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Taking support from ego-depletion theory, this study examines ego depletion as a mechanism that explains how employees’ organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) leads to antagonistic consequences, i.e., service sabotage. Employees’ positive psychological capital (PsyCap) is considered a moderator. PROCESS macro was used to test all the hypotheses using time-lagged, dyadic data collected from 420 employees and their 112 their supervisors associated with the service industry in China. This study finds that employees’ exhibition of OCB is positively linked to ego depletion, which in turn drives service sabotage behavior. Furthermore, employees’ PsyCap weakens the effect of OCB on employees’ ego depletion. This study highlights the dark side of OCB, the mechanism through which it causes adverse effects, and the moderating effect of PsyCap. It also provides insights to the organizations for managing service sector employees to effectively interact with customers.
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INTRODUCTION

Employees’ behavior is crucial for organizational success. However, this phenomenon is more essential in the service sector where frontline employees’ behavior is considered a key to achieving customers’ satisfaction and even organizational survival in the long run (Harris and Ogbonna, 2012). Despite the well-accepted importance of employees’ behavior for organizational success, it is quite astonishing that many employees exhibit such dysfunctional behavior that is detrimental to organizations. For instance, Harper (1990) estimated that 75% of employees had been perpetrators in service sabotage, while Harris and Ogbonna (2002) reported an incidence rate of 85%. Since customer loyalty is undermined, service sabotage can exert long-term, detrimental effects on the reputational and financial capital of organizations (Hongbo et al., 2019).

The absence of focus on the sabotage issue was first identified around 30 years ago by Jermier (1988, p. 30), when he noted that “well-developed concepts of workplace sabotage are not incorporated into organizational social sciences, leaving its meaning, causes, and consequences subject to folk wisdom, popular opinion, and casual conjecture.” Although there are some studies (Skarlicki et al., 2008; Yeh, 2015) of service sabotage, these have been plagued by some limitations (Harris and Ogbonna, 2012). For instance, the limited studies on sabotage have tended to be externally driven, while reasons to sabotage the service do not need to be always an external factor. We argue that systematic empirical research to highlight organizational internal factors that cause employees’ service sabotage behavior is important for several reasons. Firstly, the growing service sector is now a key source of employment and economic activity in many industrialized economies. For that, a greater comprehension of the range of employees’ behavior which impacts organizational success is required. Secondly, as reported, service sabotage behavior costs United States firms up to $200 billion per year (Harris and Ogbonna, 2012; Lee and Ok, 2014); this far-reaching, detrimental impact of service sabotage behavior has prompted interest on the part of researchers to identify and investigate the antecedents of sabotage behavior. Specifically, an exploration of organizational internal factors that cause service sabotage behavior is relatively ignored in the literature. To the best of our knowledge, most of the studies conducted so far have considered customer negative events as the primary reason for service sabotage (Hongbo et al., 2019). To further extend the literature, the study aims to present an empirical insight into how organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), an organizational internal factor, causes employees’ service sabotage behavior.

Organizational citizenship behavior, defined as “individual’s behavior that is discretionary, not recognized by formal reward system and, in the aggregate, one that promotes the efficient and effective functioning of the organization” (Babcock-Roberson and Strickland, 2010, p. 317), is considered one of the essential requirements for organizations to effectively operate and achieve their desired goals (Organ, 1990). Most of the research (Indarti et al., 2017; Lavy and Littman-Ovadia, 2017) conducted so far has identified several positive outcomes associated with OCB for its recipients and organizations, what is abstruse, however, is the cost associated with OCB for those who exhibit such behavior (Bolino and Turnley, 2005; Deery et al., 2017). For instance, it has been shown to positively impact employee performance and well-being, which, in turn, has salient follow-on effects on the organization (Lee and Allen, 2002; LePine et al., 2002). Understanding how OCB affects its actors is an important issue that has the potential to expand the theory and practices. As mentioned, OCB refers to anything that employees choose to do, of their interest, which often lies outside of their specified contractual obligations. Given this, it is quite possible that exhibiting OCB may cause personal costs for individuals. Supporting the notion, the ego-depletion theory (Baumeister et al., 1998) also suggested that regulatory resources are depleted in performing tasks which later disturb individuals’ normal functioning. Ego depletion originally came out of social psychology. It was still applied to and investigated in various fields, such as personality, consumer behavior, decision making, cognitive psychology, and organizational behavior (Friese et al., 2019; Dang et al., 2020). It refers to the situation when individuals perform poorer on self-control task after having already engaged in a previous task requiring self-control. As the theory suggests, when resources are depleted, future regulatory efforts become increasingly difficult. Thus, the greater the regulatory activities employees perform throughout their day, the more difficult it becomes for them to maintain effort, persistence, and ultimately adequate performance on a host of tasks. Also, depleted employees are most likely to cheat and misinterpret organization performance, deceive and undermine others, and are verbally abusive toward peers, supervisors, subordinates (Barnes et al., 2015). With this, our study proposes that the exhibition of OCB causes personal cost, i.e., ego depletion, which restricts employees to maintain their service delivery standards to their customers; thus, they sabotage their services.

From the above discussion, a potential paradox emerges. On the one side, exhibiting OCB is desired and promoted in organizations. On the other side, there are also some costs associated with OCB. However, this condition does not apply to all individuals. Individuals indeed differ in their personalities; they behave differently in different situations. For that, they may not equally experience costs or benefits after the exhibition of OCB. This study considers positive psychological capital (PsyCap), an individual’s positive psychological state of development, as an individuals’ difference and examines what those high in PsyCap experience after the OCB exhibition. This study contributes to the existing literature in three different ways. Firstly, the limited but burgeoning literature on service sabotage mainly relies on external factors for employees’ service sabotage behavior.

In contrast, this study integrates ego-depletion theory with research on service sabotage to examine how those employees’ who exhibit OCB behave with their customers when their resources are depleted. Secondly, grounding on ego-depletion theory, we posit and test the idea to explain how one phenomenon (OCB), which is highly desired in organizations, becomes costly (service sabotage) for the organizations. This study posits that the immediate effect of OCB is ego depletion, which results in a situation where employees may not properly perform as before and involve in dysfunctional behavior. Thirdly, this study considers PsyCap as an individual difference and suggests that it has important implications for the resource-based process. Explicitly, this study considers PsyCap a resource-providing factor and hypothesizes that individuals high in PsyCap are less likely to experience ego depletion and, consequently, to be less involved in sabotage behavior. Lastly, most of the previous studies on service sabotage are cross-sectional. Therefore, the present study aims to contribute to the existing literature on service sabotage by providing robust empirical evidence through a time-lagged and dyadic data set. Hence, grounding on ego-depletion theory, we first develop the hypotheses, i.e., positive association between OCB and service sabotage through mediating effect of ego depletion, which explains “how perceived OCB leads to service sabotage?” Next, we theorize the moderating role of PsyCap to answer “how individual differences could moderate the hypothesize relationships?” The broader contributions to theory, practical implications, and suggestions for future research are discussed. Our proposed moderated mediation model is depicted in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. The proposed moderated mediation model.




LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

The lifeblood of a service organization is its employees, particularly frontline, customer contact employees. Unlike tangible products, service is produced and consumed at the same time, making the frontline service employee essentially the service producer. This aspect of services brings into sharp focus the vital role that service employees play in delivering high-quality services. However, although a substantial amount of service quality research has focused on customers’ perceived service quality, relatively little attention has been paid to explore which factors impact service employees’ behavior. Research has shown that the service sector employees’ behavior often contrasts with what is desired (Harris and Ogbonna, 2009, 2012). That is, employees habitually put up attitudes that retrogress service quality, i.e., service sabotage. Sabotage incidents are alarmingly common in the service sector (Kao et al., 2014) and can occur daily (Harris and Ogbonna, 2006). The consequences associated with such sabotage include a decline in customer satisfaction and perceived service quality, decreased customer loyalty, and lower customer commitment to the organization (Harris and Ogbonna, 2002, 2009). These detrimental effects on organizational profit, growth, and even survival have motivated the organizational researchers to identify such factors that instigate such dysfunctional behavior (Hongbo et al., 2019). Research published on the said issue is primarily based on external factors (e.g., customer mistreatment and customers’ negative events) as antecedents of service sabotage (Tao et al., 2019). Additionally, scholars (Kao et al., 2014; Lee and Ok, 2014) also highlighted some internal factors (such as emotional labor and workplace stressor) which motivate employees’ service sabotage behavior. This study aims to extend the research on organizational internal factors that cause service sabotage. For that, we took OCB as a resource depletion factor and propose that it results in service sabotage behavior.

Organizational citizenship behavior refers to a behavior that is not formally requested or directly rewarded but functional to an organization’s operations (Smith et al., 1983). It consists of interpersonal helping behaviors beyond one’s immediate role requirements (Bateman and Organ, 1983; Settoon and Mossholder, 2002). It is also considered one of the most fundamental requirements for organizations to effectively operate and succeed (Organ, 1997). Thus, employees must be willing to go beyond their job description’s enforceable requirements to contribute toward organizational success. The researchers have long acknowledged that doing something for the organization or others related to the organization beyond the assigned tasks is an important component for organizational success (Lee and Allen, 2002; LePine et al., 2002). For instance, having conscientiousness and helping others results in decreased inter-group conflict and allow managers to focus on more pressing matters. OCB has also been documented as an organizational motive to effectively and efficiently achieve organizational goals (Daniels et al., 2006). Exploring the effect of OCB in the service industry, Bell and Menguc (2002) suggested that OCB is positively associated with positive customer-oriented behavior. In another study, Bienstock et al. (2003) also found a positive relationship between OCB demonstrated by service employees and the extent to which service is delivered according to service standards (Morrison, 1996). Moreover, Gyekye and Haybatollahi (2015) documented a significant positive association between OCB and job satisfaction among 320 Ghanaian industrial workers.

It is quite possible that OCB may not always lead to positive outcomes; it may end up in some personal cost for its exhibitors. Bolino and Turnley (2003) highlighted that employees might experience escalating citizenship behavior when exhibiting OCB becomes so normative for them to be seen as going the extra mile. Besides, they also stated that it becomes harder for employees to get away from work and contribute to competition among workers to be seen as the most committed employees. Bergeron (2007) also supported the same fact and stated that the value of OCB decreases over time because the cost (energy and time) associated with performing OCB outweighs its benefits (reputation and rewards). Scholars claim that OCB has some negative personal implications for individuals who are involved in OCBs. For instance, an exhibition of OCB causes stress (Organ and Ryan, 1995). Supporting the idea, Bolino and Turnley (2005) found that employees who are engaged in individuals’ initiatives experience job stress and work–family conflict. While several studies have highlighted the personal cost of OCB, it has also been noted that OCB has professional costs. As Bergeron (2007) noted, OCB is not something that occurs in a vacuum; engaging in OCB may cause adverse effects on employees’ task performance, which consequently damages their career. Specifically, the more time employees spend on performing OCB, the less time they spend on task performance, which affects organizational performance in a broader sense. Taken together with the above discussion, this study assumes that there can be a negative personal outcome (ego depletion) which then causes an adverse organizational outcome (service sabotage) for employees who go the extra mile for organizations and for those within the organizations.

Ego depletion, here taken as the personal cost of OCB, is defined as “a temporary reduction in the self’s capacity or willingness to engage in volitional action (including controlling the environment, controlling the self, making choices, and initiating an action) caused by the prior exercise of volition” (Baumeister et al., 1998, p. 1253). The theory of ego depletion (Baumeister et al., 1998) refers to the idea that self-control or willpower draws upon a pool of individuals’ regulatory resources that are used up over time. Thus, people feel depleted when these regulatory resources are diminished owing to the performance of activities which require self-control. One of the most important and powerful features of human psychology is volition capacity, otherwise known as will power, including choice and self-regulation (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). People show a remarkable capacity to regulate the self and overcome the impulses and drives that tempt them to engage in violent actions when provoked or procrastinate when they are at work (Steel, 2007). The ability to attain deliberative control over impulses and abstain from gratifying immediate needs and desire is extremely adaptive. It enables people to engage in goal-directed behavior to bring about desirable long-term outcomes (Fishbach and Labroo, 2007). The literature (Bauer and Baumeister, 2011; Baumeister et al., 2018) suggests that self-regulatory operations consume resources that are depleted afterward. When resources (limited) deplete, individuals are subsequently less successful at responding actively, even in a seemingly unrelated sphere of activity. The implication is that some resources akin to energy or strength are expended in the regulatory process, creating a state that has been dubbed ego depletion. Once depleted, employees’ capacity to exert self-control or to exhibit appropriate behavior based on limited resources becomes difficult, thereby leading to inappropriate behavior on employees’ part (Yam et al., 2014). Similarly, OCB has been documented as a situation where employees perform beyond their assigned tasks, which surely consumes more regulatory resources, and hence leaves actors in a depleted state.

As explained, OCB causes personal cost in the form of ego depletion, resulting in adverse consequences at the organizational level, i.e., service sabotage. To support this notion, we borrow support from ego-depletion theory, which claims that depletion caused by initial exertion dampens employees’ control on subsequent tasks. The prior literature (Carter et al., 2015; Dang, 2018) noted that ego-depleted employees lack sufficient resources to perform aptly and maintain their prosocial and productive behavior. Ego depletion lessens employees’ ability to maintain their extra-role performance and adversely affects their assigned role performance. Specifically, this study posits that the immediate result of OCB is ego depletion, which results in a situation where employees are not as devoted as before and do not hold appropriate behavior toward others and sabotage the services. Specifically, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 1: The positive relationship between OCB and service sabotage is mediated by ego depletion.


Moderating Effect of Positive PsyCap

Positive PsyCap is defined as “an individual’s positive psychological state of development that is characterized by, having confidence (self-efficacy) to take on and put in the necessary effort to succeed at challenging tasks; making a positive attribution (optimism) about succeeding now and in the future; persevering toward goals and, when necessary, redirecting paths to goals (hope) to succeed; and when beset by problems and adversity, sustaining and bouncing back and even beyond (resilience) to attain success” (Luthans et al., 2007, p. 3). Largely stimulated by the positive psychology movement, there has been a call to go beyond human capital by focusing on what has been termed “positive psychological capital” (Luthans et al., 2007). PsyCap is not only concerned with “who you are” (i.e., human capital) but also in the developmental sense “who you are becoming,” your “best self” (Luthans et al., 2007, p. 20).

Research indicates that PsyCap has implications for combating stress and facilitates positive organizational change (Avey et al., 2008), supportive organizational climate, and employees’ performance (Luthans et al., 2008). Researchers in the service industry have identified similar implications. For instance, Avey et al. (2010b) found a positive association between PsyCap and both the financial and manager-rated performance of employees in the service industry. Moreover, Karatepe and Karadas (2015) noted that PsyCap is positively linked with work engagement, job satisfaction, career satisfaction, and frontline employees’ life satisfaction in the hospitality industry. Given the general expectancy of success derived from optimism and the belief in personal abilities derived from efficacy, those high in PsyCap report higher job satisfaction, performance, and commitment in the United States’ insurance service firms (Luthans et al., 2008). The literature also suggests that PsyCap predicts employees’ innovative behavior (Jafri, 2012), lower turnover intention, and improved general well-being. A primary explanatory mechanism for the effect of PsyCap on employee attitudes is that those higher in PsyCap expect good things to happen at work (optimism). They believe that they create their success and are more impervious to setbacks than those lower in PsyCap. The high level of optimism regarding the future and confidence in their own ability to succeed in the current job motivates them to take charge of their destinies (Seligman, 2000), self-select into challenging endeavors (Bandura, 1997), engage the necessary efforts and resources, and persevere in the face of obstacles (Stajkovic and Luthans, 1998), rather than become “quitters.”

In addition to desirable attitudes, research has found PsyCap to be negatively related to undesirable employee attitudes, such as cynicism toward change or turnover intentions (Avey et al., 2011). Specifically, based on the optimistic expectancies of future events and resilience to setbacks, those high in PsyCap reported being more open and less cynical about change in their organization (Avey et al., 2010a). Moreover, Bakker and Demerouti (2007) argue that holding job and personal resources constant, job demands create distress on employees, leading to psychological exhaustion, anxiety, and impaired health. However, positive psychological resources, such as efficacy and optimism, counteract the distress from these demands, such that the components of PsyCap act as a suppressor of stress and anxiety. Taking support from prior literature, this study assumes that individuals high in PsyCap have positive expectations about future outcomes and greater belief in their ability to deal with various challenges involved in the job. These positive psychological states motivate individuals to exert greater effort and perform well in their job. For that, we propose that PsyCap moderates the adverse effects of OCB; specifically, we propose that PsyCap weakens the positive association between OCB, ego depletion, and service sabotage.


Hypothesis 2(a): The positive relationship between OCB and ego depletion is moderated by PsyCap, such that this association is weaker when PsyCap is high.

Hypothesis 2(b): The indirect positive relationship between OCB and service sabotage through ego depletion is moderated by PsyCap, such that the mediated relationship is weaker when PsyCap is high.





MATERIALS AND METHODS


Sample and Procedure

The multi-source and multi-wave data were collected from individuals working at hair salons in Jiangsu province, China, to the formal moderated mediation model. Research assistants were hired to personally visit the salons and collect the required information. To qualify for the sample, individuals were required to be full-time working adults with a direct supervisor. The survey was conducted in three stages, and the time lag was 2 weeks. All participants were voluntary and received our promise of confidentiality. To encourage maximum participation, we also offered gifts to the participants, for example, coffee or movie coupons. Three different surveys were designed. Survey 1 was designed for supervisors to report their subordinates’ OCB. Survey 2 was designed to collect employees’ demographics, control variables, ego depletion, and positive PsyCap. Survey 3 was designed for supervisors to rate their subordinates’ service sabotage behavior. In Stage 1, research assistants formally invited the direct supervisors and requested them to nominate their full-time working employees. Each direct supervisor was asked to complete Survey 1. In Stage 2, 2 weeks after Stage 1, we contacted the direct supervisors’ who nominated employees to provide the rating of Survey 2. In Stage 3, 2 weeks after Stage 2, we requested the direct supervisors (who provided the rating of Survey 1) to rate Survey 3. The surveys were matched by the name of the employee mentioned in each survey. Scales developed in English were used in designing the surveys, so we translated them into Chinese. Two Chinese bilingual academicians lend their expertise to confirm the back-translation’s quality and accuracy (Brislin, 1980).

At Stage 1, research assistants contacted 191 direct supervisors to complete Survey 1 and to provide their subordinates’ information. We received the complete ratings of 129 direct supervisors, and they also provided the information of 523 subordinates. At Stage 2, we contacted the 523 subordinates to provide ratings of Survey 2. We received a complete rating of 483 subordinates. At Stage 3, we contacted the 129 direct supervisors to complete Survey 3. Finally, we collected 420 responses from 112 direct supervisors and their 420 subordinates following the match survey procedure.



Measures


OCB

We followed Babcock-Roberson and Strickland (2010) to measure OCB by using a 24-item scale from Smith et al. (1983). The sample items include “I help others who have been absent” and “I attend function not required but that help my company image.” Responses were measured on a 5-point (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) Likert scale.



Ego Depletion

Following Lanaj et al. (2016), we measured ego depletion by using a five-item scale developed by Twenge et al. (2004). The sample items include questions like “Generally speaking, I feel like my willpower is gone” and “I feel drained.” The responses were also recorded on a 5-point (1 = not at all, 5 = very much) Likert scale.



Positive PsyCap

Following the other studies (Avey et al., 2010a; Luthans et al., 2010), PsyCap was measured by using the 24-item scale from Luthans et al. (2007a). The 24-item scale consists of four dimensions, hope, resilience, optimism, and efficacy, each with a six-item scale. The sample items include “If I should find myself in a jam at work, I could think of many ways to get out of it,” “I always look on the bright side of things regarding my job,” and “I usually manage difficulties one way or another at work.” The responses were reported on a 5-point (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) Likert scale.



Service Sabotage

Following Hongbo et al. (2019), service sabotage was measured by the three-item scale developed by Chi et al. (2013). The supervisors were requested to report their employees’ sabotage behavior on a 5-point (1 = never, 5 = always) Likert scale. The sample items include “He/she deliberately mistreats his/her customers” and “He/she behave negatively toward customers.”



Control Variables

Following prior literature (Duffy et al., 2012; Hongbo et al., 2019), we controlled for demographic variables including supervisor’s and subordinate’s gender, supervisor’s and subordinate’s age, subordinate’s education, and experience in the same industry. Besides, as the research documented (Chi et al., 2013) customer negative events as a major reason for employees’ service sabotage behavior, we also controlled it. The three-item scale measured customer negative events by Chi et al. (2013). The sample items include “Customers made unreasonable demands that I could not fulfill,” and the responses were recorded on a 5-point (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) Likert scale.



Analytical Approach

The participants worked independently of one another and came from different hair salon outlets, but many employees worked under the same supervisor and reported them. Therefore, it leads to the notion that employees’ rating could not be independent of each other and might potentially violate the assumption of ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. This violation could result in a biased estimate of standard errors and invalid test statistics. To address this concern, there is a need to analyze the data at the individual and supervisor levels (i.e., analyzing data at two levels). Thus, we computed the intraclass coefficient 1 and the intraclass coefficient 2 to determine the appropriate analysis level. ICC1 represents the amount of variance that resides between supervisors for each study variable, whereas ICC2 represents the supervisor’s stability for each study variable. The ICC1 for OCB, ego depletion, service sabotage, and PsyCap were 0.08, 0.08, 0.11, and 0.23, respectively. In line with this, the ICC2 for OCB, ego depletion, service sabotage, and PsyCap were 0.09, 0.10, 0.28, and 0.51, respectively. All of these values are below the generally accepted level of 0.70. These values suggest insufficient variance between supervisors coupled with low stabilities of their means to warrant using a multi-level approach.

Moreover, we followed the recent studies (e.g., Hongbo et al., 2020; Latif et al., 2020; Weng et al., 2020) and calculated a corrected (unbiased) F statistic for each of our analyses (Kenny, 1995) as this is a more conservative test. Results indicated that all of our corrected F statistics remained significant and decreased by no more than 0.10. All of these results, coupled with Kenny’s (1995) statement that if ICC1s are below 0.3, it is relatively safe to analyze data at the individual level, lead us to the decision to analyze all variables in the study at the individual level.

By doing so, we measured all the variables of our study at the individual level. We requested direct supervisors to rate their subordinates’ OCB (e.g., “he/she [subordinate name] help others who have been absent” and “he/she [subordinate name] attend function not required but that help his/her company image”) and subordinates’ service sabotage behavior (e.g., “he/she [subordinate name] deliberately mistreats his/her customers” and “he/she [subordinate name] behave negatively toward customers”). Following this, we also requested subordinates to rate their ego depletion (e.g., “generally speaking, I [subordinate name] feel like my willpower is gone” and “I [subordinate name] feel drained”) and positive psychological capital (e.g., “if I [subordinate name] should find myself in a jam at work, I [subordinate name] could think of many ways to get out of it,” “I [subordinate name] always look on the bright side of things regarding my job,” “I [subordinate name] usually manage difficulties one way or another at work”).

We followed the recent studies (e.g., see Eissa and Lester, 2017; Hongbo et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2019) to conduct data analysis through SPSS PROCESS macro developed by Preacher et al. (2007). Our study developed formal mediation and moderated mediation (two-way interaction) hypotheses, so we performed a series of analyses described by Preacher et al. (2007). First, the Hayes PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) allowed us to obtain a bias-corrected confidence interval (CI) using bootstrapping (using 10,000 bootstrap samples) to establish the significance of the mediation. Also, the Hayes PROCESS macro applied the Sobel test (normal theory approach) to test the formal mediation hypothesis. Second, the Hayes PROCESS macro also allowed us to test the moderated mediation model’s index and the conditional indirect effects of OCB on service sabotage via ego depletion at different values of PsyCap (−1 SD, M, and + 1 SD). We also applied the approach of Edwards and Lambert (2007) along with the procedure of the Hayes PROCESS macro to conduct a simple slop test and plot a graph to test the moderated mediation model (two-way interaction). Thus, we first used the SPSS “PROCESS macro” Model 4 to test our formal mediation hypothesis (i.e., Hypothesis 1). We then utilized the SPSS “PROCESS macro” Model 8 to test our proposed moderated mediation model (i.e., Hypotheses 2a and 2b).



RESULTS


Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 provides our study’s descriptive statistics (e.g., standard deviations, means, and estimated coefficient alpha values) and intercorrelations. As anticipated, the preliminary analyses support our hypotheses. OCB is positively related to ego depletion (r = 0.36, p < 0.01) and service sabotage (r = 0.26, p < 0.01). Ego depletion is also positively related to service sabotage (r = 0.31, p < 0.01). Moreover, PsyCap is positively related to OCB (r = 0.39, p < 0.01) but negatively related to ego depletion (r = −0.31, p < 0.01) and service sabotage (r = −0.32, p < 0.01).


TABLE 1. Intercorrelations, descriptive statistics, and estimated reliabilities among the variables.
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Test of Mediation

Table 2 presents the findings of the formal mediation test. OCB is positively correlated with ego depletion (B = 0.12, SE = 0.02, t = 5.64, p < 0.001, LLCI = 0.08, ULCI = 0.17) and service sabotage (B = 0.07, SE = 0.03, t = 2.71, p < 0.05, LLCI = 0.02, ULCI = 0.12). Ego depletion is positively correlated with service sabotage (B = 0.30, SE = 0.08, t = 3.91, p < 0.001, LLCI = 0.15, ULCI = 0.46) as well. Following the recent studies (e.g., see Tariq and Ding, 2018; Tariq and Weng, 2018; Tariq et al., 2020), we calculate bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals (using 10,000 bootstrap samples) for indirect effects of OCB on service sabotage through ego depletion. Table 2 indicates the significant positive indirect effects of OCB on service sabotage through ego depletion (B = 0.04, SE = 0.01, LLCI = 0.02, ULCI = 0.06). Thus, the direct effects of OCB on service sabotage (B = 0.07, SE = 0.03, LLCI = 0.02, ULCI = 0.12), indirect effects of OCB on service sabotage via ego depletion (B = 0.04, SE = 0.01, LLCI = 0.02, ULCI = 0.06), and the total effects of OCB on service sabotage (B = 0.11, SE = 0.03, LLCI = 0.06, ULCI = 0.16) provide support for Hypothesis 1; that is, the positive relationship between OCB and service sabotage is mediated by ego depletion.


TABLE 2. Results of mediation analysis.
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Test of the Moderated Mediation Model

Table 3 and Figure 2 list the findings of our formal moderated mediation model. We found that OCB is positively correlated with ego depletion (B = 0.12, SE = 0.02, t = 5.72, p < 0.001, LLCI = 0.08, ULCI = 0.16) and service sabotage (B = 0.07, SE = 0.03, t = 2.68, p < 0.05, LLCI = 0.02, ULCI = 0.12). Ego depletion is also positively correlated with service sabotage (B = 0.29, SE = 0.08, t = 3.56, p < 0.001, LLCI = 0.13, ULCI = 0.44). The interaction term of OCB and PsyCap is negative and significant (B = −0.05, SE = 0.01, t = −3.60, p < 0.001, LLCI = −0.08, ULCI = −0.02), as indicated in Table 3. Thus, Hypothesis 2a is supported.


TABLE 3. Results of the moderated-mediation model analysis.
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FIGURE 2. Results of moderated mediation model.


Besides, we followed the work of Ahmad et al. (2019); Butt et al. (2019), Tariq et al. (2019), and Shillamkwese et al. (2019) to conduct the simple slop test to plot the moderating effect of PsyCap on the relationship between OCB and ego depletion. By doing so, we found that the relationship between OCB and ego depletion is stronger when PsyCap is low (B = 0.12, t = 2.68, p < 0.001) and weaker when PsyCap is high (B = 0.07, t = 1.67, p < 0.05). Thus, we again found support for Hypothesis 2a; that is, the positive relationship between OCB and ego depletion is moderated by PsyCap, such that this association is weaker when PsyCap is high. Also, to further support our Hypothesis 2(a), we plot the interaction term, i.e., organizational citizenship behavior X positive psychological capital, and provide the graphical presentation of the moderating effect of positive psychological capital. Figure 3 demonstrates that positive psychological capital moderates the positive relationship between organizational citizenship behavior and ego depletion, such that the positive relationship will be weaker when positive psychological capital is high.
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FIGURE 3. The interactive effect of OCB and Positive PsyCap on ego depletion.


To test Hypothesis 2b, we examined the conditional indirect effects of OCB on service sabotage via ego depletion at different values of PsyCap (−1 SD, M, and + 1 SD). Table 4 reveals that the indirect effect of OCB on service sabotage through ego depletion is weak when PsyCap is high (B = 0.01, SE = 0.01, LLCI = 0.01, ULCI = 0.04). This effect is strong when PsyCap is low (B = 0.06, SE = 0.02, LLCI = 0.02, ULCI = 0.09). In addition, the index of the moderated mediation is negative and significant (effect = −0.01, SE = 0.01, LLCI = −0.02, ULCI = −0.01). Therefore, our moderated mediation relationship (i.e., Hypothesis 2b) is supported; that is, the indirect positive relationship between OCB and service sabotage through ego depletion is moderated by PsyCap, such that the mediated relationship is weaker when PsyCap is high.


TABLE 4. Results of the conditional direct and indirect effects of OCB on service sabotage via ego depletion at values of PsyCap.
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DISCUSSION

Though numerous studies (LePine et al., 2002; Turnipseed and Rassuli, 2005) have focused on the positive side of OCB for beneficiaries, this study aimed to highlight its potential cost by examining its immediate effect on its actors (those who exhibit OCB). Focusing on the dark side of OCB is important because exhibiting such behavior is common these days, which most likely has repercussions for its actors’ energy and other resources. This study began with two basic questions, “how OCB causes actors’ exhibition of service sabotage behavior through ego depletion” and “does actor’s PsyCap weakens the positive association between OCB and actors’ service sabotage behavior through ego depletion?” To answer these questions, we borrowed support from the ego-depletion theory. Traditionally, ego-depletion theory claims that work activities that involve attention on specific problems, resist directions, and manage attitudes all draw from the same pool of limited resources. Continuous self-regulation results in resource depletion, which renders the self temporarily less able and less willing to function normally or optimally. In the workplace, resource depletion leads to less effective self-regulation, which affects employees’ performance. For instance, Lin et al. (2016) stated that demanding interpersonal interactions deplete regulatory resources. Extrapolating this idea, this study proposed that OCB deplete resources owing to the demanding nature of this activity. Though several studies (Glasø et al., 2010; Chi et al., 2013) relied on an ego-depletion framework to demonstrate how it explains employees’ resource depletion and their failure to maintain set standards in the organization, how it explains the dark side of OCB by examining the relationship between OCB and employees’ service sabotage behavior is ignored to date. To fill this gap, this study provides a mechanism to answer our first question, i.e., how an exhibition of OCB results in actors’ involvement in service sabotage behavior. This study proposes that when employees exhibit OCB, it consumes more of their available regulatory resources, leading to feeling depleted. In such circumstances, where employees are left with limited regulatory resources, the depleted employees not only are unable to perform their extra-role performance (OCB) but are also unable to perform assigned role performance. Specifically, we found that when employees exhibit OCB, it depletes their pool of resources, which affects the service standards (service sabotage). The findings of this study are in line with prior literature (Hagger et al., 2010; Carter et al., 2015; Dang, 2018) which documented that depleted employees lack sufficient resources to maintain their productive behavior and to perform appropriately at the workplace.

Besides, this study also demonstrates that OCB may not always result in undesired behavior on the actors’ part, which directly answers our second question; i.e., does the actors’ PsyCap weaken the positive association between OCB and service sabotage behavior through ego depletion? As hypothesized, our findings show that PsyCap weakens the direct positive association between OCB and ego depletion but weakens the indirect relationship between OCB and service sabotage; i.e., detrimental effects of OCB are lower for those who are high in PsyCap. Our findings reveal that when employees exhibit OCB, their resource pool depletes, which affects the normal functioning of their regulatory system. In such a scenario, the availability of PsyCap enables employees to offset the resource loss caused by OCB, and thus, employees’ regulatory system works properly. Specifically, the study finds that PsyCap compensates for resource loss and helps employees to maintain their service standards.

This study took a novel perspective on the effect of OCB by arguing theoretically and providing empirical support to the fact that when employees engage in OCB, they experience resource depletion. From a theoretical perspective, we contribute to the ego-depletion literature by identifying a phenomenon that consumes resources. Going beyond existing research is mainly preoccupied with identifying those factors that just drain resources. At the same time, less attention has been devoted to identifying such factors that provide resources or maintain the available resources. This study investigated the impact of employees’ OCB as a phenomenon that depletes resources. While OCB comes with an immediate cost for its actors, it also causes adverse effects for organizations. Besides pointing out OCB as a resource-consuming phenomenon, this study also incorporated PsyCap as a resource-replenishing factor and examined its effect in dumping the negative effect of OCB. While OCB comes at some cost, this study also highlighted some bright side to this story: resources are replenished when employees have higher PsyCap.

Given the effect of OCB, the findings of this study have important implications for research on PsyCap. Specifically, our findings suggest that PsyCap provides the necessary resources to invest in an important yet depleting activity that may render resource depletion for actors. In the context of OCB, it shows that high PsyCap exacerbated the depleting effect of OCB. Arguably, it happens because employees with high PsyCap have sufficient resources that generate prosocial motivation. Such employees are preoccupied with exhibiting OCB and may therefore not experience that much depletion compared to employees with lower PsyCap, which later restricts their service sabotage behavior. Moving beyond PsyCap, this study also contributes to research on the association between OCB and service sabotage by highlighting the complex mechanism of ego depletion. Consistent with ego-depletion theory, this study suggested that OCB consumes employees’ regulatory resources, which decreases their ability to perform their tasks. Specifically, our findings suggest that those employees who exhibit OCB experience ego depletion, which affects their service quality (service sabotage).

The findings of this study also offer practical implications for employees and organizations. Specifically, the findings suggest that employees ought to exercise caution while exhibiting OCB, because such behavior may leave them depleted and less effective at their assigned tasks. Also, our findings carry implications for organizations seeking OCB from employees. First, organizations need to realize that expecting such extra-role task has detrimental effects for exhibitors. This is not to say that organizations should not encourage employees’ OCB behavior but that the organizations must compensate those employees who go beyond their assigned task and perform extra-role tasks. Moreover, grounding on our findings, i.e., PsyCap weakens the adverse effect of OCB and reduces employees’ service sabotage behavior, this study provides important insights into various human resource practices, such as the selection of candidates and training workshops for PsyCap. For example, organizations could access applicants’ level of PsyCap during the selection process through some standard written tests. By utilizing certain Psychological Capital Questionnaire tests, organizations could hire a job candidate with positive personal qualities. As suggested, a key feature of PsyCap is that it is malleable and could be developed (Luthans et al., 2007b), so we suggest organizations to enhance their employees’ PsyCap by providing them sufficient training so they could perform better even in depleted circumstances.


Limitations

We believe that this study opens new doors for future researchers in OCB literature and further highlights its dark side. But we also accept that besides the interesting findings, this study has several limitations which need to be mentioned here. First, this study considers OCB a general phenomenon; i.e., it does not consider OCB dimensions: OCBI and OCBO; it is quite possible that employees exhibiting OCBI do not exhibit OCBO. To better understand the phenomenon (OCB–service sabotage), it would be better to examine both dimensions separately. Further, this study did not consider specific OCB episodes often performed by employees due to survey length and time constraints. This is another limitation of this study because the nature of OCB tasks may impact the effect of OCB on ego depletion. For instance, helping others with some novel problems may require extra resources which cause more ego depletion compared to helping others in routine matters. Similarly, extending OCB toward a well-liked coworker may cause less depletion compared to others. Following the prior literature, this study controlled some demographic factors and customers’ negative events, potentially affecting our proposed relationship. However, there may be some other factors that we did not control, but they could potentially inflate our findings. For instance, if an employee experiences work–family conflict (WFC) or any other stress at the workplace, it would also deplete his/her resources, leading to service sabotage. Here, we encourage future researchers to consider such factors while examining the same related phenomenon. Fourth, though the findings are based on time-lagged multi-source data, we cannot eliminate the potential issue of common method bias. It might be possible that employees exhibiting OCB might not get depleted immediately but may get depleted after a certain period. For that, it is recommended to adopt a time series approach or a daily diary method. Fifth, based on an ego-depletion framework, this study examined the relationship between OCB and service sabotage through ego depletion; however, it is not the only mechanism that explains this relationship. Future researchers are encouraged to incorporate other mechanisms (e.g., moral credits) which may better explain the relationships. Fifth, the findings are based on only one industry in China; one should consider the generalizability issue across other industries and cultures.

Finally, in our study, we only hypothesized and focused on the relationship between OCB and service sabotage via ego depletion at high PsyCap. The simple slope test and the moderated mediation results demonstrate that the indirect effects of OCB on service sabotage via ego depletion is weaker (stronger) when PsyCap is high (low). Therefore, we call for further studies to integrate the relevant theory to hypothesize the indirect effect on high vs. low values of PsyCap and to conduct empirical tests to provide more understanding about the relationship of OCB and service sabotage via ego depletion at high vs. low values of PsyCap.

Despite certain limitations, we hope that future researchers build upon our findings and further explore the dark side of OCB. Although being involved in OCB is critical behavior at the workplace, it is rational to establish a balanced view of its cost and benefits. The ideal situation, after all, is for employees to exhibit OCB without depleting their own will.



CONCLUSION

Despite the most important extra-role expectations from employees, OCB has some immediate cost for those who exhibit it and later for the organizations and all those directly or indirectly associated with employees or organizations. This study contributes to the existing literature on OCB and service sabotage by providing a mechanism that explains how most desired behavior becomes costly for the organizations, i.e., how OCB leads to employees’ service sabotage behavior through ego depletion. Besides, it also answers how employees with high PsyCap experience and behave after exhibiting OCB. This study concludes that when employees exhibit OCB, their limited pool of resources is depleted, restricting their normal behavior. In contrast, PsyCap provides employees with more resources to compensate for their resource loss, leading them to become less depleted and have less service sabotage behavior. We sincerely hope that other researchers will join us in highlighting other costs associated with OCB.
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