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Abstract
Employees’ felt neglect by their employer signals to them that their employer violates ethics of care, and thus, it diminishes 
employee perceptions of work meaning. Drawing upon work meaning theory, we adopt a relationship-based perspective 
of felt neglect and its downstream outcome— reduction in organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) amid the COVID-
19 pandemic. We propose and test a core relational mechanism— relatedness need frustration (RNF)—that transmits the 
effect of felt neglect onto work meaning. A four-wave survey study of 111 working employees in the USA demonstrated 
that employees’ felt neglect had negative implications for their work meaning and subsequent OCB due to their RNF. Our 
findings contribute to research on ethics of care and work meaning theory and stress the importance of work meaning amid 
crises. In addition, our findings suggest steps that employers can take to mitigate employees’ felt neglect (a violation of ethics 
of care) and its negative ramifications.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused one of the worst 
employment problems in the US history.1 Many organiza-
tions have been on the verge of bankruptcy, struggling to 
survive in the drastically changed environment. During this 
trying time, while many employers cannot formally reward 
their employees, they likely hope that their employees can 
come together and help the organization to keep abreast with 
changes in the work conditions by not only doing their jobs, 

but also going above and beyond the expectations, such as 
putting extra effort and time in their responsibilities, volun-
teering for extra tasks, and helping each other and clients/
customers. Such behaviors, known as organizational citizen-
ship behaviors (OCB; Organ, 1988), can help organizations 
be more resilient and more responsive to the crisis and, thus, 
recover more quickly. While employers’ need for employ-
ees’ OCB is understandable, crises are also the times when 
employees expect employers’ attention and care the most 
(Harvey & Haines, 2005). However, due to the pressing need 
to keep their business alive amid a major crisis, employers’ 
focus is, at least temporarily, often diverted from paying 
attention to and taking care of their employees, thus violat-
ing ethics of care.

Centering on interpersonal relationships, ethics of care 
states that the job of a leader or a person in a position of 
authority is to take care of and fulfill responsibility for 
others, especially amid crises (Ciulla, 2009). Care means 
showing “emotional concern about the well-being of others” 
(Ciulla, 2009: 3; also see Chun, 2005; Gilligan, 1982; Nod-
dings, 1984; Tronto, 2006 for similar conceptualizations). 
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Different from ethics of justice, which focuses on judging the 
morality of behaviors based on one’s adherence to the rules 
and regulations guided by acceptable principles, ethics of 
care focuses on judging the morality of behaviors based on 
one’s attentiveness and responsiveness to the needs of those 
for whom one is responsible (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 
1984; Tronto, 2006). Ethics of care emphasizes benevolence 
as a virtue, and stresses creating and strengthening social 
bonds (Gilligan, 1982), considering others’ feelings, and 
relying on the narrative and contextual complexity of social 
relationships rather than formal logic and impartial judg-
ment for problem solving (Simola, 2003). Moral concerns 
regarding ethics of care “include the struggle against indif-
ference to people and relationships, as well as the concern 
that one is not helping when one could be (Gilligan, 1982)” 
(Simola, 2003: 354). Emerging findings indicate that when 
leaders engage in ethics of care (such as by expressing care 
and compassion to their employees) during the COVID-19 
pandemic, it helps employees and organizations better cope 
with this crisis through experiences of positive moral emo-
tions and engagement in voice behaviors (Belkin & Kong, 
2021). Similarly, a recent qualitative study conducted by 
Liu and colleagues (2021) examined how leaders in the US 
higher education navigated the COVID-19 pandemic and 
found that enactment of ethics of care was one of the criti-
cal elements of successful decision-making in this highly 
uncertain and stressful crisis.

A lack of expected care and attention, on the other hand, 
may lead to employees’ feelings of being neglected by their 
employer, which can have a profound adverse impact on the 
employees’ experiences and behaviors during crises. That is, 
when employers are not responsive to their employees’ needs 
(Gilligan, 1982), it can give rise to employees’ felt neglect. 
Even though felt neglect has been predominantly examined 
with respect to caretakers’ neglect of children and elders as 
a critical detrimental factor for their well-being (Stolten-
borgh et al., 2013; Storey, 2020), we believe that employers’ 
neglect of their employees during a major crisis can also 
have a detrimental effect on employees’ experiences and 
behaviors at work. Indeed, felt neglect was a common reason 
for complaints amid the COVID-19 pandemic by employees 
in healthcare (Stephenson, 2020). It also seemed to be a per-
vasive feeling shared by many employees across industries. 
According to the anonymous comments we gathered from 
our study participants, felt neglect was mentioned as a com-
mon experience amid this pandemic: “I feel neglected and 
forgotten because my employer has not answered my emails 
about my work schedule”; “My employer hasn’t given much 
concrete information to us about when we’re returning to the 
office, whether there are any layoffs planned, etc.”; “I don’t 
receive much direct attention from my employer, so I feel 
somewhat of an afterthought”; and “They don’t really com-
municate anything to me.” Given the widespread feelings of 

being neglected among employees, what are possible nega-
tive ramifications of felt neglect? An answer to this question 
can shed light on how employers can better demonstrate eth-
ics of care, while managing the tension between employees’ 
needs and business needs amid crises.

We adopt the lens of ethics of care and address our 
research question by focusing on the effect of felt neglect on 
work meaning and subsequent OCB through relational need 
frustration during the early (acute) stage of the COVID-19 
pandemic, when disruption and uncertainty was at the peak 
in the USA in 2020. When encountering a novel, unex-
pected, and stressful event like the COVID-19 pandemic, 
employees will be prompted to make sense of and adapt to 
the new environment (Christianson & Barton, 2021; Maitlis 
& Christianson, 2014; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 
1995). We draw upon work meaning theory (Rosso et al., 
2010) to argue that amid a large global crisis, such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic in which employees’ sense of control, 
order and coherence is threatened or lost, employees look to 
their employer for care and help, which shapes their work 
meaning (Waters et al., 2021). We view work meaning as 
an important enabling factor of employees’ discretionary 
behaviors such as OCB, and employees’ felt neglect by their 
employer as a detrimental antecedent of their work meaning. 
Specifically, we propose that felt neglect frustrates employ-
ees’ basic need for relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Deci & Ryan, 2000), thus reducing their work meaning 
(Rosso et al., 2010) and hindering their OCB.

By delineating the adverse effect of employees’ felt 
neglect on their relational experiences, work meaning, and 
OCB, the present study advances two streams of research. 
First, we join the emerging research on organizational eth-
ics amid the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Liu et al, 2021; 
Thomas & Dasgupta, 2020) or more broadly in times of 
crises (St. John and Pearson, 2016; Thomas and Young, 
2011), by focusing on ethics of care. Unlike “normal” times 
when employer–employee relationships are largely based 
on social exchange (Shore et  al., 2006), these relation-
ships become predominantly need-based amid crises. Thus, 
employers’ care and concern for employees, which facilitates 
employees’ sensemaking through the lens of ethics of care, 
becomes a “moral duty” of employers (Liu et al., 2021). We 
aim to bring attention of organizational ethics scholars to 
this important part of moral employers’ responsibilities and 
highlight the negative ramifications of a violation of ethics 
of care amid crises.

Second, we contribute to work meaning theory (Rosso 
et al., 2010) by identifying felt neglect as an important rela-
tional hindrance to work meaning in a major crisis. Among 
employees’ multiple relationships in the workplace, the 
relationship with their employer has a particularly signifi-
cant influence on employees’ relational experiences. RNF, 
as employees’ subjective interpretation of felt neglect, 
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represents a need-based relational mechanism grounded in 
self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) and belong-
ingness theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). By frustrating 
the fundamental need for relatedness, felt neglect prompts 
individuals to make sense of their negative social environ-
ment in a way that reduces their work meaning and subse-
quent behavioral response. Ward and King (2017: 67) noted 
that “[t]he power of social relationships to create meaning 
in the workplace implies as well that negative social expe-
riences at work are thus likely to impair meaning.” Our 
study not only highlights the importance of a need-based 
relational perspective for explaining the important determi-
nants of work meaning, but also broadens the literature by 
shifting research attention from enablers of work meaning 
to hindrances to work meaning. Additionally, work meaning 
theory has a limited focus on the outcomes of work mean-
ing, though work meaning can predict critical discretionary 
behaviors and positive attitudes of employees (e.g., Liden 
et al., 2000; Spreitzer, 1995). By delineating OCB as an 
outcome of work meaning, we extend Rosso et al.’s (2010) 
work meaning theory to better explain employees’ outcomes 
ensuing from felt neglect through the lens of ethics of care.

Theory and Hypotheses

Work Meaning During a Major Crisis

Individuals try to derive meaning from their experience and/
or environment through interpretation, and enact actions 
accordingly in the wake of novel, unexpected, or stressful 
events (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002; Maitlis & Christianson, 
2014). Thus, finding meaning in their work is especially 
important for employees in uncertain and threatening situ-
ations like the COVID-19 pandemic, when the quality of 
their relationship with their employer becomes a key fac-
tor that shapes work meaning (e.g., Robertson et al., 2020). 
Baumeister and Vohs (2002) argued that individuals’ search 
for meaning is driven in part by their need for self-worth and 
values/virtues. As most adults spend nearly half of waking 
hours on work (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997), work represents 
a focal domain for individuals’ meaning to gather senses of 

self-worth, control, and stability in an ambiguous or turbu-
lent environment (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006).

However, meaning is socially constructed and influenced 
by others’ intentional or unintentional behaviors (Corley & 
Gioia, 2004; Dutton et al., 2002; Pfeffer, 1981). Employ-
ers’ treatment plays an important part in shaping employ-
ees’ work meaning, particularly when employees’ existing 
meaning system is threatened by a major crisis (Maitlis & 
Lawrence, 2007; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). Since indi-
viduals’ work meaning is core to their identity (Rosso et al., 
2010), an employer’s failure to provide appropriate mean-
ing related to ethics of care can reduce employees’ work 
meaning. Consistent with Baumeister and Vohs’ (2002) 
view, Rosso et al. (2010) proposed work meaning theory, 
which suggests that one important source of employees’ 
work meaning is their relational connections at work (i.e., a 
relationship-based perspective of work meaning). Accord-
ingly, we propose that feeling neglected by their employer 
will reduced employees’ work meaning and engagement in 
OCB. In order to unpack the underlying relational mecha-
nism that transmits the effect of felt neglect onto work 
meaning and OCB, we focus on relatedness need frustration 
(RNF; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013) as a need-based mech-
anism (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
Given that employees’ relationship with their employer, 
typically, is based on social exchange, in our model we also 
control for psychological contract violation (PCV), defined 
as employees’ affective reaction to the perceived failure of 
their employer to fulfill one or more promised obligations, 
as an alternative, exchange-based mechanism (Morrison & 
Robinson, 1997). Figure 1 presents our conceptual model.

Felt Neglect by the Employer: Conceptualization

Based on the dictionary definition of neglect, we conceptual-
ize employees’ felt neglect as employee perceptions of being 
given insufficient care or attention due or expected from 
their employer who they deem responsible for their welfare. 
Felt neglect has its moral overtone (Stillman & Baumeister, 
2009). When employees feel neglected by their employer, 
they will likely perceive themselves as a victim of their 
employer’s un-empathetic treatment due to lack of expected 
attention and care in times of need. Below we elaborate on 

Fig. 1   Conceptual model Felt Neglect by the 
Employer 

Relatedness Need 
Frustration (RNF) 

(Need-Based) 
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the features of felt neglect by distinguishing it from other 
related constructs.

First, felt neglect differs from a neglect behavior 
(Hirschman, 1970). Employees’ neglect, as a “lax and dis-
regardful behavior” such as silence (Farell, 1983: 598), is a 
behavioral response to job dissatisfaction or low-quality rela-
tionships. Rusbult et al. (1982) noted that neglect is a distinct 
response to dissatisfaction in romantic relationships; those 
who engage in neglect may “ignore their partner, spend less 
time together, refuse to discuss problems, treat the partner 
badly emotionally or physically, or criticize the partner for 
things unrelated to the problem” (Naus et al., 2007: 689). 
Dissatisfied employees who exhibit neglect may call in sick 
to avoid dealing with work issues, come in late to avoid work 
problems, or display less interest and make more mistakes 
at work (Withey & Cooper, 1989). Turnley and Feldman 
(1999) demonstrated that employees’ neglect behavior was 
a function of their social exchange relationship with their 
employer. On the other hand, Rusbult et al. (1988) found 
that employees’ high job satisfaction and high investment 
in their job hindered their neglect behavior. Both Rusbult 
et al.’s (1988) and Turnley and Feldman’s (1999) findings 
suggest that employees’ neglect behavior is an outcome of 
low-quality social exchange relationship with their employer 
(also see Naus et al., 2007). Thus, even though both felt 
neglect and a neglect behavior are relationship-based, these 
two constructs are different, with the former being perceived 
as deficiency in due care and attention, whereas the latter as 
a deviant behavior. Additionally, employees’ neglect behav-
ior can be a consequence of their felt neglect.

Second, felt neglect is associated with expectation viola-
tion; however, felt neglect may not necessarily be synony-
mous with psychological contract breach. A psychological 
contract refers to “individual beliefs, shaped by the organi-
zation, regarding terms of an exchange agreement between 
individuals and their organization” (Rousseau, 1995: 9; also 
see Rousseau, 2001; Zhao et al., 2007). Different from gen-
eral expectations, the promissory expectations inherent in 
a psychological contract “emanate from perceived implicit 
or explicit promises by the employer” (Robinson, 1996: 
575). Accordingly, employees detect psychological contract 
breach when perceiving their employer’s failure to fulfill 
its promissory expectations (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994), 
which may be transactional (short-term exchange of eco-
nomic inducements and contributions), relational (long-term 
employment relations with both economic and socioemo-
tional resources being exchanged), or balanced promissory 
expectations (open-ended relational emphasis with trans-
actional terms of performance-reward contingencies (Hui 
et al., 2004). McAllister and Bigley (2002: 895) argued that 
“care cannot be easily equated with any particular configura-
tion of managerial and human resource practices…specific 
practice sets reflective of organizational care may change 

over time in response to shifting situational contingencies.” 
Felt neglect may be temporary or long-term, and the expec-
tations related to attention and care provided by employers 
may not be promised as employer obligations. However, if 
employers explicitly promise to give attention and care to 
employees amid crises, then felt neglect can be a part of 
employees’ psychological contract breach.

Felt neglect can also be differentiated from transitional 
arrangements, which refer to “a breakdown or absence of an 
agreement” between employers and employees, “as observed 
in unstable circumstances such as radical change or downsiz-
ing in which commitments between the parties are eroded 
or do not exist” (Hui et al., 2004: 312). Felt neglect suggests 
that employers do not provide due or expected attention or 
care; however, employers may still fulfill other obligatory 
promises such as rewards for employees’ contributions 
(Fig. 1).

Third, felt neglect differs from perceived ignore or 
ostracism. Ignore refers to “intentionally not listen[ing] or 
giv[ing] attention to” someone, and ostracism refers to “the 
action of intentionally not including someone in a social 
group or activity” (Cambridge English Dictionary). Neglect 
can be either intentional or unintentional, whereas ignore 
and ostracism are intentional. Moreover, neglect is associ-
ated with insufficient, but not necessarily zero, attention 
or care, and does not necessarily entail social rejection or 
exclusion, whereas ignore and ostracism are associated with 
a complete lack of care or attention, and social rejection 
or exclusion is a defining element. Robinson et al., (2013: 
206–207) noted that workplace ostracism occurs “when an 
individual or group omits to take actions that engage another 
organizational member when it is socially appropriate to do 
so,” and “[t]his definition subsumes social rejection, social 
exclusion, ignoring, and shunning, as well as other behaviors 
that involve the omission of appropriate actions that would 
otherwise engage someone, such as when an individual or 
group fails to acknowledge, include, select, or invite another 
individual or group.”

Finally, felt neglect is not the bipolar opposite of per-
ceived organizational support (POS), defined as “the extent 
to which employees perceive that their contributions are val-
ued by their organization and that the firm cares about their 
well-being” (Eisenberger et al., 1986: 501). Although both 
felt neglect and POS are related to “employees’ tendency to 
assign the organization humanlike characteristics” (Aselage 
& Eisenberger, 2003: 492–493), felt neglect does not repre-
sent employees’ perception of their employer disregarding 
their contributions. Rather, from the ethics of care perspec-
tive, felt neglect represents employees’ perceptions of the 
deficiency merely in their employer’s provision of attention 
and care, as their employer is expected to show concern 
about employees’ welfare and respond to employees’ needs 
amid crises (Clark et al., 1986). In contrast, POS is largely 
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based on employees’ schema of an exchange relationship 
with their employer (i.e., their employer is obligated to pro-
vide inducements and socioemotional benefits in exchange 
for employees’ contributions; Clark et al., 1986; Eisenberger 
et al., 1986). Additionally, as Rhoades and Eisenberger 
(2002) noted, POS is associated with employer-employee 
social exchange involving rewards, working conditions, 
supervisor support, and procedural justice. Yet some of these 
factors are not necessarily associated with felt neglect.

Relationship‑Based Implications of Felt Neglect 
for Work Meaning and OCB

As many employers struggled to keep their business alive 
and many employees had work remotely from home, felt 
neglect by the employer should make a salient input for their 
sensemaking process during the pandemic, which shapes 
their work meaning and enactment of work behaviors. 
According to Pratt and Ashforth (2003), meaning refers to 
“the output of having made sense of something, or what 
it signifies; as in an individual interpreting what her work 
means, or the role her work plays, in the context of her life” 
(Rosso et al., 2010: 94). Work meaning is “at the core of 
employees’ experiences of their jobs” (Wrzesniewski et al., 
2003: 288). Although work meaning can be negative, we 
follow the conventional view and focus on positive work 
meaning, which refers to positive “associations, frames, or 
elements of work in use by employees that define work as 
representing a valued, constructive activity” (Wrzesniewski 
et al., 2013: 288). When employees perceive a high level of 
work meaning, they find “significant and positive valence” 
in their work and have a subjective, personal experience 
of coherence and balance (Steger et al., 2012: 323). Work 
meaning ultimately is determined by individuals, though it 
is shaped by their social and organizational contexts (Rosso 
et al., 2010; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003).

When employees have a negative experience with their 
employer, their interpretation of work will likely be nega-
tive. On the other hand, when perceiving their work as 
meaningful, employees will likely increase OCB to main-
tain the quality of their employment relationship (Wayne 
et al., 1997). Lee and Allen (2002) considered work mean-
ing to be a facet of intrinsic job cognitions, which facilitates 
employees’ OCB toward their employer. Work meaning is 
integrated by employees into the beliefs regarding whether 
their work is significant, worthy, and congruent with their 
values (Allan et al., 2019). Nonetheless, work meaning is not 
self-serving, but rather balanced in terms of self- and other-
focused goals (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). Employees 
who perceive their work to have meaning are willing to be 
good organizational citizens who exert discretionary efforts 
and make discretionary contributions in the form of keeping 
up with work changes, helping others, complying with rules 

and regulations, and not complaining about small issues 
(Organ, 1988). When feeling more neglected, employee 
will perceive lower work meaning and thus engage less in 
OCB that demonstrate their meaningful contributions or care 
for their employer. Accordingly, we propose the following 
hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1  Employees’ felt neglect is negatively related 
to their work meaning.

Hypothesis 2  Employees’ work meaning mediates the rela-
tionship between their felt neglect and OCB.

Relatedness Need Frustration as a Mechanism 
Between Felt Neglect and Work Meaning

Adopting the lens of ethics of care and drawing upon work 
meaning theory, we focus on RNF as a core relational 
mechanism explaining how employees’ felt neglect (as a 
violation of ethics of care) leads to reduced work meaning. 
First, employees’ felt neglect conveys employer’s unrespon-
siveness to their need for attention and care and thus likely 
frustrates their relatedness need, which is an intrinsic need 
across cultures (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 
2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000). This view is aligned with Lepsito 
and Pratt’s (2017) argument that work meaning is related to 
eudaimonia or “the satisfaction of organismic needs, self-
realization or actualizing one’s potential” (Heintzelman & 
King, 2014: 562). Relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) 
refers to “individuals’ inherent propensity to feel connected 
to others; that is, to be a member of a group, to love and 
care, and to be loved and cared for” (Vander Elst et al., 2012: 
254). Satisfaction of individuals’ relatedness need, which 
suggests their experience of meaningful social connections, 
can help individuals flourish, whereas their RNF, which 
implies relational exclusion and loneliness (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995; Chen et al., 2015) or a sense of lost meaning-
ful social connections (Deci & Ryan, 2000), can erode their 
resources and cause suboptimal or maladaptive functioning 
(Trépanier et al., 2016; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013).2 When 
feeling neglected, employees will detect a loss or deficiency 
in attention and care from their employer and thus perceive 
reduced work meaning.

2  As Trépanier et al., (2016: 692) noted, “the harmful effects of work 
environments characterized by control, reprimands, and rejection 
may extend beyond lack of basic need satisfaction…to frustration of 
employees’ psychological needs. Need frustration would therefore be 
a more adequate concept for capturing the effects of negative social 
environments, such as exposure to workplace bullying, on employees’ 
psychological needs and explain consequent manifestations of poor 
psychological functioning.”.
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Hypothesis 3  Employees’ RNF mediates the relationship 
between felt neglect and work meaning.

Combining Hypothesis 2 and 3, we propose the following 
serial mediation hypothesis.

Hypothesis 4  Employees’ RNF and work meaning serially 
mediate the relationship between felt neglect and OCB.

Method

Participants and Procedure

We conducted a four-wave online study in 2020, starting 
on March 27 (till March 30; Time 1), with the follow-up 
studies running on April 10 (till April 13; Time 2), April 
24 (till April 27; Time 3) and May 8 (till May 12; Time 
4) using a Cloud Research platform with prime panel to 
obtain a targeted reliable online sample of participants 
(Chandler et al., 2019). Following the best practices rec-
ommended by Aguinis et al. (2021), we recruited partici-
pants through this prime panel who were employed and 
residing in the USA at the time of data collection. To fur-
ther ensure the high quality of data, we included multiple 
attention checks throughout the survey (e.g., “If you are 
reading this carefully, please select “disagree” option, 
among the scales used). We also screened out participants 
whose answers were careless based on reverse-coded items 
in our scales and participants who provided patterned 
responses to everything (e.g., all 4 s throughout). Finally, 
we screened out participants who did not fit the eligibil-
ity criteria (e.g., those who were not employed or lost the 
job between the data collection waves, changed their job, 
work unit, or supervisor). For the sake of the honesty of 
responses, participants were not aware of the eligibility 
criteria and were paid regardless of their answers to the 
eligibility screening questions. Our final sample at Time 
1 comprised 276 employed participants who passed the 
attention checks (response rate = 84%). We invited these 
participants to participate at Time 2 (response rate = 79%) 
and used the same screening questions as at Time 1. Only 
those who were employed and did not change their job, 
work unit, or supervisor were invited to participate in 
Time 3 survey (response rate = 73%). We repeated the 
same procedure for the final data collection at Time 4 
(response rate = 72%).

A total of 111 employed US adults from 40 states (52% 
female; 74.8% White/Caucasian, 8.1% Black/African 
descent, 9% Asian, 7.2% Hispanic/Latino, and the remaining 
of other racial/ethnic groups) completed surveys of all four 
waves and were included in our final sample. Their average 
age was 38.77 years (SD = 10.14, ranging from 22 to 64). 

Among them, 56% worked remotely and were employed in 
a variety of industries, with the biggest categories includ-
ing 18% in education, 14.4% in IT, 12.6% in finance; 9% in 
healthcare, 9% in government and 8.1% in manufacturing. 
Seventy-four percent of our participants worked remotely 
during the study period. All participants included in the final 
sample were employed at the start of the study and did not 
change their job, work unit, or supervisor throughout the 
data collection period.

Key Measures

All variables were measured in reference to COVID-19 on 
a five-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree), unless specified otherwise.

Felt Neglect

Across four waves, we measured employees’ Felt Neglect 
by their employer using five items (four adapted from San-
ford’s (2010) items and the last one created to capture the 
essential element of being uncared for). Specifically, partici-
pants indicated the extent to which they agreed that during 
the last two weeks amid the COVID-19 pandemic, they felt 
“neglected by,” “forgotten by,” “invisible to,” “overlooked 
by,” and “uncared for by” their employer (Time 1 α = 0.97; 
Time 2 α = 0.95; Time 3 α = 0.97; and Time 4 α = 0.97).

RNF

At Time 2, we measured participants’ RNF (α = 0.89) since 
the COVID-19 pandemic affected their work, using Chen 
et al.’s (2015) four items. We asked participants to indicate 
the extent they agreed with the following statements (how 
they felt in their workplace) since the COVID-19 pandemic 
affected their work: (1) “I have felt excluded from the group 
I want to belong to”; (2) “I have felt that people who are 
important to me are cold and distant toward me”; (3) “I have 
had the impression that people I have spent time with dislike 
me”; and (4) “I have felt that the relationships I have are just 
superficial.”

Work Meaning

At Time 3, participants rated Spreitzer’s (1995) three items 
of Work Meaning (α = 0.97) during the last two weeks on 
a six-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The three items were: (1) “The work I do is meaning-
ful to me”; (2) “My job activities are personally meaningful 
to me”; and (3) “The work I do is meaningful to me.”
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OCB

At Time 4, we measured participants’ OCB (α = 0.93) dur-
ing the last two weeks using Dalal and colleagues’ (2009) 
eight items. Amid a crisis, being a “good citizen” means not 
only supporting the organization but also helping others. 
These eight items were: (1) “go out of my way to be a good 
employee”; (2) “am respectful of my colleagues’ needs”; 
(3) “display loyalty to my work organization”; (4) “praise 
or encourage my colleagues”; (5) “volunteer to do some-
thing that is not required for my work”; (6) “show genuine 
concern for my colleagues”; (7) “try to uphold the values 
of my work organization”; and (8) “try to be considerate to 
my colleagues.”3

Other Measures

Key Control Variable: PCV

Although attention and care are largely need-based and 
define relationships in terms of concern about one another’s 
well-being (Ohtsubo et al., 2014), attention and care may 
be (mis)perceived as obligations promised by employers 
in their social-exchange-based relationships (McAllister, 
1995), particularly amid crises. In other words, while felt 
neglect is associated with a violation of ethics of care for a 
need-based relationship, it may be misattributed to a viola-
tion of promissory expectations for a social-exchange-based 
relationship, which will manifest in psychological contract 
violation (PCV; Morrison & Robinson, 1997). Morrison 
and Robinson (1997) differentiated PCV (employer inten-
tional reneging on promises) from psychological contract 
breach (employees’ cognition that one or more promises 
made by their employer have not been fulfilled for some 
reason). The negative experience of PCV could make 
employees view their employment relationship negatively 
and thus perceive reduced work meaning, which precludes 
employees’ OCB (Turnley & Feldman, 2000). Given that the 
employer–employee relationship is largely based on social 
exchange (Shore et al., 2006), we considered PCV to be a 
critical control variable tapping an alternative relational 
mechanism, potentially leading to reduced work meaning. 
Thus, at Time 2, participants indicated their PCV since the 
COVID-19 pandemic affected their work, using Robinson 
and Morrison’s (2000) four items (α = 0.94). The items were: 
“Since the COVID-19 pandemic affected my work…” (1) “I 
have been feeling a great deal of anger toward my employer”; 
(2) “I have been feeling betrayed by my employer”; (3) “I 

have been feeling that my employer has violated the contract 
between us”; and (4) “I have been feeling extremely frus-
trated by how I have been treated by my employer.”

Variables for Robustness Checks: Work Competence, 
Self‑Determination, and Impact

Since Rosso et al. (2010) mentioned the relevance of com-
petence, self-determination, and impact to work meaning, 
at Time 3 (together with Work Meaning), we also measured 
participants’ Work Competence (α = 0.89), Self-Determina-
tion (α = 0.89) and Impact (α = 0.94) during the past two 
weeks, using Spreitzer’s (1995) items.

Variables for Psychometric Tests and Robustness Checks: 
Workplace Ostracism and POS

At Time 2, we measured participants’ Workplace Ostra-
cism (α = 0.95) with Ferris and colleagues’ (2008) six 
items (appropriate for the COVID-19 context) rated on a 
seven-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree), and POS (α = 0.87) since the COVID-19 pandemic 
affected their work, with Eisenberger et al.’s (2002) three 
items. Specifically in terms of workplace ostracism, partici-
pants indicated the extent to which they felt the following 
in their work since the COVID-19 pandemic affected their 
work: “I felt ignored by others”; “I felt avoided by others”; 
“I felt unnoticed by others”; “I felt shun out by others”; 
“I felt refused to talk to by others”; and “I felt treated as 
I were invisible.” We included workplace ostracism for a 
robustness check because employees might attribute their 
felt neglect to workplace ostracism. We also included POS 
for a robustness check because employees might interpret 
their felt neglect as a lack, or a low level, of organizational 
support. The three items of POS were: “Since the COVID-
19 pandemic affected my work, my organization/employer 
has… (1) “valued my contribution to its well-being”; (2) 
“strongly considered my goals and values”; and (3) “really 
cared about my well-being.”

Results

Reliability and Validity of Felt Neglect Construct

Since we measured felt neglect in all four waves, we exam-
ined its test–retest reliability and found supportive evidence 
(0.61 ≤ rs ≤ 0.83). This construct also exhibited satisfactory 
and stable internal consistency in all four waves (αs ≥ 0.95). 
In terms of its convergent and discriminant validity, we 
examined the relations among felt neglect (Time 1), work-
place ostracism, and POS. We followed Fornell and Larck-
er’s (1981) recommendation and calculated average variance 

3  We conducted supplementary analyses for OCBO (Items 1, 3, 5, 
and 7) and OCBI (Items 2, 4, 6, and 8) separately. The patterns of the 
key results did not change.
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extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR). The cutoff 
value of AVE is 0.50 and the cutoff value of CR is 0.70 
(Hair et al., 2010). We found that felt neglect (Time 1) had 
an AVE value of 0.87 and a CR value of 0.87, which sup-
ported its convergent validity. We established the discrimi-
nant validity of felt neglect on the basis of AVE, maximum 
shared variance (MSV), and average shared variance (ASV), 
with the criteria for establishing discriminant validity being 
AVE > MSV, AVE > ASV, and √AVE >|inter-construct cor-
relation| (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2010). We 
found that the AVE of felt neglect (0.87) was greater than 
both its MSV (0.39) and ASV (0.32) and its √AVE (0.93) 
was greater than the absolute value of its correlation with 
either workplace ostracism (0.51) or perceived organiza-
tional support (|-0.62|= 0.62), which supported the discrimi-
nant validity of felt neglect. When using felt neglect (Time 
2, at which workplace ostracism and POS were measured), 
we found similar results of construct validity tests. Table 1 
presents the descriptive statistics and correlations among 
the variables.

Confirmatory Factor Analyses

We performed confirmatory factor analyses on the five vari-
ables—felt neglect, RNF, PCV, work meaning, and OCB. 
Due to the small ratio of the sample size to the number of 
items, we used item parceling (Little et al., 2013). All five 
variables (based on our measures) were uni-dimensional; 
therefore, we created item parcels based on the order of the 
items. Specifically, we created two parcels of felt neglect 
(Items 1–3 and Items 4–5), two parcels of RNF (Items 1–2 
and Items 3–4), two parcels of PCV (Items 1–2 and Items 
3–4), and three parcels of OCB (Items 1–3, Items 4–6, and 
Items 7–8). We did not create any parcel for work meaning 
because it had only three items. The five-factor measurement 
model fit the data well (χ2 (df = 44) = 53.63, CFI = 0.99, 
RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.03). Then we compared this five-
factor model with various alternative models (see Table 2). 
The five-factor model fit the data better than any of these 
alternative models. Therefore, the five key variables were 
distinct from one another.

We also conducted confirmatory factor analyses to further 
distinguish among felt neglect (Time 1) (the same two par-
cels as above), workplace ostracism (three two-item parcels 
created based on the order of the items), and POS. We found 
that the three-factor model (χ2 (df = 17) = 28.31, CFI = 0.99, 
RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.04) fit better than the two-
factor model combining felt neglect and workplace ostra-
cism (χ2 (df = 19) = 262.92, CFI = 0.71, RMSEA = 0.34, 
SRMR = 0.15), the two-factor model combining felt neglect 
and POS (χ2 (df = 19) = 146.76, CFI = 0.85, RMSEA = 0.25, 
SRMR = 0.15), and the two-factor model combining 

workplace ostracism and POS (χ2 (df = 19) = 151.17, 
CFI = 0.84, RMSEA = 0.25, SRMR = 0.15). These results 
further distinguished these three constructs from one 
another.

Hypothesis Testing

We conducted OLS regression analyses (see Table 3), cou-
pled with PROCESS v3.5 (5,000-replication bootstrapping) 
in SPSS (Hayes, 2018), without basic demographic vari-
ables (e.g., gender and organizational tenure) for the sake 
of parsimony, as these variables did not change the result 
patterns. First, we found that employees’ felt neglect was 
negatively related to their work meaning (Table 3, Model 
1), which supported Hypothesis 1. Consistent with Hypoth-
esis 2, using PROCESS v3.5 (Model 4), we found that work 
meaning mediated the relationship between felt neglect and 
OCB (indirect effect = −0.20, bootstrap SE = 0.07, bootstrap 
CI95% [−0.34, −0.07]). We tested the mediating mechanism 
of RNF stated in Hypothesis 3 while controlling for PCV as 
a potential alternative mediating mechanism, using PRO-
CESS v3.5 (Model 4). We found that RNF mediated the 
relationship between felt neglect and work meaning (indirect 
effect = −0.17, bootstrap SE = 0.07, bootstrap CI95% [− 0.34, 
−0.05]), whereas PCV had no significant mediating effect 
(indirect effect =  − 0.18, bootstrap SE = 0.11, bootstrap 
CI95% [− 0.42, 0.03]). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported. 

Then we tested Hypothesis 4 using PROCESS v3.5 
(Model 80) and controlling for PCV as an alternative medi-
ating mechanism. We found that RNF and work meaning 
had a significant serial-mediating effect on the relationship 
between felt neglect and OCB (indirect effect = −0.08, boot-
strap SE = 0.04, bootstrap CI95% [− 0.16, -0.02]), whereas 
PCV and work meaning serial mediation was not significant 
(indirect effect = −0.08, bootstrap SE = 0.06, bootstrap CI95% 
[−0.21, 0.01]). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was supported. 
Notably, neither RNF nor PCV had a significant direct rela-
tionship with OCB, when work meaning was included as a 
predictor of OCB. These results suggest the necessity and 
importance of work meaning and address the potential con-
cerns about RNF (need-based) and PCV (exchange-based) 
as direct explanations for OCB.

Robustness Checks

Further, we conducted robustness checks. First, we con-
trolled for work competence (Time 3), self-determination 
(Time 3), and impact (Time 3) as intermediary mechanisms 
concurrent with work meaning (Time 3) in testing the medi-
ating effect of work meaning on the relationship between 
RNF and OCB, using PROCESS v3.5 (Model 4). We found 
that only work meaning (indirect effect =  − 0.19, boot-
strap SE = 0.09, bootstrap CI95% [− 0.38, −0.04]) mediated 



653You Don’t Care for me, So What’s the Point for me to Care for Your Business? Negative Implications…

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
1  

D
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

st
at

ist
ic

s a
nd

 c
or

re
la

tio
ns

N
 =

 11
1.

 G
en

de
r: 

1 =
 fe

m
al

e,
 0

 =
 m

al
e

RN
F 

re
la

te
dn

es
s n

ee
d 

fr
us

tra
tio

n,
 P

C
V 

ps
yc

ho
lo

gi
ca

l c
on

tra
ct

 v
io

la
tio

n
T1

 =
 T

im
e 

1;
 T

2 =
 T

im
e 

2;
 T

3 =
 T

im
e 

3;
 T

4 =
 T

im
e 

4
O

ne
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

t d
id

 n
ot

 re
po

rt 
O

C
B

 (o
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l c

iti
ze

ns
hi

p 
be

ha
vi

or
s)

; w
e 

us
ed

 a
 m

ea
n 

sc
or

e 
to

 re
pl

ac
e 

th
e 

m
is

si
ng

 v
al

ue
. *

p <
 .0

5;
 *

*p
 <

 .0
1;

 *
**

p <
 .0

01
 (t

w
o-

ta
ile

d)

Va
ria

bl
e

M
SD

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

1.
 F

el
t n

eg
le

ct
 b

y 
em

pl
oy

er
 (T

1)
2.

09
1.

06
2.

 R
N

F 
(T

2)
1.

61
0.

78
0.

37
**

*
3.

 P
C

V
 (T

2)
1.

57
0.

92
0.

60
**

*
0.

32
**

*
4.

 W
or

k 
m

ea
ni

ng
 (T

3)
4.

35
1.

23
 −

 0.
37

**
*

 −
 0.

51
**

*
−

0.
43

**
*

5.
 O

C
B

 (T
4)

5.
54

1.
03

 −
 0.

14
 −

 0.
36

**
*

−
0.

13
0.

54
**

*
6.

 G
en

er
al

 a
ng

ry
 m

oo
d 

(T
1)

1.
72

0.
99

0.
39

**
*

0.
26

**
0.

35
**

*
−

0.
24

*
−

0.
17

7.
 W

or
k 

co
m

pe
te

nc
e 

(T
3)

5.
11

0.
78

 −
 0.

15
 −

 0.
32

**
*

−
0.

20
*

0.
31

**
*

0.
38

**
*

0.
02

8.
 W

or
k 

se
lf-

de
te

rm
in

at
io

n 
(T

3)
4.

68
1.

00
 −

 0.
25

**
 −

 0.
23

*
−

0.
28

**
0.

44
**

*
0.

45
**

*
−

0.
00

4
0.

34
**

*
9.

 W
or

k 
im

pa
ct

 (T
3)

3.
73

1.
36

−
0.

28
**

 −
 0.

33
**

*
−

0.
19

0.
55

**
*

0.
51

**
*

−
0.

06
0.

29
**

0.
60

**
*

10
. W

or
kp

la
ce

 o
str

ac
is

m
 (T

2)
2.

25
1.

25
0.

49
**

*
0.

71
**

*
0.

42
**

*
−

0.
44

**
*

−
0.

28
**

*
0.

28
**

−
0.

30
**

−
0.

28
**

−
0.

32
**

**
11

. P
O

S 
(T

2)
3.

73
1.

04
−

0.
59

**
*

−
0.

54
**

*
−

0.
55

**
*

0.
59

**
*

0.
45

**
*

−
0.

26
**

0.
35

**
*

0.
51

**
*

0.
52

**
*

−
0.

56
**

*
12

. G
en

de
r

0.
52

0.
50

−
0.

16
−

0.
10

−
0.

24
*

0.
15

0.
07

−
0.

02
0.

16
0.

21
*

0.
16

−
0.

13
0.

18
13

. O
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l t

en
ur

e
7.

40
7.

59
−

0.
11

−
0.

09
−

0.
10

0.
07

−
0.

10
−

0.
06

0.
05

0.
01

−
0.

03
−

0.
12

−
0.

01
0.

05



654	 D. T. Kong, L. Y. Belkin 

1 3

the relationship between RNF and OCB, whereas work 
competence (indirect effect = −0.07, bootstrap SE = 0.06, 
bootstrap CI95% [− 0.20, 0.01]), self-determination (indi-
rect effect = -0.04, bootstrap SE = 0.04, bootstrap CI95% 
[− 0.14, 0.03]), and impact (indirect effect = −0.09, boot-
strap SE = 0.06, bootstrap CI95% [− 0.22, 0.03]) did not have 
significant mediating effects.

Second, we added workplace ostracism (Time 2) as a con-
current mediating mechanism as RNF (Time 2) and PCV 
(Time 2) to test Hypothesis 4, using PROCESS v3.5 (Model 
80). We found that RNF and work meaning had a signifi-
cant serial-mediating effect on the relationship between 
felt neglect and OCB (indirect effect =  − 0.07, bootstrap 
SE = 0.04, bootstrap CI95% [− 0.17, -0.01]), whereas PCV 
and work meaning had no significant serial-mediating effect 
(indirect effect = -0.08, bootstrap SE = 0.06, bootstrap CI95% 
[− 0.21, 0.01]). The serial-mediating effect of workplace 
ostracism and work meaning was not significant either 

(indirect effect =  − 0.01, bootstrap SE = 0.04, bootstrap 
CI95% [− 0.08, 0.07]).

Third, we added POS (Time 2) as a concurrent medi-
ating mechanism as RNF (Time 2) and PCV (Time 2) to 
test Hypothesis 4, using PROCESS v3.5 (Model 80). We 
found that RNF and work meaning had a significant serial-
mediating effect on the relationship between felt neglect and 
OCB (indirect effect =  − 0.04, bootstrap SE = 0.02, bootstrap 
CI95% [− 0.10, − 0.01]), whereas PCV and work meaning had 
no significant serial-mediating effect (indirect effect = -0.04, 
bootstrap SE = 0.04, bootstrap CI95% [− 0.13, 0.03]). POS 
and work meaning also had a significant serial-mediating 
effect (indirect effect =  − 0.10, bootstrap SE = 0.04, boot-
strap CI95% [− 0.20, − 0.02]).4 Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was 
supported.

Table 2   Confirmatory factor 
analyses (measurement models)

FN = felt neglect; RNF = relatedness need frustration; PCV = psychological contract violation; WM = work 
meaning; and OCB = organizational citizenship behaviors. We wish to thank an anonymous reviewer for 
suggesting the four-factor model (FN, RNF-PCV, WM, OCB) as well as the three-, two-, and one-factor 
models in the table. ∆χ2 and ∆df are against the five-factor model (χ2 = 53.63, df = 44)

Variable χ2 df ∆χ2 ∆df CFI RMSEA SRMR

Five-factor model (FN, RNF, PCV, WM, OCB) 53.63 44 – – 0.99 0.05 0.03
Four-factor model (FN-PCV, RNF, WM, OCB) 203.06 48 149.43 4 0.89 0.17 0.09
Four-factor model (FN, RNF-WM, PCV, OCB) 148.52 48 94.89 4 0.93 0.14 0.09
Four-factor model (FN, RNF, PCV, WM-OCB) 235.76 48 182.13 4 0.86 0.19 0.11
Four-factor model (FN, RNF-PCV, WM, OCB) 183.28 48 129.65 4 0.90 0.16 0.15
Three-factor model (FN, RNF-PCV-WM, OCB) 346.93 51 293.30 7 0.78 0.23 0.15
Two-factor model (FN-RNF-PCV-WM, OCB) 571.39 53 517.76 9 0.62 0.30 0.18
One-factor model 751.32 54 697.69 10 0.48 0.34 0.20

Table 3   Results of regression analyses

N = 111. RNF = relatedness need frustration; PCV = psychological contract violation. Felt neglect was measured at Time 1
*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001 (two-tailed)

Paths Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Work meaning OCB RNF PCV Work meaning OCB

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Intercept 5.25 (.24)*** 3.36 (.42)*** 1.04 (.15)*** 0.48 (.16)** 6.09 (.26)*** 3.60 (.55)***
Felt neglect −0.43 (.10)*** 0.07 (.08) 0.27 (.07)*** 0.52 (.07)*** −0.08 (.12) 0.03 (.10)
Work meaning – 0.47 (.07)*** – – – 0.45 (.08)***
RNF – – – – −0.64 (.13)*** −0.17 (.13)
PCV – – – – −0.35 (.13)** 0.14 (.12)
F(df1, df2) 17.43 (1, 109)*** 22.70 (2, 108)*** 17.25 (1, 109)*** 61.97 (1, 109)*** 18.58 (3, 107)*** 12.29 (4, 106)***
R2 0.14 0.30 0.14 0.36 0.34 0.32
Adjusted R2 0.13 0.28 0.13 0.36 0.32 0.29

4  The Appendix presents our endogeneity tests.
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Discussion

By conducting a four-wave online study of working 
employees in the U.S during the acute (early) stage of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, we identified the negative 
relationship-based implications of employees’ felt neglect 
for their work meaning and subsequent OCB. Our findings 
suggest that though employers might unintentionally give 
insufficient attention and care to employees during this 
crisis, employees’ experience of felt neglect has negative 
relationship-based implications for their work meaning 
and subsequent OCB, which could hamper organizational 
effectiveness amid the COVID-19 crisis. Next, we discuss 
the theoretical implications of our findings and insights for 
managerial practice.

Theoretical Implications

As noted earlier, the present research makes theoretical 
contributions to ethics of care in employment contexts and 
Rosso et al.’s (2010) work meaning theory. First, the pre-
sent research stresses the largely neglected ethics of care 
in employment contexts. Ethics of justice, which empha-
sizes fairness and reciprocity, has been a dominant logic 
for social exchange-based relationships, in which employers 
are expected to apply unbiased standards to provide clarity, 
certainty, and impartial judgments of behaviors and perfor-
mance. In contrast, ethics of care stresses “responsiveness 
to the complex and subjective nature of relational experi-
ences” (Simola, 2003: 354), and emphasizes the importance 
of ongoing, interdependent relationships as loci of care 
(Branicki, 2020; Lawrence & Maitlis, 2012; Sevenhuijsen, 
2003). From the perspective of ethics of care, it becomes 
a moral concern when organizations are not responsive to 
their employees’ needs (Gilligan, 1982). This is exactly what 
we found about employees’ experiences and behaviors in 
response to their felt neglect.

Ethics of care is particularly important to crisis manage-
ment within employment contexts. In contrast to traditional 
perspectives on crisis management, the one grounded in eth-
ics of care focuses more on relational logic, subjective and 
situated understanding, and ongoing attention to relation-
ships (Ciulla, 2009). This perspective shift provides new 
ways of understanding crisis management. Indeed, our find-
ings acknowledge the subjective and situational nature of 
employees’ perception of being neglected by their employer, 
which varies across employees and depends on their idi-
osyncratic relationship with their employer. Our findings 
also demonstrate that employees who feel neglected use 
relational logic, indicated by relatedness need frustration, 
in deriving work meaning and deciding on OCB. In this 

sense, our research stresses the importance of ethics of care 
in employment contexts particularly amid crises.

Second, our findings extended Rosso et al.’s (2010) work 
meaning theory in several ways. Compared to other factors 
such as self-efficacy and social impact, as well as organiza-
tional values, mission, and socio-moral climate (e.g., Cassar 
& Meier, 2018; Schnell et al., 2013), empirical attention to 
relational pathways to work meaning, particularly during 
crises and other uncertain events (McGregor et al., 2010; 
Simon et al., 1998), has been relatively scarce. Employees 
are embedded in a network of social relationships in organi-
zations, which serve as the bases for their moral reasoning 
and understanding of situations. However, relational hin-
drances to work meaning are under-explored. The present 
research helps bridge this theoretical gap by showing that 
felt neglect can be a relational hindrance to work meaning 
through RNF (i.e., a need-based relational hindrance) rather 
than PCV (i.e., an exchange-based relational hindrance). In 
addition, our findings not only provide more precision to 
Rosso et al.’s (2010) work meaning theory, but also speak to 
Ward and King’s (2017: 75) claim that research has largely 
focused on the conceptualization of work meaning and the 
positive organizational outcomes of work meaning, and yet 
“[m]uch remains to be known about the organizational fac-
tors and experiences that contribute to perceptions that one’s 
work is meaningful.” Ward and King (2017) asked what 
promotes work meaning; likewise, the question about what 
hinders work meaning is as important. We have empirically 
demonstrated that felt neglect differs from perceived work-
place ostracism and POS amid the COVID-19 pandemic and 
operates as a robust hindrance to work meaning. Various 
issues associated with hindrances to work meaning war-
rant further research attention. Furthermore, as noted ear-
lier, work meaning theory (Rosso et al., 2010) has a limited 
focus on the outcomes of work meaning. Our research shows 
that work meaning is predictive of important work behaviors 
such as OCB. By doing so, we enrich Rosso et al.’s (2010) 
work meaning theory and encourage scholars to examine 
other important outcomes of work meaning.

Strengths, Limitations and Direction for Future 
Research

Although we (a) tested the internal consistency, test–retest 
reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity of 
employees’ felt neglect and (b) controlled for work compe-
tence, self-determination, and impact while demonstrating 
the intermediary role of work meaning, which are the two 
notable strengths of our study, our findings should be viewed 
in light of two study limitations. First, due to resource 
constraints amid COVID-19, all the variables were self-
reported, raising the concern about common method bias 
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). On the other hand, all the variables 
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in our model, perhaps except for OCB, should be reported 
by employees, as they tap into employees’ intrapsychic expe-
riences and employees should have the best knowledge of 
those experiences. Moreover, prior research has found that 
self-reported OCB is correlated with supervisor-rated OCB 
(e.g., O’Brien & Allen, 2008), and amid COVID-19, their 
leader might not have the opportunity to observe our par-
ticipants’ OCB, given that many of them were working from 
home. As O’Brien and Allen (2008) noted, although self-
ratings are susceptible to social desirability bias, employees 
have the best knowledge of their OCB. Even though supervi-
sor ratings can help reduce common method bias, supervi-
sors have restricted knowledge about employees’ OCB, or 
may have different performance models, and are susceptible 
to the halo error. That said, we encourage replication and 
extension studies using supervisor-rated employee OCB. 
Second, although we separated and sequenced the variables 
temporally and performed separate tests including variables 
for robustness checks (Podsakoff et al., 2012), which could 
help reduce common method bias, we encourage future 
research to use experimental study designs to generate 
stronger causal evidence.

Despite the above limitations, we offer four additional 
promising directions for future research. First, felt neglect 
may be as common as workplace ostracism. Work mean-
ing theory is merely one framework that helps explain the 
implications of employees’ felt neglect. Future research 
can draw upon other frameworks to examine its implica-
tions for in-role, proactive, and deviant behaviors. Second, 
Wrzesniewski et al.’s (2003) model suggests that interper-
sonal acts at work and the traces from these acts can shape 
work meaning, and these acts can be direct and explicit, such 
as uncivil behaviors, or indirect and subtle, such as facial 
expressions. Reading interpersonal cues associated with felt 
neglect and interpret them in relation to work meaning may 
entail complex psychological mechanisms. We encourage 
future research to explore the mechanisms, implications, 
and boundary conditions of interpersonal sensemaking and 
work meaning (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003) with the notion 
of felt neglect. Third, although we focused on RNF as a 
core, need-based relational mechanism (while accounting 
for PCV as an alternative relational mechanism), we did not 
intend to claim that RNF was the only possible relational 
mechanism leading to work meaning (Rosso et al., 2010). 
We encourage researchers to explore other relational mecha-
nisms (e.g., affective commitment and trust; Colquitt et al., 
2016) ensuing from felt neglect. Research that focuses on 
various relational mechanisms may offer additional insights 
into the determinants of work meaning. Moreover, Rosso 
et al. (2010) argued that clear organizational missions or 
ideologies can give employees the purpose of their work; 
when employees act in accordance with their values, they 
can have a sense of assurance about the consistency between 

their behaviors and values. Finally, future research can 
explore potential boundary conditions for the serial media-
tion process proposed in the current research. For example, 
can employees’ attributions of blame for felt neglect (e.g., 
the employer’s intentional versus unintentional neglect) 
alter the strengths of the effects of felt neglect on subse-
quent outcomes? Such research effort can shed light on how 
employees can maintain work meaning and engagement in 
constructive behaviors in the face of negative work condi-
tions or experiences.

Practical Implications

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused turmoil in organiza-
tions and in people’s lives. In times like this, every employee 
matters. Employee OCB can be instrumental to organiza-
tional survival and recovery. At the same time, employees 
turn to their employer for attention and care amid crises. The 
COVID-19 pandemic is no exception. Ethics of care amid 
the COVID-19 pandemic should apply to all employees and 
employers, regardless of the industry and type of business 
they are in. Even though it is understandable that employers’ 
may unintentionally neglect employees due to their devotion 
of finite attention resources to saving and recovering their 
business, through neglect, employees will perceive employ-
ers as violating ethics of care, which will create detrimental 
outcomes to employee well-being and behavior and, ulti-
mately, to employers themselves. Notably, our study partici-
pants work in a wide range of industries; therefore, our find-
ings and associated practical insights are relevant to diverse 
experiences of employees. We encourage employers to pro-
vide as much attention and care as possible to employees 
and this care does not necessarily have to be complex or very 
time-consuming. Rather, based on our study participants’ 
comments, it may require only some simple steps. For exam-
ple, many employees expressed their desire for information, 
guidance, and clear communication amid COVID-19. This is 
consistent with Lawrence and Maitlis’ (2012) claim that care 
can be enacted through discursive practices and everyday 
working relationships, which promote employees’ sense of 
relatedness or belongingness. Accordingly, keeping commu-
nication channels open, such as sending emails that provide 
information and guidance, along with periodic check-ins and 
feedback seeking, may help mitigate employees’ feeling of 
being neglected. These actions should lead to a “win–win” 
situation in which employees have better relational experi-
ences and perceive stronger work meaning, whereas employ-
ers receive more discretionary efforts and contributions from 
their employees.
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Appendix

We included General Angry Mood as an instrumental vari-
able for our endogeneity tests. Both RNF and PCV could 
be associated with employees’ general angry mood. First, 
employees might use their general angry mood as infor-
mation regarding their negative work environment in rat-
ing their RNF and PCV (Clore et al., 2001; Forgas, 1995; 
Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Second, general angry mood might 
reduce concerns for achievement and status and increase 
relational concerns (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007). Third, 
general angry mood could make individuals more attuned 
to negative interpersonal treatment (Peeters & Czapin-
ski, 1990). Following George and Zhou (2007) who used 
a PANAS scale (Watson et al., 1988) to assess mood, at 
Time 1, we asked participants to indicate their General 
Angry Mood (α = 0.67) by rating two items (“hostile” and 
“irritated”) from a shortened PANAS scale on a seven-point 
scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). When control-
ling for felt neglect, general angry mood, as expected for an 
instrumental variable, was not significantly correlated with 
RNF (partial r = 0.14, p = 0.151), PCV (partial r = 0.16, 
p = 0.100), or work meaning (partial r =  − 0.11, p = 0.261).

We conducted two-stage least squares (2SLS) regression 
analyses (Antonakis et al., 2019; Daryanto, 2020) (using 
HC4 for robust standard errors; Hayes & Cai, 2007), cou-
pled with Hausman’s (1978) specification test and the weak 
instrument test (Staiger & Stock, 1997). We found that 
endogeneity concerns should not pose threat to our findings. 
First, with RNF or PCV being the dependent variable, felt 
neglect being the independent variable, and general angry 
mood being the instrumental variable in a 2SLS regression 
analysis, we found that general angry mood was a strong 
instrument (Cragg-Donald F = 19.49) and an OLS regres-
sion analysis would be efficient (given that all estimates of 
all residuals were zero). Therefore, an endogeneity concern 
should not affect the relationships between felt neglect and 
RNF and between felt neglect and PCV.

Second, with work meaning being the dependent vari-
able, felt neglect being the independent variable, and gen-
eral angry mood being the instrumental variable in a 2SLS 
regression analysis, we found that general angry mood was 
a strong instrument (Cragg-Donald F = 19.49) and an OLS 
regression analysis would be efficient. Therefore, an endo-
geneity concern should not affect the relationship between 
felt neglect and work meaning.

Third, when controlling for work meaning, neither RNF 
(partial r = -0.11, p = 0.252) nor PCV (partial r = 0.13, 
p = 0.168) were significantly correlated with OCB. With 
OCB being the dependent variable, work meaning being 
the independent variable, and RNF being the instrumental 
variable in a 2SLS regression analysis, we found that RNF 

was a strong instrument (Cragg-Donald F = 38.47) and an 
OLS regression analysis would be efficient. With OCB being 
the dependent variable, work meaning being the independ-
ent variable, and PCV being the instrumental variable in a 
2SLS regression analysis, we found that PCV was a strong 
instrument (Cragg-Donald F = 24.82) and an OLS regres-
sion analysis would be efficient. Taken together, these results 
suggested that an endogeneity concern should not affect the 
relationship between work meaning and OCB.
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