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Abstract Little is known about employee reactions in the

form of un/ethical behavior to perceived acts of unfairness

toward their peers perpetrated by the supervisor. Based on

prior work suggesting that third parties also make fairness

judgments and respond to the way employees are treated,

this study first suggests that perceptions of interactional

justice for peers (IJP) lead employees to two different

responses to injustice at work: deviant workplace behaviors

(DWBs) and organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs).

Second, based on prior literature pointing to supervisors as

among the most important sources of moral guidance at

work, a mediating role is proposed for ethical leadership.

The article suggests that supervisors who inflict acts of

injustice on staff will be perceived as unethical leaders, and

that these perceptions would explain why employees react

to IJP in the form of deviance (DWBs) and citizenship

(OCBs). Data were collected from 204 hotel employees.

Results of structural equation modeling demonstrate that

DWBs and OCBs are substantive reactions to IJP, whereas

ethical leadership significantly mediates reactions in the

form of DWBs and OCBs. Behavioral ethics and mana-

gerial implications are discussed.

Keywords Interactional justice � Workplace deviance �
Employee citizenship � Behavioral ethics � Third-party

intervention � Justice restoration

Introduction

Employees’ perceptions about the fairness of the treatment

they receive from their organizations have been extensively

studied as an important factor in explaining why they

decide to engage in un/ethical behavior (e.g., Cohen-Cha-

rash and Spector 2001; Greenberg 1990, 2002; Weaver and

Treviño 1999; Masterson et al. 2000; Moorman 1991).

Although the victim’s perspective has generally dominated

this literature, some prior research on organizational justice

suggests that third parties may also make fairness judg-

ments and react to the way employees are treated (e.g.,

Skarlicki et al. 1999). Since the organization is the setting

in which the fairness process has been most widely con-

sidered (Van den Bos 2005), this paper postulates that

employees who observe acts of injustice toward their peers

may be prone to intervene for ethical reasons (see for a

review, Skarlicki and Kulik 2005), by preserving the well-

being of the organization or engaging in workplace devi-

ance (see Colquitt and Greenberg 2003, for a review).

One type of organizational justice that predicts un/eth-

ical behavior at work is interactional justice, which refers

to employees’ perceptions of the degree to which they are

treated with respect and dignity by authority figures (Bies

and Moag 1986). Perceived interactional justice toward

others is probably the most important influence on

employees’ perceptions of whether their coworkers are

mistreated in the workplace (Alicke 1992). Thus, prior

research and theory mention the effects of interactional

justice as being more offensive than other types of fairness.
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Although third parties can view distributive and procedural

justice violations as unfair (Brockner 1990; Skarlicki et al.

1998), the responsibility for distributive and procedural

justice violations can be hard to pinpoint (Skarlicki and

Kulik 2005). Furthermore, interpersonal justice violations

signal that the transgressor not only lacks concern for

justice, but also that he/she is not worried about saving the

other person’s ‘‘face’’ (Goffman 1952). Therefore, in this

study, third-party perceptions of employee (mis)treatment

will be considered as employees’ perceptions of unfavor-

able interactional justice toward peers (IJP) perpetrated by

the supervisor, one of the most relevant authority figures in

the workplace (Bies and Moag 1986).

Prior literature on third-party intervention suggests that

uninvolved third parties who witness injustices are willing to

respond to mistreatment in a manner similar to that of an

actor–victim in the situation, only less intensely (e.g., Lind

et al. 1998; Sheppard et al. 1992; Tyler and Smith 1998;

Walster et al. 1978). Although research on reactions to

injustice has generally assumed an individualistic and ratio-

nally self-interested focus on justice for the self, i.e., ‘‘what’s

in it for me?’’ (Treviño et al. 2006), some prior work suggests

that employees in the workplace may also react to an orga-

nization based on the way they perceive the supervisor’s

treatment of peers. Ethically, if they are aware of mistreatment

of coworkers, employees may be inclined to respond deon-

tically through an automatic and affect-based process (Folger

et al. 2005), feeling unable ‘‘to look the other way’’ and engage

in rationally self-interested reactions to do nothing (Gaudine

and Thorne 2001). Therefore, this study first suggests that

employees will react to interactional justice toward peers (IJP)

by following behavioral patterns that are similar to when they

suffer (mis)treatment themselves: in such a situation,

employees will try to redress justice by reacting against the

organization as the source of the injustice.

A review of the third-party literature shows punishment of

offenders as a prevalent and salient intervention by observers

of injustice (Carlsmith 2006; Okimoto and Wenzel 2011;

Van Prooijen 2010), and a way to satisfy the victim’s (Gro-

met et al. 2012) and the observer’s demands for ‘‘just des-

serts’’ (see Darley 2002). Frequently used to predict

behavioral ethics in work settings (Colquitt et al. 2001;

Treviño et al. 2006; Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara 2010),

deviant workplace behaviors (hereinafter, DWBs) and

organizational citizenship behaviors (hereinafter, OCBs) are

socially proscribed or exemplary activities, respectively,

with which employees can punish an organization, inflicting

considerable harm. DWBs are acts of misconduct that sig-

nificantly violate organizational norms, putting at risk the

well-being of the organization, its members, or both (Rob-

inson and Bennett 1995), whereas OCBs are employee per-

formances that substantially exceed moral minimums and

promote the organization’s effectiveness (Organ 1988).

Prior studies have documented the negative social effects of

DWBs within organizations (Coffin 2003; Hollinger and

Clark 1982, 1983; Murphy 1993; Robinson and Greenberg

1998). One survey, for example, concluded that 42 % of

women reported being harassed at work (Gruber 1990).

OCBs, on the other hand, are constructive behaviors highly

regarded by managers that, if withdrawn by employees, may

also cause considerable harm to the work group, leader or

organization (Podsakoff and MacKenzie 1997; Rotundo and

Sackett 2002; Wayne et al. 2002). The first aim of this study

is, therefore, to test whether third-party employees who

witness interactional justice toward peers (hereinafter, IJP)

decide to intervene by engaging in DWBs and decreasing

OCBs.

In addition to the scarce attention paid by ethical and

organizational behaviorists to empirically testing third-party

reactions to IJP in the form of ethical behavioral, there is also

a lack of models to explain why these reactions are possible

(rare exceptions include the attribution of responsibility

model by Linke 2012). As mentioned above, third parties can

care about others’ mistreatment because they are motivated

by a moral imperative in which self-interest concerns are

secondary (e.g., deonance model of fairness; Folger 2001).

One issue at work that may influence employees to be mor-

ally motivated to respond to IJP is the leader’s performance

when treating followers fairly or unfairly. Acting in this way,

supervisors certainly ‘set a good or bad example’ for fol-

lowers, and they can be a key source of moral guidance due to

their proximity to their group and their ability to influence

subordinate outcomes (Brown and Treviño 2006; Yukl

2002). Therefore, this study finally suggests that IJP predicts

DWBs and OCBs because IJP elicits perceptions of ethical

leadership among employees and, thus, may cause employ-

ees to be morally motivated to react to IJP.

Before the paper examines the predicted mediating role

of ethical leadership (H3), it will first provide evidence that

IJP predicts DWBs (H1a) and OCBs (H1b), as well as

ethical leadership (H2). Finally, the authors will discuss

behavioral ethics and managerial implications of the

findings.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

As mentioned earlier, DWBs and OCBs are two types of

ethical conduct within organizations. OCBs are highly

regarded by management, since employees voluntarily

exceed role demands, while DWBs are clearly unaccept-

able. Examples of DWBs would include putting little effort

into work and gossiping about and blaming co-workers,

whereas cooperation with peers and assisting them with

their duties would be examples of OCBs. Robinson and

Bennett (1995) differentiate between DWBs directed at the

organization (DWBOs) and those directed at individuals
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(DWBIs). Multidimensional delineations of OCBs have

differentiated OCB facets, such as conscientiousness,

sportsmanship, civic virtue, courtesy and altruism (Pod-

sakoff et al., 1990), and divided OCBs into behavior

directed mainly at individuals within the organization

(OCBIs) and behavior more concerned with helping the

organization as a whole (OCBOs) (Williams and Anderson

1991). In this regard, conscientiousness (often-called

compliance), sportsmanship (tolerance without complain-

ing), and civic virtue are seen as being directed at the

organization (OCBOs), whereas courtesy and altruism are

viewed as OCB dimensions mainly benefitting co-workers

(OCBIs) (Williams and Anderson 1991; Van Dyne et al.

1995). Courtesy is defined as behavior that involves help-

ing other members of the organization by taking steps to

prevent the creation of problems, and altruism is defined as

helping others with their work (Organ 1988).

Since supervisors carry out interpersonal acts of injustice

toward peers, it is likely that in a first stage employees will

react to their supervisor as the source of injustice. Although a

deontic response transcends employees’ self-interest (Folger

2001), it is unlikely, however, that employees will retaliate

against the leader overtly because this would most likely lead

to formal sanctions or punishment. Instead, since leadership is

a group phenomenon, employee retaliation is expected to be

partially displaced toward the work group for which the

supervisor is responsible. Employees would then perform

behavior that, in harming the supervisor as the source of IJP,

harms the group as well. Prior research supports this idea when

suggesting that unfair treatment by a supervisor can result in

retaliation against either the person him/herself, or the portion

of the organization for which he or she is responsible

(Ambrose et al. 2002; Rupp and Cropanzano 2002). All of this

leads one to expect mainly interactional responses to IJP, such

as gossiping about and blaming coworkers, lying to others,

abandoning peers with problems to their fate, and not taking

steps to support the well-being of the group. Therefore, in this

study the criterion variables will consist of ethical behaviors

directed at individuals (DWBIs and OCBIs) (Fig. 1).

Folger et al. (2005) differentiate justice from other types

of social evaluations, suggesting that people care about

justice intrinsically because of an affect-based process.

Gaudine and Thorne (2001) state that emotions are espe-

cially present in moral decision-making. Unfavorable per-

ceptions of interactional justice, or what others have

described as interpersonal injustice (Greenberg 1993) or

disrespect (Tyler and Blader 2000), may affect employees’

DWBs and OCBs by generating ‘‘hot’’ emotions, such as

anger, resentment, or moral outrage (Bies and Tripp 1998;

Bies et al. 1997; Robinson and Bennett 1997; Skarlicki and

Folger 1997). These emotions provoked by IJP may result in

employees empathizing with peers, placing themselves in

their position, and having feelings similar to interactional

justice for the self. A review of the third-party literature

reveals that in organizational encounters, third-parties can

internalize treatment of others that they consider unfair

(Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara et al. 2013) and, hence, be

reluctant ‘‘‘to look the other way’’. Moreover, the IJP victim

is probably a member of their group, thus making it espe-

cially likely that third parties will empathize with him or her.

Even assuming the risk of retaliation by the supervisor, it is

expected that members of the same collective will opt for a

deontic (from the Greek, deon-: obligation) response, thus

punishing the unfair treatment, even if they sacrifice personal

gain in doing so (e.g., Turillo et al. 2002). Therefore, just as

when they suffer injustice themselves, employees are

expected to be guided by a moral imperative and respond to

IJP in the form of DWBs and OCBs. Therefore,

H1a DWBs will be negatively associated with employ-

ees’ perceptions of IJP.

H1b OCBs will be positively associated with employees’

perceptions of IJP.

Brown et al. (2005) define ethical leadership as the

demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through

personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the

promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way

communication, reinforcement, and decision-making. Fur-

thermore, other formulations of what constitutes ethical

leadership include principled decision-making (Avolio

1999), setting ethical expectations for followers (Treviño

et al. 2003), and using rewards and punishments to hold

followers accountable for ethical conduct (Gini 1998;

Treviño et al. 2003). Unfavorable IJP may elicit percep-

tions of unethical leadership, that is, perceptions that a

supervisor is lacking in principled decision-making, frus-

trating the ethical expectations of followers and applying

non-contingent punishments to peers. As Treviño et al.

(2000, 2003) suggest, leader behavior that shows little or

no concern for employees contributes to perceptions of

unethical leadership; therefore, perceived unfavorable IJP

could predict it. Consequently,

H2 IJP will be positively associated with employees’

perceptions of ethical leadership.

Interpersonal 
organizational 

citizenship behavior 
(OCBs)

H3a
Interactional 

injustice to peers 
(IJP)

H1a

H2

H3b

Ethical 
leadership

Interpersonal 
deviant workplace 
behavior (DWBs)

H1b

Interpersonal 
organizational 

citizenship behavior 
(OCBs)

H3a
Interactional 

injustice to peers 
(IJP)

H1a

H2

H3b

Ethical 
leadership

Interpersonal 
deviant workplace 
behavior (DWBs)

H1b

Fig. 1 Hypothesized model of ethical leadership as a mediator of the

link between IJP and both interpersonal DWBs and OCBs
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As argued in this paper, the prediction that individual

perceptions of IJP will lead employees to perform OCBs

and DWBs can be justified by reactions based on a moral

imperative (Folger 2001). However, it is unclear why

employees are morally motivated to react to IJP in such an

intrinsic way. Since IJP comprises perceptions of unfa-

vorable acts of interactional justice toward peers perpe-

trated by the supervisor, there should be factors around the

figure of the supervisor to explain why IJP is related to

DWBs and OCBs. Researchers studying reactions to

injustice from the victims’ perspective, such as Moorman

and Byrne (2005) and Conlon et al. (2005), have offered

support for this idea, examining pride and respect for or

trust in the supervisor, as well as perceived organizational

support and leader–member exchange, as explanations for

reactions to injustice. However, these mediators mainly

provide only a social exchange explanation for justice

reactions in the workplace from the victim’s perspective,

thus neglecting to address why employees are intrinsically

motivated to respond to IJP morally.

This paper aims to extend the justice literature by sug-

gesting the role of ethical leadership as a mediator in this

link. The authors draw on prior literature proposing

supervisors as among the most important sources of moral

guidance for employees at work (Trevino and Brown

2005). Supervisors inflicting acts of injustice on staff are

likely to be perceived as dishonest and untrustworthy,

which may somehow influence employees’ reactions to

mistreatment of peers. A basis for this assertion may be

found in employee-centered implicit leadership theories

(Bass 1990; Lord et al. 2001), which suggest that

employees’ previous ideas about the figure of the super-

visor create ‘‘schemas’’ that can determine the way

employees evaluate (and react to) their supervisor’s per-

formance. Implicit leadership theories are thought to

develop based on events and experiences in a person’s life

(Keller 1999), and they are generally rooted in the values

and beliefs of the larger society and its subcultures (House

et al. 2004). Parenting styles, for example, have been found

to influence individuals’ implicit leadership theories, since

parents often become the first leaders to which children are

exposed (Keller 1999). Since implicit leadership theories

point to prior social experiences as shaping ‘‘schemas’’ in

employees minds that are used to evaluate supervisors,

these schemas rest on ethical patterns rooted in the values

and beliefs of the larger society and its subcultures (House

et al. 2004). Employees are likely to compare this moral

reference to the performance of their current leader at

work. If incongruent, this mismatch can determine the way

employees react to their supervisor’s performance (Bass

1990; Lord et al. 2001), producing moral-based reactions to

IJP in the form of DWBs and decreased OCBs. Previous

research seems to support this suggestion.

First, leader incongruence seems to rest on two distinct

types of ‘‘schemas’’, since ethical leaders have been

referred to as a mixture of ‘‘moral persons’’ and ‘‘moral

managers’’ (Treviño et al. 2000). From the moral person

perspective, supervisors who mistreat peers are likely to be

incongruent with what employees consider a good person,

so that employees will probably disapprove of and dislike

these supervisors. This probable aversion for supervisors

who are viewed as ‘‘immoral people’’ may elicit emotional

states generated by IJP, ultimately explaining why

employees respond to IJP with destructive behavior. In this

regard, Folger and Skarlicki (1998) contend that interac-

tional justice is able to predict retaliation in the workplace

because this mistreatment is perceived as a lack of personal

sensitivity. Weiss and Cropanzano (1996, p. 37), with

implicit leadership theories in mind, state that affective

frameworks ‘appear to act as latent predispositions’, and

individuals involved in negative affectivity are ‘‘predis-

posed to react more strongly to negative events’’. If people

care about IJP intrinsically because of an affect-based

process (Folger et al. 2005), this lack of leader congruency

may lead to DWBs and OCBs. In fact, leader incongruence

with employees’ implicit leadership theories has been

found to affect several employee outcomes, such as

employees’ organizational commitment, job satisfaction

and well-being (Epitropaki and Martin 2005).

Second, if this incongruence with employee implicit

leadership theories elicits ethical leadership as ‘‘moral

managers’’ in employees’ minds, it is likely that the lead-

ership style of the supervisor will form part of the context

in which employees’ moral motivations occur. In fact,

leadership style has been shown to influence conformity in

ethical decision-making frameworks in work groups

(Schminke et al. 2002), and ‘‘moral manager’’ perceptions

might play this mediating role. Brief et al. (2001) support

this idea when stating that ways of thinking and acting can

constitute a kind of organizational ‘‘moral microcosm’’: an

isolated style of moral thinking and acting that ethical

managers may partly embody. If IJP leads to unethical

leadership in the workplace, this ‘‘moral microcosm’’ may

become inconsistent with the employees’ mental models or

frameworks suggested by implicit leadership theories,

deactivating them and, consequently, encouraging unethi-

cal behavior. In addition, faced with unethical managers,

Bandura’s moral disengagement (1986, 1999) would also

be more likely to occur. Finally, just as anomia (from the

Greek, an-: absence, and -nomos: law) leads to misbehavior

in societal contexts, ‘‘unethical managers’’ (and persons)

could create a kind of anomic workplace context in which

DWBs are encouraged (Cohen 1995; Zoghbi-Manrique-de-

Lara 2008) and OCBs are withdrawn (Hodson 1999).

Based on Emile Durkheim’s (1893/1897) original con-

ceptualization, when anomie is present, the work group
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supporting people’s behaviors breaks down or is no longer

effective, thus producing cynicism, valuelessness, discon-

nectedness, and amorality, which lead individuals to

deviance (Cohen 1965; Cloward 1959).

In sum, ethical behavior motivations are highly sus-

ceptible to being explained via the mechanism that ethical

leadership (rather than IJP directly) provides as a mediator

in the relationship between IJP and ethical behavior.

Accordingly, given that ethical leadership forms part of the

mechanism underlying IJP’s link to OCBs and DWBs, the

authors hypothesize that ethical leadership plays a medi-

ating role by linking IJP perceptions with these two types

of performance.

H3a Perceptions of ethical leadership will mediate the

relationship between perceptions of IJP and interpersonal

DWBs.

H3b Perceptions of ethical leadership will mediate the

relationship between perceptions of IJP and interpersonal

OCBs.

Method

Procedure and Sample Characteristics

The hypotheses were examined by collecting data from

employees at eight upscale hotels in the Canary Islands,

Spain in the summer of 2012. In all, 218 questionnaires

were distributed personally in five sampled four-star hotels

and three sampled five-star hotels in very similar percent-

ages (from 16 to 22 %). The research project received

official approval. Employees were chosen who met the

criteria of working 6 months or more, so that they had a

socialization period at the hotel. Fieldwork was performed

with random respondents during their time at work, and

surveyors asked them to fill the questionnaires out in dif-

ferent places and situations within the hotel, in order to

avoid response biases due to uncontrolled contextual con-

ditions. The sample comprised 45.6 % men and 54.4 %

women. 44.6 % were 35 years of age or younger, and

3.4 % were 55 years of age or older. In addition, 55.4 %

were permanent employees, and the remainder were tem-

porary staff. Finally, 19.6 % of those responding had only

finished primary school. Eventually, there were 204 valid

responses, after six were rejected due to incorrect com-

pletion, and eight due to incoherent information.

The data analyses planned for this study include

descriptive analyses, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA),

and structural equation modeling (SEM). The collected

data are analyzed using the statistical package for social

science (SPSS). Descriptive statistics include the mean,

standard deviation of IJP, OCBs, DWBs, and ethical

leadership. CFA is used to assess the validity of the mea-

sures, and SEM to test the hypothesized relationships

through AMOS 17.0. The mediation tests follow the

approach of Baron and Kenny (1986), Anderson and Ger-

bing (1988), and Sobel (1982). To ensure that the variables

below are four separate constructs, confirmatory factor

analyses (CFA) will be used to inspect the fit of all the data

to the four-factor structure, and the fit will be compared to

that of the one-factor structure. The indices used include

goodness-of-fit (GFI), comparative-fit (CFI), normed-fit

(NFI), Tucker-Lewis (TLI), incremental-fit (IFI), and root

mean square error of approximation (RMSEA).

Measures

All items were scored on a seven-point Likert-type scale

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)—

and in the case of DWBs and OCBs, from 1 (never) to 7

(constantly), and they are presented in the Appendix see

Table 4. Cronbach’s alpha values appear on the main

diagonal of the correlations matrix (Table 1).

Interpersonal Justice for Peers (IJP)

A scale of four (4) items was constructed by the authors,

adapting scales from the literature on organizational justice

for the self (e.g., Moorman 1991), and only including

aspects of interactional justice.

Ethical Leadership

A ten-item measure developed by Brown et al. (2005) was

employed.

Deviant Workplace Behavior (DWBs)

A seven-item scale developed by Bennett and Robinson

(2000) was used to assess interpersonal DWB. Some items

included in Bennett and Robinson’s scale (e.g., made an

ethnic, religious, or racial remark at work) were not

appropriate for the staff and hotel context under study,

leading us to select three interpersonal DWB-related items.

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities

Variables N M SD 1 2 3 4

1. IJP 204 5.27 1.41 (.935)

2. Ethical

leadership

204 5.68 1.25 .483*** (.939)

3. DWBs 204 2.21 1.17 –.320*** –.221*** (.738)

4. OCBs 204 6.21 .67 .150** .266*** –.165** (.740)

The numbers in parentheses on the diagonal are alpha coefficients

N = 204. * p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001
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Organizational Citizenship Behavior (OCBs)

Interpersonal OCB, i.e., directed at individuals, was

assessed using the eight-item scale developed by Lee and

Allen (2002).

Results

The CFA results show that the four-factor solution is insuf-

ficient (v2 = 469.767, p\ .001, df = 269, GFI = .86, CFI =

.922, IFI = .922, TLI = .91, NFI = .837, RMSEA = .061),

with a GFI index below .90 and RMSEA over .05. Since the fit

of CFA for the four-factor solution is low, an exploratory

factor analysis (EFA) is also performed. The EFA results are

displayed in the Appendix Table 4. Two items (Y13 and Y18)

on OCBs measures and one item (Y02) on ethical leadership

were rejected and dropped because they did not load properly

in their related factors. However, the remaining items loaded

as predicted in the expected factors, confirming four factors

with eigenvalues greater than 1, and no cross-loadings over .2

(this EFA without the dropped items is shown in full detail in

the Appendix Table 4). Without these items, the fit of the four-

factor solution (v2 = 296.262, df = 227, p \ .001; GFI =

.88, CFI = .96, IFI = .96, TLI = .96, NFI = .89,

RMSEA = .048) is now sufficient and significantly better

(Dvd
2(25) = 987.4, p \ .001) than the one-factor model

(v2 = 1,283.662, df = 252, p \ .001; GFI = .60, CFI =

.63, IFI = .63 NFI = .59, TLI = .59, RMSEA = .15).

These patterns provide additional support for the distinctive-

ness of the four constructs used in this study.

Table 1 shows the scale means, standard deviations,

reliabilities and correlations (r) among all the variables.

Results encounter significant inter-correlations among the

four variables in the expected directions, indicating support

for the hypotheses in this study.

SEM was used to test the relationships between the

variables in this study. Figure 2 is a path diagram that

shows the relationships between the observed variables

(survey answers, in rectangles) and the unobserved latent

variables (circles). The items provided in the Appendix

Table 4 define the variables of the observed model. The

various fit indices used, shown in Fig. 2, reveal a good fit

of the model, above all RMSEA, which is .05. Support for

H2 is provided by the significant path between IJP and

ethical leadership (b = .51; p \ .001). In addition, the

main effects between IJP and DWBs (b = –.388;

p \ .001) and OCBs (b = .184; p \ .05) were calculated

by defining two SEM models whose details are shown in

the first two lines of Table 2. The various fit indices used

here, shown in Table 2, also reveal a good fit of these two

models. These patterns support H1a and 1b.

To test H3a and 3b, first a nested models comparison

was conducted using the sequential Chi square difference

test (SCDT). Following Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988)

recommendations, our hypothesized model (more con-

strained) was compared to the saturated alternative model

(less constrained), in which two direct paths from IJP to

DWBs/OCBs were added. This latter model only repre-

sents a partially mediated model of the effects of IJP on

DWBs/OCBs.

Table 2 shows the results of the comparison of the two

models. In order to offer a more complete picture, two sub-

models in which IJP separately links to DWBs and OCBs

(see Table 2) were also compared. All the fully mediated

models—the models with no direct paths linking IJP and

OCBs/DWBs—were then compared with the partially

mediated models, in which direct paths linking IJP to

DWBs/OCBs were entered. The data in Table 2 reveal that

the change in the Chi square test of the hypothesized model

(v2 [227, 204] = 345.665), when compared to the saturated

model (v2 [225, 204] = 331.259), is 14.406 for two

degrees of freedom (Dv2 = 14.406; Ddf = 2). Given that

the rule of thumb is that the change in Chi square divided

by the change in degrees of freedom should be at least two,

the Chi square test (SCDT) shows a significant change

(Dvd
2(2) = 14.406, p \ .001) (Dv2/Ddf = 7.203 [ 2), thus

supporting ethical leadership as a mediator between IJP

and DWBs and OCBs. However, an inspection of the data

for the two sub-models in Table 2 reveals that only the

SCDT for the sub-model linking IJP to DWBs confirms a

significant change (Dv2 = 13.786; Ddf = 1), since the

change in the IJP-OCBs sub-model was not significant

(Dvd
2(1) = .035, p = .858). Hence, these patterns only

support ethical leadership as a mediator in the link from IJP

to DWBs.

Next, H3a and 3b were tested by inspecting the three

Baron and Kenny (1986) conditions for mediation: (a) the

independent variable [IJP] has to predict the criterion

variables [DWBs/OCBs]; (b) the proposed mediator [ethi-

cal leadership] has to be predicted by the independent

variable [IJP] and predict the criterion variables [DWBs/

OCBs]; and (c), the direct path between IJP and DWBs/

OCBs has to decrease (preferably to non-significance: full

mediation) when the mediator [ethical leadership] is added.

Support for H1 and H2, and the significant paths shown in

Fig. 2 from ethical leadership to both OCBs (b = .312;

p \ .001) and DWBs (b = -.238; p \ .01), allow the

fulfillment of Baron and Kenny’s conditions (a) and (b).

Moreover, Table 2 reveals that the third condition (c) of

Baron and Kenny is fulfilled as well. That is, although IJP

initially has significant main effects on DWBs (b = -.388;

p \ .001) and OCBs (b = .184; p \ .05), when ethical

leadership is added, these direct paths become less strong

(b = -.360; p \ .001) in the case of DWBs (partial
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mediation), and decrease to non-significance (full media-

tion) (b = .058; p n.s.) in the case of OCBs. Thus, these

patterns support H3b and a partial mediation for DWBs

(H3a).

Finally, the Sobel test and Preacher’s et al. (2007)

bootstrapping method are also used to examine the sig-

nificance of the mediating role of ethical leadership (H3a

and 3b). The Sobel test shows whether the indirect effects

of IJP on OCBs/DWBs via ethical leadership are different

from zero. If a z score is larger than 1.96, then the

hypotheses about the indirect effect are supported. The

successive approximations calculation provides an estimate

of the real indirect effect and its bias with a 95 % confi-

dence interval (CI). Both methods demonstrate (see

Table 3) that the mediating roles of ethical leadership in

the relationship between IJP and OCBs/DWBs are

significant (OCBs: .092 \ CI95 % \ .230, p \ .001;

DWBs: -.075 \ CI95 % \ -.171, p \ .01). The confir-

mation of IJP’s indirect effects on OCBs and DWBs pro-

vided by the Sobel test also supports the mediation thesis;

namely, the IJP has significant indirect effects on DWBs

and (above all) OCBs through ethical leadership. Hence,

these and all the above patterns support H3a about partial

mediation and H3b about full mediation.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to test whether employees

who observe acts of injustice toward peers (IJP) decide to

respond to the organization by engaging in DWBs and

OCBs directed at individuals, and to examine the

e1

11e 21e

e3

e2

e20

e21

e22

X1

X2

X3

Y8 Y9

Y17

Y19

Y21

Y20

0.09

0.05

0.04

0.16

0.18

0.51***

0.16

0.080.09

0.91

0.94

0.82

0.71

0.62

0.78

0.49

0.31***

0.79

0.81

e25

0.09

e190.08

X40.07
0.87

e14

e15

e16

Y11

Y14

Y12

0.05

0.10

0.09

0.51

0.63

0.52

e24

0.05

e17Y15 0.070.55

–0.24**

e7 e10

Y4 Y7

0.08 0.04

0.81 0.91

e23

0.06

e9

Y6

0.05

0.91

e8

Y5

0.04

0.92

Ethical
Leadership

Interpersonal
justice for 
peers (IJP)

Y160.66 e180.08

Y3 Y10

0.41 0.75

e6 e13

0.15 0.11

Y1

e5

0.07

0.78

e4

Interpersonal 
deviant workplace 
behavior (DWBs)

Interpersonal 
organizational 

citizenship 
behavior (OCBs)

Fig. 2 Accepted model of IJP, ethical leadership, and interpersonal DWBs and OCBs N = 204. * p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001. v2 [227,

204] = 345.665, df = 227, GFI = .88, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .05

Table 2 Chi square and fit index comparison of the fully and partially mediated models of the effects of IJP on both OCBs and DWBs

Sub/model A direct path/s linking IJP and DWBs/

OCBs?

v2 df GFI CFI RMSEA PGFI PNFI AGFI

IJP ? DWBs (H1a) (b = –.388; p \ .001) (?) 32.960 13 .956 .978 .087 .444 .597 .904

IJP ? OCBs (H1b) (b = .184; p \ .05) (?) 63.730 34 .944 .969 .066 .583 .707 .909

IJP ? Ethical leadership ? both DWBs

and OCBs

Yes, DWBs (b = –.359; p \ .001)

and OCBs (b = .035; p n.s.) (a)

331.259 225 .882 .965 .048 .711 .794 .854

No (b) (Fig. 2) 345.665 227 .877 .961 .050 .714 .797 .849

IJP ? Ethical leadership ? DWBs (c) Yes, DWBs (b = –.054; p n.s.) 191.334 116 .901 .972 .058 .669 .786 .867

No 205.587 117 .894 .967 .063 .671 .790 .859

IJP ? Ethical leadership ? OCBs (c) Yes, OCBs (b = .294; p \ .01) 283.658 167 .890 .964 .055 .698 .794 .859

No 283.690 168 .889 .964 .055 .702 .799 .860

(?) Only main effects
a Although SEM ‘‘offers’’ this saturated model the possibility that IJP has direct paths to both DWBs and OCBs, the former decrease and the

latter is no longer significant
b According to the fit indices provided, this fully mediated model shows a better fit regarding PGFI (parsimony goodness-of-fit index), and PNFI

(parsimony normed fit index), which are stronger
c Sub models where ethical leadership as a mediator of the link from IJP to DWBs and OCBs was tested separately
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usefulness of ethical leadership in further explaining the

underlying psychological processes in these reactions. The

results indicate that unfavorable IJP leads employees to

react in the form of DWBs and decreased OCBs, and it

makes them more prone to perceiving their supervisor as

unethical. In turn, these perceptions of unethical leadership

(and not IJP directly) are what actually significantly lead

employees to react by engaging in OCBs, although this is

only partially true in the case of DWBs. Overall, this study

may offer several theoretical implications for behavioral

ethics in organizations, drawing on the way the surveyed

ethical context performed in predicting DWBs and OCBs.

No less important are the specific new courses of action

that the results of this study suggest for managers in

organizations. Finally, the paper opens up several avenues

for future research.

Given the little empirical attention that third-party jus-

tice-based intervention has received to date in organiza-

tional setting research, this paper is, first, able to present

IJP as a ‘‘new type’’ of organizational justice that can lead

employees to engage in two habitual forms of moral con-

duct in the workplace. Consistent with prior theory and

research suggestions (e.g., Lind et al. 1998; Sheppard et al.

1992; Tyler and Smith 1998; Walster et al. 1978), third-

party employees made fairness judgments and responded to

the way employees were treated by performing interper-

sonal DWBs and OCBs. However, these findings challenge

other research suggesting that inhibitors such as fear of

‘being next in line for similar treatment’ (Chaiken and

Darley 1973) or the presence of others, as Darley and

Latane’s (1968) classic study on the ‘‘bystander effect’’

suggested, can lead third parties to inaction. The present

study does not propose that employees in our sample do not

feel fear or vulnerability about subsequent mistreatment

(see, for a review, Skarlicki and Kulik 2005). Instead, it is

likely that they do feel intimidated, but these feelings do

not keep them from responding to IJP. Thus, the idea that

employees react to IJP by rejecting self-interested calcu-

lations like ‘‘it is someone else’s problem, not mine’’ gains

strength, suggesting that third-party employees may

respond to IJP due to a moral imperative to a great extent.

Certainly, the employees’ proximity to the peer–victim

thought to be mistreated, and the consequent higher iden-

tification with that peer–victim, are situations that can play

an important role in the above-mentioned results. If the

focus of the mistreatment had been studied in other col-

lectives (like co-workers from others groups and depart-

ments, customers, and so on), the results of this study

would probably have been different. In any event, IJP

seems to consist of more than just self-interested rational-

izations. It involves moral injunctions, and the study of

fairness in organizations may have to look for evidence of

moral commitments to IJP that go beyond mere self-

interest. The famous quote ‘‘to ignore evil is to become an

accomplice to it’’ by Martin Luther King, Jr. (letter from

Birmingham jail, April 16, 1963) illustrates this assertion.

The significant effects of IJP on ethical leadership,

leading ethical leadership to predict DWBs and OCBs,

show that perceptions of ethical leadership appear to be

linked to all the variables in the model. In effect, in addi-

tion to being a significant cause of interpersonal DWBs and

OCBs, ethical leadership is also an outcome of IJP in the

tested model, suggesting that employees’ responses to IJP

are elicited by moral judgments about the figure of the

supervisor, particularly those showing concerns about his

or her ethics. These patterns again appear to suggest that it

is not rational choice theory and its assumption of self-

interest, but rather a moral imperative, that is the under-

lying motive for reactions to perceptions of IJP. In addi-

tion, ethical leadership explains why IJP has behavioral

implications in the form of DWBs and OCBs, as ethical

leadership is supported as a partial or full mediator in the

link between IJP and these types of employee performance.

In sum, this mediating role for ethical leadership, and the

DWBs’ and OCBs’ significant relation to all the variables

in the tested model, could offer new insights to better

understand employee reactions to mistreatment in organi-

zational contexts. Before this study, the ethical leadership

variable had not been found to be such a ‘‘breeding

ground’’ for employees’ moral feelings elicited by IJP,

particularly by unleashing or withering moral conduct that

can substantially affect the effective functioning of the

organization.

As mentioned above, regarding the links found to be

mediated by ethical leadership, the results differ. In this

study, ethical leadership was found to perform a full medi-

ating role in its relationship with employees’ OCBs, but only

partially with DWBs. Contrary to expectations, the results

supported only a partial mediating effect of ethical leader-

ship in the IJP-DWBs link, since they failed to accomplish

Table 3 Indirect effects of IJP on DWBs/OCBs through ethical leadership (Sobel’s test results)

Indirect effect Value Std. Error Low 95 % CI Up 95 % CI Za Sig.

IJP ? Ethical leadership ? DWBs –.1238 .04800 -.0858 -.1818 2.57 .0019

IJP ? Ethical leadership ? OCBs .1616 .02997 .1216 .2016 5.39 .0001

a Test Sobel: z ¼ ða � bÞ=
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

b2s2
a þ a2s2

b

p

= Value/Std. Error. CI confidence index (95 %)
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all Baron and Kenny’s (1986) conditions for full mediation,

or those of Sobel’s test (see Table 3). The question is why

the results mainly support OCBs as employee reactions to

IJP mediated by ethical leadership. Thus, the study seeks to

shed light on why IJP is able to predict DWBs and ethical

leadership, and the latter in turn predicts DWBs, but ethical

leadership was unable to fully mediate the IJP-DWBs link.

At first glance, using an argument based on symmetry, if the

results suggest that OCBs are the consequence of ‘‘an act to

redress justice’’ that is ‘‘transmitted’’ by ethical leadership,

it seems logical to assume that unethical leadership should

also be able to ‘‘transmit’’ the effects of unfavorable IJP on

DWBs. Undoubtedly, here there is no symmetry to apply.

An explanation for this ‘‘asymmetry’’ of the results probably

lies in the fact that DWBs and OCBs are not two poles of the

same construct, and the motivation and mechanisms

underlying the two relationships may be somewhat differ-

ent. In fact, some prior research has supported DWBs and

OCBs as two correlated, but distinct constructs (e.g., Kel-

loway et al. 1999), thus suggesting that employees do not

necessarily engage in the two behaviors for the same rea-

sons. Perhaps OCB as a reaction to IJP is a positive moral

emotion capable of being spread or discouraged by the

supervisor’s ethics. However, DWBs may be less sensitive

to this contagion. As such, these behaviors may be triggered

by other reasons, such as ‘principled incompliance’, which

somewhat relegate the supervisor’s ethics to the back-

ground. Moreover, according to our assessments, a lack of

IJP may not exactly imply injustice, and ‘‘this lack of IJP’’

has been tested as predicting two opposite and distinct

behaviors, DWBs and OCBs. One question for future

research could be what would have happened if unfavorable

IJP had been assessed as ‘‘injustice to peers’’ directly,

instead of as justice to peers. Finally, this unpredicted result

could also be explained by suggesting that the effects of IJP

on DWBs are non-linear (i.e., curvilinear), so that they could

vary as IJP decreases. Thus, DWBs’ moral contagion with

unethical leadership may be stronger among respondents

with low IJP, while those with high IJP might be less sen-

sitive to ethical leadership, or vice versa. In this case, moral

mechanisms may be less potent and less likely to be acti-

vated, so that in the whole relationship main effects would

dominate without the mediating effect of ethical leadership.

Regarding the practical implications, in business contexts

these findings may be useful in developing management

strategies that favor organizational performance. IJP seems

to constitute an important pillar in designing strategies to

tackle employees’ destructive performance. Addressing

events that show a lack of IJP seems to be important due to

the ethical role that leadership plays in the psychological

processes that lead employees to destructive performance,

and in the main influences of IJP on DWBs and OCBs. Thus,

leaving aside for the moment these mediating effects of

ethical leadership on DWBs and OCBs, the way destructive

performance among employees occurs is in fact twofold: not

only will employees who suffered mistreatment react against

the organization, but those who witness it will do the same.

Therefore, if business managers have the idea that episodes

of mistreatment toward subordinates are innocuous in

encouraging destructive behavior in their peers, they might

be using erroneous reasoning. Instead, actions designed to

foster favorable IJP should have a prominent place in man-

agers’ agendas.

The results suggest that managers should take action to

control the appearance of both DWBs and OCBs. In

addition, the results dealing specifically with the supported

full mediation in the case of OCBs suggest that managerial

actions designed to promote IJP are able to control OCBs

because they send employees the message that their

supervisors can be considered ‘‘ethical leaders’’. Without

doubt, the best way to get these employee perceptions to

increase is for managers in organizations to hire and pro-

vide work groups with ethical leaders. Otherwise,

destructive behavior can spread dangerously.

Limitations, Future Research, and Conclusions

Some questions remain that could form the basis for future

research. First, there is a need to extend the span of what

has been defined here as (in)justice ‘‘for others,’’ which can

also include (in)justice for ‘‘customers.’’ Second, this

extension could also be applied to (in)justice for peers, in

that perceptions of other types of (in)justice by employees

(i.e., procedural and distributive justices) can also be tested

following similar patterns to those used in this paper.

Finally, there is a need for research on the different effects

that employees’ perceptions of (in)justice can have,

depending on the different areas and services where

employees work in the organization, since they can pro-

duce significant differences in the performance of the

constructs used in this study. For example, episodes of

(in)justice for peers in customers’ presence (e.g., for hotel

receptionists during the guests’ check-in) may be thought

of as especially cruel and, hence, more potent in triggering

peers’ responses.

Concerning the limitations of our study, we acknowl-

edge that, overall, the study contains some weaknesses.

First, the study might suffer from mono-method/source

bias. Second, the surveyed hotel employees have certain

job conditions that are often inherent to their particular role

in hotels and to guests in the hospitality industry. For

example, hotel employees in our hospitality context are

more prone to being observed by guests than employees in

other settings in which customers are not present. Conse-

quently, the performance of the constructs used in the

present research, as well as their implications, could vary.
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Finally, the data stem from a limited universe, raising

concerns about the generalizability of the findings.

This paper, on the other hand, contributes to a better

understanding of why employees react to IJP by making

decisions about helping or harming their organization. The

almost-exclusive focus on injustice for the self has yielded

patterns that do not sufficiently explain the role that IJP can

play in these decisions. By perceiving acts of IJP, super-

visors communicate to employees that they do not deserve

to be labeled as ethical leaders, thus encouraging them to

react in the form of interpersonal DWBs and OCBs. By

supporting the mediating role of ethical leadership and

uncovering main effects in the link between IJP and

DWBs, and mainly OCBs, this study makes an important

contribution to this portion of the justice and business

ethics literatures: the importance of not only the victim’s

reactions to injustice, but also the reactions of third parties.

Appendix

See Table 4.

Table 4 Exploratory factor analysis of all the variables in this study

F1 F2 F3 F4

(F1) Ethical leadership

(Eigenvalue = 7.9; Explained variance % = 36.08; a = .939)

Y07 Discusses business ethics or values with employees .887 .208 .048 -.045

Y06 Can be trusted .876 .176 .075 -.077

Y05 Makes fair and balanced decisions .872 .246 .101 -.046

Y08 Sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms of ethics .860 .174 .103 -.058

Y04 Has the best interests of employees in mind .832 .096 .050 -.093

Y09 Defines success not just by results but also the way that they are obtained .809 .194 .122 -.039

Y01 Listens to what employees have to say .759 .275 .040 -.058

Y10 When making decisions, asks ‘‘what is the right thing to do? .737 .232 .103 -.113

Y03 Conducts h/h personal life in an ethical manner .534 -.043 .252 .034

Y02 Disciplines employees who violate ethical standards (a) – – – –

(F2) Interactional Justice to peers (IJP)

(Eigenvalue = 2.4; Explained variance % = 11.1; a = .935)

I have witnessed that my hotel…
X2 Has been honest with my coworkers .250 .873 .084 -.155

X3 Treats my coworkers with kindness and consideration .323 .871 .059 -.110

X1 Deals with my peers in a truthful and open manner .210 .862 .031 -.028

X4 Shows concern for the rights of my coworkers as employees .285 .827 .075 -.150

(F3) Interpersonal OCBs

(Eigenvalue = 2.3; Explained variance % = 1.7; a = .740)

Y16 Give up time to help others who have work or non-work problems .045 .006 .750 -.092

Y12 Willingly give my time to help others who have work-related problems .063 .154 .685 -.083

Y11 Help others who have been absent .091 -.062 .645 -.045

Y14 Go out of the way to make newer colleagues feel welcome in the work group .224 .019 .623 .097

Y15 Show genuine concern and courtesy toward coworkers, even under the most trying situations .169 -.015 .619 -.043

Y17 Assist others with their duties -.058 .151 .536 -.126

Y13 Adjust my work schedule to accommodate other employees’ request for time off (a) – – – –

Y18 Share personal property with others to help their work (a) – – – –

(F4) Interpersonal DWBs

(Eigenvalue = 1.6; Explained variance % = 7.1; a = .738)

Y19 Act rudely toward someone at work -.047 -.039 -.030 .854

Y21 Made fun of someone at work -.070 -.240 -.098 .750

Y20 Cursed at someone at work -.117 -.059 -.133 .748

Factor loadings in bold are above the cutoff of .2 in absolute value

Total explained variance % = 64.956

Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin = .893

Varimax rotation

Bartlett’s sphere test (Chi squared approx. = 2,695.825; gl = 231; Sig. = .000)
a These items were dropped because they do not load properly in their related factors
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