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Abstract
In this study, we draw on moral cleansing theory to investigate the consequence of unethical pro-organizational behavior 
(UPB) from the perspective of the actors. Specifically, we hypothesize that after conducting UPB, people may feel guilty and 
tend to cleanse their wrongdoings by providing suggestions or identifying problems at work (i.e., prohibitive and promotive 
voice). We further hypothesize that the above relationship is moderated by the actor’s moral identity symbolization. We 
conducted three studies, including experiment and surveys, to test our hypotheses. Results of these studies show consist-
ent support to our hypotheses. In particular, individuals reported more felt guilt after conducting UPB, and they tended to 
compensate with more prohibitive and promotive voice subsequently. In addition, the indirect relationship from UPB acting 
to both voice behaviors via felt guilt was stronger for people with a high level of moral identity symbolization. Theoretical 
and practical implications are discussed.

Keywords Unethical pro-organizational behavior (UPB) · Moral cleansing theory · Felt guilt · Prohibitive and promotive 
voice · Moral identity symbolization (MIS)

Introduction

The striving and prosperity of a company depends on 
employees’ in-role performance, as well as their extra-role 
efforts (e.g., Bass 1985; Podsakoff et al. 1990; Yukl 1989). 
Defined as unethical conducts with an intention to benefit 
the organization, unethical pro-organizational behaviors 
(UPB), a form of employees’ extra-role behavior, widely 
exist in organizational settings (Umphress et al. 2010). For 
example, a survey of employed US workers as of May 2006 
reported that a third of the staff witnessed unethical con-
ducts at work, while 19% of them is cheating employees, 

customers, suppliers, or public for the interest of the organi-
zation (Gurchiek 2006). More recently, it was reported that 
the customer service staffs of a large travel agency in China 
persuaded their customers not to ask for invoices, in order 
to help the organization avoiding taxes (ThePaper, June 1st, 
2019). Intending to promote the effective functioning of the 
organization or its members, employees conduct UPB but 
at the cost of core societal values, mores, laws, or standards 
of proper conduct, which may leave hidden troubles to the 
organization and the actors (Umphress et al. 2010; Umphress 
and Bingham 2011).

Although UPB has caught much attention from research-
ers (e.g., Chen et al. 2016; Matherne and Litchfield 2012; 
May et al. 2015; Umphress et al. 2010; Umphress and Bing-
ham 2011; Wang et al. 2019a, b), most of them focus on 
investigating the antecedence of UPB while neglecting its 
potential consequences, especially to the actors. Understand-
ing the influence of UPB on the actor is important because 
people usually value a moral self-image (Monin and Jor-
dan 2009), and want to behave morally (Mazar et al. 2008). 
Although they may occasionally disengage from their core 
moral self and engage in unethical behaviors, ethical dis-
sonance may occur afterwards (Barkan et al. 2012). In other 
words, people who conducted unethical behaviors could 
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actually recognize the unethicality of their deeds, which vio-
lates their moral self-image (Bonner et al. 2017). In order to 
restore their moral self, these individuals usually go through 
a moral cleansing process by engaging in moral behaviors to 
offset prior bad deeds (Sachdeva et al. 2009).

As people appear to take targeted reparatory actions 
toward those they wronged or hurt (Cryder et al. 2012), we 
choose to focus on employees’ voice behavior as their moral 
cleansing choice. On one hand, voice refers to employees’ 
discretional expression of their ideas or concerns about 
work-related issues to improve the functioning of the organi-
zation (Morrison 2011; Van Dyne and LePine 1998). Given 
the potential benefits to the organization, voice can balance 
the unethical deeds they performed previously which, though 
seem to be for the good of the organization, cost the organi-
zation in the long run. In addition, voice behavior is about 
either doing the right to improve processes or stopping the 
wrong to avoid errors (Liang et al. 2012), we contend that 
voice behavior may indirectly compensate the stakeholders 
who were harmed by previous UPB. For example, by sug-
gesting ideas to improve the product, the necessity to hide 
flaws or exaggerate functions of the product can be accord-
ingly reduced, preventing customers from being furtherly 
hurt; by voicing against illegal procedures like falsifying 
vouchers, shareholders may be protected from going broke.

Therefore, in the current research, we follow a moral 
cleansing perspective (Zhong and Liljenquist 2006) and 
propose that employees’ past UPB may lead to feelings of 
guilt and consequently encourage their constructive behav-
iors to wash out their sins. Moreover, we suggest that peo-
ple with a high moral identity symbolization (MIS), which 
refers to the degree to which the moral traits are expressed 
publicly through the person’s actions in the world (Aquino 
and Reed 2002), will have a stronger desire to offset their 
immoral behavior by making compensations, in the form 
of voice (i.e., prohibitive and promotive voice). By engag-
ing in reparatory behaviors that can be recognized, these 
employees can restore their self-image in the eyes of others 
(Carlsmith and Gross 1969).

The study contributes to the existing literature in the fol-
lowing aspects. First, it advances existing knowledge of UPB 
by examining psychological and consequently behavioral 
outcomes of UPB from the perspective of the actors. Current 
research on UPB primarily focus on its antecedences, and 
much less is known about its consequences. By introducing 
a moral cleansing mechanism, we extend our understand-
ings about UPB that although it is conducted in the name of 
others’ good, UPB actors are likely to feel guilty and in turn 
engage in compensating behaviors, such as prohibitive and 
promotive voice.

Second, we also contribute to the voice literature by 
examining the role of felt guilt in predicting prohibitive and 
promotive voice, answering calls of research on affect and 

emotion in influencing voice behavior (Morrison 2011). In 
addition, by examining voice as a choice to cleanse moral 
debts, we provide evidence for its moral facet.

Third, we also contribute to the moral identity litera-
ture by emphasizing the role of its symbolic dimension in 
strengthening the process of moral cleansing. Although 
several studies call attention to differentiating the specific 
roles of moral identity internalization and symbolization 
(e.g., Gotowiec and van Mastrigt 2019; Jordan et al. 2011; 
Skarlicki et al. 2008; Winterich et al. 2013), most studies 
exploring the moderating effects of moral identity theorize 
the effect of the unidimensional construct but operational-
ized it with the internalization subscale (e.g., Johnson and 
Umphress 2019; Skarlicki et al. 2016; Xu and Ma 2016). 
The current research adds to the moral identity literature 
by clarifying the role that MIS plays in restoring a public 
moral self-image via engaging in observable compensating 
behaviors such as prohibitive and promotive voice.

Theory and Hypotheses Development

Unethical Pro‑organizational Behavior and Felt 
Guilt

Essential to the definition of UPB are the dual characteris-
tics that the act is undertaken with the intention to help the 
organization or its members and yet violates hyper moral 
standards of the society (Umphress et al. 2010). Besides 
its harm to the outside stakeholders such as customers and 
competitors, however, UPB may also exert detrimental 
influence on the organization in the long run. For example, 
“destroying incriminating documents to protect the organiza-
tion may heighten external auditors’ suspicions and prompt 
fines or more negative consequences” (Umphress et al. 2010, 
p. 770), and exaggerating the functions of the company’s 
products or services may damage the corporate image and 
reputation (Lee et al. 2019). This is exactly what happened 
to Pfizer, a pharmaceutical giant company, who was fined 
$60 million dollars to settle charges that the company vio-
lated the Foreign Corrupt Practice Act by bribing foreign 
officials for contracts (CNN.com 2012).

Given these harms and costs, after conducting UPB, peo-
ple may evoke a state of ethical dissonance and feel bad 
about themselves (Gollwitzer and Melzer 2012). This is 
because most individuals value morality in their self-concept 
and do not want to cause harm to others (Aquino and Reed 
2002; Blasi 1993), even though they sometimes are tempted 
to gain profit from unethical conduct. We argue in the cur-
rent research that after employees perform UPB, they will 
experience guilt, or a kind of agitation-based emotion of 
regretting a wrong action or decision (Ghorbani et al. 2013).
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It should be noted that when Umphress and Bingham 
(2011) first defined UPB, they emphasized that such behav-
iors “violate core societal values, mores, laws, or standards 
of proper conduct” (p. 622), and did not explicitly discuss 
whether the UPB actors had the awareness of the immoral-
ity of their behaviors. However, there are some evidence 
showing that the UPB actors could actually, more or less, 
recognize what they have conducted is unethical. For exam-
ple, Umphress and Bingham (2011) distinguished UPB 
from “work-related actions involving … unconscious neg-
ligence” (p. 623), and stated that it is possible for the actors 
to “make inferences based on the possibility for harmful 
consequences to entities other than the organization” (p. 
623). Empirically, Graham et al. (2020) investigated the 
relationship between perceived ethicality of UPB and the 
intention to perform UPB. Through three studies, they found 
that although employees would be more likely to engage in 
UPB when they perceived UPB to be relatively less unethi-
cal, most employees (including the potential UPB actors) did 
recognize UPB as unethical, with consistently low ratings of 
perceived ethicality of UPB.

Just as “Eve wanted the apple but knew that she should 
not eat it” (Bazerman et al. 1998, p. 225), employees con-
duct UPB while simultaneously recognize the unethicality 
of such behaviors. As Bazerman et al. (2018) demonstrated, 
people usually have a “want” self and a “should” self. The 
“want” self is about affective, hot headed, and short-term 
goals, while the “should” self is related to rational, cool 
headed, and long-term goals (Bazerman et al. 1998). In 
the case of UPB, employees’ “want” self may be to gain 
immediate benefits for the organization, while their “should” 
self is to be a moral and good citizen (Ruedy et al. 2013). 
Employees’ “want” self takes over at the moment when they 
conduct UPB (Tenbrunsel et al. 2010), but the “should” self 
still exists and is unfulfilled. The inconsistency between the 
“should” self (i.e., to be a moral person) and the unethi-
cal actions (i.e., UPB) may lead to a sense of dissonance 
(Festinger 1957) and result in subsequent negative feelings, 
such as guilt (Bierbrauer 1992; Bohns and Flynn 2013; Tang 
et al. 2020; Tracy and Robins 2006).

Taken together, as UPB actors usually have the awareness 
that their behaviors are unethical and cause harms, violating 
their “should” self goal to be a moral person, we hypoth-
esize that UPB acting is positively associated with feelings 
of guilt.

Hypothesis 1 UPB acting is positively related to employees’ 
felt guilt.

UPB, Felt Guilt, and Two Kinds of Voice

Although people usually want to be perceived as good 
and honest (Jordan et al. 2011; Shalvi et al. 2015), they 

sometimes cannot resist to gain benefit from dishonesty or 
unethical behaviors (Barkan et al. 2012, 2015). After behav-
ing unethically, their morality is damaged, triggering guilt—
a negative moral emotion to be cleansed with compensating 
moral or worthy actions (e.g., Zhong and Liljenquist 2006). 
Extant literature has declared the relationship between guilt 
and multiple subsequent behaviors, such as reducing preju-
dice (Amodio et al. 2007), apologizing and compensating 
(Ghorbani et al. 2013), ethical decision-making (Steenhaut 
and Van Kenhove 2006), disclosure (e.g., tax amnesty dis-
closure, Dunn et al. 2018), self-punishing (e.g., seeking 
for experiencing pain, Bastian et al. 2011), and adopting 
prosocial behaviors (Harth et al. 2013). However, recent 
research asserted that guilt feelings exert more pronounced 
effect on targeted actions toward the victims other than broad 
prosocial behaviors (Cryder et al. 2012). That is, we should 
simultaneously consider the victims of transgressions when 
discussing reparatory actions to remove guilt.

In the current study, we focus on voice as one amend-
ing action to cleanse guilt triggered by UPB acting. Voice 
involves discretionary expression of ideas, suggestions, 
concerns, or opinions about work-related issues with the 
intent to improve organizational or unit functioning (Mor-
rison 2011). Liang et  al. (2012) further developed two 
kinds of voice behavior: promotive and prohibitive voice. 
Promotive voice refers to employees’ expression of new 
ideas to improve the status quo, which involves suggesting 
ways in which the unit or organization can perform better in 
the future. On the other hand, prohibitive voice focuses on 
employees’ expression of concerns about harmful practices 
in the organization, which is directed at avoiding failures as 
it highlights factors that adversely impact work processes 
(Kakkar et al. 2016; Liang et al. 2012).

We argue that UPB transgressors may adopt prohibitive 
and promotive voice to cleanse their guilt emotions for two 
reasons. First, amends can be made to victims of past UPB—
the organization and its stakeholders via these two voice 
behaviors. For the organization, by expressing message to 
initiate improvement and positive change, voice behavior 
has been found to bring about multiple benefits. For exam-
ple, Morrison and Milliken (2000) found that upward voice 
facilitates effective decision-making and error detection; 
while many other scholars found that employees’ voluntary 
contributions of ideas and information helped to improve 
current work processes (Detert and Burris 2007; Dutton and 
Ashford 1993; Tangirala and Ramanujam 2010).

Moreover, though benefiting the organization, UPB is 
unethical and violates common moral standards and/or 
societal values (Umphress and Bingham 2011). This means 
that some other people may be the victims of their UPB. To 
cleanse their misconduct and restore morality, employees 
may compensate by proposing constructive ideas and sug-
gestions to improve the performance of the company (e.g., 
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Detert et al. 2013), which ultimately improve the welfare 
of outside stakeholders. For example, by voicing against 
immoral issues or ineffective process, prohibitive voice 
corrects errors and prevents the organization from further 
wrongdoings, thus protecting the external stakeholders from 
being hurt in the future (Detert and Burris 2007). Moreover, 
by voicing about how to help the organization perform bet-
ter, promotive voice can help the organization improve the 
quality of their goods, services, sales, and so on (Liang et al. 
2012), consequently benefiting clients, customers, and the 
overall society.

Recent literature has also discussed the moral facet of 
voice behavior that it may do good to the outside stakehold-
ers. For instance, Wang et al. (2019a, b) found that employ-
ees conducted more prohibitive and promotive voice when 
they felt their organizations were more socially responsible. 
The reason is that organizations’ CSR (i.e., corporate social 
responsibility) convey to employees that they value welfare 
of multiple stakeholders (Vlachos et al. 2014). In response, 
employees of such organizations will also help to promote 
the welfare of various stakeholders by providing valuable 
suggestions and pointing out concerns. Moreover, voice is 
also regarded as an effective moral choice in dealing with 
dysfunctional leaders (Caldwell and Canuto-Carranco 2010), 
since speaking out one’s concerns fulfills the moral duty of 
organizational citizens to work for the long-term welfare of 
the organization and others. This evidence also suggests that 
voice has moral values.1

Second, we argue that felt guilt after conducting UPB may 
make the actor willing to bear the potential risks entailed by 
voice. Unlike other constructive behaviors, at the workplace, 
employees frequently face the choice of whether to speak 
up or keep silent about important work issues. As it chal-
lenges the status quo (Detert and Burris 2007), pointing out 
problems may lead to potential conflicts between the voicer 
and the recipient (Lin and Johnson 2015). In other words, 
implied in the definition of voice is that it entails risk (Liu 
et al. 2010), and risk may cause feelings of loss and is thus 
most frequently rebuffed by people (e.g., Tom et al. 2007).

However, as a manifestation of psychological dissonance, 
the emotion of guilt can be cleansed to a larger extent if the 

actor suffers. For example, research showed people believe 
that self-inflicted pain help purify sins (Glucklich 2001) 
and self-punishment help remove feelings of guilt associ-
ated with immoral behaviors (Nelissen and Zeelenberg 2009; 
Tangney et al. 2007). Therefore, perpetrators could seek for 
pains as the penalty to offset the bad deeds. After they suffer, 
a justification process emerges for their previous wrongdo-
ings and people can wipe out their feelings of guilt, and 
cleanse the self to be moral again. As the feelings of guilt 
grow, their tendency to cleanse will also increase, while the 
risks associated with voice and the pain it may cause can 
help with cleansing the feelings of guilt. Therefore, employ-
ees who feel guilty after UPB will not fear the potential risk 
of voice.

Concluding the preceding argument, we hypothesize that,

Hypothesis 2 UPB acting is positively related to the actors’ 
voice behavior, in the form of both (a) prohibitive voice, 
and (b) promotive voice, through the mediation of felt guilt.

The Moderating Effect of Moral Identity 
Symbolization (MIS)

Although high moral cleansing intention is likely to solicit 
voice behavior following UPB and felt guilt, the extent to 
which such process may happen could vary among differ-
ent individuals. Specifically, we focus on individuals’ moral 
identity symbolization as a significant boundary condition.

According to Aquino and Reed (2002, 2003), moral iden-
tity is a self-conception organized around a set of moral 
traits such as honesty, kindness, and helpfulness. People 
with a strong moral identity see it as an important and cen-
tral part of their self-identity (Aquino and Reed 2002). Such 
individuals will strive to maintain consistency between con-
ceptions of their moral self and their moral actions (Younis 
and Yates 1999) and are therefore more sensitive to ethi-
cal dissonance. Moral identity has two dimensions: moral 
identity internalization (MII), which reflects the degree to 
which a set of moral traits is central to the self-concept, 
and moral identity symbolization (MIS), which reflects the 
degree to which these traits are expressed publicly through 
the person’s actions in the world. Past research has differ-
entiated the roles of these two dimensions mainly in terms 
of public recognition. In particular, people with a high level 
of MII tend to act prosocially regardless of whether their 
acts will be recognized, while people with a high MIS will 
be more likely to act prosocially when others can witness 
and/or acknowledge their behaviors (Skarlicki et al. 2008; 
Winterich et al. 2013). Given that voice behavior is employ-
ees’ action expressed to others (e.g., supervisor, coworker), 
we focus on the role of MIS in moderating the relationship 
between guilt and voice behaviors.

1 We also conducted a separate online survey with 173 employees 
(47% were male, age at 33 on average, 82.7% have a college or higher 
degree, with at least 1e year of work tenure (mean = 3.73, SD = 1.27). 
We measured their prohibitive and promotive voice (measured by 
Liang et al. 2012; α = .89 and .93); moral identity (measured by the 
10-item scale developed by Reed and Aquino 2003; α = .89); moral 
voice (measured by Hannah and Avolio 2010; α = .76); and ethical 
behavior (measured by Baker et  al. 2010; α = .85). Results showed 
that prohibitive and promotive voice correlated with moral identity 
(r = .40, .36, p < .001), moral voice (r = .40, .31, p < .001), and ethi-
cal behavior (r = .15, .19, p < .05). This evidence suggests again that 
voice has a moral facet.
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Extant research suggests that MIS smooths the process 
of balancing one’s moral account. From the moral cleansing 
perspective, Jordan et al. (2011) found that recalling past 
immoral behaviors increased the activation of MIS while the 
level of MII remained stable. The reason is that the recall of 
past unethical behaviors caused a sense of moral incomplete-
ness, which led participants more eager to self-symbolize 
their moral identities to others by engaging in compensating 
behaviors. While from the perspective of moral licensing—
engaging in unethical behaviors after conduction of moral 
acts, MIS is found to have similar effects. For example, Orm-
iston and Wong (2013) found that CEO MIS strengthened 
the relationship between prior corporate social responsibility 
acts (CSR) and later corporate social irresponsibility behav-
iors (CSiR), because “high levels of past CSR should signal 
to leaders with high MIS that they have met their moral 
standard of appearing moral to others” (p. 871). In other 
words, leaders with high MIS will perceive that their prior 
CSR have bolstered their moral credits. As such, the goal 
of appearing moral to the public will be less accessible for 
these leaders, causing them to engage in fewer symbolic 
moral acts.

Aligned with this stream of research, we argue that 
employees’ MIS strengthens the relationship between felt 
guilt and two kinds of voice behaviors. Specifically, when 
MIS is high, employees have a strong desire to show their 
moral self-image to the public. Consequently, when they 
feel guilty after conducting UPB, their desire to restore 
moral self-image may arise and will be more likely to con-
duct voice behaviors. On the contrary, when employees 
have low MIS, they will be less likely to engage in voice 
behaviors even though they feel guilty. This is because they 
have not shown the public that they value morality in their 
self-concept, and thus do not need to appear moral to others 
by engaging in behaviors that can promote their morality. 
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis,

Hypothesis 3 Moral identity symbolization (MIS) moder-
ates the relationships between felt guilt and employees’ (a) 
prohibitive voice, and (b) promotive voice. Specifically, the 
positive relationship is stronger for people with high rather 
than low MIS.

Taken together, we hypothesize that the strength of the 
indirect relationship from UPB acting to two kinds of voice 
behavior via felt guilt also varies, depending on the level 
of MIS.

Hypothesis 4 Moral identity symbolization (MIS) moderates 
the indirect relationship between UPB acting and employees’ 
(a) prohibitive voice, and (b) promotive voice via felt guilt, 
such that the indirect relationship is stronger for those high 
rather than low in MIS.

Overview of Studies

We conducted three studies to test our hypotheses. In 
Study 1A, we applied a scenario-based experiment to test 
the causal relationship between UPB acting and intention 
of two kinds of voice behavior, through the mediating role 
of felt guilt. In Study 1B, we designed a context for the 
participants to actually conduct or not conduct UPB, and 
examined whether those conducted UPB would recognize 
the unethicality of their behavior and feel guilty, then com-
pensate by engaging in voice behavior (e.g., raising sug-
gestions or concerns in terms of team work). In Study 2, 
we conducted a two-wave field survey with MBA students 
who had ample working experience. Their actual UPB and 
two kinds of voice behavior were measured, and we tested 
both the mediating effects of felt guilt and the moderating 
effects of MIS.

Study 1A

Participants and Procedure

Participants of this study were 159 part-time MBA students 
taking Human Resource Management course of a large uni-
versity in Northern China. Among them, 64.8% were male, 
their average age was 32.0 years old (SD = 3.4), and they 
have an average work tenure of 8.7 years (SD = 3.2). Par-
ticipation was voluntary and confidentiality was guaranteed. 
Each participant received a course credit for participating 
in the study. A link to the questionnaire was sent to their 
e-mail addresses. After providing their demographic infor-
mation, participants read a scenario in which they were 
assumed to conduct either UPB or routine in-role behavior 
and responded to questions that assessed their felt guilt and 
their two kinds of voice behavior intention.

Scenarios and Experimental Manipulations

We created our UPB scenarios based on the three aspects of 
UPB definition suggested by Umphress et al. (2010): unethi-
cal, not formally required, and an intention to benefit the 
organization. Initial versions of the scenarios were sent to 
61 working employees and supervisors in different organiza-
tions for feedback and comments. We revised and finalized 
the scenario based on their feedback.

UPB Acting Versus Non‑UPB Acting

We manipulated UPB acting (Scenario I, N = 83) versus 
non-UPB acting (Scenario II, N = 76). In both scenarios, 
participants were told, “You are an HR manager of a large 
company, and at this time company B is competing with 
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your company intensely. Now you need to recruit a finance 
manager and have received several applications. You acci-
dentally find that candidate A had once pocketed money 
from the previous employer.” Next, in the UPB acting con-
dition (Scenario I), participants read, “For the good of your 
company, you delete A from the candidate list but strongly 
recommend A to apply for the same job vacancy in com-
pany B, so that candidate A may be company B’s problem 
rather than your company’s. Moreover, it may benefit your 
company in the competition with company B.” In this sce-
nario, we purposely emphasized a strong competitor of the 
company. In such a situation, though the applicant may apply 
to other firms after the rejection, the HR manager (i.e., the 
participant) may mislead the applicant who has a salient 
shortcoming by encouraging him/her to apply for the posi-
tion of the competitor, with the hope that the competitor 
may not be lucky to know this applicant’s shortcoming. If 
the applicant is hired by the competitor, he/she may pocket 
the money from the company again and thus harm the com-
petitor, which then helps the participant’s company. So, the 
behavior in our UPB scenario is unethical, not formally 
required, and intending to benefit the organization. In the 
non-UPB acting condition (Scenario II), participants simply 
read, “Following the company requirement of the vacant 
position, you delete A from the candidate list.”

Measures

Since our participants for all three studies were Chinese, we 
prepared the scales in Chinese, following the translation and 
back-translation procedures recommended by Brislin (1986). 
Unless otherwise noted, all the items in the three studies 
were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly disagree”, 
7 = “Strongly agree”).

Felt Guilt

We adapted 12 items from Cohen et al.’s (2011) Guilty and 
Shame Proneness Scale (GASP) to measure felt guilt in our 
study. Since the GASP scale was composed of specific con-
texts and corresponding feeling statements, we revised the 
items to fit our scenario context. The original scale included 
16 items. To keep it more concise, we deleted 4 items that 
are either highly overlapped with other items or not appli-
cable to the scenario (e.g., “Your home is very messy and 
unexpected guests knock on your door and invite themselves 
in. What is the likelihood that you would avoid the guests 
until they leave?”). Sample items included, “After doing so, I 
feel unpeaceful in my heart;” and “Although I did so, I know 
it is not appropriate” (Cronbach’s α = 0.95).

Prohibitive and Promotive Voice Intention

Participants rated the extent to which they would act as 
stated using Liang et al.’s (2012) scale of prohibitive and 
promotive voice. This scale includes 10 items measuring 
prohibitive (5 items, α = 0.91) and promotive voice (5 items, 
α = 0.95) respectively. Sample items included “In the future 
work, I will speak up honestly with problems that might 
cause serious loss to the work unit, even when/though dis-
senting opinions exist” for prohibitive voice intention; and 
“In the future work, I will proactively develop and make 
suggestions for issues that may influence my unit” for pro-
motive voice intention.

Manipulation Check Items

We composed 5 items to capture if participants could recog-
nize the nature of the behaviors in the scenarios to be UPB 
or not (i.e., unethical, not formally required, and intended 
to benefit the organization, Umphress et al. 2010). These 
five items include, “To be fair, what I have done is unethi-
cal;” “Objectively speaking, what I have done is not mor-
ally acceptable;” “In essence, my job responsibility does 
not require me to do so;” “In fact, I was not commanded by 
my supervisor to do so;” and “I did so with an intention to 
benefit my organization.”

Results

Manipulation Check

Prior to testing our hypotheses, we examined whether 
our manipulation of UPB was effective. ANOVA results 
show the two scenarios differed in terms of unethicality, 
discretion, and intention to benefit the organization of the 
behaviors described. Specifically, for the item “To be fair, 
what I have done is unethical”, scenario I (UPB acting, 
mean = 5.71, SD = 1.17) differed significantly from sce-
nario II (non UPB acting, Mean = 2.34, SD = 1.08), F(1, 
157) = 353.13, p < 0.001; for the item “Objectively speak-
ing, what I have done is not morally acceptable”, scenario I 
(UPB acting, mean = 5.63, SD = 1.26) differed significantly 
from scenario II (non UPB acting, mean = 2.64, SD = 1.46), 
F(1, 157) = 191.74, p < 0.001; for the item “In essence, my 
job responsibility does not require me to do so”, scenario I 
(UPB acting, mean = 5.71, SD = 1.59) differed significantly 
from scenario II (non UPB acting, mean = 3.22, SD = 1.93), 
F(1, 157) = 79.24, p < 0.001; for the item “In fact, I was not 
commanded by my supervisor to do so”, scenario I (UPB 
acting, mean = 5.48, SD = 1.67) differed significantly from 
scenario II (non UPB acting, mean = 4.14, SD = 1.82), F(1, 
157) = 23.29, p < 0.001; for the item “I did so with an inten-
tion to benefit my organization”, scenario I (UPB acting, 
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mean = 5.33, SD = 1.19) differed significantly from sce-
nario II (non UPB acting, mean = 4.67, SD = 1.38), F(1, 
157) = 10.29, p < 0.01. Furthermore, we averaged the five 
items to form an overall measure of UPB acting manipula-
tion (α = 0.72), and results show a significantly higher score 
of UPB acting (mean = 5.56, SD = 0.93) in scenario I than 
in scenario II (mean = 3.41, SD = 0.97), F(1, 157) = 203.72, 
p < 0.001. The above results indicate that our manipulation 
of UPB acting vs. non-UPB acting is successful.

Tests of the Hypotheses

Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations for each 
condition.

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) show 
the expected main effects of UPB acting on felt guilt [F(1, 
157) = 96.12, p < 0.001]. Participants in UPB acting condi-
tion felt more guilt (mean = 5.09, SD = 1.23) than those in 
non-UPB acting condition (mean = 3.21, SD = 1.19), thus 
supporting Hypothesis 1.

MANOVA analyses also show that participants’ prohibi-
tive voice intention is higher in UPB acting (mean = 5.55, 
SD = 1.00), than in non-UPB acting condition [mean = 5.21, 
SD = 1.09; F(1, 157) = 4.26, p < 0.05], but they do not differ 
in terms of promotive voice intention [F(1, 157) = 2.48, n.s.]. 
We then conducted multivariate regressions to test Hypoth-
eses 2a and 2b. Results in Table 2 show that felt guilt has 
a significant effect on prohibitive voice intention (β = 0.34, 
p < 0.01), but not on promotive voice intention. After enter-
ing felt guilt, the relationship between UPB and prohibitive 
voice intention becomes non-significant (β = − 0.05, n.s.).

We further used Hayes’s (2013) bootstrapping procedure 
to test the mediation effects. Results show that felt guilt 
mediates the relationship between UPB acting and prohibi-
tive voice intention (indirect effect = 0.17, bootstrapping 
SE = 0.07, p < 0.05, 95% CI = [0.05, 0.31]), but does not 
mediate the relationship between UPB acting and promo-
tive voice intention (indirect effect = 0.08, bootstrapping 

SE = 0.07, n.s., 95% CI = [− 0.06, 0.21]). Therefore, Hypoth-
esis 2a is supported, but not Hypothesis 2b.

Study 1A Discussion

Through scenario manipulation, we tested the causal rela-
tionship from UPB acting to felt guilt and then intention of 
two kinds of voice in Study 1A. Despite the internal validity, 
this study has some limitations. First, the mediation of felt 
guilt in the relationship between UPB and promotive voice 
was not supported in our experiment due to the relatively 
low correlation between felt guilt and promotive voice. This 
may not be surprising because at an acute level, research 
show that prohibitive voice helps to decrease state negative 
emotions (such as guilty in this study) while promotive voice 
does not (Starzyk et al. 2018). However, moral cleansing 
process is not limited in a short time (Cryder et al. 2012) 
and we still need more evidence to detect this relationship.

Second, we measured voice intention instead of actual 
voice behavior due to the constraint of the scenario-based 
experiment. Although intention is a proximal indicator of 
behavior, we still need more support on the actual behav-
ior. Thus, it would be better to test if UPB actors who feel 
guilty would actually engage in prohibitive and promotive 
voice. Third, the method of scenario-based experiment is 
limited in realism in that participants read and respond to a 
hypothetical scenario instead of actually going through these 
behaviors or situations (see Aguinis and Bradley 2014 for 
a review). In our study, for example, it may be difficult to 
distinguish whether the participants react to the described 
situation as bystanders or as UPB actors in the context.2 

Table 1  Means and standard deviations by condition in Study 1A

Standard deviations are in parentheses

Condition UPB Felt guilt Prohibitive 
voice inten-
tion

Promotive 
voice inten-
tion

Scenario 
I (UPB 
acting) 
N = 83

5.56 (0.93) 5.09 (1.23) 5.55 (1.00) 5.80 (1.09)

Scenario II 
(non-UPB 
acting) 
N = 76

3.41 (0.97) 3.21 (1.19) 5.21 (1.09) 5.53 (1.13)

Table 2  Multivariate regression results in Study 1A

N = 159. Standardized coefficients were reported
† p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Felt guilt Prohibitive voice 
intention

Promotive voice 
intention

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Sex  − 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.06 0.06
Age 0.17  − 0.01  − 0.07 0.03 0.01
Work tenure  − 0.12 0.17 0.21 0.14 0.15
UPB acting 0.72*** 0.19*  − 0.05 0.18* 0.08
Felt guilt 0.34** 0.14
R2 0.54 0.06 0.11 0.06 0.07
F value 40.62*** 2.09† 3.42** 2.09† 1.95
R2 change 0.54 0.06 0.05 0.06 0.01

2 We appreciate the anonymous reviewer for pointing out this limita-
tion.



182 Y. Wang et al.

1 3

We therefore designed Study 1B to exclude this alternative 
explanation.

Study 1B

Participants and Procedure

For this study,3 we recruited 232 college students (including 
both undergraduate and graduate) via the alumni network of 
one coauthor. They were told to join an advertisement con-
sulting team and design an advertisement for a client who 
sell face masks. The link of the mask-selling advertisement 
task was sent to participants via their email addresses, and 
participants could finish the task online. We finally received 
203 completed responses (87.5% response rate). During the 
study, participants’ voluntariness and confidentiality were 
ensured. At the end, each participant received a compensa-
tion of 20 RMB (equal to 3 US dollars). Among the 203 
participants, 57.1% were female, 64.5% were undergraduate 
students, and they averaged at 22.3 years old (SD = 2.7).

Context and Task

We introduced to the participants that we were a business 
consulting team and our current job was to help a face mask 
manufacturer design an advertisement to sell 200,000 face 
masks. We chose this task because the study was conducted 
during the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, a serious global 
health threat. The public was aware that the virus mainly 
spreads through airborne transmission and people can be 
protected from the virus by wearing a facial mask. The sur-
gical mask is preferred over general dust mask because the 
latter can only filter dust particulate, and surgical masks 
have more stricter qualification standards and can filter 
much smaller virus particulate. So, surgical masks can better 
protect people from the virus than dust mask. Accordingly, 
the price of surgical masks usually is higher than that of 
dust masks, which the public was also aware of. In addition, 
despite the higher price, the demand for surgical masks was 
quite high, due to the wide-spread COVID-19.

Then, the participants read that there were two kinds of 
face masks, half of them were surgical mask, and the other 
half dust mask. The two kinds of masks looked the same. 
They only differed in the material that the surgical mask con-
tained electret melt-blown, making it able to block bacteria, 
while the dust mask only contained non-woven, making it 
able to block dust or smell, but not bacteria. Furthermore, 
the price of each surgical mask sold online was averaged at 

2 RMB, while the dust mask was sold online with the aver-
age price of 1 RMB. However, the manufacturer told us that 
the masks were accidentally mixed up during the change of 
warehouse, making it hard to distinguish since the two kinds 
of masks looked the same. According to the manufacturer, 
the cost for each surgical mask was 0.8 RMB, while the dust 
mask 0.3 RMB. In addition, the manufacturer promised us 
30% of the sales profit.

Next, we told the participants that we might have two 
alternatives to sell these masks. First, we might sell all the 
masks as “surgical mask” to make the most profit. Second, 
we might sell all the masks as merely “dust mask”. As we 
explained early, it is reasonable to expect that the partici-
pants were aware of both the benefits to the consulting team 
and the sanitary consequences for the customers of selling 
dust masks for surgical ones. Specifically, the consulting 
team could benefit more if all the masks were sold as surgi-
cal masks; while customers might not only cost more money, 
but also risk their lives because of the misusage of dust 
masks as surgical ones. In such a design, we could distin-
guish UPB (i.e., selling all the masks as surgical ones) from 
non-UPB (e.g., selling all the masks as dust masks) acting.

Measures

UPB Acting

In the task, we asked the participants to design an advertise-
ment of the face mask, including the following four aspects 
of the masks. For each aspect, participants could either 
choose from two solutions we offered or make their own 
design.

First, participants needed to choose the label of the 
masks. Two options we offered were surgical masks (“surgi-
cal masks, medically sterilized”) or dust masks (“dust mask, 
anti-haze”).

Second, participants needed to decide the price of the 
masks. We told participants that masks were priced in 3 
ways: 20 pieces, 50 pieces, and 100 pieces. Two options we 
offered were “surgical masks, 48 RMB for 20 pieces, 100 
RMB for 50 pieces, 180 RMB for 100 pieces” and “dust 
masks, 24 RMB for 20 pieces, 50 RMB for 50 pieces, 90 
RMB for 100 pieces”.

Third, participants needed to declare the material of the 
masks. We emphasized the difference between the two kinds 
of masks and provided the participants a picture to show 
the material of the mask. We offered two material state-
ments (one describing surgical mask material and the other 
describing dust mask material). The two statements were 
“surgical masks, electret melt-blown inside, effectively 
blocking bacteria, necessity of traveling during COVID-
19” and “dust masks, non-woven inside, effectively blocking 
dust, necessity of domestic living and traveling.”

3 This study was approved by Internal Review Board at Peking Uni-
versity (#2020–01).
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Fourth, participants needed to provide the qualification 
of the masks in the advertisement. In particular, the sur-
gical masks were qualified with a surgical mask quality 
test, export certification, and drug administration permis-
sion, while the dust masks had a dust mask quality test and 
export certification, but did not have a drug administration 
permission. We provided pictures of the qualification cer-
tification for the two kinds of masks for the participants to 
choose from, while also left a blank for them to make their 
own design (they could choose which qualifications to be 
included for this aspect).

For each of the above four aspects of the mask advertise-
ment, participants who chose “surgical mask” option (e.g., 
“surgical masks, medically sterilized” for the label of the 
masks) got 1 score on UPB acting, and those who chose 
“dust mask” option or designed to sell the masks as a mixed 
pack (e.g., “tell the customers that the masks are mixed with 
both surgical and dust masks and they will receive a mixed 
pack of masks based on luck” for the label of the masks) got 
0 on UPB acting, resulting in a total score on UPB acting 
from 0 to 4.

Felt Guilt

After finishing the task, we used the same 12 items as in 
Study 1A to measure felt guilt (α = 0.93).

Promotive Voice

After the measurement of felt guilt, we asked the partic-
ipants if they had any concerns or suggestions about the 
current task or the future operation of this business consult-
ing team. We left an optional blank and participants could 
choose to fill in any suggestions or just skip it.

About 24.6% of participants answered this question. 
Some example answers to this question include, “We might 
make compensation to the customers” and “We might 
improve customer service and deal with customers’ com-
plaints with more patience.” We reviewed all the answers 
to this question and found that all the participants who 
answered this question only provided suggestions, but not 
concerns or criticism. This is understandable as the work 
procedure of this consulting team had no obvious errors. We 
then decided to code it as a dummy variable of promotive 
voice. So, promotive voice was coded as 1 if participants 
provided any suggestions, and a blank or “No” response 
were coded as 0.

UPB Perception

We used 4 items of the initial 6-item UPB scale (Umphress 
et al. 2010) to measure their UPB perception, or the extent 
to which participants agreed that they had conducted UPB in 

the task to validate our measure of UPB acting. One sample 
item was “To help our team, I had exaggerated the truth 
about the product to customers and clients.” Two items “To 
help our team, I had given a good recommendation on the 
behalf of an incompetent employee in the hope that the per-
son will become another organization’s problem instead of 
my own;” and “To help our team, I had withheld issuing 
a refund to a customer or client accidentally overcharged” 
were deleted due to inappropriateness in the current study 
(α = 0.96).

Perceived Unethicality of the Designed Advertisement

Though not hypothesized, one purpose of Study 1B was to 
test whether participants conducted UPB could actually rec-
ognize what they had done was unethical. In other words, 
whether they could be aware of the unethicality from the 
actor instead of the bystander perspective. At the end of the 
survey, we used four items to measure whether participants 
perceived what they had designed were unethical. Three 
items were adapted from Graham et al.’s (2020) research, a 
sample item was “Concerning the design of the advertise-
ments, I know what I have done is immoral.” We composed 
a fourth item “Concerning the design of the advertisements, 
I know what I have done is morally unacceptable” (α = 0.97).

Control Variables

We controlled for participants’ age (in years) and sex 
(0-male, 1-female) given their possible influence on felt 
guilt and voice behavior (e.g., Fuller et al. 2006; Linda et al. 
2016). In addition, since participants’ education (0-under-
graduate student, 1-graduate student) correlated highly with 
participants’ age (r = 0.68, p < 0.001), we did not include it 
as a control variable.

Results

Table 3 shows the means, standard deviations, and correla-
tions among the focal variables in this study.

Validation of the Measure of UPB Acting

Prior to testing our hypotheses, we validated the measure-
ment of UPB acting by examining the correlation of our 
measure of UPB acting and the participants’ UPB percep-
tion. Results show that they are strongly correlated (r = 0.62, 
p < 0.001), suggesting high validity of our measurement of 
UPB acting.
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Perceived Unethicality of the Designed Advertisement

Results show that 123 participants did not conduct UPB 
(with a score of 0), while 19 participants scored 1, 9 par-
ticipants scored 2, 14 participants scored 3, and 38 partici-
pants scored 4 for UPB acting. ANOVA results indicate that 
these five groups varied in their perceived unethicality of 
what they have designed [F(4, 198) = 29.32, p < 0.001]. Post 
hoc analyses reveal that those did not conduct UPB per-
ceived significantly less unethicality of what they have done 
(mean = 1.96, SD = 1.16) than those scored 1 (mean = 2.88, 
SD = 1.53, p < 0.01), those scored 2 (mean = 3.08, SD = 1.43, 
p < 0.05), those scored 3 (mean = 3.53, SD = 1.57, p < 0.001), 
and those scored 4 for UPB acting (mean = 4.66, SD = 1.84, 
p < 0.001). These results suggest that UPB actors did recog-
nize their behaviors as unethical, especially those scored 4 
for UPB acting. Correlation results also suggest that those 
who conducted more UPB were more likely to perceive their 
design of the advertisement as unethical, with our measure 
of UPB acting correlates significantly with perceived unethi-
cality of the designed advertisement (r = 0.60, p < 0.01).

Tests of the Hypotheses

Table 4 reports the regression results. As shown in Model 1, 
the effect of UPB acting on felt guilt is significant (β = 0.39, 
p < 0.001), thus supporting Hypothesis 1.

Since promotive voice in this study is a dichotomous 
variable, we ran a logistic regression to test Hypothesis 
2b, which suggests UPB acting positively related to pro-
motive voice through the mediation of felt guilt. As shown 
in block 1 (Table 4), UPB acting is significantly related 
to the likelihood of promotive voice, b = 0.63, SE = 0.11, 
Wald χ2(1) = 34.95, p < 0.001; odds ratio (OR) = 1.88, indi-
cating the more participants conduct UPB, the more likely 
they would engage in promotive voice. As shown in block 
2 (Table 4), felt guilt has a significant influence on the 
likelihood of promotive voice, b = 0.36, SE = 0.17, Wald 
χ2(1) = 4.45, p < 0.01; odds ratio (OR) = 1.43.

We also applied Hayes’s (2013) bootstrapping procedure 
(bootstrap = 5000) to test the mediation effects. Results show 
that felt guilt mediates the relationship between UPB acting 
and promotive voice (indirect effect = 0.10, bootstrapping 

Table 3  Means, standard 
deviations, and correlations of 
variables in Study 1B

Sex: 0-male, 1-female. Education: 0-undergraduate student, 1-graduate student. UPB acting: 0–4 score. 
Promotive voice: 1-voiced, 0-no voice. Numbers in parentheses are Cronbach’s α. N = 203
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

(1) Age 22.25 2.69
(2) Sex 0.57 0.50  − .19**
(3) Education 0.35 0.48 0.68**  − 0.04
(4) UPB acting 1.14 1.61 0.02  − 0.09  − 0.02
(5) UPB perception 2.66 1.65  − .04  − 0.02  − 0.06 0.62** (0.96)
(6) Perceived unethicality 

of the designed advertise-
ment

2.71 1.74  − .02  − 0.03  − 0.06 0.60** 0.86** (0.97)

(7) Felt guilt 3.03 1.18 0.01  − 0.02 0.02 0.39** 0.69** 0.73** (0.93)
(8) Promotive voice 0.25 0.43 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.45** 0.30** 0.31** 0.30**

Table 4  Multivariate regression 
results in Study 1B

N = 203
**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Felt guilt Promotive voice (1 = voiced, 0 = no voice)

Model 1 Block 1 Block 2

β b SE Wald χ2 OR b SE Wald χ2 OR

Age 0.01 0.01 0.07 0.02 1.01 0.01 0.07 0.01 1.01
Sex 0.02 0.47 0.39 1.47 1.60 0.42 0.39 1.15 1.52
UPB acting 0.39*** 0.63*** 0.11 34.95 1.88 0.54*** 0.11 23.52 1.73
Felt guilt 0.36** 0.17 4.45 1.43
R2/Nagelkerke R2 0.15 0.26 0.29
 − 2 Log likelihood 186.88 182.28



185A Moral Cleansing Process: How and When Does Unethical Pro‑organizational Behavior Increase…

1 3

SE = 0.06, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.23]), providing support for 
Hypothesis 2b.

Study 1B Discussion

In Study 1B, we created a context and designed a task for 
participants to actually conduct UPB and voice behavior. 
The results are consistent with those in Study 1A. Through 
Study 1A and 1B, we tested the causal relationship from 
UPB to felt guilt and then (prohibitive and/or promotive) 
voice intention and behavior. The two studies provide a solid 
evidence for internal validity. However, they provide limited 
evidence for external validity. In addition, we did not test the 
moderation effect of MIS. We therefore conducted a field 
study in Study 2 to address these limitations.

Study 2

Participants and Procedure

We conducted a two-wave survey with a time lag of two 
weeks to test the proposed model in the work context. At 
Time 1, we invited 274 part-time MBA students from a busi-
ness school in Northern China to participate in our study 
via email, with a link to our study enclosed. We received 
responses from 228 MBA students (83.2% response rate) 
who provided their demographic information, UPB, moral 
identity (symbolization and internalization), and felt guilt. 
Two weeks later, we sent an email to these MBA students 
with a link to the second survey to measure their prohibitive 
and promotive voice during the past two weeks. We chose 
a time interval of 2 weeks for two reasons. First, according 
to previous voice research (e.g., Burris et al. 2017), a time 
duration of two weeks was enough for voice behavior to 
emerge. Second, we chose a relatively shorter time inter-
val to ensure a higher response rate from the participants at 
phase 1. Data from the two surveys were matched based on 
their student ID number, and confidentiality was guaranteed. 
Finally, 177 valid responses were matched (64.6% overall 
response rate).

Among these 177 participants, 67.8% were male, their 
average age was 32.1 years old (SD = 3.6), and their average 
work tenure was 8.9 years (SD = 3.4). These participants 
worked in different departments from various organizations, 
including HR department, marketing, sales, R&D, finance, 
and other departments.

Measures

UPB Acting

UPB acting was measured with the 6-item scale developed 
by Umphress et al. (2010). Participants were asked to recall 

how often they have engaged in the following behaviors such 
as “To help my organization, I misrepresented the truth to 
make my organization look good;” and “To help my organi-
zation, I exaggerated the truth about my company’s products 
or services to customers and clients” (α = 0.73).

Felt Guilt

We used the same 12 items as in Studies 1A and 1B to meas-
ure felt guilt after their recall of UPB acting (α = 0.85).

Moral Identity Symbolization (MIS)

We measured participants’ MIS with Reed and Aquino’s 
(2003) 5-item subscale. In this scale, characteristics includ-
ing caring, compassionate, fair, friendly, generous, helpful, 
hardworking, honest, and kind were introduced, and par-
ticipants were asked to visualize in their mind the kind of 
person who had these characteristics. Next, participants 
rated the extent to which they agreed with each of the 5 
statements, such as “I am actively involved in activities that 
communicate to others that I have these characteristics” 
(α = 0.73).

Prohibitive and Promotive Voice

We used Liang et al.’s (2012) scale to measure participants’ 
prohibitive and promotive voice in the work context. Fol-
lowing Burris et al. (2017) approach to measure voice fre-
quency, we asked participants to rate the frequency they had 
acted as stated in the past 2 weeks (α = 0.83 for prohibitive 
voice, and 0.90 for promotive voice).

Control Variables

Consistent with Study 1B, we controlled for participants’ 
age (in years) and sex (0-male, 1-female). Furthermore, we 
controlled for work tenure (in years) since employees with 
longer tenure may feel more comfortable to voice (Detert 
and Burris 2007). Additionally, following previous stud-
ies, we controlled for employees’ MII, since MII has been 
found to influence employees’ ethical behavior (Lavelle 
et al. 2018; Zhu et al. 2020). The 5-item subscale of moral 
identity (Reed and Aquino 2003) was used to measure MII 
(α = 0.82).

Results

Test of Construct Validity

We first performed confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) 
on the variables in our study using Mplus 8.4. Due to the 
relatively small sample size (N = 177), we created several 
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item-parcels for the variables of interest. As recommended 
by Hau and Marsh (2004) and Yang et al. (2010), we used 
the item-to-construct balancing strategy to form 3 par-
cels for UPB acting, 6 parcels for felt guilt, 2 for MII, 2 
for MIS, 2 for prohibitive voice, and 2 for promotive voice. 
As showed in Table 5, the six-factor model fitted best to 
our data (χ2 = 207.79, df = 104, RMSEA = 0.08, CFI = 0.93, 
TLI = 0.91, SRMR = 0.06), suggesting that the six variables 
have good discriminant validity.

Test of Hypotheses

Table 6 reports means, standard deviations, and correla-
tions of the study variables. As shown in Table 6, UPB is 
positively correlated with felt guilt (r = 0.14, p < 0.10), and 
felt guilt is positively correlated with prohibitive (r = 0.23, 
p < 0.01) and promotive voice (r = 0.23, p < 0.01).

We conducted ordinary least square (OLS) regressions 
to test our hypotheses. Results are shown in Table 7. Model 
2 shows that UPB acting is positively related to felt guilt 
(β = 0.25, p < 0.001), thus supporting Hypothesis 1.

Hypotheses 2a and 2b suggest that felt guilt mediates 
the relationship between UPB acting and prohibitive and 
promotive voice, respectively. Results in Table 7 show 
that UPB acting significantly predicts felt guilt (Model 2: 
β = 0.25, p < 0.001); felt guilt is positively related to pro-
hibitive (Model 4: β = 0.30, p < 0.01) and promotive voice 
(Model 7: β = 0.24, p < 0.01). Although UPB acting does not 
significantly affect prohibitive (Model 3: β = 0.14, p < 0.10) 
and promotive voice (Model 6: β = 0.08, n.s.), it was not 
a necessary condition for a mediating effect (Preacher and 
Hayes 2008).

We further used the bootstrapping procedure (boot-
strap = 5000) to test these mediation effects (Hayes 2013). 
Results show that the indirect effect of UPB acting on 
prohibitive voice through felt guilt is 0.07 (bootstrapped 
SE = 0.03), and the 95% CI is [0.03, 0.14], supporting 
Hypothesis 2a. Moreover, the indirect effect of UPB acting 
on promotive voice through felt guilt is 0.05 (bootstrapped 
SE = 0.02), and the 95% CI is [0.02, 0.11], supporting 
Hypothesis 2b.

Hypothesis 3a and 3b depict that MIS moderates the rela-
tionship between felt guilt and prohibitive and promotive 

Table 5  Results of confirmatory factor analysis in Study 2

“+” Indicates factors combined
UPB unethical pro-organizational behavior acting, MII moral identity internalization, MIS moral identity symbolization, FG felt guilt, PHV pro-
hibitive voice, PMV promotive voice
***p < .001

Model χ2 df Δχ2 Δdf CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA

Six-factor model (UPB, MII, MIS, FG, PHV, PMV) 207.79 104 0.93 0.91 0.06 0.08
Five-factor model (UPB, MII + MIS, FG, PHV, PMV) 296.27 109 88.48*** 5 0.87 0.84 0.09 0.10
Five-factor model (UPB, MII, MIS, FG, PHV + PMV) 259.19 109 51.40*** 5 0.90 0.87 0.06 0.09
Four-factor model (UPB, MII + MIS, FG, PHV + PMV) 345.84 113 138.05*** 9 0.84 0.81 0.09 0.11
Two-factor model (UPB + MII + MIS + FG, PHV + PMV) 487.56 116 279.77*** 12 0.74 0.70 0.09 0.14
One-factor model (UPB + MII + MIS + FG + PHV + PMV) 998.74 119 790.95*** 15 0.39 0.30 0.15 0.20

Table 6  Means, standard deviations, and correlations of variables in Study 2

N = 177. Numbers in parentheses are Cronbach’s α
† p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

(1) Age 32.13 3.56
(2) Sex 0.32 0.47  − 0.16*
(3) Work tenure 8.93 3.35 0.87**  − 0.12
(4) UPB acting 3.66 1.08  − 0.01  − 0.17*  − 0.02 (0.73)
(5) Moral identity internalization (MII) 5.62 1.10 0.05 0.04 0.05  − 0.17* (0.82)
(6) Moral identity symbolization (MIS) 4.73 0.96 0.07 0.10 0.03 0.15 0.28* (0.73)
(7) Felt guilt 5.29 0.81  − 0.06 0.14  − 0.10 0.14† 0.47** 0.41** (0.85)
(8) Prohibitive voice 5.28 0.93 0.20**  − 0.08 0.26** 0.13† 0.07 0.23** 0.23** (0.83)
(9) Promotive voice 5.62 0.92 0.28** 0.01 0.29** 0.04 0.15** 0.17** 0.23** 0.74** (0.90)
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voice. Following Aiken and West (1991), Model 5 and 
Model 8 (Table 7) show that the interaction between felt 
guilt and MIS significantly predicts prohibitive voice 
(Model 5: β = 0.19, p < 0.05) and promotive voice (Model 
8: β = 0.18, p < 0.05), thus providing support for Hypothesis 
3a and 3b.

In order to further demonstrate the moderating effects, we 
plotted the moderating effect and tested the simple slopes 
under the high (+ 1 SD) vs. low (− 1 SD) MIS condition. As 
shown in Fig. 1, when MIS is high, felt guilt is positively 
related to prohibitive voice (b = 0.53, SE = 0.14, p < 0.001); 
when MIS is low, the relationship between felt guilt and 
prohibitive voice is not significant (b = 0.14, SE = 0.11, 
p > 0.10).

As shown in Fig.  2, when MIS is high, felt guilt is 
positively related to promotive voice (b = 0.48, SE = 0.14, 
p < 0.001); when MIS is low, the relationship between 

felt guilt and promotive voice is not significant (b = 0.12, 
SE = 0.11, p > 0.10).

Hypothesis 4a and 4b predict that MIS moderates the 
mediation effect of felt guilt between the relationship of 
UPB acting and prohibitive and promotive voice, respec-
tively. We applied the bootstrapping procedure (boot-
strap = 5000, Model 14) in SPSS to test these moderated 
mediation effects. Results show that the moderated media-
tion effect of MIS on the relationship between UPB acting 
and prohibitive voice through felt guilt is 0.04 (bootstrapped 
SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.004, 0.091]). Specifically, when MIS 
is high, the mediation effect of felt guilt between UPB acting 
and prohibitive voice is significant (mediation effect = 0.10, 
bootstrapped SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.20]); when MIS 
is low, the mediation effect is not significant (mediation 
effect = 0.03, bootstrapped SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [− 0.02, 
0.09]).

Table 7  OLS regression results in Study 2

N = 177. Standardized coefficients were reported
† p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Variable Felt guilt Prohibitive voice Promotive voice

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Control variable Age 0.13 0.13  − 0.09  − 0.13  − 0.15 0.12 0.09 0.10
Sex 0.15* 0.20**  − 0.02  − 0.08 −0.13 0.08 0.03  − 0.01
Work tenure  − 0.21  − 0.21 0.33* 0.39** 0.40** 0.18 0.24† 0.23†

MII 0.48*** 0.52*** 0.08  − 0.07 −0.08 0.16* 0.03 0.04
Independent variable UPB acting 0.25*** 0.14† 0.07 0.04 0.08 0.02 0.01
Mediator Felt guilt 0.30** 0.30** 0.24** 0.26**
Moderator MIS 0.15† 0.04
Interaction term Felt guilt * MIS 0.19* 0.18*
R2 0.26 0.32 0.09 0.15 0.21 0.12 0.16 0.19
F value 14.89*** 15.92*** 3.48** 5.16*** 5.45*** 4.55** 5.24*** 4.82***
R2 change 0.06*** 0.06** 0.05** 0.04** 0.03*
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Fig. 1  The moderating effect of MIS on felt guilt and prohibitive 
voice in Study 2
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Moreover, the moderated mediation effect of MIS on 
the relationship between UPB acting and promotive voice 
through felt guilt is 0.04 (bootstrapped SE = 0.02, 95% 
CI = [0.001, 0.088], excluding zero). Specifically, when MIS 
is high, the mediation effect of felt guilt between UPB acting 
and promotive voice is significant (mediation effect = 0.09, 
bootstrapped SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.19]); when MIS 
is low, the mediation effect is not significant (mediation 
effect = 0.02, bootstrapped SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [− 0.02, 
0.08]). Thus, results provide support for Hypothesis 4a and 
4b.

Robustness Check

We also applied Mplus 8.4 to simultaneously include two 
dependent variables and test our hypotheses as a robustness 
check. Figure 3 depicts the standardized coefficients of path 
analysis and these results are consistent with the regression 
results.

Specifically, Hypothesis 1 is supported in that UPB act-
ing is positively related to felt guilt (β = 0.19, p < 0.001). 
Results also show that felt guilt mediates the relationship 
between UPB acting and prohibitive voice (95% bias cor-
rected bootstrapped CI = [0.03, 0.14]), and the relationship 
between UPB acting and promotive voice (95% bias cor-
rected bootstrapped CI = [0.02, 0.11]), supporting Hypoth-
eses 2a and 2b. In addition, MIS moderates the relation-
ship between guilt and prohibitive voice (interaction term 
b = 0.20, SE = 0.09, p < 0.05), and the relationship between 
felt guilt and promotive voice (interaction term b = 0.19, 
SE = 0.09, p < 0.05), supporting Hypotheses 3a and 3b. 

Moreover, MIS moderates the mediation effect of felt guilt 
between UPB acting and prohibitive voice (95% bias cor-
rected bootstrapped CI = [0.01, 0.17]), and the mediation 
of felt guilt between UPB acting and promotive voice (95% 
bias corrected bootstrapped CI = [0.003, 0.166]), supporting 
Hypotheses 4a and 4b.

Study 2 Discussion

Through a two-wave survey, we measured employees’ past 
UPB acting, their felt guilt, and their subsequent actual pro-
hibitive and promotive voice. Consistent with Studies 1A 
and 1B, results of Study 2 showed that employees’ UPB 
could increase their subsequent voice (both prohibitive and 
promotive voice), through the mediating role of felt guilt. 
Furthermore, Study 2 complemented Study 1A by testing 
the effect of UPB acting on actual prohibitive and promotive 
voice behaviors in the workplace rather than voice behav-
ior intentions, via the mediation of felt guilt. Study 2 also 
generalized the findings of Study 1B by recruiting partici-
pants with work experiences instead of student participants. 
Therefore, Study 2 provides evidence on external validity of 
our findings from Studies 1A and 1B. Moreover, in Study 2, 
we tested MIS’s role to moderate the mediating process of 
felt guilt between UPB acting and (a) prohibitive voice, and 
(b) promotive voice.

Prohibitive voice

Unethical Pro-
organizational Felt Guilt

Promotive voice

Moral Identity 
Symbolization

.19
***

.34
**

.30
**

.20
*

.19
*

.48
***

Behavior Acting

Fig. 3  Path analysis results of the research model in Study 2. Note standardized path coefficients are presented. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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General Discussion

Applying a moral cleansing theory, the present study inves-
tigates the outcome of UPB from the perspective of the focal 
actor. Specifically, through three studies, we found that UPB 
acting consistently provoked feelings of guilt, and subse-
quent voice behaviors. Moreover, our results also showed 
that MIS moderated the relationship between felt guilt and 
two kinds of voice behavior such that felt guilt predicted two 
kinds of voice behavior only when employees had a higher 
level of MIS.

Theoretical Contribution

This study devotes to make contribution to the literature of 
UPB and voice in the following aspects. First, it advances 
the current literature of UPB which mainly focuses on 
antecedence of UPB. Extant literature differentiates UPB 
from other unethical behaviors in terms of the intention. In 
particular, since UPB is conducted in the purpose of ben-
efiting the organization, some researchers draw on a moral 
disengagement perspective to investigate the antecedents of 
UPB (e.g., Chen et al. 2016; Umphress et al. 2010), thus 
giving rise to the concern about whether UPB actors would 
feel guilty. By introducing a moral cleansing mechanism 
about the outcome of UPB, we extend our understanding 
about UPB in that although it is conducted in the name of 
others’ good, UPB actors do reflect on the immorality of 
their behaviors, and give rise to the feelings of guilt and 
subsequent compensating behaviors (e.g., prohibitive and 
promotive voice).

Second, we also contribute to the voice literature by 
examining the role of felt guilt in performing prohibitive 
and promotive voice, answering calls of research on affect 
and emotion in influencing voice behavior (Morrison 2011). 
Some studies have begun to pay attention to the role of emo-
tions in soliciting voice behaviors. For instance, anger trig-
gers voice while fear makes people silent (Kirrane et al. 
2017). Although not empirically examined, Edwards et al. 
(2009) suggested that guilt could predict speaking up. Our 
research thus extends understandings about the effect of guilt 
in soliciting prohibitive and promotive voice by applying a 
moral cleansing perspective. By doing so, we enrich research 
on the antecedence of employees’ voice from an emotion 
perspective.

Third, we also contribute to the moral identity litera-
ture by emphasizing the role of its symbolic dimension in 
smoothing the process of moral cleansing. Most studies that 
incorporated moral identity as a moderator roughly theorized 
the moderating effect of the unidimensional moral identity 
but used the internalization subscale in the measurement 
(e.g., Johnson and Umphress 2019; Skarlicki et al. 2016; Xu 

and Ma 2016). However, recent research shows that the roles 
of the two dimensions of moral identity may differ (e.g., 
Gotowiec and van Mastrigt 2019; Zhu et al. 2020). Thus, it 
is necessary to specify which dimension actually plays the 
role in a particular research framework. The current research 
thus helps clarify the moderating role of MIS in restoring 
a public moral self-image. After feeling guilt, people with 
high MIS are more likely to engage in observable compen-
sating behaviors such as prohibitive and promotive voice to 
regain a public moral self-image.

Practical Implications

Although we found UPB actors were likely to feel guilty and 
subsequently engage in prohibitive and promotive voices, we 
never meant to encourage UPB in the workplace. Instead, 
we agree with the extant assertion that UPB causes harm to 
both external stakeholders and the organization in the long 
run (e.g., Wang et al. 2019a, b). Managers should certainly 
continue to train employees to avoid UPB, but in the mean-
while, as UPB widely exists in the workplace (Umphress 
and Bingham 2011), it is important for managers to realize 
what will happen to those UPB actors. By acknowledging 
that employees may react to their UPB with guilt, which is 
one kind of negative emotion caused by moral dissonance 
and rebuffed by people (Zhong and Liljenquist 2006), man-
agers can help employees preview that they would experi-
ence guilt if they conduct UPB, thus discouraging employees 
from engaging in those behaviors in the first place.

Second, although guilt is usually regarded as a negative 
emotion, our research shows that it may bring benefiting 
outcomes, such as promotive and prohibitive voice, under 
certain circumstance. Managers should acknowledge this 
potential positive side of the emotion of guilt. In addition, 
they can create an open and friendly climate to encourage 
employees who feel guilty for the work or organization, for 
whatever reason, to compensate and cleanse by providing 
promotive and prohibitive voice.

Third, our research emphasized the importance of hiring 
employees high in moral identity. On one hand, as showed 
in our research, employees’ MIS strengthened the relation-
ship between felt guilt and two kinds of voice, as well as the 
indirect relationship between UPB acting and two kinds of 
voice via the mediation of felt guilt, we suggest that employ-
ees with higher MIS have a stronger desire to cleanse their 
past wrong deeds by engaging in compensating behaviors, 
even though they have to bear more personal risks. More-
over, although not illustrated in our hypothesized model, 
previous research showed that employees with higher inter-
nalized moral identity were less likely to conduct unethi-
cal behaviors (e.g., Bryant and Merritt 2019). Our results 
in Study 2 also showed that MII was negatively related to 
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UPB (r =  − 0.17, p < 0.05). Therefore, hiring employees who 
value morality in their self-concept could benefit the organi-
zation in reducing unethical behaviors, including UPB.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The contribution of our research should be qualified in light 
of its limitations. First, we adopted the perspective of the 
actors to investigate the outcome of UPB. Actually, there 
may be other perspectives and mechanisms to be explored 
in the future research. For example, from the perspective 
of the actors, UPB acting may cause positive emotions 
because unethical behavior brings short-term benefits and 
indicates a sense of autonomy and influence (Ruedy et al. 
2013), and the pro-organization intention may strengthen 
this effect (Umphress et al. 2010), altogether giving rise to 
voice behaviors (Morrison 2011). From the perspective of 
the observers, UPB acting may cause a sense of moral dis-
engagement or moral scrutiny. While from the perspective 
of the short-term beneficiary of UPB, such as the managers, 
UPB may cause a disruption to their moral image. We sug-
gest investigating bystanders’ reaction to UPB would be very 
meaningful for our understanding of the outcome of UPB.

Second, in Study 2, although we conducted a two-wave 
survey, we collected data from one single source. We 
attempted to address this common method variance (CMV) 
issue by collecting data of the predictor and criterion vari-
ables at two time points (Podsakoff et al. 2003). In addition, 
we conducted a scenario-based experiment in Study 1A to 
test the causal relationships and tested the effect of UPB 
acting on felt guilt and subsequent actual (promotive) voice 
behavior in Study 1B. Future study can lessen the CMV 
issue by collecting data using multi-source and multi-wave 
approach.

Third, there might be other forms of behavioral outcomes 
of UPB acting, other than voice. Although we argue that 
voice serves to compensate both victims of UPB, as previ-
ously discussed, voice involves risk (Liang et al. 2012; Mor-
rison 2011). Although the risk entailed in voice behavior 
largely helps to remove feelings of ethical dissonance (Nelis-
sen and Zeelenberg 2009), it is quite likely that employ-
ees may choose other less risky behaviors to compensate, 
such as prosocial behavior, helping behavior, and organiza-
tional citizenship behavior. We encourage future research to 
explore other important outcomes of UPB.

Last but not least, it should be noted that except in Study 
1A’s scenario-based experiment, UPB and felt guilt only 
showed small to medium correlation in Studies 1B and 2. 
Though our correlations are comparable to that in other stud-
ies (Mesdaghinia et al. 2019; Tang et al. 2020), we need to 
understand that there might be other emotional reactions of 
UPB, such as pride (Tang et al. 2020) and shame (Umphress 
and Bingham 2011), which may lead to different behavioral 

consequences. This could be a fruitful future research 
avenue.

Conclusion

Our research provides an empirical investigation of the con-
sequence of UPB from the perspective of the focal actors 
and demonstrates a moral cleansing process after UPB 
conduction. Our findings across three studies support the 
positive relationship between UPB acting and prohibitive 
and promotive voice via felt guilt, and the moderating effect 
of MIS. Thus, we shed new light on the possible construc-
tive consequence of UPB and to some extent give a second 
chance for the perpetrators to solve the moral dissonance 
and restore morality.
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