irving, 2008). We therefore expect that the 
relationship between PC fulfillment and UPB enactment will be positive 
and will increase in strength as levels of fulfillment increase from low 
absolute to high absolute PC fulfillment for all types of PC inducements 
(i.e., transactional & relational). We thus hypothesize the following: 

Hypothesis 4. Higher absolute levels of PC fulfillment on (H4a) trans
actional and (H4b) relational PC inducements are more positively related to 
UPB enactment than lower absolute levels of PC fulfillment. 

6.4. Mediated effects of reciprocity 

In line with the rationale in Study 1, drawn from Social Exchange 
Theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 
2005) and the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), we also propose 
that when employees perceive PC under-fulfillment they are more likely 
to endorse a negative norm of reciprocity, which in turn may trigger 
retribution by means of OD whereas when these employees perceive 

Y. Griep et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Journal of Business Research 156 (2023) 113537

7

higher absolute levels of PC fulfillment, they are more likely to engage in 
UPB mediated by positive reciprocity. This brings us to the following 
hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 5. Negative reciprocity will mediate the relationship between 
the composite score of perceptions of PC under-fulfillment on (H5a) trans
actional and (H5b) relational PC inducements and OD enactment, such that a 
low composite score (high promised and low delivered inducements combi
nation) is positively related to negative reciprocity, which in turn is positively 
related to OD enactment. 

Hypothesis 6. Positive reciprocity will mediate the relationship between 
the composite score of higher absolute levels of PC fulfillment on (H6a) 
transactional and (H6b) relational PC inducements and UPB enactment, 
such that a high composite score (high promised and high delivered in
ducements) is positively related to positive reciprocity, which in turn is posi
tively related to UPB enactment. 

7. Method study 2 

7.1. Participants 

We recruited 827 North-American participants through an on-line 
panel provider (CloudResearch) to take part in a 2-wave study, each 
10-minute long in exchange for US$1.50 per completed survey. Online 
panels have been described as reliable sources to access diverse samples 
(e.g., Landers & Behrend, 2015), with quality of the data that is not 
substantially different compared to a non-paid random sample (e.g., 
Behrend et al., 2011), especially when researchers embed attention 
checks in the survey. Out of these 827 respondents, 776 completed the 
first wave (response rate = 93.83 %), and 681 completed the second 
wave (response rate = 82.35 %). Upon observing the attention checks 
imbedded in the survey, we removed 48 participants (7.05 %) who 
failed to correctly answer one or more of these attention checks, 
resulting in a final sample of 633 individuals who completed both waves 
(response rate = 76.54 %). Participants were on average 44.21 years old 
(SD = 16.50), 58.80 % were female, 40.40 % were male and 0.80 % were 
non-binary. 7.10 % had obtained a primary school degree, 33.60 % had 
obtained a secondary school degree, 34.80 % had obtained an under
graduate or equivalent degree, 16.70 % had obtained a graduate degree, 
and 7.7 % had obtained a post-graduate degree. The average company 
tenure of our respondents was 8.71 years (SD = 8.67). 73.90 % of our 
sample worked full-time, 84.60 % held a permanent position, and 33.60 

% was in a management position. Our respondents came from a wide 
range of sectors (top five listed here): health services (11.80 %), edu
cation (11.70 %), financial services (8.40 %), professional services (5.40 
%), and public services (5.40 %). 

After computing composite scores (a1 and a3), we used these com
posite scores in a model where the composite scores predicted positive 
and negative reciprocity norms, which in turn predicted UPB and OD, 
respectively. The design of this model is similar to the one used in study 
1. Consequentially, we relied on the same simulation to determine that a 
sample size of 633 participants was sufficient to detect an effect of β ≥
0.250. 

7.2. Procedure and Materials 

We used a longitudinal design with two measurement points (T1, and 
T2), each separated by one month to limit common method variance 
effects (Podsakoff et al., 2012; for a detailed overview of benefits see 
Study 1). As in Study 1, we deemed a month time interval between 
measurements as sufficiently long to eliminate recollection and 
anchoring biases (Taylor et al., 2009), yet short enough to ensure that 
respondents’ perceptions of what they got promised remained relatively 
stable (see also Buch, Kuvaas, Shore, & Dysvik, 2014 for the stability of 
obligated and delivered inducements over the course of a month). We 
asked respondents to complete the survey within five business days. We 
treated the data as missing when respondents failed to (timely) complete 
the survey. Upon completion of the study, a research assistant removed 
all CloudResearch IDs (required to connect the different waves of data 
collection) from the file. 

Promised and delivered inducements were measured using the rela
tional and transactional PC scale of Rousseau’s (2000) Psychological 
Contract Inventory, which has been recommended for PC research 
(Freese & Schalk, 2008) and has demonstrated excellent psychometric 
properties in previous studies (e.g., Hui, et al., 2004). The relational PC 
scale contained 8 items, rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 
“strongly disagree” to (7) “strongly agree”. An example item is “Be 
concerned for your personal welfare” (αPromisedT1 = 0.91; αDeliveredT2 =

0.92). The transactional PC scale contained 8 items, rated on a 7-point 
Likert scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree” to (7) “strongly 
agree”. An example item is “A job limited to specific, well-defined re
sponsibilities” (αPromisedT1 = 0.86; αDeliveredT2 = 0.85). In line with rec
ommendations for congruence research (Edwards & Parry, 1993), the 
items and rating scales were identical for both the versions of the scales 

Fig. 2. Graphical aid for interpreting breach and fulfillment lines in response surfaces.  
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that measured promised (T1) and delivered (T2) inducements. The only 
difference between these measures were the instructions. At T1, re
spondents were asked to indicate to what extent certain inducements 
were promised whereas at T2, they were asked to what extent these 
inducements were actually delivered. 

Reciprocity norms were measured with 10 items for the positive norm 
of reciprocity and 14 items for the negative norm of reciprocity by 
Eisenberger et al. (2004) rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 
“strongly disagree” to (7) “strongly agree”. An example item of positive 
reciprocity is “I always repay my organization when it has done me a 
favor” (αT1 = 0.91; αT2 = 0.89), and an example item of negative reci
procity is “If my organization treats me badly, I feel I should treat it even 
worse” (αT1 = 0.94; αT2 = 0.91). 

OD enactment was measured with 12-items by Bennett and Robinson 
(2000) rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “never” to (7) 
“daily”. An example item is: “I took an additional or longer break than is 
acceptable at my workplace” (αT1 = 0.93; αT2 = 0.96). 

UPB enactment was measured with 7-items by Liu and Qiu (2015) 
rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “never” to (7) “daily”. An 
example item is: “I withheld negative information about my company or 
its products from customers and clients because it benefits my organi
zation” (αT1 = 0.90; αT2 = 0.93). 

7.3. Analytic Strategy 

To test hypotheses 3 and 4, we used polynomial regression analysis 
combined with response surface methodology (see Edwards & Parry, 
1993; Shanock et al., 2010) to counter considerable conceptual and 
methodological issues inherent to traditional approaches of measuring 
PC breach and fulfillment research and the critique on the use of dif
ference scores or direct measures of PC breach. The following equation 
illustrate this approach: 

Z = b0 + b1X + b2Y + b3X2 + b4XY + b5Y2 + e 

In this equation the following terms are represented: promised (X) 
and delivered (Y) inducements, the interaction between promised and 
delivered inducements (XY), and the second-order terms to capture 
nonlinear effects of promised (X2) and delivered (Y2) inducements. This 
equation forms the basis for the polynomial regression analysis with 
response surfaces as it allows us to ultimately test our hypotheses along 
the fulfillment (the line flows from low to high absolute levels of 
fulfillment to represent congruence between promised and delivered 
inducements; labeled as a1) and the breach (the line runs from over- 
fulfillment to under-fulfillment to represent low promises-high de
liveries and high promises-low deliveries, respectively; labeled as a3) 
line (see Fig. 2). Prior to conducting the polynomial regression analysis, 
we scale-centered our independent variables to remove all non-essential 
collinearity and to facilitate the interpretation of the regression and 
further response surface analysis (Edwards, 2002; Edwards & Parry, 
1993). To ease the interpretation of the polynomial regression, we relied 
on the macro of Shanock et al. (2010) to plot its response surface. This 
response surface forms a 3-dimensionsal representation of the combined 
effects of promised and delivered inducements on the enactment of OD 
and UPB. Two lines in this surface play a key role in testing hypotheses 3 
and 4: the fulfillment (labeled as a1) and the breach (labeled as a3) line. 
A positive coefficient on a1 represents a positive relationship between 
fulfillment and the dependent variables; as the level of fulfillment in
creases from low levels to high levels of absolute fulfillment, so does the 
level of the dependent variables. In contrast, a positive coefficient on a3 
represents a positive relationship between breach and the dependent 
variables; as breach perceptions move from over-fulfillment to under- 
fulfillment, the level of the dependent variables increases as well. 
Investigating the slope and curvature along the fulfillment line tells us 
how OD and UPB enactment varies when moving from low absolute 
fulfillment to high absolute fulfillment, while the slope and curvature of 

the breach line show us how OD and UPB enactment changes when 
moving from over- to under- fulfillment (Edwards, 2002). The two 
remaining coefficients (a2 and a4) indicate if there is a convex (upward 
curving) or concave (downward curving) surface (Shanock et al., 2010). 
However, due to the nature of hypotheses 3 and 4, the coefficient of 
interest to test hypothesis 3 (pertaining to the breach line) is the a3 
coefficient, whereas the coefficient of interest to test hypothesis 4 
(pertaining to the fulfillment line is the a1 coefficient. As in Study 1, we 
included auto-regressive effects. 

To test hypotheses 5 and 6, we conducted a mediated polynomial 
regression analysis in Mplus version 8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012) with 
the block variable approach. Specifically, we obtained one path coeffi
cient for promised and delivered inducements—which were represented 
by the five polynomial terms X, Y, XY, X2, and Y2—by treating these five 
terms as a block variable as recommended by Edwards and Cable (2009) 
and Zhang et al. (2012). Such a block variable represents a weighted 
linear composite of the terms that constitute the block, in which the 
weights are the estimated regression coefficients for the terms in the 
block (Edwards & Cable, 2009; Zhang et al., 2012). As such, the block 
variable represents the joint effects of the five polynomial terms. We 
regressed this block variable for relational and transactional in
ducements on negative and positive reciprocity, and negative and pos
itive reciprocity on OD and UPB enactment respectively. 

8. Results study 2 

8.1. Measurement Model 

We tested whether perceptions of promised relational and trans
actional inducements at T1, delivered relational and transactional in
ducements at T2, reciprocity norms at T2, and OD and UPB at T2, can be 
empirically distinguished from each other. As in Study 1, we used Hu 
and Bentler’s (1995) conventional standards to assess model fit. Our 
results showed that the hypothesized model (Model 1) in which each 
construct loaded onto a separate latent factor had a reasonable to good 
fit, χ2 (2261) = 5214.18, p <.001, CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.90, RMSEA =
0.05, SRMR = 0.07. We compared this 8-factor structure to an alterna
tive 6-factor structure (combined promised relational and transactional 
into one latent variable and combined delivered relational and trans
actional into one latent variable; Model 2), an alternative 7-factor 
structure (combined UPB and OD into one latent variable; Model 3), 
another alternative 7-factor structure (combined negative and positive 
reciprocity norms into one latent variable; Model 4), an alternative 3- 
factor structure (combined promised relational and transactional into 
one latent variable, combined delivered relational and transactional into 
one latent variable, combined UPB and OD into one latent factor, and 
combined negative and positive reciprocity norms into one latent vari
able; Model 5), and an alternative 1-factor structure (combined all 
variables into a single latent variable; Model 6). We found that Model 1 
fit the data significantly better than Model 2 [Δ χ2 (13) = 1458.95, p 
<.001 (χ2 (2274) = 6673.13, CFI = 0.87, TLI = 0.85, RMSEA = 0.06, 
SRMR = 0.08)], Model 3 [Δ χ2 (7) = 1535.12, p <.001 (χ2 (2268) =
6749.30, CFI = 0.87, TLI = 0.85, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.08], Model 
4 [Δ χ2 (7) = 1854.27, p <.001 (χ2 (2268) = 7068.45, CFI = 0.86, TLI =
0.84, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.11)], Model 5 [Δ χ2 (22) = 4636.65, p 
<.001 (χ2 (2283) = 9850.83, CFI = 0.78, TLI = 0.76, RMSEA = 0.07, 
SRMR = 0.12)],and Model 6 [Δ χ2 (28) = 8966.94, p <.001 (χ2 (2289) 
= 14181.12, CFI = 0.65, TLI = 0.62, RMSEA = 0.09, SRMR = 0.16)]. 

8.2. Invariance Testing 

As in Study 1 we examined measurement invariance for the above- 
described theoretical CFA model. We found support for metric invari
ance across our two measurement moments; all proposed constructs 
were defined by the same set of items and constraining the factor 
loadings to be the same across both waves resulted in trivial differences 
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in model fit (CFI value improved by ΔCFI = 0.027). Second, we also 
found support for scalar invariance across our two measurement mo
ments; item intercepts were the same across all three waves of data 
collection (CFI value improved by ΔCFI = 0.013).2 

8.3. Descriptive Results 

Means, standard deviations, and correlations appear in Table 2. 

8.4. Hypothesis Testing 

To test hypotheses 3 and 4, we regressed OD and UPB on the first- 
and second-order independent variables. Model 2 forms the basis for the 
polynomial regression analysis with response surfaces as this equation 
allows us to ultimately test our hypotheses along the fulfillment (labeled 
as a1) and the breach (labeled as a3) line (see Fig. 2). We repeated these 
analyses for relational inducements as well, following the same steps. 
Table 3-4 shows the results for both inducement types. Moreover, we 
also present the coefficients for the fulfillment and breach lines, as well 
as the slopes for these lines in Table 3-4 under the header surface tests. 
Finally, we provide a graphical representation of the response surfaces 
for both dependent variables (i.e., OD and UPB) in Fig. 3. For sake of 
interpretability, we henceforth refer to under- and over-fulfillment when 
discussing the results pertaining to the PC breach line, however we do 
acknowledge that this refers to the PC breach continuum of which 
under- and over-fulfillment are the extreme ends. For similar reasons, 
we refer to low and high levels of absolute fulfillment when discussing 
the results pertaining to the fulfillment line, however we do acknowl
edge that this refers to the PC fulfillment continuum of which low and 
high absolute levels of fulfillments are the extremes of the continuum. 

With regards to OD enactment, we found that OD enactment was 
higher along the breach line, specifically under high levels of under- 
fulfillment (compared to over-fulfillment). This was confirmed by the 
significant positive a3 coefficients across transactional (β = 0.31, p 
<.001; confirming H3a) and relational (β = 0.40, p =.033; confirming 
H3b) PC inducements. The response surface in Fig. 3 (upper) depicts a 
steep increase in OD enactment as the breach lines moves from over- to 
under-fulfillment for both transactional and relational PC inducements. 
Moreover, we also found that OD enactment was higher along the 
fulfillment line, specifically under high levels (compared to low levels) 
of absolute fulfillment. This was confirmed by the significant positive a1 
coefficients across transactional (β = 0.32, p <.001) and relational (β =
0.12, p =.035) PC inducements. A closer look at the curvature coefficient 
(a4 and a2; see Table 3) reveals that there is no significant nonlinear 
effect in the breach and fulfillment line for OD, respectively. 

With regards to UPB enactment, we found that UPB enactment was 
higher along the fulfillment line, specifically under high levels 
(compared to low levels) of absolute fulfillment. This was confirmed by 
the significant positive a1 coefficients across transactional (β = 0.44, p 
<.001; confirming H4a) and relational (β = 0.37, p =.004; confirming 
H4b) PC inducements. The response surface in Fig. 3 (lower) depicts a 
steep increase in UPB enactment as the fulfillment lines moves from low 
levels to high levels of absolute fulfillment for both transactional and 
relational PC inducements. Moreover, we also found that UPB enact
ment was higher along the breach line, specifically under high levels of 
under-fulfillment (compared to over-fulfillment). This was confirmed by 
the significant positive a3 coefficients across relational (β = 0.34, p 
=.047) PC inducements, but not for transactional inducements (β =
0.15, p =.299). A closer look at the curvature coefficient (a2 and a4; see 
Table 4) reveals that there is no significant nonlinear effect in the 
fulfillment and breach line for UPB, respectively. 

To test hypotheses 5 and 6, we first estimated and compared, in light 

Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Inter-Correlations Study 2.   

M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 

1. Promised relational inducements – T1  4.83  1.19  –        
2. Delivered relational inducements –T2  4.84  1.20  0.81***  –       
3. Promised transactional inducements –T1  4.32  1.17  0.49***  0.39***  –      
4. Delivered relational inducements –T2  4.37  1.30  0.44***  0.52***  0.78***  –     
5. Positive norm of reciprocity – T2  4.57  1.41  0.17***  0.14***  0.19***  0.20***  –    
6. Negative norm of reciprocity – T2  3.63  1.38  0.08  0.03  0.14***  0.09*  0.34***  –   
7. Organizational deviance –T2  2.26  1.43  0.12**  0.08*  0.26***  0.22***  0.43***  0.70***  –  
8. UPB –T2  2.67  1.52  0.27***  0.24***  0.32***  0.31***  0.70***  0.48***  0.69*** – 

Note. *: p <.05. **: p <.01. ***: p <.001. 

Table 3 
Polynomial regression analysis with OD as dependent variable in Study 2.   

Transactional 
inducements 

Relational 
inducements  

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Intercept  2.26  2.25  2.26  2.31 
Promised inducements (X)  0.29***  0.31***  0.20*  0.26* 
Delivered inducements (Y)  0.04  0.01  -0.07  -0.14 
Promised inducements squared (X2)   0.05   0.01 
Delivered inducements squared (Y2)   -0.08*   -0.08 
Promised × Delivered inducements (XY)   0.07   0.05 
R2  0.065  0.077  0.016  0.021 
R2 change   0.012*   0.005* 
Surface Tests     
a1   0.32***   0.12* 
a2   0.04   -0.02 
a3   0.31*   0.40*** 

a4   -0.10   -0.12 

Note. *: p <.05. **: p <.01. ***: p <.001. 

Table 4 
Polynomial regression analysis with UPB as dependent variable in Study 2.   

Transactional 
inducements 

Relational 
inducements  

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Intercept  2.37  2.62  2.67  2.67 
Promised inducements (X)  0.26***  0.29***  0.27**  0.35*** 

Delivered inducements (Y)  0.17*  0.15*  0.09  0.02 
Promised inducements squared (X2)   0.08   0.06 
Delivered inducements squared (Y2)   -0.08*   -0.05 
Promised × Delivered inducements (XY)   0.07   -0.002 
R2  0.106  0.123  0.070  0.076 
R2 change   0.017**   0.006* 
Surface Tests     
a1   0.44***   0.37*** 

a2   0.07   0.01 
a3   0.15   0.34* 
a4   0.18   0.12 

Note. *: p <.05. **: p <.01. ***: p <.001. 

2 CFAconfigural = 0.912; CFAmetric =0.939; CFAscalar = 0.952. 
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of parsimoniousness, a full mediation model with a partial mediation 
model. We compared models using a chi-square difference test and 
found no significant (Δ χ2 (4) = 8.46, p =.076) difference between the 
full mediation model (and the partial mediation model. In light of par
simoniousness, the full mediation model is hence the desired model and 
all of the following results are from the full mediation model. We found 
that the block variable for relational (β = -0.16, SE = 0.05, p <.001) and 
transactional (β = -0.08, SE = 0.04, p =.040) inducements at T1 was 
negatively related to negative reciprocity at T2, which in turn was 
positively related to OD enactment at T2 (β = 0.61, SE = 0.02, p <.001). 
Moreover, we found that negative reciprocity at T2 mediated the rela
tionship between the block variable for relational [(β = -0.13, 95 %CI =
[-0.19; -0.05])] and transactional [(β = -0.11, 95 %CI = [-0.16; -0.04])] 
inducements at T1 and OD enactment at T2. From these findings it can 
be concluded that a low score on the block variable for relational and 
transactional inducements is positively related to negative reciprocity 
which in turn was positively related to OD enactment, thereby sup
porting hypothesis 5. Next, we found that the block variable for rela
tional (β = 0.18, SE = 0.05, p <.001) and transactional (β = 0.17, SE =
0.05, p <.001) inducements at T1 was positively related to positive 
reciprocity at T2, which in turn was positively related to UPB enactment 
at T2 (β = 0.62, SE = 0.03, p <.001). Moreover, we found that positive 
reciprocity at T2 mediated the relationship between the block variable 
for relational [(β = 0.13, 95 %CI = [0.06; 0.21])] and transactional [(β 
= 0.05, 95 %CI = [0.001; 0.10])] inducements at T1 and UPB enactment 
at T2. From these findings it can be concluded that a high score on the 
block variable for relational and transactional inducements is positively 
related to positive reciprocity which in turn was positively related to 
UPB enactment, thereby supporting hypothesis 6. 

9. Discussion study 2 

In line with our expectations for hypotheses 3 and 4, we found a 
positive relationship between PC under-fulfillment (for transactional 
and relational PC inducements) and OD enactment and between high 
absolute levels of PC fulfillment (for transactional and relational PC 
inducements) and UPB enactment. Although not part of our formal hy
pothesis development, we also found (1) a positive relationship between 
PC under-fulfillment (for relational PC inducements) and UPB enact
ment, and (2) a positive relationship between high absolute levels of PC 
fulfillment (for transactional and relational PC inducements) and OD 
enactment. Moreover, in line with our hypotheses 5 and 6, we found that 
negative reciprocity mediates the relationship between a low score on 
the block variable for relational and transactional inducements (i.e., 
high promised and low delivered inducements combination) and OD 
enactment, whereas we found that positive reciprocity mediates the 
relationship between a high score on the block variable for relational 
and transactional inducements (i.e., high promised and high delivered 
inducements combination) and UPB enactment, furthering our findings 
obtained from Study 1 regarding the mediating role of reciprocity 
norms. In what follows, we discuss, and further explore, the implications 
of the two above-mentioned relationships that were not part of our 
formal hypothesis development. 

First, with regards to the positive relationship between PC under- 
fulfillment and UPB enactment, we believe that this relationship can 
be partially explained by the fact that Umphress et al. (2010) focused 
exclusively on the beneficial aspects of UPB (i.e., the desire to help and 
do good for the organization) and disregarded the potentially down
stream negative and destructive consequences of these acts for the or
ganization itself. Several items of the UPB scale point toward aspects 
such as withholding information or misrepresenting/exaggerating the 

Fig. 3. OD (upper) and UPB (bottom) enactment response surface for transactional (left) and relational (right) PC inducements.  
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truth (and even spreading lies) about the company’s products, services, 
or financial statements to customers/client (labelled acts of commission 
by Umphress et al., 2010). Although these acts seem to benefit the or
ganization in the short term (e.g., increased sales and/or investments), 
chances are that the outcomes associated with these acts will backfire 
and eventually reflect negatively on the organization (e.g., customer 
complaints, lawsuits, termination of contracts in favor of competitors). 
Recently, some scholars (e.g., Liu & Qiu, 2015; Chen et al., 2016) have 
argued that employees who engage in UPB may be aware of the 
potentially detrimental effects of their behaviors and may choose to 
engage in this type of behavior over other types of OD because “at the 
surface” UPB signals a desire to help and benefit the organization 
whereas simultaneously damaging the organization through negative 
reciprocity, in a way that is much harder to detect compared to more 
overtly acts of OD (see Griep & Vantilborgh, 2018). In a short qualitative 
follow-up study (for the full details of this qualitative study, see Ap
pendix A) among 52 North American respondents, we indeed found 
additional support for this theoretical explanation. While 51.92 % (27 
respondents) said that they would not engage in any type of UPB when 
confronted with PC under-fulfillment, the remaining 25 respondents 
said that they would engage in UPB for reasons that could be summa
rized as negative reciprocity (56 %; 14 respondents) or lack of trust in 
the organization (24 %; 6 respondents); but they would only engage in 
acts of comission with the purpose of harming the organization but not 
the clients of said organization (20 %; 5 respondents). 

Second, with regards to the positive relationship between high ab
solute levels of PC fulfillment and OD enactment, we believe that this 
relationship can be partially explained by an increase of self-entitlement 
in the aftermath of high absolute levels of PC fulfillment. Self-entitle
ment—defined as the ‘‘a pervasive sense that one deserves more and is 
entitled to more than others’’ (Campbell et al. 2004, p. 31)—in the 
context of education and work (Twenge, 2006; Laird et al., 2015) has 
experienced a substantial increase over recent decades with students 
and employees expecting their professors and employers to go to 
exceptional lengths to accommodate their needs and preferences even in 
the face of increasing flexibility and improved studying or working 
conditions (see Greenberger et al., 2008). Several scholars have 

Table A1 
Themes Identified in the Data.  

Theme Description Illustrative quotes 

UPB explanation  
Would not engage in this type of 

behavior (N = 27; 51.92 %)  
Would engage in this type of behavior 

(N = 25; 48.08 %), because …  
…Negative reciprocity 

(N = 14; 56.00 %)  
“If they don’t care about my feelings or well- 
being then the same acts are simply returned” 
“As a way to get back to them for not doing 
what they said they would do” 
“I would feel that if the company could lie to 
me and deceive me then I would have the right 
to do so to them” 
“Because I would feel as if the organization 
lied to me or didn’t care about me. They are 
making false promises” 
“I am more like to engage in these behaviors 
because it makes me feel that my organization 
doesn’t care about me or appreciate me in any 
way; they get their negative treatment in 
return” 
“Out of anger and feelings of betrayal I might 
try to engage in some acts that could get them 
in bad papers; I would get even”  

…Lack of trust in organization 
(N = 6; 24.00 %)  

“They put certain restrictions on the people of 
the company for so long. If they company lies 
to you and tells you one thing and does 
another action, you lose trust in that 
company” 
“There’s a lack of trust between the employee 
and the organization. If the employee doesn’t 
believe that the organization is going to honor 
what they’ve promised, the employee may 
resort to lying, cheating, etc. to protect him or 
herself” 
“You can no longer trust what you are told” 
“Mutual trust is broken when one party fails 
to deliver on pre agreed upon expectations. 
The other party then feels betrayed and 
resentful for breaking trust and promises. It is 
then easier to engage in behavior to attempt to 
retaliate”   

…Enactment of omission with purpose 
to harm organization but not clients 
(N = 5; 20.00 %)  

“I’d work less hard and have no loyalty to the 
company and would probably badmouth them 
to friends. I’d most likely leak to the press 
information that was factual, that could harm 
the company, but protect consumers” 
“The company has broken the social contract 
and deserves to be punished. I would do acts of 
omission and would not want to physically 
harm the company or its facilities” 
“When I feel that my employer has been less 
able to provide than I had been led to believe 
by an implicit contract, I would no longer go 
above and beyond, as they say, for that 
employer. I would still do my job, but I will 
engage in acts of comission” 
“Out of anger I might engage in cases of 
omission” 

OD explanation  
Would not engage in this type of 

behavior (N = 28; 53.85 %)  
Would engage in this type of behavior 

(N = 24; 46.15 %), because …  
…Entitlement and deservingness 

(N = 16; 66.67 %) 
“A person given a LOT counts themselves as 
deserving of it, so cutting a few “small 
corners” is just getting them what they are 
entitled to” 
“Some individuals are likely to cheat in any 
environment. Where rules are perceived to be 
lax some people will try to get away with as 
much as they can. Some workers may also feel  

Table A1 (continued ) 

Theme Description Illustrative quotes 

they are owed more than what they’re getting” 
“Sense of entitlement” 
“If my organization provided me these extras, 
I might start to think that I am better than 
others and entitled to them” 
“Because I might feel morally superior and 
feel like I can get away with it” 
“Feelings of entitlement; much like a spoiled 
kid who lashes out” 
“I would do this as a way to get ahead and 
because I feel like I earned these things I might 
get away with some bad behavior” 
“Because I would feel like I earned these 
rewards and hence seem to be able to get away 
with a little extra”  

…Negative reciprocity 
(N = 4; 16.67 %)  

“When your company lies to you in return you 
tend to do the same” 
“Because I am angry and want to get back at 
them” 

…Lack of trust and integrity of the 
organization 
(N = 2; 8.33 %)  

“Lack of trust and maybe because the 
deviation sounds too good to be true that you 
start to doubt their honesty and integrity” 
“I have experienced this myself, having 
received more than was promised which made 
be doubt what they wanted from me in return, 
so I questioned their honesty and integrity”  

…Tempting nature of OD enactment 
(N = 2; 8.33 %) 

“It may sound good and become tempting”  
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demonstrated convincingly that a host of factors might contribute to 
one’s feelings of entitlement. Among them are some aspects which are 
directly relevant to the current study, namely the experience of high 
rewards on dimensions such as salary, benefits, praise, job flexibility, 
career plans and duties (i.e., transactional and relational PC in
ducements; Harvey & Harris, 2010) which may lead to inflated self- 
esteem (Deci et al., 1999; Twenge & Campbell, 2003), which may 
encourage entitled individuals to engage in a wide array of maladaptive 
attitudes and behaviors. Indeed, a range of studies has demonstrated 
that entitled individuals (1) come to expect high levels of rewards (i.e., 
high absolute PC fulfillment) with little regards for the impact of their 
behavior on others, including beleaguering and lashing out to others 
(Greenberger et al., 2008), (2) exhibit higher complaint intention 
(Evanschitzky et al., 2011), (3) decrease perceived fairness at work (Xia 
& Kukar-Kinney, 2013), and (4) have higher feelings of deservingness 
(Reczek et al., 2014). Furthermore, entitled employees tend to have 
unrealistic expectations toward their job and organization because they 
expect to continuously receive more from their organization, even when 
they already objectively receive a high number of inducements or even 
receive objectively more than they deserve (Dragova-Koleva, 2017). As 
a consequence, it has been argued that entitled employees might engage 
in more acts of greed and aggression towards other entities (Campbell 
et al. 2004), assertive or even aggressive behaviors (Richins, 1983), 
conflicts with supervisors (Harvey & Martinko, 2009), co-worker abuse 
(Harvey & Harris, 2010), and enactment of deviance (Harvey et al., 
2014): elements which are central to the enactment of OD. In the pre
viously mentioned short qualitative follow-up study (see Appendix A) 
we found that while 53.85 % (28 respondents) said that they would not 
engage in any type of OD when confronted with high absolute levels of 
PC-fulfillment, the remaining 24 respondents said that they would 
engage in OD for reasons that could be summarized as entitlement and 
deservingness (66.67 %; 16 respondents), negative reciprocity (16.67 %; 
4 respondents), lack of trust and integrity of the organization (8.33 %; 2 
respondents), and due to the tempting nature of OD (8.33 %; 2 
respondent). 

Finally, we found that promised, rather than delivered inducements 
are the main driving factor of OD and UPB (see Tables 3 and 4). These 
results are not in line with prior work by Montes and Zweig (2009) 
where they found, using both student and employee samples, that in
fluence of promised inducements appears in most cases to be minimal, 
yet present. There can be multiple reasons for these differences in results 
between our study and the Montes and Zweig study. For one, there is a 
very important differences in the type of measure used across both 
studies with some of the studies in the Montes and Zweig study using a 
global direct PC breach measure (suffering from the issues we have 
identified above) and our study using an indirect PC breach measure 
following the expanded approach. Second, other work by some of the 
same authors (i.e., Montes & Irving, 2008), does find support for the role 
of promised inducements in relation to satisfaction and employee in
tentions to accept future contracts and/or a permanent employment 
offer with their organization. Similarly, a range of scholars have 
demonstrated that promised inducements, sometimes akin to delivered 
inducements, are important predictors of satisfaction (Lambert, 2011), 
perceived violation and turnover intentions (Kraak et al., 2017), job 
embeddedness (Dechawatanapaisal, 2022), and positive and negative 
mood (Conway & Briner, 2002). 

10. General discussion 

With the current paper, we aimed to understand an important and 
timely theoretically and societally relevant question: “Why do em
ployees engage in unethical behavior in the workplace?”. In this paper, 
we propose that the Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 
1960) and its application in PC Theory (Rousseau et al., 2018) may offer 
an important additional and more nuanced explanation as to why em
ployees engage in unethical behavior in the workplace. Through 

repeated support for our hypotheses, we demonstrated that when em
ployees experience a negative discrepancy in the form of PC breach 
(Study 1) and/or PC under-fulfillment (Study 2), they are more likely to 
engage in self-focused unethical behavior such as OD as a way to “get 
even” with their organization as mediated by negative reciprocity. In 
contrast, when employees experience either PC fulfillment (Study 1) or 
high absolute levels of PC fulfillment (Study 2), they are more likely to 
engage in other-focused unethical behavior such as UPB as a way to 
“repay” their organization for the fair treatment as mediated by positive 
reciprocity. 

Moreover, in this paper we extend the existing PC literature by 
demonstrating possible negative consequences of PC fulfillment, high 
absolute levels of PC fulfillment, and PC over-fulfillment by focusing on 
UPB: a type of behavior enacted with the aim of helping the organization 
but with potential damaging downstream effects (e.g., Liu & Qiu, 2015; 
Chen et al., 2016). Traditionally, the PC literature has predominantly 
focussed on the negative outcomes of PC breach (e.g., for a meta- 
analysis see Zhao et al., 2007; for a recent review see Coyle-Shapiro 
et al., 2019) and, albeit to a lesser extent, on the positive outcomes of PC 
fulfillment (e.g., Conway & Briner, 2005). With few exceptions (e.g., see 
Lambert et al., 2003 for a demonstration that PC over-fulfillment is 
negatively associated with satisfaction under certain conditions) there 
seems to be consensus that PC fulfillment, high absolute levels of PC 
fulfillment, and PC over-fulfillment are good and that PC breach is bad. 
In this paper, we use the metaphor of love (being prepared to act 
unethically with the intention to benefit the organization) and hate 
(getting back at the organization) to demonstrate that PC fulfillment 
(Study 1) or a positive discrepancy in the form of high absolute levels of 
PC fulfillment (Study 2) can also have a dark side to it in the form of 
UPB. Our study thus expands our knowledge on the relationships be
tween different PC states and unethical behavior by demonstrating that 
PC breach and PC under-fulfillment may trigger OD whereas PC fulfill
ment, PC over-fulfillment and high absolute levels of PC fulfillment may 
trigger UPB. 

Finally, our results provide further evidence for the importance of 
differentiating PC states in relation to different types of unethical 
behavior. Although previous research already found a positive rela
tionship between PC breach and a wealth of deviant behaviors (e.g., 
Bordia et al., 2008; Bordia et al., 2014; Griep & Vantilborgh, 2018; 
Jensen et al., 2010; Restubog et al., 2015), the PC literature has largely 
overlooked PC under-fulfillment in relation to important employee 
outcomes. By only focusing on PC breach, previous literature has thus 
overlooked instances during which employees do not perceive that their 
employer has failed to fulfill its obligations in full, but instead received 
less than what the organization was obligated to provide. We demon
strated that such cases of PC under-fulfillment had a similar, yet smaller 
positive effect on OD; demonstrating the importance of studying PC 
under-fulfillment. We found similar effects for the understudied concept 
of PC over-fulfillment and high absolute levels of PC fulfillment, which 
had a similar, yet more profound positive effect on the enactment of 
UPB, demonstrating the detrimental effects of PC over-fulfillment and/ 
or high absolute levels of PC fulfillment (at least in relation to unethical 
behavior). 

10.1. Limitations 

Like all studies, our 2-study paper has limitations that deserve 
further attention. First, although we used two longitudinal studies, we 
are still mindful of potential common method variance issues (Podsakoff 
et al., 2012). We reduced the risks owing to common method bias by (1) 
testing the proposed effects over time after controlling for auto- 
regressive effects, and (2) by presenting all scales in a random order. 
This approach boosts our confidence that the observed relations across 
our studies are a function of the studied constructs and relationships 
rather than methodological artifacts. 

A second limitation concerns the self-report nature of the data. In 
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particular, asking respondents to report on their enactment of OD and 
UPB might be particularly susceptible to social desirability. However, 
meta-analytical evidence (Berry et al., 2012) indicates that employees 
are willing to report unethical behavior. Moreover, and arguably more 
interesting, Berry and colleagues (2012) found that self-reports of un
ethical behavior provide a more reliable and valid assessment compared 
to observer-reports when respondents anonymity was safeguarded. 
Accordingly, and in line with the recommendations of Berry and col
leagues (2012), we used self-reports to assess OD and UPB but took steps 
to assure anonymity (e.g., we did not collect personal information). 

10.2. Further directions 

Based on our findings, we see three main interesting avenues for 
future research to build upon our work and further our knowledge (1) 
testing alternative affective drivers in addition to the above described 
cognitive mediators (i.e., reciprocity norms) underlying the PC breach- 
OD and PC fulfillment-UPB relationship, (2) focusing on alternative 
social exchange antecedents, and (3) focusing on individual difference 
variables as boundary conditions of our findings. 

First, we suggest that future research would assess the role of anger 
in the relationship between PC breach or under-fulfillment and enact
ment of OD. Specifically, in their conceptual model on the development 
of violation feelings in response to PC breach, Morrison and Robinson 
(1997, p. 587) theorized that PC breach triggers a “negative emotional 
reaction of anger and betrayal”. These feelings of anger may in turn 
trigger a desire to retaliate toward the entity deemed responsible for the 
PC breach and its accompanying feelings of anger. A wealth of research 
has demonstrated that employees may respond to unfavorable treatment 
of others, such as PC breach, by choosing to retaliate with the objective 
of inflicting harm, and that this relationship is driven by anger (for a 
meta-analysis see Rudolph et al., 2004). With respect to the relationship 
between PC fulfillment (Study 1) and high absolute levels of PC fulfill
ment (Study 2) and the enactment of UPB, we propose that future 
research could focus on the role of indebtedness. In their ground
breaking paper on discreet affective responses to PC fulfillment, Conway 
and Briner (2002) have demonstrated that feelings of indebtedness 
mediated the relationship between PC fulfillment and over-fulfillment 
and positive employee reactions aimed at benefiting their organization 
(i.e., UPB). Moreover, Watkins et al. (2006) found that receiving fair 
treatment in a social exchange relationship characterized by expecta
tions of reciprocation—such as is the case in an employee-employer 
relationship at work (e.g., Rousseau, 1989)—triggered high levels of 
indebtedness which in turn triggered a strong desire to help the bene
factor by engaging in behavior with the objective of helping the bene
factor (enactment of UPB). 

Second, based on our current results, we see many avenues for future 
research to focus on alternative Social Exchange concepts—such as 
leader member exchange (LMX), organizational support (POS), and 
overall justice climate (OJC)—as antecedents of differential unethical 
behavior reactions (e.g., OD versus UPB). Specifically, in employer- 
employee relationships that are characterized by high-quality LMX or 
high perceptions of POS or OJC, employees tend to reciprocate by per
forming their job better, by having higher loyalty and commitment, and 
by engaging in more OCB (for a meta-analysis see Cohen-Charash & 
Spector, 2001). Employees who experience such high-quality exchange 
relationships may feel the obligation to repay the considerate treatment 
they received from their supervisor/organization by increasing their 
enactment of UPB (and OCB) and may overlook the moral implications 
of this behavior as a way of reciprocating the positive treatment they 
received from their supervisor/organization (Settoon et al., 1996). In 
contrast, in low-quality exchange relationships—characterized by either 
low-quality LMX or low perceptions of POS or OJC—employees tend to 
feel less valued and respected by the organization (for a meta-analysis 
see Gerstner & Day, 1997). As a consequence, they may feel more in
clined to engage in OD to balance the scales as per the negative norm of 

reciprocity (e.g., negative treatment is resolved in a quid pro quo fashion 
and reciprocated with negative attitudes and behavior; Mitchell & 
Ambrose, 2007). 

Third, although we theoretically focused on the direct effects and 
mediating mechanisms, we acknowledge the importance of potential 
moderators of the relationship between different PC states and the 
enactment of OD or UPB. One such important individual difference 
moderator is moral identity; defined as the degree to which being a 
moral person is important to an individual’s identity (Bennett et al., 
2005). Shao et al. (2008) proposed that individual differences in the 
level of centrality of morality to the self is a strong self-regulatory 
mechanism that may link moral judgment and moral behavior, mean
ing that individuals who define themselves based on moral character
istics are more likely to act in a moral way (e.g., refraining from OD or 
UPB), irrespectively of whether they experienced PC breach or fulfill
ment. A second important individual difference moderator is feelings of 
entitlement, defined as an individual’s preference for receiving special 
treatment, attention and benefits irrespective of one’s performance 
(Naumann et al., 2002; Snow et al., 2001). Generally speaking, in
dividuals tend to have a lower tolerance for under-reward situations (i. 
e., PC under-fulfillment and breach) and a higher tolerance for being 
over-rewarded (i.e., PC over-fulfillment or high absolute levels of PC 
fulfillment) compared to non-entitled individuals (Naumann et al., 
2002). Building on this, Fisk (2010) reviewed the empirical work on the 
relationship between entitlement and workplace deviance and 
concluded that entitled individuals are more likely to engage in a wide 
range of deviant behaviors. As a corollary, it would thus be interesting to 
explore the moderating role of entitlement on the relationship between 
under-reward situations and OD to determine whether entitled in
dividuals are more likely to engage in more OD when their PC is under- 
fulfilled or breached. In contrast, because entitled individuals generally 
expect being granted special privileges without any desire to reciprocate 
this favorable treatment and because entitled individuals have a higher 
tolerance for being over-rewarded (Naumann et al., 2002), it is likely 
that the experience of PC fulfillment or over-fulfillment will not lead to a 
corresponding increase in UPB (and OCB). 

10.3. Practical implications 

This research has three main implications for practice. First, orga
nizations should recognize that both PC breach and under-fulfillment 
could lead to an increase in OD. The current focus on more pro
nounced negative workplace events such as PC breach (i.e., the domi
nant focus of PC literature; Bordia et al., 2008; Bordia et al., 2014; Griep 
& Vantilborgh, 2018; Jensen et al., 2010; Restubog et al., 2015) could 
lead to a PC ‘blind spot’ in which PC under-fulfillment or high absolute 
levels of PC fulfillment is not fully appreciated as a potential trigger for 
negative employee behavior such as OD. In today’s world of rapid 
change and compromises, employers are not always able to deliver upon 
their obligations and are potentially more likely to partially deliver an 
obligation in an attempt to sustain a positive employee-employer rela
tionship (e.g., Griep & Vantilborgh, 2018). However, in doing so, em
ployees are at increased risk of experiencing PC under-fulfillment, which 
in turn tends to be positively related to OD. Organizations should 
therefore be cautious not to treat PC breach/fulfillment as a simple yes/ 
no question but should instead focus on a much wider range of de
viations from their original obligations and take the potential negative 
consequences of under-fulfillment into consideration. 

Second, organizations should be aware of potential negative conse
quences of PC fulfillment and high absolute levels of PC fulfilment, in 
particular in relation to UPB. We demonstrated that employees are more 
likely to opt for UPB under conditions previously assumed to only lead to 
positive employee behavior. An increased enactment of UPB is partic
ularly likely to occur when delivered inducements exceeded employer 
obligations. Through the positive norm of reciprocity, employees will 
potentially go too far in “repaying” the employer’s benevolence as a way 
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to restore balance in the PC (Shore & Barksdale, 1998) by engaging in 
behavior that—although not desirable from a Corporate Social Re
sponsibility point of view—they believe will benefit the organization. 
This contribution is relevant for practice because many organizations 
will focus on employees who are ‘not happy’, monitoring for obvious 
indicators for OD such as absenteeism, neglect, theft or sabotage. 
However, our results indicate that organizations should have a clear 
interest in monitoring ‘happy employees’ as well, and should monitor 
indicators of behavior related to UPB such as acts of withholding in
formation or lying to clients and stakeholders with the aim to benefit the 
organization (Umphress et al., 2010; Umphress et al., 2020). The po
tential backlash of scandals, small—like a potential client finding out 
that they were lied to by an employee—or large—such as those sur
rounding the Boeing 737 Max or the Volkswagen diesel gate scandal
s—can have a major impact on organizations, the careers of the people 
working for these organizations, and the wider community. 

Third, organizations could opt for a strategic perspective and 
determine policies that can help to systematically identify UPB. 
Although employees are likely trying to help the organization in good 
faith, they are actually engaging in behavior with potentially very 
damaging consequences. Although specific policies for monitoring UPB 
fall outside of the scope of this paper, there are several “sensitive 
employment groups” for which organizations could develop such ini
tiatives. For example, employees who work outside of the company 
premises (e.g., salespeople or consultants that work in-house with a 
client organization), employees who have a lot of freedom outside of 
normal working hours when there is less supervision (e.g., people in the 
hospitality industry, employees working a night shift), or employees 
who are sent to foreign customers and/or subsidiaries as international 
commuters and expatriates. If organizations only pay attention to 
obvious signs of OD, they have a potential blind spot for unethical 
employee behavior that may lead to catastrophic consequences for the 
organization itself in the long run (e.g., customer complaints, angry 
clients, suppliers and/or shareholders, lawsuits). 

11. Conclusion 

In this 2-study paper we found that when employees perceive either 
PC breach or PC under-fulfillment, they are more likely to engage in OD 
as mediated by negative reciprocity, whereas when they perceive PC 
fulfillment or high absolute levels of PC fulfillment, they are more likely 
to engage in UPB as mediated by positive reciprocity. In a further 
exploratory study (see discussion Study 2), we also further explored two 
unexpected findings with regards to (1) a positive relationship between 
PC under-fulfillment and UPB enactment and (2) positive relationship 
between high absolute levels of PC fulfillment and OD enactment and 
found support for previous theoretical arguments for both of these 
findings. First, with regards to the first unexpected finding, we found 
that employees prefer acts of omission from the range of UPB acts over 
OD when experiencing PC under-fulfillment; our qualitative data indi
cated that these acts of omission are preferred because “at the surface” 
these acts signal a desire to help and benefit the organization while 
simultaneously damaging the organization in a way that is much harder 
to detect compared to the more overtly acts of OD. Second, with regards 
to the positive relationship between high absolute levels of PC fulfill
ment and OD our qualitative data indicate that employees mainly 
experience an inflated sense of entitlement and deservingness in the 
aftermath of high absolute levels of PC fulfillment, which triggers their 
desire to engage in OD. Overall, our paper demonstrated the importance 
of differentiating PC states in relation to different unethical behaviors in 
the workplace. 
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Appendix A. Method explorative study 

Participants. We recruited 70 North-American participants through 
an on-line panel provider (CloudResearch) to take part in a short qual
itative free text response study in exchange for US$1.00. Online panels 
have been described as reliable sources to access diverse samples (e.g., 
Landers & Behrend, 2015), with quality of the data that is not sub
stantially different compared to a non-paid random sample (e.g., Beh
rend et al., 2011), especially when researchers embed attention checks 
in the survey (i.e., checking the quality of the free text responses for 
coherent sentences and grammar). Out of these 70 respondents, we 
removed 18 respondents who did not provide qualitative responses (e.g., 
incorrect grammar throughout or nonsense responses that had nothing 
to do with the questions being posed), resulting in a final sample of 52 
individuals who completed the study (response rate = 74.29 %). Par
ticipants were, on average, 53.65 years old (SD = 17.51), 64.70 % were 
female and 35.30 % were male. 2.00 % had obtained a primary school 
degree, 45.10 % had obtained a secondary school degree, 35.30 % had 
obtained an undergraduate or equivalent degree, and 17.60 % had ob
tained a graduate or post-graduate degree. The average company tenure 
of our respondents was 10.98 years (SD = 12.21). 35.30 % of our sample 
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worked full-time, 58.80 % held a permanent position, and 21.60 % was 
in a management position. Our respondents came from a wide range of 
sectors (top five listed here): professional services (58.80 %), education 
(11.80 %), construction (7.80 %), public services (3.90 %), and health 
services (3.90 %). 

Procedure and Materials. The study started by explaining the goals 
of the study, assuring the anonymity of respondents, and obtaining 
informed consent. Next, we presented respondents with two free test 
response questions. In the first question, we presented respondents with 
the finding we obtained in Study 2 with regards to the positive rela
tionship between PC under-fulfillment and UPB enactment and asked 
them to think about the reasons as to why they would engage in UPB 
when experiencing PC under-fulfillment. Specifically, we provided them 
with the following question: “We found that when your organization 
promised to provide you with relational inducements (examples are being 
concerned for your well-being, sacrificing organizational interests for your 
interest, being concerned for your long-term well-being) but provides you with 
less than originally promised, you are more likely to engage in a series of 
behaviors that are characterized by acts of commission (e.g., lying, adding 
misleading or false information, cheating) and acts of omission (e.g., 
destroying, removing or withholding information, covering up scandals) that 
are considered unethical in the sense that they violate globally held standards 
of ethical behavior judged in terms of justice, law, or widely held social 
norms. Keeping this in mind, we are wondering why you would engage in 
these types of behaviors when your organization provides you with less 
relational inducements than originally promised. Please write down the rea
sons, when applicable, as to why you would engage in these types of behaviors 
when your organization provides you with less relational inducements than 
originally promised.”. 

In the second question, we presented respondents with the finding 
we obtained in Study 2 with regards to the positive relationship between 
high absolute levels of PC fulfillment and OD enactment and asked them 
to think about the reasons as to why they would engage in OD when 
experiencing high absolute levels of PC fulfillment. Specifically, we 
provided them with the following question: “We found that when your 
organization promised to provide you with a high amount of relational in
ducements (examples are being concerned for your well-being, sacrificing 
organizational interests for your interest, being concerned for your long-term 
well-being) and a high amount of transactional inducements (examples are 
training you for your current job, providing you with secure employment, and 
providing you with stable benefits for your family) and consequently provides 
you with a high amount of said relational and transactional inducements, you 
are more likely to engage in a series of behaviors that are unethical and 
antisocial such as taking property from work without permission, spending 
too much time on non-work related tasks, coming in late without permission, 
neglecting to follow instructions, putting little effort into your work. Keeping 
this in mind, we are wondering why you would engage in these types of be
haviors when your organization promises and provides you with a high 
amount of relational and transactional inducements. Please write down the 
reasons, when applicable, as to why you would engage in these types of be
haviors when your organization promises and provides you with a high 
amount of relational and transactional inducements.”. Upon completion of 
the study, a research assistant removed all CloudResearch IDs from the 
data file. 

Our sample of 52 respondents meets the requirements of both code 
(i.e., traditionally occurs around the ninth interview) and meaning (i.e., 
traditionally occurs between sixteen to twenty-four interviews) satura
tion (Hennink et al., 2017). Our sample size also provided sufficient 
opportunity to evaluate the reasons why one would engage in UPB in the 
aftermath of PC under-fulfillment and why one would engage in OD in 
the aftermath of high absolute levels of PC fulfillment because (1) all 52 
respondents were able to recall at least one instance during which they 
experienced either PC under-fulfillment and/or high absolute levels of 
PC fulfillment (consistent with previous research; Robinson & Rousseau, 
1994), and (2) more than half of our sample was able to provide a reason 
as to why they would engage in UPB or OD in the above described cases 

(all other respondents indicated that they would not engage in these 
types of behaviors in these specific incidences). 

Analytic Strategy. The qualitative data obtained above was 
thematically analysed, which is an approach for identifying themes 
within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We adopted a bottom-up “inductive 
analysis” approach, allowing themes to emerge organically from the 
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83; Pratt, 2009). Themes were identified 
at a “latent or interpretative level” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84) by 
coding whole passages with mentioned themes. When participants 
mentioned multiple or contradictory themes within a single passage, we 
coded the passage with all the relevant themes. We used “investigator 
[or researcher] triangulation” to ensure that different perspectives 
informed the thematic coding and to achieve inter-coder consistency 
(Carter et al., 2014). Our process involved two researchers indepen
dently coding the data and then developing a combined coding scheme 
that captured the range of themes in the data. The coding process was 
accomplished with an inter-coder agreement of 94.80 %. The few vari
ations in coding were discussed and for each instance agreement was 
reached. One of the researchers then coded the entire dataset with the 
combined coding scheme. 

A.1. Results 

All relevant data were coded under two major themes: (1) why one 
would engage in UPB in the aftermath of PC under-fulfillment and (2) 
why one would engage in OD in the aftermath of high absolute levels of 
PC fulfillment (see Table A1). We also present descriptions, frequency 
with which each theme was mentioned, and illustrative quotes for each 
of the major themes presented in Table A1. 

As can be seen from Table A1, 27 respondents (51.92 %) would not 
engage in any type of UPB when being confronted with PC under- 
fulfillment. The remaining 25 respondents (48.08 %) indicated that 
they would engage in UPB in the aftermath of PC under-fulfillment. The 
reasons they presented for this can be summarized as (1) negative 
reciprocity (14 respondents; “I am more like to engage in these behaviors 
because it makes me feel that my organization doesn’t care about me or 
appreciate me in any way; they get their negative treatment in return” and 
“As a way to get back to them for not doing what they said they would do”), 
(2) lack of trust in the organization (6 respondents; “You can no longer 
trust what you are told” and “They put certain restrictions on the people of 
the company for so long. The company lies to you tells you one thing and does 
another action you lose trust in that company”), and (3) enactment of 
comission with the purpose to harm the organization but not its clients 
(5 respondents; “I’d work less hard and have no loyalty to the company and 
would probably badmouth them to friends. I’d most likely leak to the press 
information that was factual, that could harm the company, but protect 
consumers” and “When I feel that my employer has been less able to provide 
than I had been led to believe by an implicit contract, I would no longer go 
above and beyond, as they say, for that employer. I would still do my job, but I 
will engage in acts of comission”. 

As can be seen from Table A1, 28 respondents (53.85 %) would not 
engage in any type of OD when being confronted with high absolute 
levels of PC fulfillment. The remaining 24 respondents (46.15 %) indi
cated that they would engage in OD in the aftermath of high absolute 
levels of PC fulfillment. The reasons they presented for this can be 
summarized as (1) entitlement and deservingness (16 respondents; “A 
person given a LOT counts themselves as deserving of it, so cutting a few 
“small corners” is just getting them what they are entitled to” and “Feelings 
of entitlement; much like a spoiled kid who lashes out”), (2) negative reci
procity (4 respondents; “When your company lies to you in return you tend 
to do the same”), (3) lack of trust and integrity of the organization (2 
respondents; “I have experienced this myself, having received more than was 
promised which made be doubt what they wanted from me in return, so I 
questioned their honesty and integrity”), and (5) the tempting nature of OD 
enactment (2 respondents; “It may sound good and become tempting”). 
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A.2. Conclusion 

Overall, these exploratory findings seem to suggest that approxi
mately half of our respondents would engage in any type of UPB or OD 
when being confronted with PC under-fulfillment or high absolute levels 
of PC fulfillment, respectively. The reasons they mention as to why they 
would engage in UPB following PC under-fulfillment are mainly related 
to negative reciprocity (56.00 %) and to a far lesser extent to feelings of 
reduced trust in the organization. Interestingly, respondents who spe
cifically mentioned which type of UPB they would engage in, all refer
enced acts of comission but not acts of ommission, indicating that they 
are willing to harm the organization but not its clients in the aftermath 
of being confronted with PC under-fulfillment. The reasons they 
mention as to why they would engage in OD following high absolute 
levels of PC fulfillment are mainly related to entitlement and deservingness 
(66.67 %) and to a far lesser extent to negative reciprocity, lack of trust 
and integrity in the organization, and the potential tempting nature of 
OD enactment. 
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