

[image: image1]
Investigating the moral compensatory effect of unethical pro-organizational behavior on ethical voice









 


	
	
TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 01 June 2023
DOI 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1159101






Investigating the moral compensatory effect of unethical pro-organizational behavior on ethical voice

Fubin Xia1, Ping Lu2*, Lifang Wang3 and Jiangdong Bao1


1School of Economics and Management, Hanshan Normal University, Chaozhou, China

2School of Education Science, Hanshan Normal University, Chaozhou, China

3School of Business Administration, Dongbei University of Finance and Economy, Dalian, China

[image: image2]

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
 Md. Aftab Uddin, University of Chittagong, Bangladesh

REVIEWED BY
 Munshi Muhammad Abdul Kader Jilani, Bangladesh Institute of Governance and Management (BIGM), Bangladesh
 Rasika Priyankara, Sabaragamuwa University, Sri Lanka
 Shetu Ranjan Biswas, University of Chittagong, Bangladesh

*CORRESPONDENCE
 Ping Lu, 20190096@hstc.edu.cn 

RECEIVED 05 February 2023
 ACCEPTED 15 May 2023
 PUBLISHED 01 June 2023

CITATION
 Xia F, Lu P, Wang L and Bao J (2023) Investigating the moral compensatory effect of unethical pro-organizational behavior on ethical voice. Front. Psychol. 14:1159101. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1159101

COPYRIGHT
 © 2023 Xia, Lu, Wang and Bao. 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.
 

Introduction: Unethical pro-organizational behavior (UPB) can hinder the development of the organization. The existing literature on UPB rarely examines whether and how employees remedy such ethical misconduct after they have committed it. Based on moral compensation theory and social exchange theory, this study explores the self-moral compensation process of employees who engage in UPB.

Methods: Specifically, we adopt a moderated mediating model to examine how and when UPB facilitates ethical voice. We tested our theoretical model using data from 415 full-time employees in Chinese companies, which we obtained via a three-stage questionnaire.

Results: The results of the regression analysis revealed that UPB has a significant positive effect on ethical voice, and that moral ownership plays a mediating role between UPB and ethical voice. Furthermore, the results support the moderating role of benevolent leadership in the positive direct effect of UPB on ethical voice, and the positive indirect effect of UPB on ethical voice via moral ownership. When benevolent leadership is strong, the direct effect of UPB on ethical voice and indirect mediating effect of moral ownership are both significantly positive, whereas neither are significant when benevolent leadership is weak.

Discussion: These findings show the ethical compensation effect of UBP on ethical voice and provide a novel and comprehensive understanding of the consequences of UPB. They also have significant value for ethical practices in managing employee (mis)behavior.
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1. Introduction

In today’s increasingly technologically innovative world, employees sometimes take the initiative or are forced to resort to unethical behavior to aid the company’s survival. This kind of unethical behavior with altruistic motives for the benefit of the organization is called unethical pro-organizational behavior (UPB; Umphress et al., 2010; Umphress and Bingham, 2011). Although employees engage in UPB with the intention of promoting organizational effectiveness, the unethical nature of their behavior can cause potential and real harm to the organization and its members (Umphress and Bingham, 2011), ultimately hindering or undermining development of organization (e.g., Huang et al., 2022; Kelebek and Alniacik, 2022). As a result, after committing UPB, although employees usually attempt to ethically justify their actions (Zhang et al., 2022), they may also experience negative problems such as guilt (Tang et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022), cognitive dissonance (Umphress and Bingham, 2011), emotional conflict and anxiety (Liu et al., 2021), and stress at work (Chen et al., 2022). These common reactions suggest that employees who have committed UPB realize the harmfulness of their actions—that is, they recognize that they have engaged in inappropriate actions (Graham et al., 2020).

Individuals often seek to correct their mistakes and make amends after they have done something wrong. Recent research has verified that employees who make mistakes engage in role model behavior (Bonner et al., 2017), organizational citizenship behavior (Tang et al., 2020), and voice behavior (Wang et al., 2022). Thus, it is reasonable to believe that employees who make ethical mistakes for the sake of the organization will also attempt to correct them. If so, how and when do they make amends for such ethical mistakes? Extant literature on UPB does not provide an answer to this question. Most existing studies focus on exploring the antecedents of UPB from the perspectives of social identity (e.g., Effelsberg et al., 2014; Johnson and Umphress, 2019; Baur et al., 2020), social exchange (e.g., Babalola et al., 2021; Nguyen et al., 2021; Farasat and Azam, 2022), social learning (e.g., Zhang et al., 2018; Fehr et al., 2019; Lian et al., 2022), and social cognition (e.g., Lee et al., 2019; Valle et al., 2019; Sheedy et al., 2021; see Mo et al., 2022), whereas the potential consequences of UPB remain poorly understood (Wang et al., 2022). Against this background, this study explores the processes inherent in self-remediation of employees who engage in UPB, and the conditions under which it occurs, in order to fill the gap in the existing UPB literature.

Moral compensation theory provides a theoretical framework for exploring the processes involved in the self-remediation of employees who engage in UPB. According to moral compensation theory, after committing an unethical act, people tend to engage in ethical or pro-social behavior to atone for their transgressions (Nisan and Horenczyk, 1990; Cornelissen et al., 2013). Based on moral compensation theory, we consider the process of self-remediation of employees who have engaged in UPB as a moral compensation process, and argue that after committing UPBs, they will subsequently engage in moral compensation behaviors such as ethical behavior.

Ethical voice may be a means of providing ethical compensation for employees who engage in unethical acts to aid their organization. Ethical voice is a type of behavior performed by organizational members to enhance the ethical practices of their organization (Huang and Paterson, 2017; Lee et al., 2017). Although it may not directly compensate the victim, it can benefit society by enhancing the organization’s ethical practices (Lee et al., 2017; Zheng et al., 2021), thereby producing a greater alternative moral compensation effect. By identifying and addressing existing unethical issues within the organization (Lee et al., 2017; Zheng et al., 2021), ethical voice can contribute to a more ethical and inclusive organizational culture. As such, employees who engage in ethical voice after committing unethical pro-organizational behavior not only perform moral compensation but also discourage other organizational members from engaging in unethical behavior, especially when it serves the organization’s interests. Therefore, from the moral compensation perspective, we propose that after engaging in UPB, employees can develop a sense of moral responsibility or moral motivation to perform ethical behavior, namely moral ownership (Hannah et al., 2011), and, consequently, under its influence, they may make ethical voice to remedy their faults. This means that employees who engage in unethical behavior may make ethical voice through moral ownership to compensate for the moral faults arising from their UPB.

Social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) provides a theoretical basis for uncovering the conditions under which self-remediation occurs for employees who engage in unethical behavior to aid the organization. It has been shown that the social exchange relationship between leaders and subordinates has a significant impact on subordinates’ work attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Martin et al., 2016). Therefore, from the perspective of social exchange between leaders and subordinates, we explore how leaders should treat ethically erring subordinates so as to promote their moral compensation.

Benevolent leadership based on Confucian culture, which emphasizes one’s own moral cultivation and leading subordinates with virtue (Farh and Cheng, 2000), may be conducive to promoting moral compensation for moral wrongdoers who commit UPB. Benevolent leadership is ethically sensitive and concerned with the ethical practices of the organization (Karakas and Sarigollu, 2012). Moreover, benevolent leaders can show individual, comprehensive, and long-term care to subordinates (Wang and Cheng, 2010), and provide subordinates with a safe psychological environment, opportunities to correct mistakes, and more task resources and support (Farh et al., 2008). Subordinates, in turn, show more gratitude and reward (e.g., through loyalty and obedience) to their leader in the reciprocal social exchange process (Chen et al., 2014; Li et al., 2018). Therefore, we contend that benevolent leadership can not only detect subordinates’ moral wrongdoing sensitively, but also help and support employees who have committed UPB toward self-ethical remediation. In other words, based on social exchange theory, benevolent leadership may be one of the boundary conditions for such employees to engage in moral remediation through ethical voice.

Overall, in order to explore the internal process of self-moral remediation of employees who commit UPB and the conditions under which it occurs, based on moral compensation and social exchange theory, our research adopts a moderated mediating model (see Figure 1) to investigate the moral compensatory effect of UPB on ethical voice, and has three research objectives: (1) to examine the impact of UPB on ethical voice; (2) to identify the mediating role of moral ownership in the effects of UPB on ethical voice; and (3) to test the moderating role of benevolent leadership in the direct effect of UPB on ethical voice, and in the indirect effect of UPB on ethical voice via moral ownership.
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FIGURE 1
 Hypothesized research model.


Examining the moral compensatory effect of UPB on ethical voice contributes to the literature on UPB in several ways. First, it extends existing knowledge of UPB by providing a new understanding of the consequences of UPB, which enables a more reasonable approach to managing employees who engage in unethical behavior for the sake of the organization. Second, it analyzes the underlying process by which UPB affects ethical voice from the perspective of moral ownership, and provides an in-depth understanding of this self-remediation process of employees who engage in UPB. Third, it examines the moderating role of benevolent leadership in strengthening the process of moral compensation, which not only bridges the gap between leadership literature and UPB literature, but also explores novel directions for research on leadership practices relating to UPB as a negative organizational behavior.



2. Theory and hypothesis development


2.1. UPB and ethical voice

Although people value morality, they often commit immoral acts because they cannot resist temptation (Jordan et al., 2011; Tang and Sutarso, 2013). According to moral compensation theory, people engage in positive behaviors such as moral or pro-social behaviors after committing unethical behavior, in order to compensate for their moral transgressions (Nisan and Horenczyk, 1990; Cornelissen et al., 2013). There are two motives underlying moral reparation behaviors. One is relational motivation, which restores one’s moral image in the eyes of others so as to avoid damage to one’s relationships and reputation (Bateson et al., 2006; Gino et al., 2011; Greene and Low, 2014). The second is the ego motive, which is to protect one’s sense of self-worth and restore the damaged moral self (Sachdeva et al., 2009; Gino, 2015; Bonner et al., 2017).

UPB is the intentional behavior of an employee in which core social values, moral customs, laws, and norms of proper behavior are violated to promote the effective operation of the organization or the effective work of its members (Umphress et al., 2010; Umphress and Bingham, 2011). As mentioned earlier, although UPB is pro-organizational in nature, it can harm others and society, and thus employees may realize they have performed unethical behavior even if they do it for the sake of the organization (Graham et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022). Therefore, according to moral compensation theory, an employee who commits UPB may next commit moral compensation behavior as an act of moral reparation.

Ethical voice—an ethical behavior that is critical to the survival and growth of an organization—involves members publicly speaking out and opposing existing ethically inappropriate behaviors, procedures, and policies within the organization for the purpose of improving the organization’s ethical status (Huang and Paterson, 2017; Lee et al., 2017). Ethical voice helps the organization identify and address existing unethical issues and practices in a timely manner to avoid serious problems (Lee et al., 2017; Zheng et al., 2021). From this, it can be presumed that ethical voice may be one of the ethical compensation options for erring employees.

Ethical voice can help errant employees who engage in UPB to achieve relational motivation. When employees speak out against or oppose unethical practices and issues in the organization, they often invite resentment and retaliation, and even interpersonal conflict (Lee et al., 2017). These risks mean that employees have to pay a higher price for making ethical voice (Paterson and Huang, 2019; Zheng et al., 2022). Employees’ high-cost ethical voice behaviors that involve sacrificing themselves for the good of the organization and its members can gain the approval and respect of others (supervisors and colleagues), thus restoring their damaged ethical image and avoiding punishment from others. Furthermore, research has shown that ethical behavior can enhance sense of self-worth and help individuals restore their damaged moral self (Sachdeva et al., 2009; Jordan et al., 2011). Thus, the high-value and high-risk ethical behavior of ethical voice by employees who engage in UPB can restore their moral self that has been destroyed by their wrongdoings, and thus help them achieve self-motivation. The above analysis suggests that errant employees who have committed UPB may engage in ethical voice behaviors to make amends. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H1: UPB has a positive effect on ethical voice.
 



2.2. The mediating role of moral ownership

An individual may develop moral ownership when he or she believes that he or she should take moral responsibility for his or her actions. Moral ownership is the sense of motivation held by an individual to support morality or to act ethically for the environment he or she is in (Hannah and Avolio 2010), and reflects the degree of moral responsibility an individual feels he or she should take for his or her own behavior, those of others around them, their organization, or another collective (Hannah et al., 2011).

UPB is a behavior that destroys an employee’s moral self (Wang et al., 2022). However, individuals seek consistency or integrity of the self, and when an individual’s behavior is inconsistent with the self, the individual will be motivated to adjust his or her behavior to perform behavior consistent with the self, thus regaining a sense of self-completeness (Gollwitzer et al., 1982; Pyszczynski et al., 2004). Therefore, when an employee performs UPB behavior and thus experiences his or her moral self as incomplete, he or she will have the moral motivation to change their behavior, that is, form a sense of moral responsibility to restore the damaged moral self. Furthermore, when an employee realizes that his or her UPB violates ethical standards or that the behavior causes harm to others or society, he or she usually believes that he or she should be responsible for his or her wrongdoing and feels moral responsibility for his or her next ethical action (Jones and Ryan, 1997)—in other words, he or she experiences moral ownership. Based on the above analysis, it can be predicted that UPB may increase the moral ownership of erring employees, which leads to the following hypothesis:


H2: UPB has a positive effect on moral ownership.
 

Erring employees may choose ethical voice as ethical compensatory behaviors after moral ownership is promoted. Existing research provides evidence for this possibility, and moral ownership has been found to be one of the driving forces that motivate individuals to behave ethically (e.g., Jino and Dyaram, 2019; Ogunfowora et al., 2021). Based on these research findings, it is then reasonable to believe that ethical voice, as an ethical behavior that enhances the current state of organizational morality, is likely to be chosen as a means of moral compensation by employees who engage in UPB motivated by moral ownership. More importantly, moral ownership (moral responsibility) leads individuals to be willing to take risks or make personal sacrifices to protect the moral self they own and value (Ogunfowora et al., 2021). As mentioned earlier, ethical voice is a self-sacrificial risk-taking moral behavior. From this, it can be hypothesized that, in cases where an individual’s moral self is damaged by his or her past UPB, moral ownership is likely to make erring employees willing to protect as well as restore their moral self through high-cost and high-risk ethical voice. The above two aspects of the analysis suggest that moral ownership may have a positive impact on ethical voice, and, in conjunction with hypothesis H2, we propose the following hypotheses:


H3: Moral ownership has a positive effect on ethical voice.

H4: Moral ownership mediates the relationship between UPB and ethical voice.
 



2.3. The moderating role of benevolent leadership

Benevolent leadership is a form of leadership based on Chinese Confucianism, whose core idea is that, based on benevolent reciprocity norms, the leader exchanges paternalistic benevolence for the childlike respect, loyalty, and obedience of his subordinates, thus achieving effective leadership over them (Farh and Cheng, 2000; Cheng et al., 2004). In leadership practice, this is expressed in the individual, comprehensive, and permanent care of the leader for the work and life of his subordinates—as a parent cares for his or her children (Farh and Cheng, 2000; Chen et al., 2014)—and this promotes positive work attitude and behavior of subordinates for the sake of the organization (e.g., Chan and Mak, 2012; Tang and Naumann, 2015; Gumusluoglu et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2018).

Following the way benevolent leaders treat their subordinates, we predict that the use of benevolent leadership by supervisors for employees who engage in UPB may facilitate their self-redress. First, when a benevolent leader demonstrates personalized and targeted care for the work and life of his or her subordinates, the subordinates are often grateful and willing to repay their supervisors through dedication and sacrificing ego (Farh et al., 2008). Therefore, when an employee who engages in UPB receives benevolent leadership from his or her supervisor, he or she may make self-sacrificing ethical voice for the purpose of repaying the favor. Second, benevolent leaders have a “compassionate and forgiving” side (Chua et al., 2008)—understanding, forgiving, and protecting subordinates, and not openly blaming and criticizing employees who commit wrongdoing (Farh et al., 2008). Therefore, benevolent supervisors will guide employees who engage in UPB and protect their image. Such forgiveness and tolerance would encourage errant subordinates to accept responsibility and take risks to correct their mistakes by making ethical voice. Third, a benevolent leader will provide the necessary resources, help, and support to subordinates when they encounter difficulties in their work (Cheng et al., 2004; Farh et al., 2008), creating the necessary external support conditions for the errant employee to make ethical voices to correct their mistakes. Finally, the benevolent leadership of supervisors creates a working atmosphere of mutual trust and psychological security for subordinates (Wang and Cheng, 2010), which, to a certain extent, dispels errant employees’ internal concerns about the possible risks of making ethical voice. The above analysis suggests that benevolent leadership may reinforce the influence of UPB on ethical voice. We propose the following hypothesis:


H5: Benevolent leadership positively moderates the relationship between UPB and ethical voice.
 

Benevolent leadership may also enhance the impact of UPB on moral ownership. When employees commit UPB, instead of criticizing and blaming them, their supervisors treat them with tolerance and provide them with guidance, help, and support (Chua et al., 2008; Farh et al., 2008). As a result, the guilt and remorse they originally felt as a result of their UPB may become stronger, which in turn may lead to a higher sense of moral responsibility to compensate for their faults. Specifically, this may happen for two reasons. One is that the benevolence of the supervisor toward them magnifies the moral character of the leader in the eyes of the subordinates, and creates a glorious and majestic parental moral image in their minds (Farh and Cheng, 2000). Another reason is that, based on the reciprocal nature of social exchange, the benevolence of the leader can cause subordinates to feel indebted to him or her (Wang and Cheng, 2010). Because of this sense of indebtedness and the moral influence of the supervisor, these erring employees are more deeply aware of their mistakes and more willing to take responsibility for them, and thus develop a stronger moral motivation to remedy their faults. In other words, the sense of reciprocal indebtedness to the supervisor and the supervisor’s moral contagion may further increase the moral ownership resulting from UPB. Accordingly, we propose the following hypotheses:


H6a: Benevolent leadership positively moderates the effect of UPB on moral ownership.

H6b: Benevolent leadership positively moderates the mediating role of moral ownership in the relationship between UPB and ethical voice.
 

Based on the above theoretical analysis, we propose the research model shown in Figure 1.




3. Materials and methods


3.1. Participants and procedures

In this study, we collected data using a questionnaire, which was conducted from May to August 2022. We focused on full-time employees in sales and service-related occupations, such as account specialists, customer service engineers, and salespeople, among others. This is because there are occupational differences in the occurrence of UPB, and employees who have direct contact with customers have more opportunities to engage in such behavior (Cheng et al., 2022). We used a convenience sampling technique to select eight specific companies in the Anhui and Heilongjiang provinces of China. These companies, which were in the real estate, information and financial services, and insurance industries, were chosen because of their close relationship with our research team, which ensured a smooth implementation of the survey.

We first contacted the HR managers of the eight companies. We explained the purpose and content of the study to gain their cooperation and support, and verified with them the occurrence of UPB in their companies. After their consent was obtained, we developed a data collection timeline with them. Before the questionnaire was distributed, we asked the HR managers to randomly select employees in sales and service-related positions from the company employee list and gather them in the conference room. We then gave detailed instructions and explanations about the study to the potential respondents and answered their questions. In order to allay their concerns and increase their interest in participating, they were then informed that the survey was voluntary and anonymous, and were assured that their information would be kept strictly confidential and used only for academic research. Finally, we recruited 550 employees who volunteered to participate in the survey.

We used a three-stage questionnaire with a two-week time interval for data collection to reduce common method bias arising from the use of self-reported questionnaires for measuring research variables in this study. Each employee who volunteered for the survey was assigned a three-digit numeric code (e.g., 016) to ensure that the three rounds of survey data could be matched. At time 1, with the help of the companies’ HR departments, a total of 550 questionnaires with three-digit numerical codes were distributed to corresponding matched employees who were asked to provide their demographic information and UPB. After eliminating invalid questionnaires, we obtained a total of 525 questionnaires in this round of survey. Two weeks later, we sent matching questionnaires to the remaining 525 employees based on their three-digit numerical codes to collect information about their direct supervisor’s benevolent leadership and their moral ownership, and received 480 valid questionnaires. At time point 3, we also administered matching questionnaires based on the three numerical codes of the remaining employees to measure their ethical voice, and obtained 415 valid questionnaires. Finally, after matching three rounds of measurement data by the three-digit numerical codes, we obtained a total of 415 valid and complete questionnaires for testing our theoretical model.

Among these 415 survey respondents, 51.6% were male; 65.3% were under 35 years old; 47.7% had a bachelor’s degree or higher; and 47.4% had less than 3 years of work experience.



3.2. Measures

The scales used in this study were derived from well-established scales that are widely used. To ensure the reliability and validity of the English scales in the Chinese context, we followed standard translation and back-translation procedures by Brislin (1986), and had them reviewed by professionals. All scale items were scored on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).


3.2.1. UPB

In this study, UPB was assessed through a six-item scale developed by Umphress et al. (2010), with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.935. A sample item from the UPB scale is “To help my organization, I exaggerated the truth about my company’s products or services to customers.”



3.2.2. Benevolent leadership

A five-item scale developed by Fu et al. (2012), adapted from Cheng et al. (2000) scale, was used to test benevolent leadership, with one of the sample items being “My supervisor helps me in an emergency.” Cronbach’s alpha in this study was 0.906.



3.2.3. Moral ownership

Hannah et al.’s (2011) three-item scale was used to measure moral ownership, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.793. One of the scale items is “I will not accept unethical behaviour from anyone in my organization.”



3.2.4. Ethical voice

Ethical voice was measured via a four-item scale of Zheng et al. (2022), with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.866. One of item of ethical voice scale is “I speak up in our company to stop others from behaving with a lack of integrity.”



3.2.5. Control variables

Considering that demographic variables may have an impact on the study results, respondents’ age (1 = under 25 years, 2 = 26–35 years, 3 = 36–45 years, 4 = above 46 years), gender (1 = male, 2 = female), education (1 = high school and below, 2 = college, 3 = Bachelors, 4 = Masters and above), and working years (1 = under 1 years, 2 = 1–3 years, 3 = 4–6 years, 4 = 7–10 years, 5 = 10 years and above), were introduced as control variables in our analysis model.





4. Results


4.1. Descriptive statistics

The means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of the variables in this study are given in Table 1. There was a significant positive correlation between UPB and ethical voice (r = 0.266, p < 0.01), a significant positive correlation between UPB and moral ownership (r = 0.161, p < 0.01), and a significant positive correlation between moral ownership and ethical voice (r = 0.607, p < 0.01). These results lay the foundation for further testing the theoretical model of this study.



TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of the variables.
[image: Table1]



4.2. Measurement model

First, the reliability of the variables UPB, moral ownership, moral voice, and benevolent leadership were tested by Cronbach’s alpha. The values were 0.935, 0.793, 0.866, and 0.906, respectively, and thus all exceed the recommended value of 0.7 (Nunnally, 1978). Therefore, the measurements of these variables have good reliability.

Then, Mplus 7.4 was used to conduct confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the four variables to analyze the discriminant validity of each variable. The results of the analysis in Table 2 show that the four-factor model outperforms the other models in all fit indicators (2 = 476.925, df = 129, RMSEA = 0.080, SRMR = 0.056, CFI = 0.933, TLI = 0.920), indicating that the four variables measured have good discriminant validity.



TABLE 2 Results of confirmatory factor analysis for the structural validity of variables.
[image: Table2]

Finally, we tested for common method bias by Harman single-factor test method. The results indicated that the percentage of variance explained by the first common factor was 36.353%, which was less than 40%, indicating that there was no serious common method bias. To further test for common method bias, in accordance with Podsakoff et al. (2003), we used the method of controlling the unmeasured potential method factors and establishing a two-factor model. The results of the analysis showed that the model fit indicators were not significantly better after adding common method bias as a latent variable to the CFA model to construct a common method factor model (ΔCFI = 0.032, ΔTLI = 0.031, ΔRMSEA = 0.018, ΔSRMR = 0.025), indicating that there was no significant common method bias.



4.3. Hypothesis tests

First, to test H1, ethical voice was set as the dependent variable; then, gender, age, education, and working years were added as control variables, and UPB was put into the regression equation as the independent variable. The linear regression results in Table 3 showed that UPB had a significant positive predictive effect on ethical voice (β = 0.210, p = 0.000), which supported H1.



TABLE 3 Regression results in this study.
[image: Table3]

Second, on the basis of the main effect H1 holding, this study tested the mediating role of moral ownership via Baron and Kenny’s method (Baron and Kenny, 1986). The results in Table 3 show that, after putting the mediating variable moral ownership into the equation, UPB significantly and positively predicts moral ownership (β = 0.116, p < 0.01); therefore, hypothesis H2 is supported; As Hypothesis H3 predicted, moral ownership has a significant positive effect on ethical voice (β = 0.600, p < 0.001). Furthermore, the significant effect of UPB on ethical voice was attenuated (β = 0.141, p < 0.001). This suggested that moral ownership plays a partially mediating role in the relationship between UPB and ethical voice.

In addition, the mediating effect of moral ownership was further tested via the bootstrapping procedure (bootstrap = 5,000; Bolin, 2014). The results in Table 4 show that the indirect effect value of UPB influencing ethical voice through moral ownership is 0.070, contributing 33% to the total effect with a 95% confidence interval [LLCI = 0.017, ULCI = 0.121]; thus, hypothesis H4 is confirmed.



TABLE 4 Decomposition of total effect, direct effect, and indirect effect.
[image: Table4]

Third, the results of the analysis in Table 3 show that the interaction term between UPB and benevolent leadership has a significant positive effect on ethical voice (β = 0.078, p < 0.05), which indicates that benevolent leadership has a significant positive moderating effect on the relationship between UPB and ethical voice, confirming hypothesis H5. In order to analyze the moderating effect of benevolent leadership in more detail, further analysis was conducted on the relationship between UPB and ethical voice in the cases of strong benevolent leadership (+1SD) and weak benevolent leadership (−1SD) respectively. The results in Figure 2 show that when benevolent leadership is strong, UPB has a significant positive impact on ethical voice (β = 0.204, p = 0.000), whereas at weak benevolent leadership, UPB did not have a significant effect on ethical voice (β = 0.033, p > 0.05). This shows that strong benevolent leadership rather than weak benevolent leadership can promote ethical voice among employees who have engaged in UPB.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 The moderating role of benevolent leadership in the relationship between UPB and ethical voice.


In addition, the results in Table 3 show that the interaction term between UPB and benevolent leadership has a significant positive effect on moral ownership (β = 0.090, p < 0.01), which confirms that benevolent leadership has a significant positive moderating effect in the relationship between UPB and moral ownership, thus validating hypothesis H6a. The relationship between UPB and moral ownership was analyzed separately for the two conditions of strong benevolent leadership (+1SD) and weak benevolent leadership (−1SD). The results in Figure 3 show that UPB has a significant positive effect on moral ownership when benevolent leadership is strong (β = 0.103, p < 0.05), but no significant effect on moral ownership when benevolent leadership is weak (β = −0.094, p > 0.05).

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 The moderating role of benevolent leadership in the relationship between UPB and moral ownership.


Finally, on the basis that hypothesis H6a holds, this study used bootstrapping to analyze the moderating effect of benevolent leadership on the mediating effect of moral ownership (Bolin, 2014). The results in Table 5 indicate that when benevolent leadership is strong, the mediating effect of moral ownership in the relationship between UPB and ethical voice is positive and significant (γ = 0.062, 95% confidence interval [0.017, 0.107]). When benevolent leadership is weak, the mediating effect of moral ownership is not significant (γ = −0.057, 95% confidence interval [−0.153, 0.032]). The index of moderated mediation was 0.054, 95% confidence interval [0.009, 0.103]. Hence, this result confirms hypothesis H6b.



TABLE 5 Mediated effect values of moral ownership at different levels of benevolent leadership.
[image: Table5]




5. Discussion

This study examines the organizational phenomenon of self-remediation by employees engaging in UPB, based on moral compensation and social exchange theories (Blau, 1964; Nisan and Horenczyk, 1990). Survey data from 415 employees supported all of the study’s hypotheses. Previous research has shown a positive link between employee misconduct and good behavior (e.g., Bonner et al., 2017; Tang et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022). Our study corroborates this finding and further reveals that the positive link is a moral compensatory one, driven by moral compensatory motivation. Specifically, we analyze how UPB influences ethical voice, based on moral compensation theory (Nisan and Horenczyk, 1990). The results show that UPB has a positive impact on ethical voice through moral ownership. This means that employees who have committed UPBs will develop moral ownership to remedy their faults, and, under its influence, will choose to make ethical voice for moral compensation. In addition, we find that benevolent leadership plays a positive moderating role in the moral compensation relationship between UPB and ethical voice. In other words, the existence of this relationship is related to supervisors’ leadership behaviors. Supervisors who adopt strong benevolent leadership not only help employees who have committed UPBs to rectify their faults directly through ethical voice, but also encourage them to choose ethical voice for indirect moral compensation through moral ownership. This finding aligns with previous research suggesting that when supervisors demonstrate benevolence toward their subordinates, the subordinates reciprocate with positive work attitudes and behaviors (Farh and Cheng, 2000; Chen et al., 2014; Li et al., 2018), indicating that the effect of benevolent leaders on subordinates’ behavior follows the principle of reciprocity in social exchange. Overall, these findings uncover the internal process and boundary conditions by which UPB influences ethical voice.


5.1. Theoretical contributions

First, this study uncovers a new consequence of UPB by revealing its positive relationship with ethical voice. Whereas most existing research on UPB consequences has focused on its negative effects (e.g., Baker et al., 2019; Lian et al., 2022), few studies have examined the positive behavioral changes triggered by UPB from a self-remediation perspective. Workplace behavior is complex and variable; employees may engage in harmful actions toward the organization after previous helpful acts (e.g., Klotz and Bolino, 2013; Yam et al., 2017; Loi et al., 2020) or engage in positive work behavior after harming the organization (e.g., Bonner et al., 2017; Tang et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022). By exploring the moral compensation relationship between UPB and ethical voice from the perspective of sequential behavioral changes, this study provides new insights into the consequences of UPB and expands the scope of UPB research.

Second, this study not only finds moral compensatory effects of UPB, but also further explores its internal process and boundary conditions. The results indicate that moral ownership mediates the relationship between UPB and ethical voice, and that benevolent leadership moderates both the direct and indirect effects of UPB on ethical voice via moral ownership. Existing research explores the causes of moral ownership only in terms of organizational (Jino and Dyaram, 2019) and leadership factors (Ogunfowora et al., 2021; Su et al., 2022), with little attention to the role of individual factors, especially individual unethical behavior. Therefore, these new findings not only bridge gaps in moral ownership research but also further uncover the processes underlying the moral compensation effect of UPB by revealing the mediating role of moral compensation motives (moral ownership). Furthermore, leaders have a decisive influence on the behavior of their subordinates (e.g., Epitropaki et al., 2017), and our focus on benevolent leadership—based on Confucian culture as a conditioning factor influencing the relationship between UPB and ethical voice—fits very well into the Chinese cultural context of this study, and also allows us to gain further insight into the important role of leadership in facilitating this self-remediation process.

Finally, a new theoretical explanation is provided for the occurrence of ethical voice. Existing studies tend to explain employees’ ethical voice as social learning behaviors (e.g., Huang and Paterson, 2017; Lee et al., 2017; Kim and Vandenberghe, 2020) and social identification behaviors (e.g., Zheng et al., 2022) from the perspective of leadership moral influence. In contrast to these explanations of the mechanisms of ethical voice generation in terms of external (leadership) factors, this study finds that ethical voice is also a kind of moral compensatory behavior from the perspective of individuals’ intrinsic moral motivation. This new explanatory mechanism for the occurrence of ethical voice enhances the knowledge of ethical voice and contributes new theoretical content to its study.



5.2. Implications for practice

Despite their pro-organizational motives, UPB is harmful to both the organization and society in terms of their practical consequences. However, our research finds that employees who have engaged in UPB can make ethical voice for ethical remediation. Therefore, managers should pay close attention to the occurrence of UPBs in their organization; when they detect such behaviors, they should promptly help employees realize the moral implications of their actions, and encourage them to correct their mistakes and engage in compensatory ethical behaviors, such as providing ethical voice. Besides engaging in UPB, employees may also exhibit other undesirable behaviors. Managers should care for these employees and offer them help and support afterwards, so as to motivate them to make constructive behavioral changes.

Second, this study shows that UPB has a positive impact on ethical voice through moral ownership. Thus, managers can take steps to foster and enhance employees’ moral responsibility from a moral ownership perspective to promote the moral compensatory effects of UPB, such as by implementing regular formal ethics training and learning systems. Additionally, managers should create an ethical work environment that guides employees’ ethical values and inspires them to be ethically responsible.

Third, the present study also confirms that benevolent leadership plays an important role in facilitating the process of self-remediation of UPB. For this reason, supervisors should be encouraged and guided to adopt a benevolent leadership style to appropriately deal with ethically erring employees. Leaders need to help employees who engage in UPB confront their mistakes, considering that some of them may not be aware of their ethical mistakes due to the pro-organizational motivation of the unethical behavior. Furthermore, leaders should encourage morally erring employees to correct their mistakes by being tolerant rather than blaming, and by giving them the necessary guidance and resources to support them in the correction process.

Finally, ethical voice is a high-risk and high-cost ethical behavior. By providing protection and incentives for ethical voice, companies can enhance the value of ethical voice in the minds of employees, which not only can improve the moral standards within the enterprise, strengthen the employees’ moral consciousness and conduct, but also can promote the enterprise to undertake social moral responsibility more effectively, actively respond to social expectations and concerns, and achieve higher moral compensation effect of UPB.



5.3. Limitations and future research

This study is a prospective preliminary exploratory work aimed at discovering hitherto unexplored consequences of UPB, and has certain shortcomings. First, although this study used a three-time point approach to control for the problem of common method bias for variable measurements, and the results of the statistical analysis indicated that this problem was not serious in this study, it is still necessary to collect research data using the multi-source, multi-time point approach recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2012) in order to enhance research rigor. Second, the external validity of this study’s findings is limited by the research sample in this study, and therefore future studies are needed to expand the scope of sample collection and increase the sample size to further test the generalizability of the study’s findings.

The third is to explore alternative moral compensation mechanisms for UPB. The moral compensation options for employees are diverse, and include helping, volunteer behavior, donating, and green behavior. Therefore, future research could further examine the moral compensatory mechanisms between UPB and these positive behaviors.

Finally, this study confirms that benevolent leadership is one of the boundary conditions for the occurrence of the moral compensatory effects of UPB. However, there are still other individual and organizational factors that may influence the process of ethical remediation of UPB. One possible individual factor is the moral quality of employees. Employees with high moral standards are likely to develop higher moral ownership in the face of their wrongdoing than employees with low moral standards. Another example is that a positive moral climate in the organization may motivate employees to engage in ethical voice behavior. Therefore, future research should seek to explore the individual and organizational conditions under which employees who engage in UPB make moral reparations through ethical voice.




6. Conclusion

This study empirically investigates the moral compensatory effect of UPB on ethical voice. The research results show that UPB has a significant positive effect on ethical voice, that moral ownership mediates the relationship between UPB and ethical voice, and that benevolent leadership moderates both the direct and indirect effects of UPB on ethical voice through moral ownership. These research findings reveal how and when employees implement moral remediation by making ethical voice after engaging in UPB. Therefore, our research offers new insights into the consequences of UPB and the antecedents of ethical voice, and will also draw high attention to the moral remediation of morally deviant employees in this field.


6.1. Scale of UPB




①To help my organization, I misrepresented the truth to make my organization look good.

②To help my organization, I exaggerated the truth about my company’s products or services to customers and clients.

③To help my organization, I withheld negative information about my company or its products from customers and clients.

④To help my organization, I gave a good recommendation on the behalf of an incompetent employee in the hope that the person will become another organization’s problem instead of my own.

⑤To help my organization, I withheld issuing a refund to a customer or client accidentally overcharged.

⑥To help my organization, I concealed information from the public that could be damaging to my organization.



6.2. Scale of benevolent leadership




①My supervisor is often caring and attentive to me.

②My supervisor is concerned about my personal life situation.

③My supervisor not only takes care of me but also of my family members.

④My supervisor is careful and thoughtful to subordinates who have served under him/her for a long time.

⑤My supervisor helps me in an emergency.



6.3. Scale of moral ownership




①I will not accept unethical behavior from anyone in my organization.

②I will assume responsibility to take action when I see an unethical act.

③I will take charge to address ethical issues when I know someone has done something wrong.



6.4. Scale of ethical voice




①I am prepared to talk to coworkers who fail to behave ethically.

②I would tell a coworker who is doing something unethical to stop.

③I encourage my coworkers to act with integrity.

④I speak up in our company to stop others from behaving with a lack of integrity.
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