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Punishment and forgiveness are two very different responses to a moral transgression
that both have been argued to restore perceptions of moral order within an organization.
Unfortunately, it is currently unclear what motivates organizational actors to punish or
forgive a norm transgressor. We build on social cognitive theory to argue that punishment
and forgiveness of a transgressor are both rooted in self-regulatory processes. Specifically,
we argue that organizational actors are more likely to respond to intentional transgressions
with punishment, and to unintentional transgressions with forgiveness. However, these
effects of transgressor intentionality should be found in particular among actors for whom
moral identity is central (vs. peripheral). We find support for these predictions in a laboratory
experiment and a field study among organizational leaders. By simultaneously studying
punishment and forgiveness in organizational settings, we provide crucial insight in their
shared motivational bases, as well as into important differences between the two.

Keywords: forgiveness, punishment, moral identity, social cognitive theory, reconciliation

INTRODUCTION

Organization members commonly transgress moral norms in the workplace. For instance,
research finds that over 40% of organizational members indicate that they have over-reported
the number of hours they worked, covered up incidents, misled customers, took credit for
somebody else’s ideas, or lied to their supervisor (Adler, 2007; Lindsey et al., 2011; see also
Grover, 1993; Prater and Kiser, 2002; Payne, 2008; Shulman, 2011; Edelman and Larkin, 2015).
Transgressions like these require a response to restore a sense of moral order within the
organization. If moral transgressions are ignored, employees quickly start to perceive that the
organization cares little about moral standards, thus eroding perceptions of ethical leadership
and a just climate.

Scholars commonly suggest two responses that may induce perceptions among members that
the moral order within the organization is restored in the aftermath of a transgression—depending
on whether the perceived motives for a forgiving or punitive response align with transgressor
motives (Gollwitzer and Okimoto, 2021). Specifically, moral transgressors may be punished for
their transgression, or they may be forgiven. On the face of it, these two responses are very
different from each other: whereas punishment refers to the infliction or imposition of a penalty
as retribution for an offence, forgiveness implies that the victim will not seek (further) revenge
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or reparations (Enright, 1991; Baumeister et al., 1998). However,
more recent research has shown that punishment and forgiveness
may be more similar than it appears, both in terms of motivations
as well as in terms of consequences (Strelan, 2017; Strelan
et al,, 2017). Unfortunately, it is unclear what makes organizational
actors decide to punish transgressions of moral norms, and
what makes them forgive the transgressor.

In this paper we build on social cognitive theory (Bandura,
1991, 2011) to argue that the decisions to punish or forgive a
transgressor are both rooted in self-regulatory processes. Social
cognitive theory describes human behavior, including morally
motivated behavior, in terms of self-regulatory systems that
underlie setting goals and striving towards these goals. Based
on this theory, we identify transgressor intentionality (Leunissen
et al., 2013) and moral identity centrality (Aquino et al., 2009;
Boegershausen et al., 2015) as crucial antecedents of punishment
and forgiveness. Transgressor intentionality refers to whether
the transgressor wanted the transgression to happen or, conversely,
accidentally transgressed a moral norm; moral identity refers
to the centrality of moral beliefs to the self-concept (Bandura,
1991, 2002). Intentional transgressions are likely to be punished,
whereas unintentional transgressions are more likely to
be forgiven. We will argue, however, that these effects of
transgressor intentionality on punishment and forgiveness should
be found in particular among actors for whom moral identity
is central; actors for whom moral identity is peripheral will
care less about punishment and forgiveness of moral transgressions.

In using social cognitive theory to integrate the disconnected
literatures on punishment and on forgiveness, we seek to offer
contributions to various literatures. First, although organizational
scholars have studied punishment for decades, they almost
always focused on effects of punishment on performance
(Podsakoff et al., 2006; McNamara et al., 2022). The few studies
on punishment of moral transgressions focused on the interests
of the authority or the organization as antecedents of such
punishment (Hoogervorst et al., 2010; Cramwinckel et al., 2013;
Desmet et al., 2015; Van Houwelingen et al., 2020). This paper
begins to develop our understanding of how moral motivations
shape punishment of moral transgressions in organizations.
Second, research has shown that the extent to which morality
is a central concern for a person (i.e., moral identity centrality)
can be associated with higher levels of punitiveness (Hofmann
et al., 2018), but also with a stronger preparedness to forgive
and weaker inclinations to punish (e.g., Aquino et al., 2007).
In the present research we show for what type of transgressions,
moral identity centrality is likely to strengthen punitive tendencies
(i.e, intentional transgressions), and for which type of
transgressions, moral identity is likely to strengthen forgiveness
(i.e., unintentional transgressions).

PUNISHMENT, FORGIVENESS, AND THE
MORAL ORDER

Research suggests that moral transgressions are experienced
quite literally as intrusions upon a moral order that needs to
be set right (Cushman, 2015; Strelan et al, 2017). This is

because people tend to see moral norms and rules as touchstones,
helping them make sense of the social world and make it
more predictable (Fitness, 2001; Fitness and Peterson, 2008).
A transgression of a moral norm thus often leaves people feel
uncertain and uneasy about their social environment (Funk
et al,, 2014). As a result, they feel the need to be reassured
that the moral norms are still in place and that other people
are still likely to behave in line with these norms (Fitness, 2001).

Research on motivations underlying punitive judgments and
decisions has mainly focused on lay-people (e.g., in the mock-
jury literature; Mazzella and Feingold, 1994) or professional
court judges (e.g., Danziger et al., 2011). Much of this research
has shown that punitive decisions can be driven by moral
motives, such as a desire to restore moral order (Carlsmith
et al.,, 2002). Specifically, an important function of punishment
is to have a transgressor pay for his/her actions by incurring
suffering (Carlsmith, 2006; Fitness and Peterson, 2008). In
support of this analysis of the function of punishment, research
shows that some transgressors want to be punished for their
misdeeds, as they feel they would not be able to move on
otherwise (Fitness, 2001). This is also true on the victim- and
observer-side: Punishment has been found to be empowering
to victims (Strelan et al., 2020), and allows all parties to move
on beyond the transgression (Strelan et al., 2017). Other research
shows that people often use the norm of proportionality to
assess whether or not punishment is justified: Only when the
suffering caused by punishment is seen as equivalent to the
harm caused, is punishment considered to be sufficient (Skarlicki
and Kulik, 2004).

Forgiveness, in contrast, involves remittance of the moral
debt brought about by the transgression (McCullough et al,
2013): It allows both transgressor and victim to restore the
relationship and move on (Fitness and Peterson, 2008). In line
with this, withholding forgiveness has been shown to be a
powerful motivator for the transgressor to engage in reconciliatory
behaviors (Zheng et al., 2016). Forgiveness is much more than
letting go of a grudge, but is, instead a complex intra- and
interpersonal process that involves changes in attitudes as well
as emotions and behaviors (Forster et al., 2020). While granting
forgiveness may at first sight seem to be solely in the interest
of the transgressor, forgiveness also performs important functions
for the victim. Forgiving a perpetrator allows a victim to let
go of negative feelings towards the transgressor, and to no
longer having to define themselves and the relation in terms
of the harm incurred (Fitness, 2001; Fitness and Peterson, 2008).

Hence, both punishment and forgiveness help to erase a
moral debt caused by a transgression and to restore a normal
functioning, cooperative, relation between victim and transgressor
in the wake of a moral transgression. In fact, punishment can
sometimes promote subsequent forgiveness (Strelan and van
Prooijen, 2013; Strelan et al., 2017). In such cases, punishment
functions to have a moral debt either partially or fully repaid,
and forgiveness then further absolves the perpetrator from
further (potentially disproportional) suffering. However, in
practice many transgressions get punished but not forgiven
(Skitka and Bauman, 2008; Skitka, 2010) and some transgressions
are forgiven but not punished (Leunissen et al, 2013; Van
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Houwelingen et al., 2018). This is likely because, arguably,
very different calculations go into inflicting punishment or
granting forgiveness. What determines whether organizational
actors will punish or forgive a moral transgressor? In the
following section we offer a self-regulatory account in terms
of social cognitive theory.

A SOCIAL COGNITIVE ANALYSIS OF
PUNISHMENT AND FORGIVENESS

Social cognitive theory was developed to explain the self-
regulatory underpinnings of human behavior (Bandura, 1991,
2001, 2011). Without active self-regulation, people would not
be able to set goals or strive for these goals and they could
not respond to immediate contextual influences at best. According
to social cognitive theory, a critical element of successful goal
setting and goal striving is self-monitoring. This refers to paying
adequate attention to one’s own behavior, the conditions under
which it is enacted, and the (proximal and distal) effects it
produces. This provides information for setting realistic goals
and for evaluating progress towards these goals. Self-monitoring
is not simply an automatic inspection of one’s actions; instead,
preexisting cognitive structure and beliefs about the self (ie.,
identity constructs) selectively influence which aspects of one’s
functioning and surrounding context are attended to most.

Social cognitive theory views identity as a cognitive schema,
stored in memory, that contains a set of beliefs and understandings
one has of oneself (Bandura, 2002; Bandura and Bussey, 2004).
Within that schema certain constructs can be more or less
accessible, depending on one’s developmental history or other
experiences (Bandura, 2011). Accessible constructs are considered
to be ‘central’ to one’s self-concept, whereas less accessible
constructs are considered to be ‘peripheral’ (Shao et al., 2008).
According to social cognitive theory, people are motivated to
behave in line with the beliefs and understandings they consider
central (i.e., are more accessible; Bandura, 1991)—responses
and behaviors that are not in line with those central beliefs
are likely to result in aversive feelings, such as dissonance or
guilt (Shao et al., 2008; Aquino et al., 2009).

Social cognitive theory is also relevant to the self-regulatory
underpinnings of moral behavior. In dealing with morally
loaded situations, people must extract, weight and integrate
morally relevant information in the situation that confronts
them. However, as all self-regulation, self-regulation of moral
behavior builds on how cognitive schemas about the self (i.e.,
identity constructs) relate to the moral situation. The identity
type in this respect that is directly relevant, from the perspective
of social cognitive theory, is moral identity (Aquino et al,
2007, 2009, 2011; Reed et al., 2007; Boegershausen et al., 2015).
As noted, moral identity refers to the centrality of moral beliefs
to the self-concept (Bandura, 1991, 2002). The more moral
beliefs are considered to be central to the notion of the self,
the more acting in ways that are not in line with these beliefs
will result in aversive and dissonantic feelings (Hoogervorst
et al, 2010). In line with this reasoning, it has been shown
that people high (vs. low) in moral identity centrality are more

likely to describe themselves in moral terms (Oreilly and
Aquino, 2011), they are motivated to engage in behaviors that
are seen as morally commendable such as volunteering and
other charitable behaviors, and they are less likely to engage
in antisocial and unethical behaviors (Reynolds and Ceranic,
2007; Hertz and Krettenauer, 2016).

We argue that moral identity centrality also motivates
responses to moral transgressions in a way that restores
moral order. Arguably, the need for a reasserted moral order
is stronger if one identifies more strongly with that order
(i.e., when moral identity is central) then when this is less
the case (i.e., when moral identity is peripheral). In fact,
we argue that people for whom moral notions are central
to the self-concept consider it to be more important to
be part of a moral organizational community—i.e., a community
of shared values, in which people are treated fairly and
honestly, where leaders lead with integrity and so on—than
people for whom morality is relatively peripheral to their
notions of the self (Aquino et al., 2011; Tomlinson et al.,
2014; Boegershausen et al., 2015). People with a central (vs.
peripheral) moral identity, therefore, should also be more
sensitive to intrusions against the moral order within the
community (i.e., moral transgressions) and be more motivated
to restore this order after such an intrusion.

As noted, research has identified two very different responses
that can restore a sense of moral order: punishing or forgiving
the transgressor (McCullough et al, 2010; Zheng et al., 2016,
2018; Strelan et al, 2017), depending upon the alignment
between motive attributions for the response and motives for
the transgression (Gollwitzer and Okimoto, 2021). Prior research
has shown that a central (vs. peripheral) moral identity makes
individuals more likely to forgive a transgressor (Aquino and
Reed, 2002; Aquino et al., 2007). However, other research has
shown that a central moral identity is associated with higher
levels of punitiveness (Hofmann et al., 2018). In sum, existing
research does not tell us if or when a central (vs. peripheral)
moral identity motivates punishment of moral transgressions,
and when it will lead to forgiveness.

Based on social cognitive theory, we argue that a crucial
factor that drives whether people with a central (vs. peripheral)
moral identity punish or forgive a moral transgression is rooted
in the nature of the transgression itself, specifically with whether
or not a moral norm was transgressed intentionally. Social
cognitive theory argues that “in dealing with moral dilemmas,
people must, therefore, extract, weight, and integrate the morally
relevant information in the situations confronting them”
(Bandura, 1991, p. 69). Intentionality is crucial morally relevant
information in the decision to punish or forgive a transgression.
This is because intentional transgressions signal that the
transgressor was aware of the relevant moral norms, but chose
to ignore them (Kim et al., 2006). Unintentional transgressions
signal the reverse: a transgressor was unaware of the relevant
norms to uphold. Punishment in response to a moral
transgression serves to have a perpetrator repay a moral debt,
and, by that, communicates that the moral order is still intact.
Unintentional transgressors, in contrast, may simply need being
made aware of the existence of a norm to mend their ways.
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In such cases, punishment may actually be perceived as
disproportional, or even as a moral transgression itself. This
clearly undercuts its potential to effectively restore a sense of
moral order. However, even unintentional transgressions typically
cause harm. Hence, while unintentional transgression typically
do not meet the standards for punishment deservingness, they
need to be forgiven for both the victim and the transgressor
to be able to move on (Fitness, 2001). These arguments culminate
in our hypotheses:

Hypothesis I: Intentional (vs., unintentional) transgressions
are more likely to be punished, especially when the
responding person is high (vs, low) in moral
identity centrality.

Hypothesis 2: Unintentional (vs., intentional) transgressions
are more likely to be forgiven, especially when the
responding person is high (vs, low) in moral
identity centrality.

STUDY OVERVIEW

We conducted a laboratory experiment (Study 1) and a field
study among organizational members with a supervisory role
(Study 2). We manipulated moral identity centrality in Study
1 and measured it in Study 2. In Study 1, we included a
behavioral (rather than a self-report) transgression response.
This meant that we could measure punishment, but not
forgiveness. Hence, in Study 1 we tested Hypothesis 1 only.
In Study 2, we asked leaders in organizational settings to recall
an episode in which a follower had committed a transgression
that was either intentional or unintentional. We then measured
their punitive and forgiving responses using self-report measures.
This allowed testing Hypothesis 1 and 2.

Study 1

Method

Design and Participants

We assigned participants randomly to one of the four conditions
that resulted from orthogonally manipulating transgression
intentionality (intentional vs. unintentional) and moral identity
centrality (high vs. low). As we will explain in more detail,
our dependent variable was a count—we thus set out to estimate
a binomial regression model (i.e., Poisson regression, or negative
binomial regression, depending on the level of dispersion).
We used the sizePoisson function from the R-package
PowerMediation (Qiu and Qiu, 2021) to estimate that we needed
83 participants to estimate a medium-sized interaction effect
(i.e., f=0.25) with B=0.8 and a=0.05. We ran this study for
1 week in the lab of a Dutch business school among undergraduate
students. From experience we knew to expect between 100
and 150 participants during a week. This way, we recruited
112 undergraduate students who participated in exchange for
course credits. Sensitivity analysis (Faul et al., 2007), using
the powerPoisson function from the same R-package (Qiu and
Qiu, 2021), indicates that our design with 112 participants
with «=0.05 and B=0.91 was sufficiently powered to detect

a medium-sized interaction effect (i.e., f=0.25). Of the included
participants, 60 were male and 52 were female (M,,=20.32,
SD=2.05).

Procedure

On arrival, we informed participants that they would participate
in two unrelated studies: a handwriting task and a negotiation
study. The first study was the moral identity centrality
manipulation taken from Aquino et al. (2009). In the high
moral identity salience condition, we asked participants to first
copy the nine traits that comprise Aquino and Reed’s (2002)
moral identity instrument (Caring, Compassionate, Fair, Friendly,
Generous, Helpful, Hardworking, Honest, and Kind) on a sheet
of paper. In the low moral identity salience condition, we asked
participants to copy nine positively valanced traits that are
unrelated to moral content (Carefree, Compatible, Favorable,
Generally, Happy, Harmless, Open-Minded, Respectable, and
Polite). Afterwards, we asked all participants in both conditions
to write a short paragraph about themselves using the trait
words they had copied. Copying the moral identity traits and
using them in a paragraph has been shown to be effective in
making moral identity salient (Aquino et al., 2007, 2009; Thau
et al., 2007).

Upon finishing the handwriting task, participants learned that
they would be paired with another person in the lab, with whom
they would engage in a computer-mediated interaction. Furthermore,
we told them that one of them would be appointed as the leader
and the other as the follower based on their responses to a
questionnaire they were required to fill out at the start of the
experiment. This questionnaire was said to measure leadership
skills. We did this to set up a relationship between our participants
and to make decisions on punitive responses appear to be a
natural part of the participants role. Next, participants played a
modified version of the trust game (Berg et al, 1995). In the
trust game we used in this study, the leaders learned they would
be allocated an amount of € 10 (about $ 13 dollar at the time)
which they could decide to invest in their follower in the form
of tickets (1 ticket=¢€ 1). Any amount they invested would be tripled.
Hence, if the leader invested € 10 in the follower, the follower
would receive € 30 (about $ 40). To ensure that most leaders
would invest in their subordinate we informed them that if they
kept the money, they would receive half of this amount (€ 5 or
$ 6.50). It was then up to the follower to decide how much
(from € 0 to € 30) s/he would return to the leader. Finally,
participants learned that they would play multiple rounds of the
game and that they would be the allocator in every round.

We then asked three questions (ie, “How many tickets do
you initially receive?;” “If you invest in your subordinate, how
many tickets does the latter receive?,” “You have invested 10 euros
and your subordinate has decided to return half of the amount
s/he received. How much did you get?”). We asked these questions
at this point to assess whether the rules of the interaction task
were clear to participants, and we corrected them when one or
more of their answers were incorrect. These questions also allowed
us to manipulate transgression intentionality (see below).

Next, participants had to choose whether they wanted to
invest € 10 in their follower. All decided to do so. Within a
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Amount of money claimed back

low

Moral identity centrality

FIGURE 1 | Interaction between moral identity salience and transgression intentionality on the amount of money claimed back in Study 1.

Intentionality

M unintentional
Ointentional

1
high

minute, leaders learned that they received € 5 in return—this
constituted the follower’s transgression. To check whether the
participants had read this information, we asked them to type
how many Euros they had received. All participants correctly
indicated they had received 5 euros.

After these questions, we introduced the violation type
manipulation. The follower e-mailed a private message to
the leader. In unintentional transgression condition, participants read:

Hey, I did not really understand the rules, but I gave
you 10/2=5 euros.

In contrast, in the
participants read:

Hey, I received 10 euros, so I gave you 10/2=5 euros.

To support this manipulation, in the intentional transgression
condition participants learned that their follower had answered
all questions correctly and thus had a clear understanding of the
interaction task at hand. In the accidental transgression condition,
participants learned that their follower had only one correct answer.

Afterwards, we solicited the dependent measure. We then
informed participants that no further rounds would be played.
Finally, we thanked and debriefed participants.

intentional violation condition,

Manipulation Check

To assess whether our transgression intentionality manipulation
was successful, we asked participants whether they believed
the follower acted intentionally when making their decision
on how much money to share (1=strongly disagree;
7 =strongly agree).

Dependent Variable
We informed participants that, because of their leader role
they could claim money back from their follower (from zero

to a maximum of 25 Euros). We used the number of euros
taken as an index of punishment.

Results

Manipulation Check

ANOVA on the check of the intentionality manipulation revealed
a significant main effect of transgression intentionality, F(1,
99)=15.36, p<0.001, 1712, =0.13. Participants in the high
intentionality condition believed that their interaction partner
acted more intentional than participants in the low intentionality
condition (Ms=5.28 vs. 4.27, SDs=1.27 and 1.47 respectively).
Neither the main effect of moral identity F(1, 99) =1.53, p=0.220,
77; =0.02, nor the interaction effect was significant F(1, 99) =0.50,
p=0.481, n2 =0.01.

Punishment

An overdispersion test revealed significant overdispersion in
our data, ratio=3.91, y*=421.99, p<0.001, as such we estimated
a negative binomial regression model (Ver Hoef and Boveng,
2007; Hilbe, 2011) with euros taken away as criterion and
with transgression intentionality and moral identity and the
interaction between the two as predictor variables. This model
revealed significant main effects of transgression intentionality,
b=-0.59, SE=0.21, z=—-2.84, p=0.005, IRR=0.55, and moral
identity b=-0.63, SE=0.21, z=—2.97, p=0.003, IRR=0.53. As
predicted, the analysis revealed a significant Transgression
Intentionality x Moral Identity effect, b=0.51, SE=0.13, z=3.99,
p<0.001, IRR=1.67 (see Figure 1).!

"This interaction effect was still significant when we treated our outcome variable
as continuous and used ANOVA: F(1, 108)=4.58, p=0.035, TIIZJ =0.04.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 908021


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

Van Houwelingen et al.

Punishment and Forgiveness in Organizations

Simple effects tests revealed that when moral identity was
salient, participants punished an intentional transgression
significantly harsher than an unintentional transgression (M=12.91
vs. M=7.76, SD=6.18 vs. SD=5.76, respectively, b=—0.43, SE=0.09,
z=-5.00, p<0.001, IRR=0.65). However, when moral identity was
not salient, there was no significant difference in punitive behavior
(M=7.81 vs. M=8.00, SD=5.67 vs. SD=5.23, respectively, b=0.08,
SE=0.09, z=0.84, p=0.40, IRR=1.08).

From a different vantage point, a salient (vs. non-salient)
moral identity led to harsher punishment of intentional
transgressions (M=12.91 vs. M=7.81, SD=6.18 vs. SD=5.67,
respectively, b=—0.39, SE=0.08, z=—4.73, p<0.001, IRR=1.13)
but not of nonintentional transgressions (M=7.76 vs. M=28.00,
SD=5.76 vs. SD=5.23, respectively, b=0.12, SE=0.10, z=1.22,
p=0.224, IRR=0.67).

Discussion of Study 1 and Introduction to
Study 2

The findings of Study 1 support Hypothesis 1, in showing
that moral identity centrality causes people to distinguish more
clearly between intentional and unintentional transgressive
behavior in their punitive response. We obtained this support
using an established experimental paradigm to test behavioral
reactions to transgressive behavior (the trust game).

Our reliance on the trust game provided Study 1 with a high
degree of internal validity. However, a drawback of our procedure
is that we could not formally test Hypothesis 2 (about forgiveness).
Furthermore, because Study 1 was a laboratory experiment, another
limitation is that we could not test our prediction among those
with a supervisory role in actual organizations. In particular, our
respondents did not appear to be particularly punitive, given that
the highest condition-mean was roughly at the midpoint of possible
punishment. To address these limitations, we designed Study 2.
We conducted Study 2 on Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT), which
allowed us to include participants with a supervisory role in the
organization that they worked for. AMT has been shown to be an
effective way to recruit organizational members with a supervisory
or leadership role (Van Houwelingen et al., 2017). Finally, we included
both punishment and forgiveness as outcome variables.

Study 2

Method

Design and Participants

Moral identity centrality was a continuous, between-subjects variable.
Transgression intentionality was a 2-level between-subjects factor
(high. vs. low). We invited 250 participants. Of those invited,
221 could be included in the data analyses (see: Procedure and
participant inclusion for details). Sensitivity analysis (Faul et al.,
2007) indicates that our design with 221 participants with a=0.05
and power=0.95 was sufficiently powered to detect a medium-
sized interaction effect (i.e., f=0.24). To be allowed to participate,
participants had to hold paid employment at the time of the
study and had to supervise at least one other employee. Of the
participants, 65% were male and 35% were female. The mean
age was 34.43 (SD=10.30). On average, participants had worked
for 7.08years (SD=5.22) in their organization, and for 4.20years

(SD=3.36) in their current position. Eight percent of participants
had primary education (high school) as highest completed education,
22% had some college, 10% had an associate degree, 44% had
a bachelor degree, 13% a master degree, and 3% a doctoral or
professional degree (PhD, JD, or MD).

Procedure and Participant Inclusion

We based our proceedings on Leunissen et al. (2013) as well
as Van Houwelingen et al. (2018). Specifically, participants in
the unintentional transgression condition read:

“In this study, we are interested in social experiences at the
workplace. Please recall (remember) a situation at work in
which one of your subordinates unintentionally or
accidentally committed a transgression. We would like to ask
you to describe a situation in which one of your subordinates
committed such a transgression and did so unintentionally
oraccidentally. Please describe this situation in 3-5 sentences.”

Participants in the intentional transgression condition read:

“In this study, we are interested in social experiences at
the workplace. Please recall (remember) a situation in
which one of your subordinates intentionally committed
a transgression. We would like to ask you to describe a
situation in which one of your subordinates committed
such a transgression and did so intentionally. Please
describe this situation in 3-5 sentences.”

Subsequently, we introduced our dependent measures. Upon
finishing, we thanked participants for their participation.

A research assistant, unaware of the study aims or hypotheses,
evaluated if each of the recollections adhered to the instructions.
Based on this, we removed 29 cases that did not describe a
transgression committed by a subordinate (but by a colleague of
the same rank, or by a peer, outside of the work setting), that
described an intentional transgression in the condition where
we asked to describe an unintentional transgression (or vice versa),
or where the recollection did not describe a transgression.

Measures
Participants responded to all measures on a seven-point Likert-
scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree).

We measured moral identity centrality using the 10-item
moral identity measure developed by Aquino and Reed (2002).
We presented participants with the same nine moral adjectives
we used in the moral identity centrality prime in Study 1.
Subsequently, participants rated to what extent these adjectives
are an important part of their own identity. This measure
consists of the 5-item internalization scale (e.g., “Being someone
who has these characteristics is an important part of who
I am”) and the 5-item symbolization subscale (e.g., “I am actively
involved in activities that communicate to others that I have
these characteristics”). Internalization represents the extent to
which moral traits are imbedded in ones self-concept;
symbolization represents the extent to which one expresses
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moral behaviors through one’s public actions. Our hypotheses
pertain to the self-relevance of morality, or in other words,
to the internalization subscale. Yet, we measured symbolization
in addition to internalization, for exploratory purposes: A
significant influence of moral identity symbolization may be taken
to indicate that participants may also engage in punitive and
forgiving behavior to signal their moral identity to others.

We checked the intentionality manipulation with one item:
“In the situation you just described, I feel that my employee
intended for this to happen”

We measured punishment with a 3-item disciplinary action
scale, adapted from Rosen and Jerdee (1974). The three items
describe the disciplinary actions most commonly used in
organizations (Beyer and Trice, 1984). We asked participants
to what extent they believed the following actions are the
appropriate response to the situation they described: “To give
a written reprimand to this employee,” “To suspend this
employee,” and “To discharge this employee.

We measured forgiveness with a 3-item scale adapted from
Aquino et al. (2007). Specifically, we asked to what extent
respondents agreed with “I had trouble forgiving this employee,”
“I found it difficult to put aside negative feelings about this
employee,” and “I found it difficult to let go of my resentment
to this employee” We recoded these items in a forgiveness scale.

Results
Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s
alpha coeflicients and correlations between the Study 2 variables.

Violation Type Check

An independent samples t-test revealed that our manipulation
of intentionality was successful #219)=-17.16, p<0.001.
Respondents in the intentional violation condition believed
the transgressing employee to have acted more intentionally
than respondents in the unintentional condition (Ms=5.87 vs.
2.35, SDs=1.55 and 1.51 respectively).

Punishment
Table 2 presents the results. As hypothesized, we found a significant
Transgression  IntentionalityxMoral —Identity Internalization

interaction effect (see Figure 2). Simple slopes analyses (Aiken
et al, 1991) revealed that leader’s moral identity internalization
predicted punishment of intentional transgressions (#=0.18, t=1.93,
p=0.055) but not of unintentional transgressions (f=—0.12, t=—1.32,
p=0.189). From a different vantage point, for leaders with a high

moral identity internalization (1 SD above the mean) the effect
of intentionality on punishment was (#=0.51, t=5.84, p<0.001)
than for leaders with a low moral identity internalization (#=0.22,
p=0.016). We did not find significant intentionality by moral
identity symbolization interaction effects.

Forgiveness
Table 2 presents the results. As hypothesized, we found a significant
Transgression  IntentionalityxMoral —Identity Internalization

interaction effect (see Figure 2). Simple slopes analyses (Aiken
et al., 1991) revealed that leader’s moral identity internalization
predicted relationship restauration after an unintentional transgression
($=0.33, t=3.69, p<0.001) but not after an intentional transgression
(p=—0.03, t=—0.30, p=0.768). From a different vantage point,
leaders with a high moral identity (1 SD above the mean) were
less likely to forgive after an intentional than an unintentional
transgression (f=—0.58, t=—6.78, p<0.001). For leaders with a
low moral identity internalization (1 SD above the mean) this
effect of intentionality was weaker (f=—0.23, t=—2.61, p=0.010).
Again, we did not find significant moral identity symbolization
by transgression intentionality interaction effects.

Supplemental Analyses

Recalled transgressions that were intentional may have been
more severe than unintentional transgressions, and this difference
in severity may be responsible for the differential tendencies
to forgive or punish intentional (vs. unintentional) transgressions,
as a function of moral identity. To evaluate this possibility, a
coder unaware of the study’s hypotheses coded the recalled
transgressions in terms of severity (1=not severe at all, 5=very
severe). Initial analyses showed that intentional transgressions
were indeed more severe than unintentional transgressions
(#=0.24, t=3.65, p<0.001). We therefore conducted the same
analyses as reported above, but this time we included (in
addition to the main effects of transgression intentionality,
moral identity internalization and moral identity symbolization,
and the Transgression Intentionality x Moral Identity
Internalization and Transgression Intentionality x Moral Identity
symbolization interactions) also the main effect of transgression
severity and the Transgression Severity x Moral Identity
Internalization and the Transgression Severity x Moral Identity
Symbolization interactions. These analyses showed that more
severe transgressions were more likely to be punished (f=0.35,
t=5.78, p<0.001) and less likely to be forgiven (f=-0.23,

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliabilities, Study 2.

Variables M SD 2 3 4 5
1. Transgression intentionality -0.01 1.00

2. Moral identity internalization 6.13 0.92 0.01 (0.912) 0.86

3. Moral identity symbolization 4.42 1.34 —0.00 (0.969) 0.29 (<0.001) 0.90

4. Forgiveness 5.03 1.81 —0.41 (<0.001) 0.14 (0.037) —0.01 (0.917) 0.97

5. Punishment 3.32 1.69 0.37 (<0.001) 0.04 (0.606) 0.01 (0.855) 0.58 (<0.001) 0.77

N=221. Table presents means and standard deviations, correlations and p values of the correlations (within brackets). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are presented at the main
diagonal. Intentionality was effect coded with —1 presenting unintentional transgressions and 1 intentional transgressions.
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TABLE 2 | Regression results of Study 2.

Dependent variable

Punishment

Forgiveness

Step 1, R? R
Intentionality

Moral identity
internalization

Moral identity
symbolization

Step 2, R? R%q, AR?

Intentionality (TI)
Moral identity
internalization (MIl)
Moral identity
symbolization (MIE)
TIxMIl

TIxMIE

0.14 (<0.001) 0.13
0.37, 5.91 (<0.001)
0.03, 0.47 (0.640)

—0.00, 0.07 (0.948)
0.16 (<0.001), 0.14,
0.02 (0.07)
0.37, 5.94 (<0.001)
0.03, 0.43 (0.668)
—0.01, —0.19 (0.849)

0.15, 2.30 (0.023)
—0.02, —0.35 (0.724)

0.19 (<0.001) 0.18
—0.41, —6.65 (<0.001)
0.16, 2.49 (0.017)

—0.05, —0.85 (0.396)

0.22 (<0.001), 0.20, 0.03

(0.012)
—0.41, —6.75 (<0.001)
0.15, 2.41 (0.017)

—0.04, —0.61 (0.543)

-0.18, —2.83 (0.005)
0.11, 1.76 (0.079)

N=221; Table presents f coefficients, t values, and two-sided p values (in round brackets).

t=—3.75, p<0.001). However, transgression severity did not
interact with moral identity internalization to influence
punishment ($=-0.11, t=-1.65, p=0.101) or forgiveness
($=0.08, t=1.21, p<0.227). Transgression severity also did not
interact with moral identity symbolization to influence
punishment (f=—/06, t=—0.97, p=0.333) or forgiveness ($=0.04,
t=0.67, p=0.507). Moreover, in these analyses, the Transgression
Intentionality x Moral Identity Internalization interaction still
significantly predicted punishment ($=0.14, t=2.16, p=0.032)
and forgiveness (f=-—0.17, t=—2.65, p=0.009). In sum, the
effects of transgression intentionality cannot be reduced to
differences in transgression severity.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across two studies, we found that moral identity uniquely
shapes punitive and forgiving responses to transgressors of
moral norms. Specifically, people high (vs., low) in moral
identity centrality were more (vs., less) likely to punish intentional
(vs., unintentional) transgressions severely. =~ However,
unintentional, rather than intentional transgressions, were more
likely to be met by forgiving responses among people high
(vs., low) in moral identity centrality. We obtained these effects
in samples taken from different populations (business students
in Study 1; organizational supervisors in Study 2), using different
research methodologies (a laboratory experiment and a field
study) and by operationalizing our key variables in various
ways (i.e., situationally induced vs. dispositional moral identity
centrality, manipulated vs. recalled follower misconduct, and
currently measured vs. recalled punishment behavior and
forgiveness). This methodological diversity bolsters confidence
in our conclusions (Campbell and Fiske, 1959).

Theoretical Implications

Organizational scholars have studied punishment for decades
(Luthans and Kreitner, 1973; Arvey and Ivancevich, 1980; Ball
et al., 1992; Podsakoff et al., 2006; McNamara et al., 2022).

7 .
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FIGURE 2 | Interaction between moral identity salience and transgression
intentionality on punishment (top panel) and forgiveness (lower panel) in Study 2.

However, almost all of this research took an instrumental
approach by studying the performance-enhancing (and
performance-undermining) effects of punishment (Ross, 1975;
Podsakoff et al, 2006). A much smaller number of studies
has zoomed in on punishment as a response to moral
transgressions in organizations. Yet even this research assumed
an instrumental focus, showing that if the leader or the
organization gained from a transgression, then he/she was
inclined towards less severe punishment (Hoogervorst et al.,
2010; Cramwinckel et al, 2013; Desmet et al, 2015; Van
Houwelingen et al.,, 2017). However, moral transgressions do
threaten the moral order within an organization (Strelan and
van Prooijen, 2013). It is thus important to develop a moral
perspective on punishment of moral transgressions. By studying
the effects of moral identity and transgression intentionality
on punishment (and forgiveness) within the context of social
cognitive theory, our paper presents a step towards understanding
the morality of punishment in organizations.

Perhaps because much research has taken an instrumental view
of the uses of punishment in organizational contexts, most studies
seem to assume that the antecedents (e.g., below-par performance)
and intended consequences (e.g., inciting better performance) of
punishment are, if not the same, then still very closely related
(Podsakoff et al., 2006). This may be true for the performance-
context but is arguably not the case for the moral aspect of
punishment. Our studies illustrate that moral identity centrality
drives punishment in a way that is theoretically as well as practically
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distinguishable from the consequences of punishment. Hence, to
understand the moral connotations and aspects of punishment
within organizational consequences, it is imperative to not only
focus on the consequences, but also on the antecedents of
punishment behavior (Hoogervorst et al., 2010).

Whereas punishment has received much attention from
organizational scholars, forgiveness has only recently come into
focus of organizational research (Fehr and Gelfand, 2012; Zheng
et al, 2016, 2018). Work on forgiveness in organizational
contexts often takes a prescriptive approach (Ferch and Mitchell,
2001; Caldwell and Dixon, 2010), typically conceptualizing
forgiveness as a personal or organizational virtue (Kurzynski,
1998). As such, our focus on the antecedents that forgiving
behavior within organizations shares with punishing behavior
constitutes one of the first attempts to flesh out the motivational
underpinnings of organizational forgiveness. Our research
indicates that forgiveness, like punishment, can be meaningfully
conceptualized as a way in which organizational actors can
maintain moral order within their community—this is in line
with a recent research stream in social psychology that emphasizes
the functional similarity between both responses (see Strelan,
2017, for an overview of this literature).

Lastly, our research is relevant to social cognitive theory
of moral identity (Bandura, 2014). More specifically, the relation
between moral identity centrality and responses to moral
transgressions has not been deeply explored (Shao et al., 2008).
Some studies have found positive relation between moral identity
centrality and forgiveness, and a negative relation with
punishment (Aquino and Reed, 2002; Aquino et al., 2007).
These studies were conducted, however, in relation to quite
unusual events (i.e., the 9/11 terrorist attacks) and similarly
unusual targets of forgiveness and punishment (i.e., perpetrators
of those attacks) with whom the participants did presumably
not have cooperative relationships. In addition, particularly
the punitive measures that these studies focused on were quite
extreme (e.g., bombing the hiding places of the planners of
the attacks). The model we present here associates moral identity
centrality both with a stronger propensity to punish as well
as to forgive, depending on the type of the offense. As such,
we show that a central (vs peripheral) moral identity can make
people more punitive and more forgiving, depending on the
type of transgression they are confronted with. The reason for
this is, we argue, that moral norms and principles are used
to determine punishment and forgiveness deservingness, so
that people with a central (vs peripheral) moral identity are
prepared to respond punitively to moral transgression if that
is required by the moral principles they apply to the situation.

Practical Implications

A first implication of our research is that it underscores how
the role of organizational members high in moral identity
centrality is vital for organizational sociality. Punishment and
forgiveness as responses to moral transgressions play a crucial
role in social maintenance within an organizational community
(Gollwitzer and Okimoto, 2021). If left unchecked (i.e., neither
punished nor forgiven) moral transgressions may quickly erode
justice perceptions as well as perceptions of the moral climate

within the organization (Ball et al., 1992; Skarlicki and Kulik,
2004). Hence, the presence of people within an organizational
community to address the moral failings of others in some
way (i.e., either punitively or forgivingly) is of crucial importance
for the moral climate, ethical culture and sense of justice within
that community (Rai and Fiske, 2011; Joshi and McKendall,
2016; Heiphetz et al,, 2018). Our studies show these people
are likely those for whom their moral identity is central to
their self-concept. Our studies show how moral identity centrality
is the motivational basis underpinning both punishment and
forgiveness behavior within organizations.

Moral identity centrality is a state and a trait (Shao et al,
2008; Aquino et al, 2009). That is to say: Even though moral
identity centrality is rooted in personality, it can—as illustrated
in Study 1—also be situationally induced (Weaver, 2006). Hence,
organizations can influence the centrality of morality to the self-
concept of employees in two main ways. First, organizations can
make moral identity centrality a factor in their recruiting process
so that new recruits are likely to be high in moral identity
centrality. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, they can
emphasize moral norms and values in their communication with
employees as well as in decision making procedures. This is likely
to prime moral identity centrality in a roughly comparable way
as our prime in our Study 1 primed moral identity centrality
for our participants. In the long run, consistent corporate policy
in this respect is likely to affect even those employees for whom
morality was less than central to their identity when joining the
organization. Social cognitive theory suggests that concepts can
become more central to the self-concept (i.e., accessible) the more
people rely on them in their daily life (Bandura, 1991). Hence,
an organization that consistently emphasizes morality in their
operations is likely to induce more moral identity centrality, even
among employees who originally had more peripheral
moral identities.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future
Research
As all research, ours comes with limitations that should be discussed.
One limitation is that we focused on short-term one-off interactions
between strangers in Study 1. Relations in organizations tend, of
course, to be more long-term and between people that do know
each other. We therefore conducted Study 2, a field study, to
investigate the effects we found in Study 1 in an ecologically
valid sample. We found converging evidence for our predicted
effects in Study 2 as well. In Study 2 we controlled for transgression
severity as an alternative explanation for the role of transgression
intentionality. However, it remains possible that there were other
differences between recalled intentional and unintentional
transgressions that we did not account for in this study. Therefore,
the controlled setting of Study 1, which allowed avoiding confounds
of transgression intentionality makes the evidence that emerged
from this study important for the robustness of our conclusions.
This suggests that the effects we identified in the lab translate
to the field.

In all, more research is needed that can connect the realism
that is needed to study the many aspects of punishment and
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forgiveness with the rigor that these phenomena deserve.
Combining laboratory studies with mundane realism with field
samples is one way to approach this, but one could for instance
also consider mixed-methods designs in which qualitative and
quantitative approaches are combined. For example, an interesting
approach would be to study, first, the interpersonal scripts
involved in naturally occurring instances of either punishment
or forgiveness in organizations, and then to use survey-based
research or even experimental methods to confirm propositions
derived from this first part (Fitness and Peterson, 2008). Studies
of interpersonal revenge and forgiving in close relationship
may in that case well serve as an inspiration and a yardstick
(McCullough et al., 1997; Finkel et al., 2002).

One interesting additional research question that emerges from
our work, for instance, is how transgression intentionality and
moral identity centrality relate to other (i.e., non-punitive and
non-forgiving) possible responses to transgressions (e.g., acting
indifferently; McClelland, 2020). In our studies, we intentionally
restricted the options our participants had to punitive (in Studies
1 and 2) and forgiving (Study 2) responses, but in reality, people
obviously have more options. Extending the behavioral choice
set would therefore be a good way to increase the mundane
realism of studies into the phenomena under study here.

While in the organizational literatures, punishment and
forgiveness have predominantly been studied separately, scholars
studying the Valuable Relationship Hypothesis (which comes
from evolutionary scholarship) have often studied both types
of responses in conjunction (e.g., McCullough, 2008; Burnette
et al,, 2012; Ohtsubo and Yagi, 2015). The Valuable Relationship
Hypothesis implies that people have an instinct for both
punishment and forgiveness in response to transgressions of
others which is rooted in an assessment of maintaining a
relationship with a transgressor: People punish when the value
of deterrence is higher than the value of continuing the
relationship, and forgive otherwise (McCullough et al., 2010).
Over time, these instincts may have become formalized in
moral preferences (Tabak et al., 2012). Our results are broadly
in line with this hypothesis: According to the Valuable
Relationship Hypothesis transgression intentionality determines
the value of deterrence and should therefore inspire punishment
(vs. forgiveness; McCullough, 2008). However, most of the
empirical evidence for this hypothesis comes from non-formal
groups or even from the study of higher-order animal groups
(e.g., apes; McCullough et al., 2010). Hence, our paper provides
first intriguing evidence that the Valuable Relationship Hypothesis
may also apply in more formal work settings. Future research
may further explore this possibility.

Last, recent scholarship has started to suggest that punitive
and forgiving responses are most likely to be effective in restoring

REFERENCES

Adler, R. S. (2007). Negotiating with liars. MIT Sloan Manag. Rev. 48:69.

Aiken, L. S., West, S. G., and Reno, R. R. (1991). Multiple Regression: Testing
and Interpreting Interactions. Thousand Oaks: Sage.

Aquino, K., Freeman, D., Reed, A. II, Lim, V. K. G., and Felps, W. (2009).
Testing a social-cognitive model of moral behavior: the interactive influence

order in cases where the attributed motives for these responses
are in line with motives that underlay the original transgression
(Strelan et al., 2020; Gollwitzer and Okimoto, 2021). For instance,
punishment is supposed to be more (vs., less effective) in cases
where a transgression set out to cause harm and the punishment
is attributed to the motive to restore that harm (Strelan, 2017)
Our research shows that people whose moral identity is central
(vs., peripheral) to their sense of self, are more likely to clearly
distinguish between intentional and unintentional transgressions
when deciding on punitive and forgiving responses. An emerging
hypothesis, therefore, is that moral identity centrality (vs.,
peripherality) may be related to the enactment of punishment
and forgiveness that is better aligned with transgressor motives.
Testing this hypothesis is an exciting opportunity for further research.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Moral transgressions have the potential to affect the moral
fabric of organizational communities. Punishment and forgiveness
of such moral transgressions are the two tools that community
members have to maintain and restore that moral fabric. The
function, role, antecedents and consequences of moral punishment
and forgiveness therefore deserve more research attention.
We hope that our research stimulates future work that studies
punishment and forgiveness in organizations simultaneously.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will
be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and
approved by RSM Internal Review Board Section Experimental
Research, Rotterdam School of Management. The patients/
participants provided their written informed consent to
participate in this study.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

GH and MD contributed to the manuscript equally. NH provided
research idea. LM and DC provided feedback and guidance.
All authors contributed to the article and approved the
submitted version.

of situations and moral identity centrality. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 97, 123-141.
doi: 10.1037/a0015406

Aquino, K., McFerran, B, and Laven, M. (2011). Moral identity and the
experience of moral elevation in response to acts of uncommon goodness.
J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 100, 703-718. doi: 10.1037/a0022540

Aquino, K., and Reed, I. I. (2002). The self-importance of moral identity. J.
Pers. Soc. Psychol. 83, 1423-1440. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.83.6.1423

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 908021


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015406
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022540
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.6.1423

Van Houwelingen et al.

Punishment and Forgiveness in Organizations

Aquino, K., Reed, A. II, Thau, S., and Freeman, D. (2007). A grotesque and
dark beauty: how moral identity and mechanisms of moral disengagement
influence cognitive and emotional reactions to war. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 43,
385-392. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2006.05.013

Arvey, R. D., and Ivancevich, J. M. (1980). Punishment in organizations: A
review, propositions, and research suggestions. Acad. Manag. Rev. 5, 123-132.
doi: 10.5465/amr.1980.4288937

Ball, G. A., Trevino, L. K., and Sims, H. P. (1992). Understanding subordinate
reactions to punishment incidents: perspectives from justice and social affect.
Leadersh. Q. 3, 307-333. doi: 10.1016/1048-9843(92)90019-C

Bandura, A. (1991). Social cognitive theory of self-regulation. Organ. Behav.
Hum. Decis. Process. 50, 248-287. doi: 10.1016/0749-5978(91)90022-L

Bandura, A. (2001). Social cognitive theory: An agentic perspective. Annu.
Rev. Psychol. 52, 1-26. doi: 10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1

Bandura, A. (2002). Selective moral disengagement in the exercise of moral
agency. J. Moral Educ. 31, 101-119. doi: 10.1080/0305724022014322

Bandura, A. (2011). “Social cognitive theory,” in Handbook of Social Psychological
Theories 2012, 349-373.

Bandura, A. (2014). “Social cognitive theory of moral thought and action,” in
Handbook of Moral Behavior and Development. Vol. 1. Psychology Press, 45-103.

Bandura, A., and Bussey, K. (2004). On broadening the cognitive, motivational,
and sociostructural scope of theorizing about gender development and
functioning: comment on Martin, ruble, and Szkrybalo (2002). Psychol. Bull.
130:10. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.130.5.691

Baumeister, R. E, Exline, J. J., and Sommer, K. L. (1998). The victim role,
grudge theory, and two dimensions of forgiveness. Dimensions of Forgiveness:
Psycholog. Res. Theological Perspect. 1, 79-104.

Berg, J., Dickhaut, J., and McCabe, K. (1995). Trust, reciprocity, and social
history. Games and Econ. Behav. 10, 122-142. doi: 10.1006/game.1995.1027

Beyer, J. M., and Trice, H. M. (1984). A field study of the use and perceived
effects of discipline in controlling work performance. Acad. Manag. J. 27,
743-764.

Boegershausen, J., Aquino, K., and Reed, A. II (2015). Moral identity. Curr.
Opin. Psychol. 6, 162-166. doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.07.017

Burnette, J. L., McCullough, M. E., Van Tongeren, D. R,, and Davis, D. E.
(2012). Forgiveness results from integrating information about relationship
value and exploitation risk. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 38, 345-356. doi:
10.1177/0146167211424582

Caldwell, C., and Dixon, R. D. (2010). Love, forgiveness, and trust: critical
values of the modern leader. J. Bus. Ethics 93, 91-101. doi: 10.1007/
510551-009-0184-z

Campbell, D. T., and Fiske, D. W. (1959). Convergent and discriminant validation
by the multitrait-multimethod matrix. Psychol. Bull. 56, 81-105. doi: 10.1037/
h0046016

Carlsmith, K. M. (2006). The roles of retribution and utility in determining
punishment. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 42, 437-451. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2005.06.007

Carlsmith, K. M., Darley, J. M., and Robinson, P. H. (2002). Why do we punish?:
deterrence and just deserts as motives for punishment. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol.
83, 284-299. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.83.2.284

Cramwinckel, E M., De Cremer, D., and Van Dijke, M. (2013). Dirty hands
make dirty leaders?! The effects of touching dirty objects on rewarding
unethical subordinates as a function of a leader’s self-interest. J. Bus. Ethics
115, 93-100. doi: 10.1007/s10551-012-1385-4

Cushman, E (2015). Punishment in humans: From intuitions to institutions.
Philosophy. Compass 10, 117-133. doi: 10.1111/phc3.12192

Danziger, S., Levav, J., and Avnaim-Pesso, L. (2011). Extraneous factors in
judicial decisions. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 108, 6889-6892. doi: 10.1073/
pnas.1018033108

Desmet, P. T. M., Hoogervorst, N., and Van Dijke, M. (2015). Prophets vs.
profits: how market competition influences leaders’ disciplining behavior
towards ethical transgressions. Leadersh. Q. 26, 1034-1050. doi: 10.1016/j.
leaqua.2015.07.004

Edelman, B., and Larkin, I. (2015). Social comparisons and deception across
workplace hierarchies: field and experimental evidence. Organ. Sci. 26, 78-98.
doi: 10.1287/0rsc.2014.0938

Enright, R. D. (1991). The moral development of forgiveness. Handbook of
Moral Behav. Develop. 1, 123-152.

Faul, F, Erdfelder, E., Lang, A.-G., and Buchner, A. (2007). G* power 3: A
flexible statistical power analysis program for the social, behavioral, and

biomedical sciences. Behav. Res. Methods 175-191. doi: 10.3758/
BF03193146

Fehr, R., and Gelfand, M. J. (2012). The forgiving organization: A multilevel
model of forgiveness at work. Acad. Manag. Rev. 37, 664-688. doi: 10.5465/
amr.2010.0497

Ferch, S. R,, and Mitchell, M. M. (2001). Intentional forgiveness in relational
leadership: A technique for enhancing effective leadership. J. Leadersh. Stud.
7, 70-83. doi: 10.1177/107179190100700406

Finkel, E. J., Rusbult, C. E., Kumashiro, M., and Hannon, P. A. (2002).
Dealing with betrayal in close relationships: Does commitment promote
forgiveness? J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 82:956. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.82.6.956

Fitness, J. (2001). “Betrayal, rejection, revenge, and forgiveness: An interpersonal
script approach,” in Interpersonal Rejection. ed. M. Leary, 73-103.

Fitness, J., and Peterson, J. (2008). “Punishment and forgiveness in close
relationships: An evolutionary, social-psychological perspective,” in Social
Relationships: Cognitive, Affective, and Motivational Perspectives. eds.
J. P. Forgas and J. Fitness (Taylor & Francis Group), 255-269.

Forster, D. E. Billingsley, J., Russell, V. M., McCauley, T. G., Smith, A,
Burnette, J. L., et al. (2020). Forgiveness takes place on an attitudinal
continuum from hostility to friendliness: Toward a closer union of forgiveness
theory and measurement. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 119, 861-880. doi: 10.1037/
pspi0000227

Funk, E, McGeer, V., and Gollwitzer, M. (2014). Get the message: punishment
is satisfying if the transgressor responds to its communicative intent. Personal.
Soc. Psychol. Bull. 40, 986-997. doi: 10.1177/0146167214533130

Gollwitzer, M., and Okimoto, T. G. (2021). Downstream consequences of post-
transgression responses: A motive-attribution framework. Personal. Soc.
Psychol. Rev. 25, 275-294. doi: 10.1177/10888683211007021

Grover, S. L. (1993). Lying, deceit, and subterfuge: A model of dishonesty in
the workplace. Organ. Sci. 4, 478-495. doi: 10.1287/orsc.4.3.478

Heiphetz, L., Strohminger, N., Gelman, S. A., and Young, L. L. (2018).
Who am I? The role of moral beliefs in children’s and adults’ understanding
of identity. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 78, 210-219. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2018.03.007

Hertz, S. G., and Krettenauer, T. (2016). Does moral identity effectively predict
moral behavior?: A meta-analysis. Rev. Gen. Psychol. 20, 129-140. doi:
10.1037/gpr0000062

Hilbe, J. M. (2011). Negative Binomial Regression. United Kingdom: Cambridge
University Press.

Hofmann, W,, Brandt, M. J., Wisneski, D. C., Rockenbach, B., and Skitka, L. J.
(2018). Moral punishment in everyday life. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 44,
1697-1711. doi: 10.1177/0146167218775075

Hoogervorst, N., De Cremer, D., and Van Dijke, M. (2010). Why leaders not
always disapprove of unethical follower behavior: it depends on the leader’s
self-interest and accountability. J. Bus. Ethics 95, 29-41. doi: 10.1007/
$10551-011-0793-1

Joshi, M., and McKendall, M. (2016). Responses to the discovery of unethical
acts: An organizational identity and reputation perspective. Bus. Soc. 57,
706-741. doi: 10.1177/0007650315623953

Kim, P. H., Dirks, K. T., Cooper, C. D., and Ferrin, D. L. (2006). When
more blame is better than less: The implications of internal vs. external
attributions for the repair of trust after a competence-vs. integrity-based
trust violation. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 99, 49-65. doi: 10.1016/j.
obhdp.2005.07.002

Kurzynski, M. J. (1998). The virtue of forgiveness as a human resource management
strategy. J. Bus. Ethics 17, 77-85. doi: 10.1023/A:1005762514254

Leunissen, J. M., De Cremer, D., Reinders Folmer, C. P, and Van Dijke, M.
(2013). The apology mismatch: asymmetries between victim’s need for
apologies and perpetrator’s willingness to apologize. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol.
49, 315-324. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2012.12.005

Lindsey, L. L. M., Dunbar, N. E,, and Russell, J. C. (2011). Risky business or
managed event? Perceptions of power and deception in the workplace. J.
Org. Cult. Commun. Confl. 15:55.

Luthans, E, and Kreitner, R. (1973). The role of punishment in organizational
behavior modification (OB MOD). Public Personnel Manag. 2, 156-161. doi:
10.1177/009102607300200302

Mazzella, R, and Feingold, A. (1994). The effects of physical attractiveness,
race, socioeconomic status, and gender of defendants and victims on judgments
of mock jurors: A meta-analysis. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 24, 1315-1338. doi:
10.1111/j.1559-1816.1994.tb01552.x

39,

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

11

July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 908021


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2006.05.013
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1980.4288937
https://doi.org/10.1016/1048-9843(92)90019-C
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90022-L
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305724022014322
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.130.5.691
https://doi.org/10.1006/game.1995.1027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.07.017
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167211424582
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0184-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0184-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0046016
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0046016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2005.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.2.284
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-012-1385-4
https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12192
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1018033108
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1018033108
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2015.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2015.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2014.0938
https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193146
https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193146
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2010.0497
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2010.0497
https://doi.org/10.1177/107179190100700406
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.82.6.956
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000227
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000227
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167214533130
https://doi.org/10.1177/10888683211007021
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.4.3.478
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2018.03.007
https://doi.org/10.1037/gpr0000062
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167218775075
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0793-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0793-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650315623953
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1005762514254
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.12.005
https://doi.org/10.1177/009102607300200302
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1994.tb01552.x

Van Houwelingen et al.

Punishment and Forgiveness in Organizations

McClelland, R. T. (2020). A plea for indifference. The J. Mind and Behav. 41,
211-246.

McCullough, M. E. (2008). Beyond Revenge: The Evolution of the Forgiveness
Instinct. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.

McCullough, M. E., Kurzban, R., and Tabak, B. A. (2010). “Evolved mechanisms
for revenge and forgiveness,” in Understanding and Reducing Aggression,
Violence, and their Consequences. eds. P. R. Shaver and M. Mikulincer
(American Psychological Association), 221-239.

McCullough, M. E., Kurzban, R., and Tabak, B. A. (2013). Putting revenge
and forgiveness in an evolutionary context. Behav. Brain Sci. 36, 41-58.
doi: 10.1017/50140525X12001513

McCullough, M. E., Worthington, E. L., and Rachal, K. C. (1997). Interpersonal
forgiving in close relationships. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 73:321. doi:
10.1037/0022-3514.73.2.321

McNamara, T., Meloso, D., Michelotti, M., and Puncheva-Michelotti, P. (2022).
“You are free to choose... Are you?” Organisational punishment as a productivity
incentive in the social science literature. Hum. Relat. 75, 322-348. doi:
10.1177/00187267211007891

Ohtsubo, Y., and Yagi, A. (2015). Relationship value promotes costly apology-
making: testing the valuable relationships hypothesis from the perpetrator’s
perspective.  Evol.  Hum.  Behav. 36, 232-239. doi:  10.1016/j.
evolhumbehav.2014.11.008

O'reilly, J., and Aquino, K. (2011). A model of third parties’ morally motivated
responses to mistreatment in organizations. Acad. Manag. Rev. 36, 526-543.
doi: 10.5465/AMR.2011.61031810

Payne, H. J. (2008). Targets, strategies, and topics of deception among part-
time workers. Empl. Relat. 30, 251-263. doi: 10.1108/01425450810866523

Podsakoff, P. M., Bommer, W. H., Podsakoff, N. P, and MacKenzie, S. B.
(2006). Relationships between leader reward and punishment behavior and
subordinate attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors: A meta-analytic review
of existing and new research. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 99, 113-142.
doi: 10.1016/j.0bhdp.2005.09.002

Prater, T., and Kiser, S. B. (2002). Lies, lies, and more lies. SAM Adv. Manag.
J. 67:9.

Qiu, W, and Qiu, M. W. (2021). Package ‘powerMediation’

Rai, T. S, and Fiske, A. P. (2011). Moral psychology is relationship regulation:
moral motives for unity, hierarchy, equality, and proportionality. Psychol.
Rev. 118, 57-75. doi: 10.1037/a0021867

Reed, A., Aquino, K., and Levy, E. (2007). Moral identity and judgments of
charitable behaviors. J. Mark. 71, 178-193. doi: 10.1509/jmkg.71.1.178

Reynolds, S. J., and Ceranic, T. L. (2007). The effects of moral judgment and
moral identity on moral behavior: An empirical examination of the moral
individual. J. Appl. Psychol. 92, 1610-1624. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.92.6.1610

Rosen, B., and Jerdee, T. H. (1974). Factors influencing disciplinary judgments.
J. Appl. Psychol. 59, 327-331. doi: 10.1037/h0036762

Ross, M. (1975). Salience of reward and intrinsic motivation. J. Pers. Soc.
Psychol. 32, 245-254. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.32.2.245

Shao, R., Aquino, K., and Freeman, D. (2008). Beyond moral reasoning: A
review of moral identity research and its implications for business ethics.
Bus. Ethics Q. 18, 513-540. doi: 10.5840/beq200818436

Shulman, D. (2011). Deception in the workplace: recent research and promising
new directions. Sociol. Compass 5, 52-64. doi: 10.1111/j.1751-9020.2010.00344.x

Skarlicki, D. P, and Kulik, C. T. (2004). Third-party reactions to employee
(mis) treatment: A justice perspective. Res. Organ. Behav. 26, 183-229. doi:
10.1016/50191-3085(04)26005-1

Skitka, L. J. (2010). The psychology of moral conviction. Soc. Personal. Psychol.
Compass 4, 267-281. doi: 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2010.00254.x

Skitka, L. J., and Bauman, C. W. (2008). Moral conviction and political engagement.
Polit. Psychol. 29, 29-54. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9221.2007.00611.x

Strelan, P. (2017). Justice and forgiveness in interpersonal relationships. Curr.
Dir. Psychol. Sci. 27, 20-24. doi: 10.1177/0963721417734311

Strelan, P.,, Di Fiore, C., and van Prooijen, J.-W. V. (2017). The empowering
effect of punishment on forgiveness. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 47, 472-487. doi:
10.1002/ejsp.2254

Strelan, P, and van Prooijen, J. (2013). Retribution and forgiveness: The healing
effects of punishing for just deserts. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 43, 544-553. doi:
10.1002/ejsp.1964

Strelan, P,, Van Prooijen, J.-W., and Gollwitzer, M. (2020). When transgressors
intend to cause harm: The empowering effects of revenge and forgiveness
on victim well-being. Br. J. Soc. Psychol. 59, 447-469. doi: 10.1111/bjso.12357

Tabak, B. A., McCullough, M. E, Luna, L. R, Bono, G., and Berry, J. W.
(2012). Conciliatory gestures facilitate forgiveness and feelings of friendship
by making transgressors appear more agreeable. J. Pers. 80, 503-536. doi:
10.1111/j.1467-6494.2011.00728.x

Thau, S., Aquino, K., and Poortvliet, P. M. (2007). Self-defeating behaviors
in organizations: The relationship between thwarted belonging and
interpersonal work behaviors. J. Appl. Psychol. 92, 840-847. doi:
10.1037/0021-9010.92.3.840

Tomlinson, E. C., Lewicki, R. ], and Ash, S. R. (2014). Disentangling the
moral integrity construct. Group Org. Manag 39, 720-743. doi:
10.1177/1059601114551023

Van Houwelingen, G., Van Dijke, M., and De Cremer, D. (2017). Fairness
enactment as response to higher level unfairness. . Manag. 43, 319-347.
doi: 10.1177/0149206314530166

Van Houwelingen, G., van Dijke, M., and De Cremer, D. (2018). Trust maintenance
as a function of construal level and attributions: The case of apologies.
Eur. ]. Soc. Psychol. 48, 33-46. doi: 10.1002/ejsp.2291

Van Houwelingen, G., Van Dijke, M., Van Hiel, A., and De Cremer, D. (2020).
Cognitive foundations of impartial punitive decision making in organizations:
attribution and abstraction. J. Organ. Behav. 42, 726-740. doi: 10.1002/
job.2480

Ver Hoef, J. M., and Boveng, P. L. (2007). Quasi-Poisson vs. negative binomial
regression: how should we model overdispersed count data? Ecology 88,
2766-2772. doi: 10.1890/07-0043.1

Weaver, G. R. (2006). Virtue in organizations: moral identity as a foundation
for moral agency. Organ. Stud. 27, 341-368. doi: 10.1177/0170840606062426

Zheng, M. X., Van Dijke, M., Leunissen, J. M., Giurge, L. M., and De Cremer, D.
(2016). When saying sorry may not help: transgressor power moderates
the effect of an apology on forgiveness in the workplace. Hum. Relat. 69,
1387-1418. doi: 10.1177/0018726715611236

Zheng, M. X., van Dijke, M., Narayanan, J., and De Cremer, D. (2018). When
expressing forgiveness backfires in the workplace: victim power moderates
the effect of expressing forgiveness on transgressor compliance. Eur. J. Work
Organ. Psy. 27, 70-87. doi: 10.1080/1359432X.2017.1392940

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in
the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed
as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations,
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may
be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is
not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Van Houwelingen, Van Dijke, Hoogervorst, Meijs and De Cremer.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums
is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited
and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted
academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not
comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 908021


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X12001513
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.73.2.321
https://doi.org/10.1177/00187267211007891
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2014.11.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2014.11.008
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2011.61031810
https://doi.org/10.1108/01425450810866523
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021867
https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkg.71.1.178
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.6.1610
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0036762
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.32.2.245
https://doi.org/10.5840/beq200818436
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2010.00344.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-3085(04)26005-1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2010.00254.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2007.00611.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721417734311
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2254
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.1964
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12357
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2011.00728.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.3.840
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601114551023
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206314530166
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2291
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.2480
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.2480
https://doi.org/10.1890/07-0043.1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840606062426
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726715611236
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2017.1392940
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Two Sides of the Same Coin: Punishment and Forgiveness in Organizational Contexts
	Introduction
	Punishment, Forgiveness, and the Moral Order
	A Social Cognitive Analysis of Punishment and Forgiveness
	Study Overview
	Study 1
	Method
	Design and Participants
	Procedure
	Manipulation Check
	Dependent Variable
	Results
	Manipulation Check
	Punishment
	Discussion of Study 1 and Introduction to Study 2
	Study 2
	Method
	Design and Participants
	Procedure and Participant Inclusion
	Measures
	Results
	Violation Type Check
	Punishment
	Forgiveness
	Supplemental Analyses

	General Discussion
	Theoretical Implications
	Practical Implications
	Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

	Concluding Remarks
	Data Availability Statement
	Ethics Statement
	Author Contributions

	 References

