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Discretionary behaviors, such as counterproductive work behavior (CWB) and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), directly refer to an organization’s normative expectations. As such, employees engaging in these behaviors violate or exceed organizational norms, respectively. An employee’s relationship quality with his or her supervisor [i.e., leader–member exchange (LMX)] has been found to be a prominent antecedent of employees’ workplace behavior. However, the actual mechanisms that link LMX and discretionary behaviors (i.e., CWB and OCB) are not yet well understood. Integrating social exchange as well as the social identity theory, we present an employee’s organizational identification (OI) as a mechanism that sheds light on why LMX leads to employees’ subsequent discretionary behavior. Across four empirical studies employing complementary study designs, we demonstrate that LMX is positively associated with OI, which, in turn, curbs CWB and fosters OCB. Specifically, this pattern of findings is consistent across (1) a cross-sectional study with 188 Swiss employees, (2) a time-lagged study with 502 Swiss employees, (3) an online recall experiment with 131 US participants, and (4) an online vignette experiment with 139 US participants. In sum, we present an integrative theoretical model and respective empirical support to shed light on OI as a pivotal mechanism that can explain why the relationship quality with one’s supervisor can simultaneously serve as a deterrent for CWB and foster OCB.
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INTRODUCTION

“Tend to the people, and they will tend to the business.” John C.

Maxwell (2011)

In 2014, the largest retail pharmacy in the United States, CVS, faced 29 million USD in fines for losing track of painkillers, suggesting that CVS employees stole prescription drugs (Lazarus, 2014). Such example illustrates how critical it is to understand why some employees harm their employer by violating organizational norms [i.e., counterproductive work behavior (CWB); O’Boyle et al., 2011; Mercado et al., 2018; Götz et al., 2019]. At the same time, it is of equal importance to understand why some employees exceed organizational norms in a positive fashion by going the extra mile [i.e., organizational citizenship behavior (OCB); e.g., Organ et al., 2006; Podsakoff et al., 2018; Spitzmüller et al., 2018].

An important factor that determines how employees feel and behave at the workplace is the relationship quality with their immediate supervisors [i.e., leader–member exchange (LMX); e.g., Scandura and Graen, 1984; Liden et al., 1997; Bauer and Erdogan, 2015]. Research consistently demonstrated the pivotal role of LMX with regard to subordinates’ reactions and behaviors [for reviews, see Schriesheim et al. (1999), Martin et al. (2010), and Anand et al. (2011)]. Specifically regarding employees’ CWB and OCB, meta-analytic evidence illustrates that when employees perceive the relationship with their supervisor to be of high quality, they are less likely to engage in CWB, while they are also more inclined to display OCB (e.g., Gerstner and Day, 1997; Dulebohn et al., 2012; Martin et al., 2016).

While the relationships between LMX and CWB as well as OCB are rather well established, little is known about the underlying mechanisms, particularly regarding the relationship of LMX and CWB (Martin et al., 2010, 2016). We draw from the social identity approach (e.g., Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987; Haslam, 2004) to argue that the extent to which employees identify with their organization [organizational identification (OI)] accounts for the effects of LMX on discretionary workplace behavior, such as CWB and OCB. Employees tend to generalize the relationship quality with their supervisor to the organization (e.g., Gerstner and Day, 1997; Zhang and Chen, 2013; Eisenberger et al., 2019), that is, the better the relationship with their supervisors, the more connected employees feel with their employer. Consequently, they should be more inclined to define themselves in terms of the organization (e.g., Carmeli et al., 2011; Loi et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2019) and, in turn, act in the organization’s best interest by refraining from CWB and engaging in OCB (e.g., Riketta, 2005; Riketta and Van Dick, 2005; Lee et al., 2015).

Against this background, we advance theory and research in three ways. First, we present OI as a mechanism underlying the effects of LMX on CWB and OCB, respectively—in doing so, we answer specific calls by Martin et al. (2010, 2016). Second, we extend the literature on social identity by incorporating OI as a central predictor of both CWB and OCB—thereby, we answer specific calls by Lee et al. (2015) as particularly the link of OI and detrimental work behavior (i.e., CWB) is not yet well established empirically [for notable exceptions, see Norman et al. (2010), Al-Atwi and Bakir (2014), and Evans and Davis (2014)]. Third, we present four complementary study designs to test our theoretical model in a robust and triangulating fashion [for methodological in-depth discussions, see Turner et al. (2017), Aguinis et al. (2019), and Podsakoff and Podsakoff (2019)]—in doing so, we offer a consistent empirical support for our theoretical model among employees from Switzerland and the United States in two field studies (studies 1 and 2) as well as in two online experiments (studies 3 and 4; Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. Theoretical model of the current research. Solid lines represent direct effects, whereas dotted lines represent the respective indirect effects. LMX, leader–member exchange; OI, organizational identification; OCB, organizational citizenship behavior; CWB, counterproductive work behavior.




THEORETICAL BACKGROUND


Leader–Member Exchange Fosters Organizational Identification

Social exchange processes at the workplace play a pivotal role in establishing desirable attitudinal and behavioral outcomes of employees in organizations—exemplarily, they have been shown to increase job performance and job satisfaction (e.g., Dulebohn et al., 2012, 2017; Martin et al., 2016). At the most general level, the social exchange theory (SET; e.g., Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005; Cropanzano et al., 2017) understands social life as involving a series of sequential transactions of resources between two or more parties. This exchange of resources is governed by the norm of reciprocity in that one party tends to repay the other party in accordance to the value of the exchange (Gouldner, 1960). As such, an employee may choose to reciprocate perceived treatment by the supervisor with respective positive or negative behavior (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2013; Eisenberger et al., 2019; Greco et al., 2019). Within organizations, people develop differentiated social exchange relationships, most prominently with their direct supervisor (e.g., Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Liden and Maslyn, 1998; Cropanzano et al., 2017).

LMX refers to the quality of the social exchange relationship between an employee and the immediate supervisor (e.g., Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Gerstner and Day, 1997; Martin et al., 2016). Specifically, high-quality relationships (i.e., high LMX) highlight long-term exchanges that are trustful, open-ended, spontaneous, and mutually beneficial. Low-quality relationships (i.e., low LMX), on the other hand, are characterized by a lack of mutual trust, by a focus on contract-based obligations, and by endeavors to maintain balanced exchanges across short-term episodic transactions (e.g., Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Liden et al., 1997; Martin et al., 2016). Compared with related constructs derived from social exchange theory [e.g., team-member exchange (TMX)], LMX shows a relatively greater importance in predicting employees’ attitudes and behaviors at the workplace (Banks et al., 2014). Moreover, it has been argued that “the relationship with one’s supervisors [is] a lens through which the entire work experience is viewed” (Gerstner and Day, 1997, p. 840).

Supervisors are considered to be organizational agents (e.g., Kelman, 1958; Rousseau, 1995; Ostroff, 2019) who enact organizational rules and norms—from an employee’s perspective, supervisors are furthermore understood as proxies for the organization (e.g., Rousseau, 1995; Eisenberger et al., 2010, 2019). Therefore, employees might attribute—and thereby generalize—the status of their relationship with their immediate supervisor to the entire organization (e.g., Gerstner and Day, 1997; Martin et al., 2016; Dulebohn et al., 2017). In line with previous research (e.g., Katrinli et al., 2008; Loi et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2019), we contend that higher levels of mutual trust and support exchanged between employees and their direct supervisors are associated with the degree to which an employee feels connected with the organization. In particular, LMX provides employees with relevant cues, such as respect from their supervisors, that they generalize to the organization and that forms the extent to which they identify with the organization (e.g., Tyler and Blader, 2003; Blader and Tyler, 2009; Zhao et al., 2019). We therefore hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1: Leader–member exchange is positively associated with organizational identification.



Organizational Identification Promotes Desirable and Prevents Detrimental Workplace Behavior

OI reflects the psychological state of defining oneself in terms of one’s organization (e.g., Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Haslam, 2004; Haslam and Ellemers, 2006). At its core, OI has been argued to be a “root construct” (Albert et al., 2000, p. 13) that provides a basis for the development of attitudes toward and behaviors at the workplace—beyond work attitudes such as affective commitment or job satisfaction [for meta-analyses, see Riketta (2005), Riketta and Van Dick (2005), and Lee et al. (2015)]. OI is a form of social identification as conceptualized within the social identity approach (SIA; Haslam, 2004).

The SIA—comprising the social identity (Tajfel and Turner, 1986) and self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987)—explicates when, how, and why individuals act in a coordinated manner and thereby lends insight into how organizations can achieve their overarching goals. Specifically, a social identity is defined as “that part of the individuals’ self-concept which derives from their knowledge of their membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance of that membership” (Tajfel, 1981, p. 255). The SIA posits that a social identity is activated by contextual cues which shift individual behavior to intergroup behavior (e.g., Tajfel, 1981; Haslam, 2004; Haslam and Ellemers, 2006). Specifically, a shared social identification, such as OI, enables a collective perception and behavior in that people with a salient social identity more readily think and act in terms of their respective group (e.g., Haslam et al., 1997; Haslam, 2004; Haslam and Ellemers, 2006). Accordingly, OI leads organizational attributes, such as values, goals, and, most notably, norms, to become salient, self-defining, and internalized for employees (e.g., Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Haslam and Ellemers, 2006; Ashforth et al., 2008).

With specific regard to normatively defined behaviors at the workplace, CWB and OCB are discretionary workplace behaviors that are considered to deviate from normative organizational expectations in either a negative or a positive way, respectively (e.g., Viswesvaran and Ones, 2000; Bennett and Stamper, 2001; Rotundo and Sackett, 2002). Specifically, CWB is defined as “voluntary behavior that violates significant organizational norms and in so doing threatens the well-being of an organization, its members, or both” (Robinson and Bennett, 1995, p. 556). As such, CWB subsumes a broad array of individual behaviors that have negative implications for the accomplishment of the organization’s goals. In contrast, OCB refers to “individual behavior that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that in the aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the organization” (Organ, 1988, p. 4). As such, OCB subsumes behaviors that deviate from organizational norms in a positive way which is why OCB is often referred to as going the extra mile. Importantly, despite their somewhat antagonistic conceptualization, CWB and OCB should be understood as two distinct constructs that both cover important facets of the overall job performance an employee can display at work (see also Dalal, 2005; Spector et al., 2010; Dalal and Carpenter, 2018).

Although the SIA suggests that employees internalize organizational norms and adhere to them, OI has been shown to also foster behaviors that exceed organizational norms, such as OCB [for meta-analyses, see Riketta (2005), Riketta and Van Dick (2005), and Lee et al. (2015)]. An explanation for this seemingly contradictory finding is offered by the deviance regulation theory (DRT; Blanton and Christie, 2003). The DRT posits “that people try to maintain positive public and private self-images by choosing desirable ways of deviating from social norms and by avoiding undesirable ways of deviating from social norms” (p. 115)—as such, organizationally identified employees may deviate from organizational norms in a positive fashion to enhance their self-image. In contrast, employees that are only weakly or not identified with their organization have been argued to be associated with less adherence to organizational norms and, ultimately, a greater intent to harm the organization (Vadera and Pratt, 2013)—specifically by engaging in CWB, yet, as Lee et al. (2015) noted in their meta-analysis, the empirical basis for this relationship is currently rather sparse [for notable exceptions, see Norman et al. (2010), Al-Atwi and Bakir (2014), and Evans and Davis (2014)].

In light of the theoretical propositions by the SIA (e.g., Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987; Haslam, 2004), the DRT (Blanton and Christie, 2003), and previous research (e.g., Norman et al., 2010; Al-Atwi and Bakir, 2014; Evans and Davis, 2014), we expect employees who strongly identify with their organization to act in the organization’s best interest by even exceeding organizational norms (i.e., OCB). We furthermore contend that employees who identify weakly, if at all, with their organization more readily violate organizational norms, thereby displaying CWB; thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: Organizational identification is positively associated with organizational citizenship behavior.

Hypothesis 3: Organizational identification is negatively associated with counterproductive work behavior.



Organizational Identification as the Linking Pin

Drawing from SET (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005; Cropanzano et al., 2017) and the SIA (Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987; Haslam, 2004) and based on previous research, we have so far hypothesized (1) that employees generalize the quality of their relationship with their immediate supervisor to the entire organization and thereby align their OI accordingly and (2) that OI not only fosters OCB but also prevents CWB because highly identified employees act in the organization’s best interests. Synthesizing our theoretical argumentation and previous findings, we posit that OI is a central underlying mechanism that may explain why LMX tends to prevent CWB and foster OCB (Figure 1).

Ample research suggests that LMX is a central predictor of discretionary workplace behavior (i.e., CWB and OCB), but the underlying mechanisms are less clear (e.g., Gerstner and Day, 1997; Martin et al., 2010, 2016). We contend that one reason why an employee’s relationship quality with the direct supervisor (i.e., LMX) and CWB as well as OCB are associated is an employee’s OI. Employees may generalize a high-quality social exchange relationship with their supervisors to the organization as a whole (e.g., Gerstner and Day, 1997; Sluss and Ashforth, 2007; Eisenberger et al., 2019), which may lead them to feel a sense of connectedness with the whole organization. OI, as “root construct” (Albert et al., 2000, p. 13) of attitudes and behavior in the workplace, connects employees to the organization as a whole. Because of this sense of oneness, employees may be more inclined to act in line with organizational interests by engaging in OCB. Conversely, employees who have a low-quality social exchange relationship with their supervisor may only weakly identify with their organization and therefore be more inclined to engage in CWB (relatedly, see Blanton and Christie, 2003). Thus, we finally hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4: Organizational identification mediates the positive relationship between LMX and organizational citizenship behavior.

Hypothesis 5: Organizational identification mediates the negative relationship between LMX and counterproductive work behavior.



OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

We tested our hypotheses across two field and two experimental studies in an effort to replicate and triangulate our results, employing complementary research designs and sampling strategies (for in-depth discussions, see Turner et al., 2017; Aguinis et al., 2019; Podsakoff and Podsakoff, 2019). In study 1, we employed an initial cross-sectional field study. Because cross-sectional designs are considered to be a basic tool for conducting research that has certain methodological draw-backs by design (e.g., Conway and Lance, 2010; Podsakoff et al., 2012; Spector, 2019), we used a time-lagged field research design in study 2. To further strengthen the validity and the generalizability of our findings, we conducted two online experiments sampling employees from the United States using the crowdsourcing platform MTurk (e.g., Buhrmester et al., 2011, 2018; Porter et al., 2019). Specifically, to corroborate our pattern of results experimentally (e.g., Shadish et al., 2002; Podsakoff and Podsakoff, 2019; Spector, 2019), in study 3, we conducted a recall experiment [relatedly, see Yam et al. (2017)], and in study 4, we employed a vignette experiment (Aguinis and Bradley, 2014). Because the procedures of the respective field and experimental studies differed only slightly, we jointly describe our general procedures and only distinguish between the studies when needed, respectively.



FIELD STUDIES


Method


Participants and Procedure

In study 1, we employed cross-sectional survey and student-recruited sampling (Wheeler et al., 2014) to collect self-report data on 203 employees in Switzerland. Because 15 participants indicated themselves as self-employed, we excluded them from further data analysis. Thus, we based our data analysis on the final sample of 188 employees. In study 2, we employed a prospective two-wave survey design, implementing a lag of 1 month to mitigate a potential common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Using student-recruited sampling again (Wheeler et al., 2014), 614 employees started to fill in our survey. At time 1, 583 participants completed the first survey, and at time 2, 1 month later, 502 answered our questions regarding the discretionary behaviors, namely, CWB and OCB. No participant out of these 502 indicated herself or himself as self-employed, and, thus, the final sample consisted of 502 employees.



Measures and Covariates

We collected the data online using SoSci Survey (Version 3.1.04; Leiner, 2019) and, if not mentioned otherwise, translated all scales into German using the back-translation procedure as recommended by Brislin (1970). Furthermore, if not mentioned otherwise, we measured all items on visual analog scales (0 = “strongly disagree” to 100 = “strongly agree”) because they display superior measurement qualities in comparison to traditional Likert-type response scales and, ultimately, provide data on an interval scale (e.g., Reips and Funke, 2008; Rausch and Zehetleitner, 2014; Kuhlmann et al., 2017).

We described both studies to potential participants as psychological research investigating attitudes and behaviors at the workplace covering different aspects of a typical workday. Welcoming the participants to the actual survey, we assured them of anonymity as well as of data security due to exclusive storage on an encrypted server to eventually foster more truthful responses (e.g., Tourangeau and Yan, 2007; Anseel et al., 2010; Dalal and Hakel, 2016). Next, the participants were asked page by page to answer the items regarding (1) demographic characteristics, (2) LMX, (3) OI, and (4) CWB and OCB. Within the respective scales, the items were presented in a random order to attenuate potential response biases, such as order, primacy, or recency bias (Saris and Gallhofer, 2014).


Leader–member exchange

We measured LMX using Schyns’ (2002) validated German version of the LMX-7 scale by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), which consists of seven items. We slightly adapted the items to fit the format of our standardized response format (e.g., “My supervisor understands my job-related problems and needs”).



Organizational identification

In study 1, we operationalized two components of OI by using (1) the six-item scale by Mael and Ashforth (1992) to assess OI’s cognitive component in terms of perceived oneness with the organization (e.g., “When I talk about my organization, I usually say ‘we’ rather than ‘they”’) and (2) the five-item scale by Blader and Tyler (2009) to assess OI’s affective component in terms of pride in the organizational membership (e.g., “I am proud to tell others where I work”). In study 2, we additionally used the five-item scale by Blader and Tyler (2009) to assess OI’s evaluative component in terms of respect from organizational members for being an organizational member.



Counterproductive work behavior

Following the methodological recommendations regarding the measurement of CWB and OCB (Dalal, 2005), we measured CWB using the CWB-C scale by Spector et al. (2010), which consists of 10 behavioral items (e.g., “I came to work late without permission”). In doing so, we accommodated meta-analytic findings that there is one general latent factor comprising CWB (e.g., Berry et al., 2007; Marcus et al., 2016). Specifically, we asked the participants to judge how often they had shown the respective behaviors at work (1) over the last 6 months in study 1 and (2) over the last month in study 2 (0 = “never” to 100 = “daily”).



Organizational citizenship behavior

Relatedly, we employed the OCB-C scale by Spector et al. (2010), which consists of 10 items to measure OCB (e.g., “I offered suggestions to improve how work is done”). In doing so, we acknowledged that research has consolidated to focus on OCB as a whole instead of overemphasizing its potential sub-dimensions (e.g., Spector and Fox, 2010; Spector and Che, 2014; Spitzmüller et al., 2018). We asked the participants again to indicate the frequency of engaging in the respective behavior at work (1) over the last 6 months in study 1 and (2) over the last month in study 2 (0 = “never” to 100 = “daily”).



Demographic characteristics

We collected the participants’ gender, age, organizational tenure, and employment status (self-employed or employed).



Analytic Strategy

To test our theoretical model in a comprehensive and rigorous manner, we applied latent variable modeling [i.e., confirmatory factory analyses (CFA) and structural equation modeling (SEM)]. This analytic approach explicitly allows (1) to inspect the fit of a specified model to the actual data, (2) to correct for measurement error, and (3) to compare alternative models (e.g., Cole and Preacher, 2014; Brown, 2015; Kline, 2016). First, we specified several competing CFA models to establish a well-fitting measurement model. Second and against the background of a well-fitting measurement model, we applied SEM to test our hypotheses. Importantly, no residuals were allowed to covary in any model because there was no theoretical rationale to do so (e.g., Landis et al., 2009; Kline, 2016; Pan et al., 2017). We evaluated acceptable model fit in light of five fit indices: (1) absolute test of fit, χ2, (2) comparative fit index (CFI) ≥ 0.90, (3) Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) ≥ 0.90, (4) root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) ≤ 0.05, and (5) standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) ≤ 0.08 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

We conducted all statistical analyses using the statistical environment R (Version 3.4.0; R Development Core Team, 2020) and particularly used the packages lavaan (Version 0.6-1.1141; Rosseel, 2012) and RMediation (Version 1.1.4; Tofighi and MacKinnon, 2011). To determine the proper estimator, we assessed the assumptions of the maximum likelihood estimator: (1) Because we used visual analog scales, the assumption of measurement on an interval-scale level can be considered as fulfilled (e.g., Reips and Funke, 2008; Rausch and Zehetleitner, 2014; Kuhlmann et al., 2017); (2) Furthermore, we tested the respective data for multivariate normality using the Henze–Zirkler test (Henze and Zirkler, 1990), which is provided in the MVN package (Version 5.7; Korkmaz et al., 2014).



Results

Tables 1, 2 display the descriptive statistics, zero-order correlations, as well as the internal consistencies for study 1 and study 2. The data of both studies were not distributed in a multivariate normal manner—thus, we used the robust maximum likelihood estimator to obtain robust standard errors and a corrected test statistic to evaluate model fit (Yuan and Bentler, 1998).


TABLE 1. Zero-order correlations, internal consistencies, and descriptive statistics for study 1.

[image: Table 1]
TABLE 2. Zero-order correlations, internal consistencies, and descriptive statistics for study 2.

[image: Table 2]Table 3 displays the results of the CFAs for both studies, namely, (1) a one-factor model in which we specified all items to load onto one factor, (2) a three-factor model in which we specified LMX, both components of OI, and CWB and OCB to form one factor, respectively, (3) a five-factor model in which we specified LMX, the specific facets of OI, CWB, and OCB to load onto one factor, respectively, (4) an adapted version of model 3 in which we specified OI as a second-order factor to subsume both components, and (5) a parceled version of model 4 to reduce model complexity (e.g., Landis et al., 2000; Brown, 2015; Kline, 2016). Specifically, we created three indicator parcels for each construct by adapting the item-to-construct balance principle in model 5 (e.g., Little et al., 2002; Williams and O’Boyle, 2008; Brown, 2015). Overall, model 5 suggested acceptable fit to and thus a valid representation of the data in both studies: study 1: χ2(82) = 103.29, p = 0.06, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.04 (90% CI: 0.00–0.06, p = 0.85), SRMR = 0.05; study 2: χ2(126) = 522.50, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.08 (90% CI: 0.07–0.09, <0.001), SRMR = 0.07.


TABLE 3. Confirmatory factor analyses for studies 1 and 2.
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On the basis of model 5, in both studies, we applied SEM and regressed (1) OI onto LMX and (2) CWB and OCB onto OI and onto LMX, respectively, to allow the estimation of all potentially relevant direct as well as indirect effects. In both studies, the resulting models displayed good fit to the data: study 1: χ2(82) = 103.27, p = 0.06, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.04 (90% CI: 0.00–0.06, p = 0.86), SRMR = 0.05; study 2: χ2(126) = 522.40, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.08 (90% CI:0.08–0.09, <0.001), SRMR = 0.07 (Table 4 and Figures 2, 3). In turn, we found statistically significant positive associations of LMX with OI [study 1: b∗ = 0.51 (95% CI: 0.33–0.67); study 2: b∗ = 0.68 (95% CI: 0.60–0.77)] but no direct effects of LMX regarding both CWB and OCB. In addition, OI was statistically significantly related to CWB in a negative way [study 1: b∗ = −0.46 (95% CI: −0.67–−0.24); study 2: b∗ = −0.33 (95% CI: −0.54–−0.11)] and to OCB in a positive way [study 1: b∗ = 0.54 (95% CI: 0.24–0.84); study 2: b∗ = 0.52 (95% CI: 0.37–0.66)]. Interestingly, in both studies, the residual correlations between the endogenous constructs, CWB and OCB, were statistically significant and positive. Finally, following the recommendations by Tofighi and MacKinnon (2011), we applied the distribution-of-the-product method for building 95% confidence intervals for the standardized indirect effects. In both studies, we found (1) statistically significant negative indirect effects of LMX via OI onto CWB [study 1: b∗ = −0.23 (95% CI: −0.38–−0.11); study 2: b∗ = −0.22 (95% CI: −0.38–−0.07)] and (2) statistically significant positive indirect effects of LMX via OI onto OCB [study 1: b∗ = 0.27 (95% CI: 0.11–0.47); study 2: b∗ = 0.35, SE = 0.06, 95% CI: (0.25–0.46); Table 4]. Following Becker (2005), we ran all of our analyses with and without demographic controls, and the results were essentially identical with the inclusion of these variables. In sum, we found empirical support for all our postulated hypotheses.


TABLE 4. Full structural equation models for studies 1 and 2.
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FIGURE 2. Results from the full structural equation model for study 1. Only the statistically significant coefficients, from the full structural equation model, that stem from the completely standardized solution are displayed. N = 188. LMX, leader–member exchange; OI, organizational identification; COG, cognitive component of organizational identification; AFF, affective component of organizational identification; OCB, organizational citizenship behavior; CWB, counterproductive work behavior.
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FIGURE 3. Results from the full structural equation model for study 2. Only the statistically significant coefficients, from the full structural equation model, that stem from the completely standardized solution are displayed. N = 502. LMX, leader–member exchange; OI, organizational identification; COG, cognitive component of organizational identification; AFF, affective component of organizational identification; EVA, evaluative component of organizational identification; OCB, organizational citizenship behavior; CWB, counterproductive work behavior.




Discussion

Across both field studies, we found a consistent pattern of results that supports our theoretical model. In particular and conditional upon the data, LMX is positively associated with OI, which, in turn, is negatively associated with CWB and positively with OCB. In addition, we did not find direct effects of LMX onto OCB or CWB, but, as hypothesized, we found the respective indirect effects. As such, this consistent pattern of results lends initial support to a leader’s pivotal role in strengthening an employee’s OI (e.g., Carmeli et al., 2011; Loi et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2019). In turn, OI appears to curb negative and, at the same time, foster positive discretionary behaviors at work. As such, employees who are strongly identified with their organization are more inclined to refrain from violating organizational norms by showing CWB and, even more so, to exceed organizational norms by displaying OCB. In other words, OI appears to serve as a unique factor affecting both positive and negative voluntary behaviors at the workplace [relatedly, see Hunt (1996)].

Although we addressed certain methodological limitations of study 1 by employing a time-lagged study design in study 2 (i.e., mitigation of common methods bias; Podsakoff et al., 2012), the overall research design hampers rigorous causal inferences (e.g., Spencer et al., 2005; Shadish et al., 2002; Pirlott and MacKinnon, 2016). Specifically, all postulated associations are eventually assumed to be causal—yet, these claims cannot be empirically corroborated by the non-experimental study designs that we employed in the field (Shadish et al., 2002). Consequently, to test our theoretical model more rigorously, we chose to employ a randomized experimental design because “when mediation models are tested by randomized experimental means, inferences about mediation rest on a very firm foundation” (Stone-Romero and Rosopa, 2008, p. 330). Specifically, we conducted two experimental studies in which we manipulated LMX using a recall task [study 3; relatedly, see Yam et al. (2017)] and a vignette task (study 4; Aguinis and Bradley, 2014).



EXPERIMENTAL STUDIES


Method


Design and Procedure

To conduct our two online experiments manipulating LMX, we sampled from the crowdsourcing platform MTurk. To assure a high data quality, we took several preventive measures following recent methodological recommendations: First, we randomly spread four bogus items across the experimental materials, included an initial warning for the participants that some items might strike them as odd, and recorded the time to complete the experiment in seconds to check for potential careless responders (i.e., insufficient effort responding; e.g., De Simone et al., 2015; Huang et al., 2015; De Simone and Harms, 2018). Second, we set a 97% approval rate as a qualification criterion for potential MTurk workers to be included in the study (Peer et al., 2014). Third, to decrease dropout rates in light of the experimental manipulation, we informed the participants upfront that they might come across a task where they need to type a few sentences and appealed to the participants’ conscience by telling them that our research depends on good data quality (Zhou and Fishbach, 2016). Finally, we offered the participants $2 for their complete participation which, in light of the average completion time of roughly 10 min, resulted in an hourly wage of approximately $12 (Gleibs, 2017).

Resembling our field studies, we described our research to potential participants as investigating attitudes and behaviors at the workplace with a specific focus on different aspects of a typical workday. Upon initial participation, we assessed the participants’ demographic characteristics and then randomly assigned them into one of three conditions. In study 3, the recall experiment, the participants were asked to type in three to five sentences describing situations depicting (1) a high-quality relationship with their supervisor (high-LMX condition), (2) a low-quality relationship with their supervisor (low-LMX condition), or (3) particular activities that they usually pursue in their spare time (control condition). In study 4, the vignette experiment, we randomly assigned the participants into one of three vignette conditions, where the participants were asked to imagine either (1) a high-quality relationship with an imaginary supervisor (high-LMX condition), (2) a low-quality relationship with an imaginary supervisor (low-LMX condition), or (3) certain hobbies that they like to pursue in their spare time (control condition). In both studies, initially, the participants in the LMX conditions read a few introductory sentences about different characteristics of relationship quality between supervisors and employees (high-LMX and low-LMX condition) or about spare time being an important aspect of one’s life besides work (control condition). In each LMX condition, we also provided two respective examples based on items of the multidimensional measure of LMX (LMX-MDM; Liden and Maslyn, 1998). Then, we randomly assigned the participants to one of three conditions to manipulate LMX.

In study 3, we manipulated LMX via recall task because this method has been successfully employed in other psychological experimental studies (e.g., Yam et al., 2017). Specifically, we asked the participants to recall (1) particular situations depicting a high-quality relationship with their supervisor based on mutual trust, respect, liking, and/or reciprocal influence (high-LMX condition), (2) particular situations depicting a low-quality relationship with their supervisor lacking in mutual trust, respect, liking, and/or reciprocal influence (low-LMX condition), or (3) particular activities that they liked to pursue in their spare time (control condition). Having read the introductory sentences, the participants were asked to type in three to five sentences describing situations in accordance with the respective condition. Exemplary for the respective participants’ responses, situations such as the following were described: (1) high-LMX: “My supervisor helped me complete quality assurance logs because we were very busy and I could not finish in time,” (2) low-LMX: “My supervisor questioned where I was when I was in a meeting and not in the office,” or (3) control: “I run outside to improve my health and unwind.”

In study 4, we manipulated LMX via a vignette task and, in doing so, followed the methodological recommendations by Aguinis and Bradley (2014). Specifically, we phrased our vignettes for the high-LMX and the low-LMX conditions in close resemblance to the LMX-MDM scale by Liden and Maslyn (1998). We explicitly chose this scale as a reference to attenuate potential verbatim carry-over effects that might occur from phrasing vignettes along the lines of the same scale that we employed to assess LMX (i.e., LMX-7; Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995) for the respective manipulation check. Although both measures of LMX somewhat differ conceptually and verbally, meta-analytic evidence suggests a strong correlation between the LMX-MDM and the LMX-7 scales (Martin et al., 2016). In addition, we made sure that the participants across all conditions had roughly the same amount of overall information and the exact same information regarding the organization and the tenure they supposedly had spent with their imaginary supervisor. In turn, the participants were asked to read one of the following vignettes and imagine themselves in one of the following scenarios:

You work for a mid-size organization in the private sector. You have been working under your present supervisor for about 2 years now and you (dis)like working with this supervisor. You do (not) respect your supervisor’s knowledge of and competence on the job and you do (not) particularly value his/her opinion. Also, you do (not) like your supervisor very much as a person. (Un)fortunately, you can(not) always count on the supervisor to defend you in times of crises. He/She is the kind of supervisor who would (not) defend your work actions to a superior without complete knowledge of the issue in question. In return, you (refrain from) do(ing) work for your supervisor that goes beyond what is specified in your job description. [The differences between the high- and the low-LMX conditions are printed in parentheses.]

For the control condition, we asked the participants to imagine themselves in the following situation while leaving out any details regarding a potential supervisor:

You work for a mid-size organization in the private sector. In your spare time on weekdays, you like to do relaxing activities. Usually, you read a book or watch a movie. Sometimes you go to the movies nearby with friends. You also like exercising and cooking. You enjoy trying out new recipes. At the weekend, you go out quite often and meet up with friends and family, but as you also like being outdoors, you spend some weekends hiking in nature. You enjoy the mountains and the fresh air. Sometimes a friend joins you on your trip.



Participants

We conducted our two online experiments on the crowdsourcing platform MTurk. In doing so, we recruited 172 full-time employed adults in study 3 and 207 full-time employed adults in study 4.



Measures and Covariates

We designed the online experiments to closely resemble our field studies. Thus, we provided the materials in English using SoSci Survey (Version 3.1.04; Leiner, 2019) and measured the variables of interest using VAS (e.g., Reips and Funke, 2008; Rausch and Zehetleitner, 2014; Kuhlmann et al., 2017), ranging from 0 to 100 with the verbal anchors “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree” as response scales, if not mentioned otherwise.


Organizational identification

We measured the three components of OI, namely, (1) perceived oneness with the organization (six items; Mael and Ashforth, 1992), (2) pride in the organizational membership (five items; Blader and Tyler, 2009), and (3) respect from organizational members for being an organizational member (five items; Blader and Tyler, 2009).



CWB and OCB

We measured CWB using the 10-item CWB-C scale by Spector et al. (2010) and measured OCB using the 10-item OCB-C scale by Spector et al. (2010). Specifically, we asked the participants to indicate the likelihood of engaging in each of the presented behaviors over the next 6 months at work, respectively (0 = “never” to 100 = “daily”).



Insufficient effort responding

To flag the participants who are potentially responding carelessly to our measures, we randomly spread the four items with the highest loadings from the insufficient effort responding (IER) scale by Huang et al. (2015) over the entire survey (e.g., “I can teleport across time and space”). In addition, we recorded the total completion time in seconds (e.g., Huang et al., 2012; De Simone et al., 2015; De Simone and Harms, 2018).



Demographic characteristics

We asked the participants to indicate their (1) gender, (2) age in years, (3) tenure with the current organization in years, and (4) whether they currently had a supervisor. The participants who reported to currently not have a supervisor were subsequently thanked for their interest in our study but immediately excluded from further participation in it.



Manipulation Check

To check whether the manipulation of LMX via the recall task in study 3 and via the vignette task in study 4 had worked, we asked the participants in both studies to answer the seven items of the LMX-7 scale by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) with regard to how they viewed the relationship with their supervisor, keeping in mind the situations or the scenarios they had just described or read about, respectively.



Results

We again conducted all statistical analyses in R (Version 3.4.0; R Development Core Team, 2020). Following the recommendations by De Simone et al. (2015) and De Simone and Harms (2018), we first screened the data by applying (1) a direct criterion based on the IER scale to identify the participants who were responding carelessly and (2) an archival criterion based on the participants’ response time regarding the entire online experiment to identify the participants that were responding too quickly. Regarding study 3, we excluded 24 out of the initial 172 participants due to an average IER score above 10 and 17 participants due to an average response time of less than 2 s per item (Huang et al., 2012); this resulted in a final sample of 131 participants for study 3. Resembling these criteria in study 4, we excluded 28 out of the 207 participants due to suspected careless responding and 40 participants due to a particularly low average response. In turn, the final sample of study 4 comprised 139 participants (see Appendix for zero-order correlations, internal consistencies, and descriptive statistics for studies 3 and 4).

Next, we conducted one-way ANOVAs to check whether the manipulation of LMX worked. In study 3, there was a statistically significant main effect of the experimental manipulation on LMX, F(2,128) = 5.83, p < 0.01, [image: image] = 0.08. A post hoc comparison of the experimental conditions using Tukey HSD test revealed statistically significant differences between the high-LMX (M = 81.34, SD = 18.29) and the low-LMX conditions (p < 0.01) and between the low-LMX (M = 68.21, SD = 19.95) and the control conditions (M = 77.78, SD = 16.13) (p < 0.05), but not a statistically significant difference between the high-LMX and the control conditions (p = 0.61). Because the difference between the high- and the low-LMX conditions was statistically significant, we considered the overall manipulation of LMX to be successful in study 3. With regard to study 4, we found a statistically significant main effect of the experimental condition regarding LMX, F(2,136) = 211.10, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.76. Post hoc comparisons using Tukey HSD test indicated statistically significant (p < 0.001) differences between all three conditions, specifically (1) the high-LMX (M = 89.91, SD = 7.51), (2) the low-LMX (M = 22.63, SD = 21.69), and (3) the control conditions (M = 75.92, SD = 16.56). In turn, we considered the manipulation of LMX via vignette as successful.

To test our hypotheses, we conducted path analyses focusing on direct as well as indirect effects using the R package lavaan (Version 0.6-1.1141; Rosseel, 2012). Because the data did not follow a multivariate normal distribution and because our sample sizes were rather small, we used the robust maximum likelihood estimator to obtain robust standard errors (Yuan and Bentler, 1998). We specified models in which the paths from LMX to OI, OCB, and CWB, direct effects from OI to CWB and OCB, as well as a covariance between these two endogenous constructs were estimated. Importantly, we estimated the path analytic models for the full samples (i.e., all three conditions) and for the manipulated sample (i.e., low-LMX and high-LMX conditions).

Both studies yielded a consistent pattern of findings in that LMX was positively associated with OI, which, in turn, was negatively associated with CWB and positively associated with OCB. Furthermore, there were no statistically significant direct effects of LMX on either CWB or OCB (Tables 5, 6). In addition, the correlation between CWB and OCB was not statistically significant in any of the estimated models. Consequently, using the R package RMediation (Version 1.1.4; Tofighi and MacKinnon, 2011), we applied the distribution-of-product method for building 95% confidence intervals for the standardized indirect effects. Analyzing the full sample of study 3, we found the two indirect effects to be statistically significant because the respective confidence intervals excluded zero: (1) LMX via OI onto CWB, b∗ = −0.19, SE = 0.05, 95% CI: (−0.30–−0.09) and (2) LMX via OI onto OCB, b∗ = 0.31, SE = 0.06, 95% CI: (0.20–0.44). Analyzing only the participants in the high- and the low-LMX conditions, thereby excluding the control condition, essentially yielded the same pattern of results in study 3: (1) LMX via OI onto CWB, b∗ = −0.20, SE = 0.07, 95% CI: (−0.35–−0.06) and (2) LMX via OI onto OCB, b∗ = 0.39, SE = 0.09, 95% CI: (0.24–0.56). Analyzing the complete sample of study 4, we found the following statistically significant indirect effects: (1) LMX via OI onto CWB, b∗ = −0.25, SE = 0.09, 95% CI: (−0.43–−0.07) and (2) LMX via OI onto OCB, b∗ = 0.57, SE = 0.07, 95% CI: (0.44–0.70) (Table 6). Analyzing only the participants in the high- and the low-LMX conditions again, thereby excluding the control condition, we again found the following indirect effects to be statistically significant in study 4: (1) LMX via OI onto OCB, b∗ = 0.60, SE = 0.07, 95% CI: (0.47–0.74) and (2) LMX via OI onto CWB, b∗ = −0.28, SE = 0.11, 95% CI: (−0.50–−0.06). Overall, the consistent pattern of results across both experimental studies yielded further empirical support for our theoretical model.


TABLE 5. Path analyses for study 3.
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TABLE 6. Path analyses for study 4.
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Discussion

Closely resembling the field studies, we found consistent results in both experimental studies which corroborate our theoretical model. In particular and conditional upon the data, LMX is statistically significantly associated with OI, which, in turn, is negatively related to CWB and positively related to OCB. Consistent with our theoretical model again, we found indirect effects of LMX via OI regarding the discretionary behaviors CWB and OCB. Importantly, this pattern of results was consistent across two different manipulations, namely, a recall task and a vignette task. Overall, these experimental studies provide further support to our notion that OI is a central mechanism linking LMX to discretionary workplace behaviors.

A potential drawback of our experimental vignette study might lie in the fact that the high-LMX and the control conditions did not differ significantly with respect to the manipulation check. Although the participants in the low-LMX condition rated their LMX significantly lower than in the high-LMX condition, the actual mean (M = 68.21) was still on the positive side of the response scale (i.e., above 50). Yet, in light of the fact that the high- and the low-LMX conditions significantly differed, we consider our pattern of findings as somewhat robust.



GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across two field and two experimental studies, we found that the quality of employees’ relationship with their direct supervisor (i.e., LMX) positively predicted the extent to which employees identify with their organization, which, in turn, curbed behavior harmful to the organization (i.e., CWB) and fostered desirable behavior in the workplace (i.e., OCB). In all four studies, we identified OI as a pivotal mechanism that can explain why LMX affects discretionary workplace behaviors. As such, we contend that our research, at least partially, answers the respective call by Martin et al. (2016) to study “theory-guided mechanisms that explain the link between LMX and the various dimensions of performance” (p. 104). Furthermore, the empirical support that we provided for the position of OI as a central antecedent of both CWB and OCB directly answers respective calls by Lee et al. (2015, p. 1,062) to “explore organizational identification’s implications for those undesirable behaviors at work.”


Theoretical Implications

Our findings contribute to the existing literature in several ways. We extend the literature regarding the effects of LMX by having theoretically proposed and empirically illustrated OI as an intervening mechanism that transmits the effects of LMX regarding discretionary behaviors, namely, CWB and OCB. Essentially different from work attitude constructs, such as affective commitment (e.g., Van Knippenberg and Sleebos, 2006; Klein et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2015), OI directly refers to an individual’s identification in terms of the organization and, thus, its norms. Our findings suggest that employees generalize the relationship with their supervisor to the organization as a whole, which leads them to define themselves in terms of the organization and to act according to organizational norms and interests or even exceed them (i.e., refraining from CWB, engaging in OCB).

Besides proposing OI as a mechanism linking LMX and discretionary behavior, we theoretically and empirically illustrated that OI itself plays a pivotal role regarding the emergence of employees’ OCB and, importantly, the deterrence of employees’ CWB. In line with the theoretical propositions by the SIA (Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987; Haslam, 2004) in general, our findings support and extend the meta-analytic findings regarding the fundamental role OI appears to play in organizational behavior in general (e.g., Riketta, 2005; Riketta and Van Dick, 2005; Lee et al., 2015). In particular, strongly identified employees appear to choose desirable ways of deviating from organizational norms (i.e., OCB) and to refrain from undesirable ways of deviating from organizational norms (i.e., CWB; relatedly, see Blanton and Christie, 2003). As such, OI can be considered as a unique factor that oppositely but simultaneously affects both negative discretionary behaviors (i.e., CWB) as well as positive discretionary behaviors [i.e., OCB; for a related discussion, see Hunt (1996)].

However, even if OI truly is somewhat of an almighty engine of organizational behavior, there is also reason to be careful due to its potential negative consequences (e.g., Dukerich et al., 1998; Vadera and Pratt, 2013; Conroy et al., 2017). Specifically, if employees were strongly identified with an organization that held questionable norms from a societal or ethical perspective, employees might engage in behavior that could be viewed as desirable from the perspective of the organization and, at the same time, perceived as detrimental by the overarching society (e.g., unethical pro-organizational behavior; e.g., Umphress et al., 2010; Umphress and Bingham, 2011). To provide future research with a more balanced view of the consequences of OI, it might also be promising to extend our empirical work and to investigate these potential negative outcomes of OI.

Finally, drawing from two theoretical frameworks—the SET (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005; Cropanzano et al., 2017) and the SIA (Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987; Haslam, 2004)—we contribute to a more unified understanding of why employees engage in discretionary workplace behavior by empirically testing an integrative model and corroborating previous findings regarding parts of our conceptual model [relatedly, see Tyler and Blader (2003), Blader and Tyler (2009), and O’Boyle et al. (2011)]. We found indirect effects that were somewhat comparable in size across the four complementary studies despite the different methodological approaches employed. Of course, such a comparison should be made with caution because of the standardization by the respective sample-specific standard deviations which obviously can vary across studies (Cohen et al., 2003).



Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

As Spector (2019, p. 135) noted, “no single study, no matter what the design, is in itself conclusive, but rather, it is a body of research across many researchers using a variety of methods that allow us to have confidence in conclusions.” Our research also has limitations of which we hope will inspire future research. First, a potential drawback of this research lies in the fact that we measured all variables in a self-report manner. Thus, biases, such as common method (Podsakoff et al., 2012), social desirability (Paulhus, 1984), and/or non-response bias (Greco et al., 2015), might lead to exaggerated or somewhat distorted associations of the constructs under investigation. Yet, concerns regarding common method bias are alleviated to some extent because we conducted observational studies—thereby following the recommendations by Podsakoff et al. (2012)—as well as experimental studies. In addition, current methodological recommendations regarding the measurement of sensible constructs, such as CWB, consider self-report to be a prudent source for measuring this private behavior (e.g., Berry et al., 2012; Dalal and Hakel, 2016; Carpenter et al., 2017). Nonetheless, future research might employ more rigorous research designs with multiple measurement points (e.g., Ployhart and MacKenzie, 2015; Liu et al., 2016; O’Laughlin et al., 2018) and explicit investigations of potential non-response biases (e.g., Greco et al., 2015) to strengthen causal inferences.

Second, we focused on an employee’s perception of the LMX quality at the individual level and, in doing so, did not account for the dyadic nature of LMX or other even higher levels of analysis (e.g., work group; cf. Gooty and Yammarino, 2016; Epitropaki et al., 2018; Martin et al., 2018). Exemplarily, Gooty and Yammarino (2016) investigated the relationship of LMX at the individual, the dyadic, and the group levels and found this multilevel perspective to provide a complex picture of the manifold effects of LMX: While LMX dispersion at the dyadic level attenuated the positive relationship of LMX and performance at the individual level, LMX differentiation at the group level turned out to be dysfunctional for individual performance. Therefore, we consider future research adopting a multilevel perspective—thereby acknowledging contextual factors such as dyadic and work group characteristics—to study the effects of LMX regarding OI and subsequently CWB and OCB a promising avenue [see also Klein et al. (2000), Martin et al. (2018), and Seo et al. (2018)].

Third, we theoretically postulated and empirically demonstrated the effect of LMX regarding OI but did not control for a SET construct referring to the organization, such as perceived organizational support (POS; e.g., Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002; Eisenberger and Stinglhamber, 2011; Eisenberger et al., 2019). Specifically, Lavelle et al. (2007) argued that employees hold distinct social exchange relationships with multiple organizational foci (e.g., organization, supervisors) and suggested that employees rather reciprocate treatment they experienced within foci than to generalize to others. Although meta-analytic evidence does not provide strong evidence supporting multi-foci arguments (Colquitt et al., 2013), future research might explore the role of organization-focused constructs, such as POS, within our theoretical model, thereby investigating the claim by Gerstner and Day (1997) that “the relationship with one’s supervisors [is] a lens through which the entire work experience is viewed” (p. 840) more rigorously.

Fourth, despite research having somewhat consolidated on considering CWB and OCB to have general underlying respective factors (e.g., Berry et al., 2007; Marcus et al., 2016; Spitzmüller et al., 2018), these discretionary behaviors have numerous behavioral manifestations that might call for a more fine-grained conceptualization and investigation of these constructs. In this current research, we considered both in their most general forms and took into account Dalal’s (2005) methodological recommendations regarding operationalization [e.g., avoidance of antithetical items; see also Dalal and Carpenter (2018)], yet the very definitions of both constructs stress the normative component of the behaviors in that specific reference made to an employee’s organization (e.g., Warren, 2003; Palmer, 2012; Götz et al., 2019). In other words, different behaviors might be viewed as destructively or constructively deviant by different organizations or even different workgroups (e.g., Robinson and Kraatz, 1998; Liao et al., 2004; Bollmann and Krings, 2016). As such, future research might explore deviance within one single organization, thereby explicitly taking into account the specific normative context of the employees under investigation [exemplarily, see Dineen et al. (2006)].

Fifth, against the basis of our studies, we currently cannot rule out potential alternative mechanisms for the association of LMX and CWB as well as OCB (e.g., Spencer et al., 2005; Kline, 2015; Pirlott and MacKinnon, 2016). Thus, we call upon future research to investigate competing intervening mechanisms, such as trust [specifically, see Martin et al. (2016)], to empirically test our claim of OI being a central mediator between LMX and discretionary workplace behaviors. In a similar vein, an interesting addition to our theoretical model might stem from Eisenberger et al. (2002, 2010), who found a supervisor’s organizational embodiment (SOE) to be a moderator of the positive association of LMX with affective organizational commitment. We did not include a moderator, such as SOE, into either of our theoretical models or our empirical investigations, but future research could extend our work and investigate whether SOE moderates the relationship between LMX and OI, which could give practitioners even more working surface. In particular, we expect that a supervisor’s adherence to organizational norms in the form of SOE might affect whether employees identify with him or her or the overall organization and, in turn, show varying degrees of normatively aligned behavior [relatedly, see Ashforth et al. (2007) and Sluss and Ashforth (2007, 2008)].



Practical Implications

Keeping these limitations in mind, we see two particular practical implications arising out of our research. First and in light of the pivotal role of LMX regarding employees’ OI as well as subsequent CWB and OCB, supervisors should be aware of their important role as proxies for an organization. High-quality interpersonal relationships between supervisors and subordinates are beneficial for the organization as a whole because employees tend to generalize their relationship with their supervisor to the organization and align their behavior toward the organization accordingly. Consequently, managers should invest in developing and maintaining high-quality relationships with their employees. Of course, each supervisor–subordinate dyad can be fairly idiosyncratic in terms of an employee’s understanding of a relationship as of high quality (e.g., Liden et al., 1997; Martin et al., 2016, 2018). In general, the LMX literature strongly focuses on the relationship between leaders and subordinates and thereby rather sparsely discusses specific leader behaviors. Yet, in addition to maintaining high-quality relationships with their employees, supervisors should also walk the talk by demonstrating behavioral integrity and providing employees with guidance to foster beneficial and prevent detrimental subordinate behaviors (Dineen et al., 2006). In turn, implementing LMX-focused trainings of leaders appears to be a promising avenue for organizations [relatedly, see Graen et al. (1982)].

Second, employees’ OI deserves attention in its own right. The central role of OI in enhancing beneficial as well as mitigating detrimental behaviors, as judged by the respective organization, in itself suggests that organizations would be well advised to maintain identity-enhancing measures that aim at strengthening employees’ OI [relatedly, see Ashforth and Saks (1996), Chao (2012), and Van Knippenberg (2016)]. Specifically, (1) increasing employees’ feelings of oneness with the organization, (2) providing employees with particular reasons as a basis for their pride in being a member of a specific organization, and, of course, (3) valuing employees as organizational members appear to be promising measures for organizations to fortify this “root construct” (Albert et al., 2000, p. 13) of organizational behavior. In that regard, the Actualizing Social and Personal Identity Resources (ASPIRe) model (Haslam et al., 2003) outlines a workshop-based four-phase intervention and has been empirically demonstrated to be promising (Peters et al., 2013). Specifically, the ASPIRe model offers a practical measure for organizations to develop OI among their employees and, thereby, to eventually foster employees’ beneficial attitudes toward and behaviors at the workplace.



CONCLUSION

Violations of organizational norms can have deleterious consequences for organizations as our introductory example of employees stealing painkillers at the US pharmacy company CVS illustrated (Lazarus, 2014). In this research, we showed that high-quality interpersonal relationships with the immediate supervisors can strengthen employees’ OI, thereby leading employees to refrain from CWB and to engage in OCB. In closing, we encourage researchers to corroborate and extend our findings—in addition, we invite managers to be aware of the impact the relationship quality they maintain with their employees can have regarding the extent to which employees identify themselves with the organization as a whole as well as the extent to which they engage in beneficial and detrimental behavior at the workplace.
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