
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Business Ethics (2023) 185:647–663 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05213-y

ORIGINAL PAPER

Developing, Validating, and Applying a Measure of Human Quality 
Treatment

Peter McGhee1 · Jarrod Haar1 · Kemi Ogunyemi2 · Patricia Grant3

Received: 15 March 2021 / Accepted: 8 July 2022 / Published online: 25 July 2022 
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
Human Quality Treatment (HQT) is a theoretical approach expressing different ways of dealing with employees within an 
organization and is embedded in humanistic management tenants of dignity, care, and personal development, seeking to 
produce morally excellent employees. We build on the theoretical exposition and present a measure of HQT-Scale across 
several studies including cross-culturally to enhance confidence in our results. Our first study generates the 25 items for the 
HQT-Scale and provides initial support for the items. We then followed up with a large study of managers (n = 363) from 
Nigeria in study 2, which confirms the theoretical properties of the five dimensions of HQT and highlights a two-factor 
construct: HQT Ethically Unacceptable and HQT Ethically Acceptable using a 20-item HQT-Scale. Study 3 with a large 
sample of New Zealand employees (n = 452) again confirms the nature of the construct and provides construct validity 
tests. Finally, using time-lagged data, study 4 (n = 308) focuses on New Zealand employees and job attitudes and behaviors, 
and a well-being outcome. That study not only confirms the theoretically implied effects but also shows the HQT Ethically 
Acceptable factor mediates the detrimental effects of HQT Ethically Unacceptable. Overall, our four studies provide strong 
support for the HQT-Scale and highlight important understandings of HQT and humanistic management in the workplace.

Keywords Human Quality Treatment · Humanistic management · Scale development · HQT-Scale · Employee attitudes, 
behaviors, and well-being

Introduction

Humanistic management (or HM), broadly speaking, makes 
human beings and their well-being the central purpose of 
managing in organizations. For Melé (2016), HM goes 
beyond simply treating employees as resources to moral 
reflection on the nature of humans and the ideal way they 
should be treated, as well as promoting human flourishing 
through commercial activities that add value to society and 
enhance human living. According to neoclassical econom-
ics, firms are a collection of self-interested competitive indi-
viduals who enter a nexus of contracts to maximize their 
utility (Lips-Wiersma & Nilakant, 2008), without any real 
concern for shared values or common goals, including the 
wider good of society. From an HM perspective, firms are a 
community of persons who flourish when managers promote 
unity, favor the acquisition of human virtues, and aim at the 
common good (Melé, 2003). Consequently, HM centers “on 
building up a community of persons embedded within an 
organizational culture which fosters excellent moral char-
acter” (Melé, 2003, p. 82).

 * Peter McGhee 
 pmcghee@aut.ac.nz

 Jarrod Haar 
 jhaar@aut.ac.nz

 Kemi Ogunyemi 
 kogunyemi@lbs.edu.ng

 Patricia Grant 
 grantp@kenvale.edu.au

1 Department of Management, Faculty of Business, 
Economics and Law, Auckland University of Technology, 
Private Bag 92006, Auckland 1142, New Zealand

2 Lagos Business School, Christopher Kolade Centre 
for Research in Leadership and Ethics, Pan-Atlantic 
University, Km 22 Lekki-Epe Expressway, Ajah–Lagos, 
Nigeria

3 Kenvale College of Hospitality & Events, 38 High Street 
2031, Randwick, NSW, Australia

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10551-022-05213-y&domain=pdf


648 P. McGhee et al.

1 3

From a business case perspective, HM seems good 
for business (Vogel, 2005; Wang et al., 2016; Arnaud & 
Wasieleski, 2014), although several authors have noted 
that performance outcomes are not necessarily moral ends 
in themselves (Arjoon, 2000; Sison & Fontrodona, 2012). 
Also noted by Spitzeck (2011), is the argument that HM 
provides moral legitimacy to the business with its stakehold-
ers, as well as ensuring “that the chosen course of conduct 
improves the life conduciveness of all parties involved” (p. 
53). For example, it enables organizations, and managers, 
to differentiate between inhumane (i.e., sweatshops) and 
humane treatment (i.e., safe work and fair wages). Despite 
growing attention to HM, more research is needed. As Melé 
(2003) observes, there is a requirement “for new research in 
order to delve into the relationship between these concepts 
and practical ways to carry out this humanistic management” 
(p. 85).

If the goal of HM is to produce morally excellent human 
beings who enhance firm and wider societal flourishing, 
then developing a measure of HM’s effectiveness in organi-
zations would be beneficial. Certainly, measures exist of 
management ethical conduct toward employees (see, e.g., 
Shanahan & Hyman, 2003; Brown et al. 2005; Liden et al., 
2008) as well as how managers can foster ethical climates 
(Grojean et al., 2004). However, these do not explicitly con-
sider management, or organizational, capacity to develop 
employee moral excellence from a humanistic perspective. 
Starting with the notion that quality is a frequently used 
term in manufacturing and engineering, Melé (2014) notes 
that the word is rarely applied to human beings’ treatment. 
Using the basic idea that quality is about the improvement 
of processes with the aim of performance excellence, Melé 
coined the term Human Quality Treatment (HQT) as a way 
of evaluating HM within organizations. He argues that HQT 
requires managers to consider the implications of treating 
employees as more than resources whose utility they have a 
responsibility to maximize (Grawitch et al., 2006; Van De 
Voorde et al., 2012), but rather as human beings that have 
“intrinsic value and [an] openness to flourishing” (Melé, 
2009, p. 413).

Consequently, the primary goal of this paper is to develop 
a scale based on the notion of HQT, which Melé (2014) 
defined “as dealing with persons in a way appropriate to 
the human condition, which entails acting with respect for 
their human dignity and rights, caring for their problems 
and legitimate interests, and fostering their personal devel-
opment” (p. 462). Such a scale can be used by managers to 
reflect on how they have dealt with or are dealing with peo-
ple from a HM perspective or to determine the current situ-
ation of their firm regarding humanistic ends to maintain or 
increase the quality level. The second goal of the paper is to 
test this scale on two distinct employee samples from Nige-
ria and New Zealand to determine its cross-cultural validity. 

The paper’s final goal is to highlight the importance of HQT 
to employee work and well-being outcomes. It is important 
to understand the influence HQT has on employee outcomes 
to further enhance the importance of a HM approach within 
organizations.

The Human Quality Treatment Model

For Melé (2014), appropriate humanistic treatment of 
employees includes each of three aspects: respect, care, and 
intelligent love. Respect involves treating people as rational 
free beings and not as instruments. Nor does it mean treating 
people indifferently. Care involves the “will solve the real, 
and not frivolous, problems of the other, and is not sim-
ply a question of satisfying their desires” (p. 462). Finally, 
benevolence, understood as intelligent love, fosters the will 
to work for the good of persons and the common good of 
society. This is an “attitude of true esteem for people in such 
as to promote a development of the whole person” (p. 462) 
and especially their moral excellence. From these ideas, 
Mele developed the HQT model, which evaluates the effec-
tiveness of management to enrich eudaimonic well-being in 
organizations (Melé, 2014). Simply put, this model ranks 
the treatment of employees, by managers, from a humanistic 
perspective using five levels of quality: maltreatment, indif-
ference, justice, care, and development (see Fig. 1).

Maltreatment is the lowest level in Melé’s (2014) model. 
This refers to any exploitative use of power that leads to 
inequity, harm, and any form of abuse. This includes such 
things as paying employees less than fair wages, violating 
their human rights, and forcing them into inhumane work 
conditions. It also encompasses things like harassment and 
bullying, favoritism, discrimination, and misleading, or 
being dishonest toward, staff. Indifference, Melé’s (2014) 
second level, covers behavior that is legal but disrespect-
ful to human beings. At this level, employees are primarily 
viewed as resources for achieving economic ends, and the 
only requirement for an organization regarding their treat-
ment is obedience to the law. While this perspective has been 
previously labeled ‘socially responsible’ (Friedman, 1970; 
Sternberg, 1995), Melé (2014) argues it fails to treat employ-
ees with dignity and care. Not surprisingly, such indifference 
is most clearly evidenced in organizations where there is 
a lack of straightforward reporting lines for employees to 
receive or give feedback, and management has little interest 
in employee opinions or needs. Melé considers both these 
levels ethically unacceptable.

Contrary to the indifference level, an organization at the 
justice level treats employees equitably and with respect. 
This means recognition of their “innate and acquired rights, 
not only the legal, but also those which correspond to them 
through morality” (Melé, 2014, p.464). Recognizing a 
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person’s dignity means organizational communication pro-
cesses are more two-way, performance is evaluated openly 
and honestly, and employee voices are encouraged and lis-
tened to. At this level, compensation reflects work done, and 
the selection and dismissal of employees occurs fairly and 
transparently; no employee should be subject to arbitrary 
decisions. According to Melé (2014), justice is the minimal 
level for meeting the ethical obligations for HQT.

The next level care moves beyond “recognition and 
respect for rights” toward a “concern for the person’s legiti-
mate interests and provision of support to resolve their prob-
lems” (Melé, 2014, p. 464). Care involves showing a genuine 
interest in people and their difficulties both at work and in 
private contexts. Managers who practice care are tolerant 
when mistakes or conflict occur, and they help relevant per-
sons to work through these situations positively. When deci-
sions that impact negatively on employees must be made, 
there is a significant attempt to minimize damage. While 
there are some similarities here with emotional intelligence, 
this is not simply empathizing with employees or feeling 
sorry for them. Care is a moral response that has ethical 
obligations; it is not just “an expression of spontaneous sen-
timent” (p. 465).

The highest level is called development, which is char-
acterized as “a willingness to serve people’s real needs, 
which is those which contribute to their human flourishing, 
and so to promote the development of their humanity and 
virtuous behavior” (Melé, 2014, p.465). While this level 
involves respecting others’ rights (justice) and showing 
legitimate concern for their interests (care), it also means 
helping cultivate their natural gifts and moral character. 
This means, for example, providing training and develop-
ment that nurtures not just their technical competencies, 

but also their moral proficiencies. By maximizing people’s 
talents, managers can create “a virtuous circle of human 
flourishing, mutual esteem and a willingness to serve and 
cooperate” (Melé, 2014, p. 465). As stated earlier, such 
cultivation is only possible if managers understand the 
nature of human beings and if they consider the employ-
ee’s situation. Growing in virtue does not happen in isola-
tion; one’s surrounding context has a significant bearing 
on virtue development. Indeed, several studies have shown 
that subordinate behavior is, in part at least, a reflection 
of how managers communicate and act on their values 
(Brown et al., 2005; Duchon & Drake, 2008; Flynn, 2008).

To date, only a single qualitative study exists that 
explores the HQT model, whereby Ogunyemi and Melé 
(2014) analyzed several small to medium-sized Nigerian 
firms’ HQT of their employees. Their findings verified 
the HQT levels as well as several concepts that pertain 
to these levels. Despite these outcomes, Ogunyemi and 
Melé noted the need for more research to confirm the 
HQT model and to apply it across diverse organizations 
from various contexts. After all, HQT is a reasonably new 
idea for managers. Usually, the quality of employee treat-
ment is associated with constructs such as satisfaction, 
hedonic well-being, and employee engagement. By chal-
lenging organizations to aim for higher ends (e.g., eudai-
monic well-being), HQT goes further. As such, it encour-
ages managers and employers to develop cultures with 
a shared and deep-rooted sense of community, where 
employees can develop moral excellence and flourish.

HQT may be especially relevant for organizations that claim 
they have an ethical culture already or organizations striving 
to achieve such a culture. We next discuss the theoretical lens 

Fig. 1  Melé’s (2014) five levels of human quality treatment model (p. 463)



650 P. McGhee et al.

1 3

we used to understand how an HQT climate can influence 
employee outcomes.

Social Exchange Theory

Social exchange theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) reflects the 
relationship of give and take between parties, typically 
employer–employee, and captures the potential reciproca-
tion when actions are desirable or valued. Haar and Spell 
(2004) highlight that “felt obligation is based on cultural 
rules of behavior in social exchange situations” (p. 1041). 
Thus, when an employer provides something of value to 
their employees (e.g., a workplace high on the HQT), then 
recipients (i.e., employees), because of reciprocity norms 
(Gouldner, 1960), feel obligated to react in kind. Kurtes-
sis et al. (2017) note that SET is a theoretical approach 
to explain employee attitudes and behaviors, with greater 
reciprocation by employees found when employers provide 
stronger support.

This might include higher job attitudes like job satisfac-
tion. Haar (2006) states that SET “suggests that employees 
who value benefits received from their organization, such as 
pay, fringe benefits or working conditions, will reciprocate 
with more positive work attitudes” (p. 194). Importantly, 
SET can be used to understand why employees provide 
fewer desirable attitudes and behaviors, which theoreti-
cally occurs when one parties’ action is poor and under-
valued. This aligns well with the HQT and its multiple lev-
els. Employees who believe their organization is condoning 
maltreatment and indifference may reciprocate with poorer 
outcomes, such as thinking about leaving their job.

Theoretically, employee perceptions of their organization 
considering the HQT framework should reflect negative atti-
tudes and behaviors at the bottom of the model (maltreat-
ment and indifference) and become more positive at higher 
levels (justice, care, and development). Theoretically, as 
the actions of an organization are seen as becoming more 
genuine and caring, then employees are strongly driven to 
reciprocate with enhanced attitudes and behaviors. These 
felt obligations (Haar & Spell, 2004), while not guaranteed 
(Gouldner, 1960), are commonly evidenced (e.g., Kurtes-
sis et al., 2017). This applies to HQT, as employees will 
recognize and acknowledge that not all employers operate 
on high HQT levels (i.e., care and development) and instead 
are characterized by low HQT levels (i.e., maltreatment and 
indifference).

HQT‑Scale Development and Validation

Human treatment at work has been subject to study from 
a variety of perspectives—especially by researchers in 
human behavior and psychology. For instance, scholars have 

attested to the need for, and importance of, respecting the 
human rights of their employees in order to comply with 
requirements of law and respect for human dignity (Arnold, 
2010; Bolton, 2010; Caldwell, 2011) and to ensure distrib-
utive, procedural, and interpersonal justice (Andersson & 
Pearson, 1999; Ambrose et al., 2002). Others have advocated 
for transformative forms of leadership (e.g., ethical, servant, 
and responsible) in order to achieve optimal attitudes and 
performance from employees (Parris & Peachey, 2013; Stahl 
& De Luque, 2014; Bedi et al., 2016). With the introduction 
of HQT, this area is extended by giving it an ethical perspec-
tive that looks at the human quality of people’s treatment.

An organization that seeks to be ethical in its dealing 
with stakeholders will constantly strive to treat its employees 
appropriately as part of this effort. Therefore, it becomes 
useful to measure HQT to recommend methods of continu-
ous improvement. Additionally, given how people are treated 
is likely to have an impact on key job outcomes (e.g., job 
satisfaction and turnover intentions), which in turn could 
affect the transaction costs of the firm, it would appear desir-
able to measure this newly revealed antecedent of attitude 
and behavior. The present study extends the HQT literature 
by evaluating a quantitative HQT measure. Several instru-
ments are measuring similar constructs. For example, both 
Donovan et al. (1998) and Keashly et al. (1994) developed 
measures of interpersonal treatment at work, while others 
have focused on how well organizations value employee con-
tributions and whether they care about employee well-being 
(see Kurtessis et al., 2017). The HQT-Scale goes further in 
attempting to capture organization-wide culture, structure, 
practices, and processes and to estimate the quality of people 
treatment within the organization as a whole from an eudai-
monic perspective. Importantly, the HQT-Scale has a unique 
approach whereby the different levels are expected to have 
detrimental effects for the first two levels (maltreatment and 
indifference) and grow steadily more positive through the 
other three levels (justice, care, and development) (Melé, 
2014).

We look to test our HQT-Scale using four studies: (1) ini-
tial scale development and pilot testing, (2) large-scale test-
ing of the construct, (3) construct validity tests (Campbell 
& Fiske, 1959), and (4) enhanced methodology using time-
lagged data (Podsakoff et al., 2003). All studies received 
university ethics review board approvals. We detail the stud-
ies below.

Methods

Study 1: HQT‑Scale Item Generation

This first study adopted a conceptually focused approach 
(DeVellis, 2003; Netemeyer et  al., 2003). It began by 
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splitting the framework of HQT into the five levels and then 
breaking these into items. Consequently, the meaning of 
each level was operationalized for measurement purposes. 
Several assumptions provided direction in this scale devel-
opment. First, the level of analysis is the organization. The 
scale attempts to determine degrees of HQT in organiza-
tions, or at least in collective entities, rather than at the level 
of dyads or the individual level. Second, an initial audi-
ence was specified for the survey to avoid responses being 
skewed and we focused on middle managers since it was 
felt that they would be best placed to address the factual 
situation of their organization. Third, to elicit objective facts 
rather than perceptions, the questions were framed to evoke 
answers based on knowledge of past events and current fac-
tual situations. A Likert scale design asking for frequency 
of occurrences also worked to focus respondents on factual 
details. Finally, not all organizations are at the same level 
with regard to formal structures. Structures and systems that 
might exist informally need to be considered. Therefore, for 
example, rather than asking whether promotion processes 
were fair, it was decided to ask whether promotion decisions 
were fair—as not all organizations would have processes. 
Similarly, when asking about coaching or mentoring sys-
tems, care was taken to clarify that the items envisaged both 
formal and informal systems.

Item Development

After determining assumptions regarding the HQT-Scale’s 
contents and limitations, we next generated HQT items 
informed by the literature and the aforementioned qualitative 
study by Ogunyemi and Melé (2014) which explored the lev-
els of HQT with small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) 
employees in Nigeria. The researchers generated many items 
as potential measures of the five levels of HQT. These were 
then edited for clarity, accuracy, and parsimony. Several pan-
els were convened representing a variety of groups to review 
the items. These included a panel of Professors in Business 
Ethics & Statistics and Ph.D. students at Lagos Business 
School in Nigeria, and Ph.D. students at IESE Business 
School in Barcelona, Spain. Combined, these three groups 
represented the continents of Asia, Europe, Africa, and the 
Americas. Each item was evaluated by panel members who 
were then invited to comment on relevance, clarity, cultural 
neutrality, and redundancy (cf., Foody, 1998).

Items for the HQT levels were generated from numerous 
sources, mainly Melé (2011; 2014; 20162003, 2009) and 
Ogunyemi and Melé (2014), but also specifically for levels 
of maltreatment (see, e.g., Cortina et al., 2001; Matsunaga, 
2010; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2010), indifference (see, e.g., 
Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Cortina et al., 2001; Schneider, 
1999), justice (see, e.g., Arnold, 2010; Gross, 2010; Cald-
well, 2011), care (see, e.g., French & Weis, 2000; Grant, 

2008; Caldwell, 2011), and development (see, e.g., Jaramillo 
et al., 2009; Okpara & Wynn, 2008; Weaver, 2006). Ini-
tially, sixty-seven items were generated. To avoid anchoring 
respondent answers, the items were arranged in alphabetical 
order rather than according to their levels. The items took 
the form of statements rather than questions. Each statement 
required an answer in order for the respondent to move to 
the next item, using a Likert scale, coded 1 = not at all, to 
5 = almost always.

These items were used in a pilot anonymous online sur-
vey with 55 Executive MBA participants in Lagos, Nigeria 
(these results are not shown due to the small sample size). 
Respondents scored each statement by indicating the extent 
to which it reflected the real situation in their organizations 
and then provided feedback around improving the instru-
ment (e.g., issues around clarity of meaning). Overall, this 
feedback along with further consultation from expert panels 
produced a list of 25 items ready for initial testing, which 
we call the HQT-Scale. See Table 1 for items including a 
breakdown across samples (2–4). We used a mixture of 
reverse-coded items to aid the psychometric properties of 
the scales. This also ensured the ethically unacceptable items 
tapping levels 1 and 2 of the HQT (maltreatment and indif-
ference) represented organizational actions where a higher 
score represented more of the unethical treatment (i.e., more 
maltreatment and greater indifference to employees).

Study 2: Initial HQT‑Scale Validation

Sampling and Procedure

A large empirical study was conducted with Lagos Business 
School (Nigeria) alumni to test the HQT-Scale. We emailed 
an invitation to 676 alumni to complete an electronic sur-
vey that included the 25-item HQT-Scale, demographic 
questions, and validation items. In return, we received 413 
responses. We removed CEO responses given the poten-
tial bias they might have toward their own companies and 
removed incomplete responses, which resulted in 363 usable 
surveys (53.7%). Respondents were mostly male (61.4%), 
with most of the sample (87.1%) below 50 years of age, 
with only 8% of these being below 30. These figures reflect 
business demographics in Nigeria, where managers are pri-
marily men aged between 30 and 50 (Okafor et al., 2011). 
Almost all survey respondents had postgraduate education. 
This is also common in Nigeria, where many complete a 
master’s degree early in their careers, and where many peo-
ple progress in their chosen profession by getting advanced 
degrees (Ituma et al., 2011). Most were in middle- to upper-
level management positions (86.8%) and worked in medium 
(50–249 employees) to large organizations (250 + employ-
ees). While such characteristics might reflect a high-level 
executive in Western settings, in the Nigerian context, this 
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is not the case. These employees are likely to be paid not 
much more than employees below them at the next lower 
organizational level.

Measures

We used the 25-item HQT-Scale developed from study 1 
(shown in Table 1), assessing the five HQT levels, coded 
1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree.

Analysis

Because most of the dimensions of the HQT exist in some 
form (e.g., organizational justice), we conducted Con-
firmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) using structural equation 
modeling (SEM with AMOS version 26) to test our meas-
ures (Schreiber et al., 2006). Since SEM is a confirmatory 

procedure, it provides an ideal way to test hypothesized 
models against specific datasets. It is effective for confirming 
the factors of a scale in scale development, and for estimat-
ing a model for interrelationships among different observed 
and latent variables (Schreiber et al., 2006). Finally, we per-
formed a correlation analysis to compare the HQT-Scale’s 
five levels.

Results

Within the SEM literature, several goodness-of-fit indices 
are highlighted (e.g., Williams et al., 2009) such as (1) the 
comparative fit index (CFI ≥ 0.95), (2) the root-mean-square 
error of approximation (RMSEA ≤ 0.08), and (3) the stand-
ardized root mean residual (SRMR ≤ 0.10). However, Hu 
and Bentler (1998) caution that “it is difficult to designate a 
specific cut-off value for each fit index because it does not 

Table 1  HQT-Scale Items 
(Study 1–4)

* Dropped items from Study 3 and 4
Rev = reverse-coded items; All items were developed from Study 1 and used in Study 2; Bold = final items

In my organization…

Maltreatment:
1. Bosses insult or publicly humiliate subordinates
2. There are incidences of bullying
3. The confidentiality of workers’ personal information is respected [rev]
4. Measures are taken to safeguard employees’ safety or health [rev]
5. There are incidences of sexual harassment*
Indifference:
6. Employees’ personal/family time is respected [rev]
7. People’s opinions are valued [rev]
8. People are able to voice their opinion in matters which affect them [rev]
9. Staff participate in decision-making in matters concerning their activities [rev]
10. Meetings are conducted with politeness* [rev]
Justice:
11. Complaints are dealt with fairly
12. Complaints are dealt with promptly
13. Performance is evaluated fairly
14. Promotion decisions are fair
15. There is transparency in managements’ communications to employees*
Care:
16. Managers are concerned about employees´ personal well-being
17. People’s personal progress is celebrated by their bosses
18. Staff are given constructive feedback for their personal improvement
19. Staff’s legitimate interests and goals are given attention
20. Concern for others is emphasized*
Development:
21. Moral character is considered in promoting people
22. People are encouraged to apply ethics in decision-making
23. Performance appraisal includes how moral values are practiced
24. Sincerity is valued and rewarded
25. The leaders are true role models of integrity*
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work equally well with various types of fit indices” (p. 449). 
This is due to various factors like sample size and distribu-
tions. They do note that “considering any model with a fit 
index above 0.9 as acceptable” and thus for (1), we relax 
the threshold to CFI > 0.90. Our CFA in study 2 resulted in 
an acceptable fit to the data: χ2(265) = 1081.4 (p = 0.000), 
CFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.08, and SRMR = 0.06. Alternative 
CFA models, whereby various levels were explored together 
(e.g., combining care and development), these all resulted in 
a significantly poorer fit to the data (all p < 0.001). Finally, 
we tested a higher-order model, whereby our five HQT levels 
might represent a global factor, but this was also an inad-
equate fit to the data (p < 0.001). However, we did explore 
a higher-order model that reflects the negative HQT levels 
(maltreatment and indifference) and the positive HQT lev-
els (justice, care, development) and this was an adequate 
fit to the data: χ2(272) = 1117.8 (p = 0.000), CFI = 0.90, 
RMSEA = 0.09, and SRMR = 0.06. Hence, there is initial 
support for a 2-factor HQT-Scale.

Our CFA data (Factor Loadings) are presented in Table 2 
(including studies 2–4) and correlations are in Table 3.

Overall, our five HQT dimensions fit the theory well. 
The two bottom dimensions of the HQT: Maltreatment 
(M = 2.22) and Indifference (M = 2.95) correlate highly with 
each other (r = 0.70, p < 0.01) and have low mean scores, 
both below the mid-point of 3.5. As we might expect, 
such perceptions are less numerous but similar. The other 
three higher HQT dimensions of Justice (M = 3.81), Care 
(M = 3.67), and Development (M = 3.75) are all above the 
mid-point, all correlate highly with each other (all p < 0.01) 
and all correlate strongly (and negatively) with the bottom 
two HQT dimension (all p < 0.01). All dimensions of the 
HQT-Scale achieved adequate reliability (all α > 0.70). 
Overall, we suggest this gives us initial validation for our 
construct.

Study 3: HQT‑Scale Validation

Sampling and Procedure

We sought to test the HQT-Scale in another country to 
enhance confidence in its psychometric properties. Data 
were collected from a Qualtrics survey panel on a broad 
range of New Zealand employees, working at least 20-h/
week. The sample comes from a largely representative group 
by gender and geographic location. Qualtrics participants 
are anonymous, and the system removes participants who 
respond too fast or too slow to the survey, and they can 
only do the survey once. Overall, Qualtrics provides quality 
employee samples (e.g., Kang & Hustvedt, 2014; Haar et al., 
2018a). A total sample size of 452 respondents was gath-
ered, consisting of 50% male/female, with a median age of 
39.0 years (SD = 10.0 years) and median tenure of 4.4 years 

(SD = 3.2). The sample was predominantly New Zealand 
European (60%) and educated (52% university degree), with 
70% working in the private sector.

The focus of study 3 was to conduct validity tests (Camp-
bell & Fiske, 1959) by undertaking both convergent and 
discriminant tests to provide support for our HQT-Scale, 
following typical approaches in the literature (e.g., Aritzeta 
et al., 2007). Fiske (1971) stated that convergent validity 
“is a minimal and basic requirement” (p. 164) for a new 
construct, with convergent validity defined as “substantial 
and significant correlations between different instruments 
designed to assess a common construct” (Duckworth & 
Kern, 2011. p. 259). While convergent validity looks for 
similarities, discriminant validity is a check for differences, 
with Wahlqvist et al. (2002) defining it “as a low correlation 
between the measured variables and measures of a differ-
ent concept” (p. 109). Discriminant validity occurs when a 
construct has a low correlation value with one variable that 
in turn is related to another (Wahlqvist et al., 2002). Overall, 
we would expect the HQT-Scale dimensions to correlate sig-
nificantly with other global perceptions of the organization 
for discriminant validity but then not be highly correlated 
with other factors.

Measures

We used the HQT-Scale developed from study 1 to assess 
the 5 dimensions of HQT, coded 1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree. We looked to tighten the construct by 
exploring the potential for a smaller number of items and 
used the best 4-items per dimension from study 2 consid-
ering their Factor Loading score and their frequency. For 
example, item 5 “There are incidences of sexual harassment” 
had the lowest frequency score, and paired t-tests confirmed 
it was significantly lower than all other items in that HQT 
level (all p < 0.001). Tables 1 and 2 show the items used and 
associated scores for the new 4-item per HQT 5 dimension. 
All dimensions of the HQT-Scale in study 3 achieved ade-
quate reliability (all α > 0.70). Following the 2-factor HQT 
higher-order findings, we then created two composite scores: 
HQT Ethically Unacceptable which relates to the ethically 
unacceptable HQT levels of maltreatment and indiffer-
ence combined (α = 0.87), and HQT Ethically Acceptable 
that combines the levels of justice, care, and development 
(α = 0.95) (Melé, 2014).

For a test of discriminant validity, we used an organiza-
tional construct with strong meta-analytic support (Kurtessis 
et al., 2017) which similarly is grounded in SET. Perceived 
organizational support (POS) was measured by 4-items 
from Eisenberger et al. (1986) coded 1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree. A sample item is “My organization would 
ignore any complaint from me” (reverse coded), and this had 
strong reliability (α = 0.88).



654 P. McGhee et al.

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
2 

 C
on

fir
m

at
or

y 
fa

ct
or

 a
na

ly
se

s (
St

ud
y 

2,
 3

, a
nd

 4
)

S2
 =

 S
tu

dy
 2

, S
3 =

 S
tu

dy
 3

, S
4 =

 S
tu

dy
 4

. ‘
–’

 in
di

ca
te

s i
te

m
 d

ro
pp

ed
 fr

om
 th

at
 st

ud
y

Ite
m

s
Fa

ct
or

 lo
ad

in
gs

M
al

tre
at

m
en

t
In

di
ffe

re
nc

e
Ju

sti
ce

C
ar

e
D

ev
el

op
m

en
t

S2
S3

S4
S2

S3
S4

S2
S3

S4
S2

S3
S4

S2
S3

S4

B
os

se
s i

ns
ul

t o
r p

ub
lic

ly
 h

um
ili

at
e 

su
bo

rd
in

at
es

0.
79

0.
73

0.
70

Th
er

e 
ar

e 
in

ci
de

nc
es

 o
f b

ul
ly

in
g

0.
77

0.
71

0.
68

Th
e 

co
nfi

de
nt

ia
lit

y 
of

 w
or

ke
rs

’ p
er

so
na

l i
nf

or
m

at
io

n 
is

 re
sp

ec
te

d
0.

51
0.

64
0.

67
M

ea
su

re
s a

re
 ta

ke
n 

to
 sa

fe
gu

ar
d 

em
pl

oy
ee

s’
 sa

fe
ty

 o
r h

ea
lth

0.
54

0.
65

0.
66

Th
er

e 
ar

e 
in

ci
de

nc
es

 o
f s

ex
ua

l h
ar

as
sm

en
t

0.
57

–
–

Em
pl

oy
ee

s’
 p

er
so

na
l/f

am
ily

 ti
m

e 
is

 re
sp

ec
te

d
0.

72
0.

71
0.

71
Pe

op
le

’s
 o

pi
ni

on
s a

re
 v

al
ue

d
0.

59
0.

86
0.

87
Pe

op
le

 a
re

 a
bl

e 
to

 v
oi

ce
 th

ei
r o

pi
ni

on
 in

 m
at

te
rs

 w
hi

ch
 a

ffe
ct

 th
em

0.
83

0.
83

0.
82

St
aff

 p
ar

tic
ip

at
e 

in
 d

ec
is

io
n-

m
ak

in
g 

in
 m

at
te

rs
 c

on
ce

rn
in

g 
th

ei
r a

ct
iv

iti
es

0.
78

0.
78

0.
78

M
ee

tin
gs

 a
re

 c
on

du
ct

ed
 w

ith
 p

ol
ite

ne
ss

0.
74

–
–

C
om

pl
ai

nt
s a

re
 d

ea
lt 

w
ith

 fa
irl

y
0.

84
0.

77
0.

76
C

om
pl

ai
nt

s a
re

 d
ea

lt 
w

ith
 p

ro
m

pt
ly

0.
79

0.
77

0.
75

Pe
rfo

rm
an

ce
 is

 e
va

lu
at

ed
 fa

irl
y

0.
85

0.
75

0.
77

Pr
om

ot
io

n 
de

ci
si

on
s a

re
 fa

ir
0.

83
0.

84
0.

83
Th

er
e 

is
 tr

an
sp

ar
en

cy
 in

 m
an

ag
em

en
ts’

 c
om

m
un

ic
at

io
ns

 to
 e

m
pl

oy
ee

s
0.

84
–

–
M

an
ag

er
s a

re
 c

on
ce

rn
ed

 a
bo

ut
 e

m
pl

oy
ee

s´
 p

er
so

na
l w

el
l-b

ei
ng

0.
86

0.
83

0.
84

Pe
op

le
’s

 p
er

so
na

l p
ro

gr
es

s i
s c

el
eb

ra
te

d 
by

 th
ei

r b
os

se
s

0.
80

0.
82

0.
81

St
aff

 a
re

 g
iv

en
 c

on
str

uc
tiv

e 
fe

ed
ba

ck
 fo

r t
he

ir 
pe

rs
on

al
 im

pr
ov

em
en

t
0.

86
0.

84
0.

84
St

aff
’s

 le
gi

tim
at

e 
in

te
re

sts
 a

nd
 g

oa
ls

 a
re

 g
iv

en
 a

tte
nt

io
n

0.
91

0.
84

0.
85

C
on

ce
rn

 fo
r o

th
er

s i
s e

m
ph

as
iz

ed
0.

88
–

–
M

or
al

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
 is

 c
on

si
de

re
d 

in
 p

ro
m

ot
in

g 
pe

op
le

0.
90

0.
87

0.
87

Pe
op

le
 a

re
 e

nc
ou

ra
ge

d 
to

 a
pp

ly
 e

th
ic

s i
n 

de
ci

si
on

-m
ak

in
g

0.
84

0.
85

0.
86

Pe
rfo

rm
an

ce
 a

pp
ra

is
al

 in
cl

ud
es

 h
ow

 m
or

al
 v

al
ue

s a
re

 p
ra

ct
ic

ed
0.

87
0.

85
0.

85
Si

nc
er

ity
 is

 v
al

ue
d 

an
d 

re
w

ar
de

d
0.

85
0.

82
0.

80
Th

e 
le

ad
er

s a
re

 tr
ue

 ro
le

 m
od

el
s o

f i
nt

eg
rit

y
0.

86
–

–
N

um
be

r o
f i

te
m

s i
n 

m
ea

su
re

s
5

4
4

5
4

4
5

4
4

5
4

4
5

4
4

C
ro

nb
ac

h’
s A

lp
ha

0.
76

0.
77

0.
77

0.
85

0.
87

0.
87

0.
92

0.
91

0.
91

0.
94

0.
90

0.
91

0.
94

0.
86

0.
85



655Developing, Validating, and Applying a Measure of Human Quality Treatment  

1 3

For a test of convergent validity, we used an individual 
psychological construct. Mindfulness was measured using 
the Brown and Ryan (2003) Mindful Attention Awareness 
Scale, with 3-items drawn from Höfling et al. (2011) short 
scale coded 1 = never to 5 = all of the time. A sample item 
is “I find myself doing things without paying attention” 
(reverse coded), and this had strong reliability (α = 0.86).

Analysis

Again, we used SEM to conduct a CFA to confirm the fac-
tor structure of the HQT-Scale. We then conducted a cor-
relation analysis to determine the distinctive nature of our 
HQT-Scale.

Results

Our CFA results of the five dimensions of the HQT-Scale in 
study 3 are shown in Table 2. Ultimately, the CFA resulted in 
good fit to the data: χ2(160) = 595.3 (p = 0.000), CFI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.08, and SRMR = 0.05. When the construct 
validity measures were included, the CFA still resulted in 
good fit to the data: χ2(303) = 848.6 (p = 0.000), CFI = 0.94, 
RMSEA = 0.06, and SRMR = 0.05. We tested alternative 
CFA models whereby various HQT-Scale dimensions were 
explored together and this resulted in a significantly poorer 
fit to the data (all p < 0.001). Similarly, a poorer fit was found 
(all p < 0.001) when the dimensions were tested in combi-
nation with the POS items. Finally, we tested the HQT as a 
higher-order model, and similar to study 2, this resulted in 
a poorer fit to the data (p < 0.001). Again, we found support 
for the 2-factor HQT higher-order model: χ2(167) = 632.6 
(p = 0.000), CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.08, and SRMR = 0.06, 
which is important as we move toward ultimately testing the 
HQT toward outcomes.

Finally, given the HQT focus and a potential bias with 
higher-paid workers (over low-paid workers), we also 
tested responses by income, to ascertain if differently 
paid workers viewed the HQT differently. Thus, a multi-
group CFA analysis was conducted to establish measure-
ment invariance between respondents and income. The 
median income in New Zealand is roughly NZ$55,000, 
and we captured income in three bands: 1 = up to $55,000, 

2 = $55,001-$100,000, and 3 = $100,001 and above. Finding 
measurement equivalence would show that HQT is viewed 
similarly, irrespective of income. It also supports combin-
ing all respondents. We followed the metric invariance logic 
of Haar et al. (2014), and the difference in RMSEA was 
small (0.001) between the three groups, supporting their 
combination.

Study 3 correlations are in Table 4.
Similar to study 2, in study 3 our five HQT dimensions 

fit the theory well. The two bottom dimensions of the HQT: 
Maltreatment (M = 2.37) and Indifference (M = 2.44) are 
highly correlated with each other (r = 0.63, p < 0.01) and 
have low mean scores, both below the mid-point (3.0). The 
other three higher HQT dimensions of Justice (M = 3.36), 
Care (M = 3.47), and Development (M = 3.31) are all above 
the mid-point, all correlate highly with each other (all 
p < 0.01) and all correlate strongly (and negatively) with the 
bottom two HQT dimension (all p < 0.01). All dimensions of 
the HQT-Scale achieved adequate reliability (all α > 0.70). 
These findings supply evidence of validation for our HQT-
Scale construct cross-culturally.

We now focus on the HQT 2-factor higher-order con-
structs: HQT Ethically Unacceptable and HQT Ethically 
Acceptable. For our test of convergent validity, we would 
expect both factors: HQT Ethically Un/Acceptable to be 
significantly related to POS (negatively and positively). We 
do find strong support for convergent validity, with HQT 
Ethically Unacceptable correlating significantly with POS 
(r = -0.66, p < 0.01) as does HQT Ethically Acceptable 
(r = 0.58, p < 0.01). We also find useful evidence of discrimi-
nant validity, with mindfulness being non-significant toward 
HQT Ethically Acceptable (r = -0.01, non-significant) while 
HQT Ethically Unacceptable correlates significantly but 
only modestly (r = -0.19, p < 0.01). Importantly, POS is also 
significantly correlated with mindfulness and at a stronger 
level (r = 0.24, p < 0.01), supplying useful support for dis-
criminant validity (Wahlqvist et al., 2002).

Finally, ANOVA analysis was conducted to explore 
HQT Ethically Acceptable and Ethically Unacceptable 
by income, following Haar et al. (2014), using the Stu-
dent–Newman–Keuls (SNK) test of difference. This showed 
no significant difference between HQT Ethically Accept-
able (F = 0.137, p = 0.872) and HQT Ethically Unacceptable 

Table 3  Descriptive statistics 
and correlations (Study 2)

N = 363. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Maltreatment 2.22 0.80 –
2. Indifference 2.95 0.96 0.70** –
3. Justice 3.81 1.02  − 0.62**  − 0.79** –
4. Care 3.67 1.05  − 0.64**  − 0.80** 0.84** –
5. Development 3.75 1.23  − 0.61**  − 0.72** 0.77** 0.76** –
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(F = 1.281, p = 0.279). Hence, these scores did not differ by 
the income earnt by respondents.

Study 4: HQT‑Scale and Consequences

In study 4, we offer  hypotheses linking our HQT-Scale to 
outcomes.

Hypotheses Here, we argue that employees will recognize 
the manager’s superior efforts of focusing on the higher ends 
of the HQT and thus, through the felt obligation, respond 
with extra positive job attitudes (e.g., increased satisfaction, 
and lower turnover intentions). There exists strong meta-
analytic backing for SET leading to enhanced job attitudes 
and behaviors (Kurtessis et al., 2017). Thus, as employees 
perceive their organization climate to be more aligned with 
higher levels of HQT, we expect them to report more benefi-
cial job attitudes and behaviors. Further, SET has been found 
to similarly positively shape well-being outcomes. Kurtessis 
et al. (2017) explain that perceptions of support influence 
employee well-being through psychological mechanisms, 
stating “perceived organisational support should fulfil soci-
oemotional needs, increasing the anticipation of help when 
needed” (p. 1871).

We hypothesize the effects of HQT across the levels that 
correspond to negative and positive ethical experiences 
within organizations: (1) HQT Ethically Unacceptable lev-
els, which capture the lowest levels of HQT (i.e., maltreat-
ment and indifference), and (2) HQT Ethically Acceptable 
levels, which captures the higher levels (i.e., justice, care, 
and development). HQT Ethically Unacceptable includes the 
lowest level in Melé’s (2014) model (maltreatment), which 
reflects inequity, harm, and abuse. All forms of organiza-
tional behavior that should lead to negative outcomes under 
SET. Similarly, indifference reflects disrespectful treatment 
of employees (Melé, 2014), which again reflects poorly 
under SET. Theoretically, employees return positive attitudes 

and feelings when they know they are supported and can rely 
on their organization (Kurtessis et al., 2017). While empiri-
cal studies of SET typically take a positive approach (e.g., 
Haar & Spell, 2004), some researchers highlight that work-
ers respond negatively to unfavorable treatment under SET 
(Parzefall & Salin, 2010). Here the treatment is detrimen-
tal and thus is actively discouraged by employees, through 
reporting poorer job attitudes for example. Theoretically, 
we expect HQT Ethically Unacceptable to be detrimental 
to all outcomes.

Alternatively, the HQT Ethically Acceptable is more 
likely to align with meta-analyses based on SET, whereby 
employees will report enhanced job outcomes and superior 
well-being (Kurtessis et al., 2017). Thus, HQT Ethically 
Acceptable is expected to be beneficial to all outcomes. 
Finally, under the HQT approach (Melé, 2011, 2014, 2016), 
we would also expect HQT Ethically Acceptable to medi-
ate the influence of HQT Ethically Unacceptable levels. We 
posit the following broad hypotheses:

Hypotheses 1 HQT Ethically Unacceptable will be detri-
mentally related to (a) job attitudes, (b) job behaviors, and 
(c) well-being outcomes.

Hypothesis 2 HQT Ethically Acceptable will be beneficially 
related to (a) job attitudes, (b) job behaviors, and (c) well-
being outcomes.

Hypothesis 3 The influence of HQT Ethically Unaccepta-
ble levels on outcomes will be mediated by HQT Ethically 
Acceptable levels.

Study 4 Method

Our final study looked to test the various HQT dimen-
sions with data collected again from a Qualtrics survey 
panel on New Zealand employees. In study 4, we followed 
recommendations from Podsakoff et al. (2003) and used 

Table 4  Descriptive statistics and correlations (Study 3)

N = 452. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

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

1. Maltreatment 2.37 0.89 –
2. Indifference 2.44 0.88 0.63** –
3. Justice 3.36 0.94  − 0.58**  − 0.78** –
4. Care 3.47 0.91  − 0.62**  − 0.82** 0.81** –
5. Development 3.31 0.86  − 0.48**  − 0.72** 0.79** 0.77** –
6. HQT Ethically Unacceptable 2.40 0.80 0.90** 0.90**  − 0.75**  − 0.79** 0.67** –
7. HQT Ethically Acceptable 3.38 0.84  − 0.61**  − 0.84** 0.94** 0.93** 0.92**  − 0.80** –
8. POS 3.24 0.95  − 0.65**  − 0.54** 0.55** 0.59** 0.47**  − 0.66* 0.58** –
9. Mindfulness 3.67 0.94  − 0.24**  − 0.10* 0.01 0.04  − 0.07  − 0.19**  − 0.01 0.24** –
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time-lagged data. Our HQT-Scale was collected at time 1 
with outcome variables at time 2 (one month later). A total 
matched sample of 308 respondents was gathered, consisting 
of 51% male, with a median age of 38.8 years (SD = 12.8) 
and median tenure of 4.6 years (SD = 3.3). The sample was 
predominantly New Zealand European (61%) and educated 
(53% university degree), with 69% working in the private 
sector.

The focus of study 4 was to confirm the HQT-Scale and 
then test dimensions toward important work outcomes. 
These include work-life balance, which is an important 
well-being outcome itself (Haar et al., 2018b), as well as 
an important antecedent of other work outcomes (e.g., Haar 
et al., 2019). It is also linked to ethical leadership (Haar 
et al., 2019). As our job outcomes, we examined job satisfac-
tion and work engagement due to their positive links to per-
formance (Judge et al., 2001; Bakker et al., 2012). Finally, 
while organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs) are an 
important outcome, they also contribute to organizational 
performance (Organ et al., 2005).

Measures

We used the HQT-Scale developed from study 1, assess-
ing the 5 dimensions of HQT, coded 1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree, using the 20-item scale from study 3. 
Table 2 shows the factor score loading for  study 4. All 
dimensions of the HQT-Scale in study 4 achieved adequate 
reliability (all α > 0.70). As with study 3, we created the 
2-factor HQT higher-level factors: HQT Ethically Unaccep-
table which is the maltreatment and indifference levels com-
bined (α = 0.87), and HQT Ethically Acceptable which is the 
justice, care, and development levels combined (α = 0.95).

Job Satisfaction was measured using three items by Judge 
et al. (2005), coded 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree. 
A sample item includes “I find real enjoyment in my work.” 
This shortened construct has been well validated (e.g., 
Haar, 2013; Haar et al., 2014, 2019) and had good reliabil-
ity (α = 0.85).

Work Engagement was measured using the 9-item short 
scale by Schaufeli et al. (2006), coded 1 = never, 5 = always. 
A sample item is “My job inspires me.” This scale has been 
well validated (e.g., Young et al., 2018) and had excellent 
reliability (α = 0.94).

OCBs were measured using four items from Lee and 
Allen’s (2002) OCB instrument (organizational dimension 
due to the HQT focus of the organization), coded 1 = never, 
5 = always. This is based on the short 4-item version by Saks 
(2006). Questions followed the stem “Please indicate how 
often you engage in the following behaviors,” with a sam-
ple item “Show pride when representing the organization 
in public” (α = 0.75). This scale has been well validated, 
including in New Zealand (e.g., Haar & Brougham, 2020).

Work-life balance was measured using the 3-item scale 
by Haar (2013), coded 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 
agree. A sample item is “Nowadays, I seem to enjoy every 
part of my life equally well” and had very good reliability 
(α = 0.86). This construct has been well validated in New 
Zealand employees (e.g., Haar et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2019) 
and with international samples (e.g., Haar et al., 2014).

We controlled for Age (years) and Tenure (years) due to 
meta-analytic support for our outcomes (Ng & Feldman, 
2010a, 2010b).

Analysis

Again, we used SEM to conduct a CFA to confirm the factor 
structure of the HQT-Scale. We then conducted hierarchical 
regression analysis (SPSS version 26) to determine the influ-
ence of the HQT levels on outcomes using the PROCESS 3.4 
program (Hayes, 2018), which is especially useful for testing 
mediation effects. We conducted bootstrapping (5,000 times) 
with confidence intervals and indirect effects. In all models, 
Step 1 is the control variables (age and tenure), Step 2 is the 
HQT Ethically Unacceptable construct (Hypothesis 1), and 
Step 3 is the HQT Ethically Acceptable construct (Hypoth-
esis 2). We separate the two HQT levels to test their potential 
effects aligned with Melé’s (2011, 2014, 2016) arguments 
that ethically acceptable treatment should triumph over ethi-
cally unacceptable treatment (Hypothesis 3).

Results

Our CFA results of the five dimensions of the HQT-Scale 
in study 4 resulted in good fit to the data: χ2(160) = 477.7 
(p = 0.000), CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.08, and SRMR = 0.05. 
Again, both alternative CFA models and a single higher-
order model were consistently a poorer fit to the data (all 
p < 0.001). However, the 2-factor HQT higher-order model 
was also a good fit to the data: χ2(167) = 514.6 (p = 0.000), 
CFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.08, and SRMR = 0.06. Again, a 
multi-group CFA analysis was conducted to establish meas-
urement invariance between respondents and income (using 
the three income bands from study three), and metric invari-
ance was supported because the difference in RMSEA was 
again small (0.001) between the three groups, supporting 
their combination (see Haar et al., 2014 for more details).

Study 4 correlations are shown in Table 5.
Overall, the HQT Ethically Unacceptable construct 

was significantly and negatively correlated with the HQT 
Ethically Acceptable (r = -0.80, p < 0.01), and with all the 
work outcomes (all p < 0.01). Similarly, the HQT Ethically 
Acceptable construct was significantly and positively cor-
related with all work outcomes (all p < 0.01).
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We now move beyond the correlations between our HTQ-
Scale and apply these in regression models to our job and 
well-being outcomes.

Regression analyses for study 4 are shown in Fig. 2.
We find strong support for our theoretically driven 

hypotheses regarding the two groupings of HQT levels. 
Overall, the construct HQT Ethically Unacceptable was 
significantly and negatively related to job satisfaction 

(β = -0.41, LL = -0.56, UL = -0.34, p < 0.0001), work 
engagement (β = -0.31, LL = -0.49, UL = -0.24, p < 0.0001), 
OCBs (β = -0.19, LL = -0.30, UL = -0.08, p = 0.0010), 
and work-life balance (β = -0.46, LL = -0.61, UL = -0.39, 
p < 0.0001). Similarly, the construct HQT Ethically Accepta-
ble was significantly and positively related to job satisfaction 
(β = 0.34, LL = 0.18, UL = 0.52, p < 0.0001), work engage-
ment (β = 0.21, LL = 0.04, UL = 0.43, p = 0.0200), OCBs 

Table 5  Descriptive statistics and correlations (Study 4)

N = 308. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Time 1 data
1. Age 38.8 12.8 –
2. Tenure 4.60 3.28 0.54** –
3. HQT Ethically Unacceptable 2.40 0.79  − 0.08 –0.01 –
4. HQT Ethically Acceptable 3.36 0.83  − 0.06  − 0.06  − 0.80** –
Time 2 data
5. Job satisfaction 3.47 0.87 0.21** 0.08  − 0.43** 0.44** –
6. Work engagement 3.47 0.94 0.22** 0.15**  − 0.32** 0.31** 0.68** –
7. OCBs 3.06 0.79 0.02 0.06  − 0.19** 0.27** 0.32** 0.36** –
8. Work-life balance 3.51 0.85 0.17** 0.12*  − 0.41** 0.37* 0.20** 0.22** 0.51** –

HQT 
Ethically 

Unacceptable

HQT 
Ethically 

Acceptable

Job
Satisfaction 

r2=.25

Work 
Engagement 

r2=.16

OCBs 
r2=.08

Work-Life 
Balance 
r2=.25

.31*** 

.33** 

.21* 

.34*** 

-.41***/-.14 

-.31***/-.14 

-.46***/-.21* 

-.19**/.07 

Maltreatment

Indifference

Justice

Care

Development

Note: Standardized regression coefficients. All significance tests two-tailed.  
The second score for HQT Ethically Unacceptable is from the inclusion of 
HQT Ethically Unacceptable.

Fig. 2  HQT-Scale regressions to outcomes (Study 4)
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(β = 0.33, LL = 0.14, UL = 0.48, p = 0.0010), and work-life 
balance (β = 0.31, LL = 0.15, UL = 0.49, p < 0.0001). Com-
bined, these findings provide support for Hypotheses 1a and 
2a (job attitudes), Hypotheses 1b and 2b (job behaviors) and 
Hypotheses 1c and 2c (well-being). The analyses show that 
when the HQT Ethically Acceptable construct was included 
in the models, the detrimental influence from HQT Ethi-
cally Unacceptable dropped appreciably, toward job satisfac-
tion (to β = -0.14, p = 0.095), work engagement (β = -0.14, 
p = 0.116), OCBs (β = 0.07, p = 0.454), and work-life balance 
(to β = -0.21, p = 0.014).

Examining the indirect effects, shows that HQT Ethically 
Unacceptable remains significantly related to job satisfaction 
(β = -0.27, LL = -0.41, UL = -0.13, p < 0.0001), work engage-
ment (β = -0.17, LL = -0.30, UL = -0.03, p = 0.0076), OCBs 
(β = -0.26, LL = -0.41, UL = -0.13, p = 0.0002), and work-life 
balance (β = -0.25, LL = -0.38, UL = -0.11, p = 0.0002). In 
summary, the addition of HQT Ethically Acceptable levels 
of the HQT-Scale appears to fully mediate the influence of 
HQT Ethically Unacceptable levels toward all outcomes, 
albeit only partial mediation toward work-life balance, 
supporting Hypothesis 3. However, the significant indirect 
effect shows that HQT Ethically Unacceptable shows it is 
still important. Overall, the models accounted for robust 
amounts of variance toward job satisfaction and work-life 
balance (25% variance), and more modest toward engage-
ment (16%) and small toward OCBs (8%).

Finally, ANOVA analysis was conducted to explore 
HQT Ethically Acceptable and Ethically Unacceptable by 
income in study four. Again, using the SNK test of differ-
ence we find no significant difference toward HQT Ethi-
cally Unacceptable (F = 1.521, p = 0.220) but we do toward 
HQT Ethically Acceptable (F = 4.272, p = 0.015). Hence, the 
scores for HQT Ethically Unacceptable did not differ by the 
income earnt by respondents. But, toward HQT Ethically 
Acceptable, we find the low-income group (up to $55,000) 
reported the lowest score (M = 3.22), which was significantly 
lower than the middle-income group ($55,001-$100,000) 
on M = 3.47, which was also significantly lower than the 
highest-income group ($100,001 or greater) on M = 3.56.

Discussion

Overall, the present study sought to achieve three goals: 
(1) develop an HQT-Scale, (2) provide cross-cultural valid-
ity, and (3) establish the links between our HQT-Scale and 
employee job and well-being outcomes. Our first two goals 
were well supported, with our development and validation 
across four studies, with the first study basing our original 
items for the HQT-Scale on the qualitative work of Oguny-
emi and Melé (2014). This was then developed with sev-
eral academic experts and finally trialed on a small sample 

of MBA students to establish the 25-item HQT-Scale. Our 
second study then tested this on a sample of managers from 
Nigeria and the analyses showed the 25 items fit the theo-
retically derived HQT well (Melé, 2003, 2009, 2011, 2014, 
2016). We also confirmed that a higher-order construct was 
not a good fit for the data, but a two-factor higher order 
was a solid conceptualization of the HQT-Scale, and with 
this, generated two factors: (1) HQT Ethically Unaccepta-
ble, which captured the low HQT dimensions of maltreat-
ment and indifference, and (2) HQT Ethically Acceptable, 
captured the HQT levels of justice, care, and development. 
Importantly, this provides researchers with a pair of theoreti-
cally based but empirically derived constructs for empiri-
cally testing the HQT-Scale.

Our third study conducted tests of the construct and the 
findings from study 2 were replicated. This is important 
because we shifted the focus from Nigeria to New Zealand, 
and the construct held in a wider sample of employees (not 
just managers as per study 2) and in a different cultural con-
text. This supported our second goal of cross-cultural valida-
tion. This study also conducted tests of convergent and dis-
criminant validity, and this again supported the HQT-Scale. 
We also refined the scales and removed the least popular 
item from each HQT dimension originally tested in study 
2, and ultimately settled on a 20-item construct. Ultimately, 
study 3 gives us confidence that the two-factor HQT-Scale 
is robust and unique. Finally, in study 4 we tested hypoth-
eses around the influence of the HQT-Scale on job attitudes, 
behaviors, and well-being supporting our third goal.

Theoretically, the lower levels of HQT (maltreatment 
and indifference) are expected to be detrimental to employ-
ees (Melé, 2003, 2009, 2011, 2014, 2016). Under SET, we 
expect employees to reciprocate with poorer job attitudes, 
behaviors, and well-being when they feel their organiza-
tion provides such a poor organizational climate typified 
by maltreatment and indifference toward employees. Our 
findings from studies 2–4 showed respondents were much 
less likely to rate their organizations as behaving in such an 
inhumane way, but those who rated their firms more on the 
HQT Ethically Unacceptable factor (study 4), were found to 
report negative effects toward job attitudes, job behaviors, 
and well-being. These findings align well with the theoreti-
cal approach of HQT (Melé, 2014). Alternatively, we argued 
that under SET, firms that provide a strong climate of justice, 
care, and development (HQT Ethically Acceptable) create 
a felt obligation on employees to respond with more posi-
tive attitudes and behaviors, and this was also supported. 
Similarly, given the links between SET and well-being 
whereby employees understand their employer can step in 
to aid them when needed, we also found support for positive 
effects on well-being. Again, these findings align both with 
the theories around HQT (Melé, 2014) and social exchange 
(Blau, 1964). Our further analysis also showed these effects 
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hold across employees on differing income levels, indicat-
ing that HM and HQT are universally important whether 
workers are on low, medium, or higher wages. This further 
supports Melé’s argument around the importance of HM for 
all human beings.

Our study 4 findings also provided interesting effects 
around the HQT factors. While HQT Ethically Acceptable 
was found to typically mediate the effects of HQT Ethically 
Unacceptable—fully on job attitudes and behaviors, but 
only partially toward well-being—the additional indirect 
effects analysis showed that HQT Ethically Unacceptable 
maintained a significant and strong indirect effect. This has 
important implications for HM scholars. Melé (2003) cham-
pions the importance of HM and these findings remind us 
that even in the context of good humanistic support within 
organizations (high HQT levels of justice, care, and devel-
opment) that the inhumane approach to people (high HQT 
levels of maltreatment and indifference) can still play an 
important and detrimental role. We suggest this shows that 
engaging in more of the positive forms of HQT (Ethically 
Acceptable) without addressing the negative forms of HQT 
(Ethically Unacceptable) is likely to have adverse effects and 
ultimately be destructive for organizations. Thus, organiza-
tions need to acknowledge that building an ethically accept-
able climate means addressing and dismantling the ethically 
unacceptable behaviors within an organization at the same 
time. We address this more fully below.

Implications

Our results highlight that, aligned theoretically with HQT 
(Melé, 2014) and HM (Melé, 2003) more generally, organi-
zations need to focus on building a climate that embraces the 
higher HQT levels of justice, care, and development. Hence, 
dealing openly and transparently with issues around perfor-
mance and complaints is important—being fair is fundamen-
tally vital for organizations seeking to develop HQT in their 
workplaces. Similarly, encouraging managers to care about 
their workers and provide support for legitimate goals will 
strengthen a firm’s HQT focus. Finally, focusing on char-
acter and human flourishing when considering promotions, 
driving ethical decision-making, and practicing moral values 
are all important ways an organization shows it is strongly 
focused on HM.

However, we also showed above that it is important for 
firms to address the lower level HQT factors of maltreatment 
and indifference. Caring, supporting, and nurturing employ-
ees may align with the higher HQT levels. Still, managers 
and senior leaders must be aware that they have to address 
bullying, health and safety issues, and employee voice and 
decision-making participation. Indifference to these aspects 
may undermine higher-level HQT actions by an organiza-
tion, and thus leaders need to examine their organization 

across a range of actions, whereby they minimize and 
address negative HQT actions and develop and champion 
positive HQT actions.

These results also have implications for researchers. 
While our paper provides a framework for empirically 
testing HQT, there is clearly a need for greater empirical 
support. We encourage researchers to test our HQT-Scale 
across several settings to improve the generalizability of 
our scale. Further, more exploration of employee outcomes 
is encouraged, especially other factors like turnover inten-
tions and counterproductive work behaviors. Similarly, our 
study 4 included only one well-being outcome (work-life 
balance), and researchers should seek to test other constructs 
like anxiety and depression, life satisfaction, and happiness. 
This would strengthen the indication toward key well-being 
outcomes. Further, researchers might explore the HQT-Scale 
at the team level to explore performance effects, and indeed, 
extending to the firm-level might show that firms with higher 
HQT may outperform competitors.

Limitations

We conducted four studies to build and test our HQT-Scale 
and this does provide strong confidence in our findings. Fur-
ther, we used samples from Nigeria (studies 1–2) and New 
Zealand (studies 3–4) to provide some cross-cultural valida-
tion. Further, we used large and robust samples of employees 
and included time-lagged data in study 4 to aid confidence 
in our analyses (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Some limitations, 
however, include the use of more constructs for construct 
validity tests in study 3 and more employee behaviors and 
well-being constructs in study 4. Ultimately, we were par-
simonious in our focus to provide greater validation across 
studies than simply within studies. One limitation was not 
having secondary data such as partner-rated well-being or 
supervisor-rated performance. Such an approach was beyond 
the focus of our studies.

Conclusion

Overall, the present study developed and tested a construct 
based on the HQT approach and this resulted in the 20-item 
HQT-Scale. Our use of multiple studies provided growing 
evidence and support for the construct, especially the two-
factor approach around acceptable and unacceptable ethical 
behavior within an organization. Not only did our analysis 
of job attitudes, behaviors, and well-being provide align-
ment with the theoretical arguments around HQT, but it also 
highlighted the indirect effect of unacceptable ethics and 
how these can continue to undermine and detract from the 
ethical culture of an organization. This provides useful guid-
ance for how organizations must seek to not only develop 
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and grow ethical behaviors within but importantly, seek out 
and address unethical behaviors as these can continue to play 
a detrimental role.
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