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Abstract

This paper addresses the potentially interactive effects of descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions on an unethical work-
place behavior: counterproductive work behavior (CWB) perpetration. We draw on the Focus Theory of Normative Conduct
and its conceptual distinction between norm types to refine research on this topic. We also test a person-by-environment
interaction to determine whether the interactive effects of these norms for CWB are enhanced among employees reporting a
stronger need to belong to social groups (NTB). In two studies, predictors were assessed in an initial survey and the depend-
ent variable was assessed weeks later. Individuals employed across a range of industries served as participants. In Study 1,
descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions of CWB interacted to predict CWB perpetration. This finding was replicated in
Study 2. Additionally, Study 2 demonstrated that the interaction between the two norm types was especially strong among
individuals high in NTB. Results suggest that to decrease CWB perpetration, organizations may profitably leverage the per-
suasive effects of “social norms marketing” to alter employee perceptions of the typicality and level of approval for CWBs.
This is the first study to demonstrate that both descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions predict CWB perpetration. The
demonstrated three-way interaction between the two norm types and NTB advances existing theory regarding the cognitive
and motivational mechanisms underlying normative social influence.
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It is only by imitating the vices Introduction
of others that I have earned my

misfortunes. . . . .
—Donatien Alphonse Frangois, Do the unethical actions of others corrupt us, increasing

Marquis de Sade the likelihood that we will steal, cheat, lie, insult, malin-
ger, or abuse? One would expect the typical layperson to
answer “no,” based on evidence that people routinely and
markedly underestimate the extent to which their behaviors
have been influenced by others’ actions and beliefs (Cialdini
2005; Nolan et al. 2008). This myopic self-attributional bias
notwithstanding, decades of social scientific research attest
to the important role of social influence in guiding human
behavior (see Cialdini and Goldstein 2004; Hogg 2010;
Miller and Prentice 1996). In particular, the considerable
evidence for the persuasive effects of social norms (see Cial-
dini 2012) suggests that the Marquis de Sade’s circumstance
is more common than most might expect; our own vices (and
virtues) can often come, over time, to increasingly resemble
those of our fellows and associates.

Normative social influence, the process by which the
Anderson School of Management, University of New social norms of one’s group affect one’s actions, has been

gse/’;ico’ MSC05 3090, 1, Albuquerque, NM 87131-0001, somewhat sparsely studied in the workplace but holds
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considerable promise for understanding workplace behavior
(Goldstein and Cialdini 2011; Morris et al. 2015). Scholars
across a wide variety of disciplines have devoted increased
research attention to normative social influence in recent
years, including social psychology (e.g., Jacobson et al.
2011), political psychology (e.g., Panagopoulos et al. 2014),
consumer behavior (e.g., Burchell et al. 2013), accounting
(e.g., Bobek et al. 2013; Cohen et al. 2015), finance (e.g.,
Cahan et al. 2017), and sustainability studies (e.g., De Groot
et al. 2013). A likely reason for the increased interdisci-
plinary attention toward normative social influence stems
from the demonstrated efficacy of practical interventions that
leverage the persuasive effects of norms to promote socially
desirable action (see Miller and Prentice 2016). These
“social norms marketing” interventions typically use per-
suasive messaging to correct perceptions of others’ engage-
ment in and approval for specific behaviors (e.g., energy
consumption), thereby influencing the individual to adopt
ethical and socially desirable actions.

Employing social norms marketing techniques in organi-
zational contexts represents a potentially promising but
underexplored strategy to discourage the expression of
unethical workplace behaviors. However, a better under-
standing of the process by which organizational social norms
guide workplace behavior—and the situational and individ-
ual difference factors that moderate this process—is critical
to developing effective norm-based behavioral change initia-
tives in organizations. We enhance such understanding with
the current research by examining counterproductive work
behaviors (CWBs)—volitional behaviors intended to harm
specific individuals and/or the overall organization (Spec-
tor et al. 2006)—through the lens of the Focus Theory of
Normative Conduct (see Cialdini 2012). A limited number
of prior studies have examined the effects of norms on harm-
ful work behaviors (e.g., Glomb and Liao 2003; Robinson
and O’Leary 1998). However, it is important to note that
these studies have varied considerably in the way they have
conceptualized and operationalized the construct of social
norms. Therefore, it is difficult to compare discrete find-
ings and identify their unique contributions to the broader
literature.

Additionally, the notion that organizational norms
are instrumental in shaping a psychological climate for
deviance, mistreatment, and/or incivility has often been
emphasized in the organizational climate literature (see
Greve et al. 2010; Paulin and Griffin 2017; Yang et al.
2014). While there have been multiple studies that exam-
ine workplace mistreatment from an organizational climate
perspective (see Yang et al. 2014), these studies typically
draw inferences about the role of norms based on meas-
ures of climate that we would consider rough proxies for
norms as we define and measure them in this investigation.
We contend that the way the construct of social norms is
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operationalized matters and that introducing greater preci-
sion in these respects will enhance understanding of the
factors that influence CWB.

The two studies we report in this paper contribute to the
CWB literature and the broader social norms literature in
the following ways. First, these studies represent the first
demonstration in the CWB literature that two different types
of social norms (descriptive and injunctive) independently
predict CWB perpetration. This demonstration therefore
helps to expand the current understanding of how social
norms affect unethical behaviors in the workplace. Second,
by applying an established social norms theory (i.e., Focus
Theory) to the study of CWB antecedents, the results of
these studies help to connect CWB research to an expan-
sive interdisciplinary literature on social norms. Third,
these studies enhance CWB scholarship by demonstrating
that the need to belong to social groups (NTB), a heretofore
unexamined individual difference affecting CWB perpetra-
tion, enhances the extent to which social norms perceptions
interact to encourage CWB perpetration. Fourth, and finally,
these studies contribute to the social norms literature by rep-
licating a finding reported in only two prior studies involv-
ing descriptive and injunctive norms—that perceptions of
the norms interact in a synergistically enhancing manner to
encourage norm-consistent behavior.

The Focus Theory of Normative Conduct provides
enhanced conceptual clarity in defining social norms, which
then leads to greater precision in operationalizing the con-
struct and investigating the effects of norms on behavior.
Focus Theory suggests that it is important to distinguish
between the commonness or typicality of a behavior
(descriptive norm) and the extent to which that behavior is
approved of by one’s peers (injunctive norm). These differ-
ent forms of information about a behavior represent different
norm types, according to the theory—norms that influence
behavior somewhat independently and through some-
what separable psychological mechanisms (Cialdini 2012;
Jacobson et al. 2011). Incorporating a distinction between
descriptive and injunctive norms has increased the explana-
tory power of the norms construct across a very wide vari-
ety of behavioral domains, including (among others) binge
drinking on college campuses (see Borsari and Carey 2003),
smoking (Linkenbach and Perkins 2003), seat belt use (Litt
et al. 2014), bystander intervention in school bullying inci-
dents (Perkins et al. 2011), conservation behavior among
hotel guests (Goldstein et al. 2008), and household energy
consumption (Nolan et al. 2008; Schultz et al. 2007). Given
this evidence in support of Focus Theory’s tenets and based
on prior research indicating that alternative social norms’
conceptualizations have shown promise in understanding
CWB, we suggest that Focus Theory’s conceptual distinction
between norm types will help to refine and advance future
research on this topic.
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Additionally, despite a recent increase in interdisciplinary
research on normative social influence, questions remain
regarding the cognitive and motivational mechanisms
that drive norm-based conformity (Gockeritz et al. 2010;
Smith et al. 2012). For example, while evidence indicates
that descriptive and injunctive norms represent somewhat
distinct causal influences (see Cialdini 2012); it is unclear
whether the effects of these normative perceptions may inter-
act to influence behavior. For example, does the perceived
level of approval for a behavior (e.g., approval for tardiness)
affect the extent to which the individual is influenced by the
behavior’s perceived prevalence (e.g., prevalence of tardi-
ness)? Additionally, much remains unknown regarding how
key individual differences affect the process of normative
social influence (Gockeritz et al. 2010; White and Simpson
2013). We investigate these questions in the present study—
identifying descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions of
CWB as somewhat independent but also interactive influ-
ences on CWB and demonstrating that the need to belong to
social groups (i.e., NTB) intensifies their interactive effects.

The Focus Theory of Normative Conduct

The Focus Theory of Normative Conduct (Cialdini et al.
1990; Cialdini 2012) was developed to enhance the explana-
tory power of the social norms construct. A key assertion
of the theory is that the term “social norm” actually refers
to two somewhat different types of social norms that con-
vey unique information and motivate behavior in different
ways. Whereas the descriptive norm represents the perceived
prevalence of a behavior, the injunctive norm represents
the perceived degree of social approval/disapproval for the
behavior. Drawing on a much earlier distinction between
“informational” and “normative” influence suggested by
Deutsch and Gerard (1955), Focus Theory asserts that the
different forms of information provided by each norm stimu-
late behavioral change by engaging different motivational
processes. According to the theory, the primary reason to
attend to information about a behavior’s prevalence (i.e.,
descriptive norm) is to make more accurate or efficient deci-
sions. Especially in complex or uncertain situations, the
typical behaviors of others serve as “social proof” (Cial-
dini 2009) that can enhance decision-making at a relatively
low cost in terms of time and cognitive effort. For exam-
ple, panic-stricken coworkers rapidly fleeing a construction
jobsite indicates the likely possibility of a real and present
threat to personal safety. Under these circumstances, if one
were to quickly (and without contemplation) mimic the
actions of one’s colleagues (i.e., run for one’s life), then this
would often result in a more personally beneficial outcome
than if one were to ignore such information.

In contrast to descriptive norms, Focus Theory suggests
that the primary reason to conform to injunctive norms is to

obtain and maintain the approval of members of one’s social
group. In essence, injunctive norms represent the informal
rules and standards group members are expected to fol-
low (Cialdini and Trost 1998). Although abiding by such
standards is often in an individual’s best interest because
this can provide access to important collective benefits (Bic-
chieri 2006; Fehr and Fischbacher 2004), this is not always
the case. At times, ignoring injunctive norms may benefit
individuals and their groups by encouraging new ideas and
stimulating creative solutions to old problems. Because of
the more complex costs and benefits of being swayed by the
approval/disapproval of one’s peers, following injunctive
norms tends to be associated with more cognitively effortful
style of decision-making (Jacobson et al. 2011; Kredentser
et al. 2012) and consideration of goals related to a more
interpersonal sense of self (Jacobson et al. 2011).

Importantly, although both types of normative informa-
tion are often available for most forms of behavior, Focus
Theory suggests that norms exert their strongest effects
when they are subjectively salient. Such salience (i.e., focus)
can be induced via experimental manipulations of the situ-
ation—as with Cialdini and colleagues’ research (1990) on
the differential effects of descriptive and injunctive norms
for littering. Alternatively, salience can be heightened
through persuasive messaging manipulations—framing
a request either as something that is typical among one’s
peers or highly approved of by them (e.g., White and Simp-
son 2013). In the absence of external procedures to bring
selective focus on one of the norm types, the theory sug-
gests that each norm is also associated with some degree
of chronic salience. In other words, individuals also have
chronic, baseline perceptions of the descriptive and injunc-
tive norms within a social group that may somewhat inde-
pendently affect their behaviors (Cialdini 2012; Jacobson
etal. 2011).

It is important to note that the theory acknowledges sub-
stantial real world overlap between these forms of informa-
tion for some behaviors. For example, making rude bodily
noises at a client dinner in an upscale restaurant may be
both uncommon and met with almost universal disapproval
by others. In these cases, it is highly likely that one type of
information could serve as a proxy for the other or could
lead one to make an inference about the other (e.g., “oth-
ers do not do this, so it must be disapproved”). Addition-
ally, evidence indicates that, in some instances, individuals
can adopt injunctive and descriptive norms as “personal
norms” (see Cialdini et al. 1990; Kallgren et al. 2000) and
that, once internalized, personal norms can guide behav-
ior independently from the current descriptive or injunctive
norms in the social environment. In cases of conforming to
internalized personal norms, little is yet known regarding
the cognitive and motivational processes involved in their
effects on behavior. The assertion of the theory is not that
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the two types of information are completely separable or that
social norm salience will override one’s habitual responses
to personal norms, but simply that, when one is focused on
one or the other type of normative information in the social
environment, these norms tend to influence individuals via
somewhat different psychological processes.

At least four lines of evidence support Focus Theory’s
conceptual distinction between norm types. Much of this
evidence is derived from designs in which: (a) situational
manipulations make one type of normative information
selectively salient, (b) persuasive messaging encourages a
specific form of behavior by selectively highlight a specific
norm type (i.e., same behavior advocated but different norm
type), or survey-based evidence demonstrates different mod-
erating relationships for each norm type. First, the likelihood
of being swayed by a specific norm type can depend on key
aspects of the situation. For example, consistent with the
suggestion that people use descriptive norms as a heuristic to
make more accurate/efficient decisions, individuals are more
likely to rely on descriptive norms in cognitively effortful
decision-making situations that involve novelty, ambiguity,
uncertainty, or threat (Deutsch and Gerard 1955; Griske-
vicius et al. 2006; Sherif 1936; Tesser et al. 1983).

Second, research indicates that individuals tend to
respond to each norm with somewhat different forms of
psychological processing. For example, when descriptive
versus injunctive norms are made selectively salient, people
tend to think about somewhat different goals and somewhat
different aspects of self. A focus on descriptive norms is
more strongly associated with intrapersonal goals related
to accuracy and efficiency in decision-making, whereas a
focus on injunctive norms is more strongly associated with
social approval-related goals and thoughts about interper-
sonal aspects of self (Jacobson et al. 2011). Additionally,
contemplating a decision to follow a descriptive norm tends
to stimulate a more heuristic and less cognitively effortful
form of processing than does contemplating the same behav-
ior following exposure to an injunctive norm (Jacobson et al.
2011).

Third, research demonstrates that chronic perceptions
of the descriptive and injunctive norms for a behavior in a
given social context can exert somewhat independent effects
on behavior. For example, descriptive and injunctive norm
perceptions have explained unique variance in the frequency
of performing a variety of behaviors, such as gambling (Lar-
imer and Neighbors 2003), the willingness to “cheat” on
one’s committed partner (Buunk and Bakker 1995), mari-
juana use (Neighbors et al. 2008), organizational citizenship
behaviors (Jacobson et al. 2015a), and adolescent smoking
(Zaleski and Aloise-Young 2013).

Finally, research indicates that specific individual dif-
ference traits differentially moderate the effectiveness of
influence attempts framed using the two norm types. For
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example, supporting the suggestion that following descrip-
tive norms tends to represent a heuristic response while
following injunctive norms requires effortful contempla-
tion, cognitive elaboration (i.e., the tendency to think hard
about decisions) is positively related to the persuasiveness
of injunctive norm-framed messages but negatively related
to the persuasiveness of descriptive norm-framed mes-
sages. Supporting the suggestion that following an injunc-
tive norm tends to require the person to inhibit desires
to satisfy immediate intrapersonal goals (e.g., pursue a
personally enjoyable activity) in favor of more long-term
interpersonal goals (e.g., maintaining the approval of one’s
peers), the trait of self-control is positively related to the
effectiveness of injunctive norm-framed messages (Jacob-
son et al. 2015b).

In the current investigation, an individual difference
trait that we expect to be particularly relevant to CWB is
the need to belong to social groups (NTB). For individuals
high in NTB, the drive to achieve and protect a positive
reputation among peers is critically important (Leary et al.
2013). This leads them to pay closer attention to aspects of
the social context in which they are embedded; such as the
presence or lack of camaraderie among colleagues (Rego
and Souto 2009), the degree of procedural fairness in their
organizations (De Cremer and Leonardelli 2003), and the
extent to which they are the target of workplace ostracism
(Yang and Treadway 2018). A relatively straightforward
expectation from the perspective of Focus Theory is that
the effects of injunctive norms should be enhanced among
those scoring high in NTB because following injunctive
norms is primarily driven by social approval motives.
However, in the present investigation, we will also test
an extension of this expectation of the theory. We expect
that, for CWBs, not only will those scoring high in NTB
be especially likely to be swayed by their perceptions of
injunctive norms, but that they will also be especially
likely to be swayed by the alignment versus misalignment
of injunctive and descriptive norm information (i.e., the
extent to which common behaviors are associated with
social approval and uncommon behaviors are associated
with disapproval). Because of their concern for main-
taining social approval, high NTB individuals should be
especially wary prior to performing a CWB due to the
reputational damage that could ensue if others disapprove
of the behavior. Thus, we expect these individuals to be
especially likely to evaluate both approval and prevalence
information in conjunction prior to engaging in the behav-
ior. For example, although it appears acceptable to others
to take some office supplies for home use, individuals high
in NTB should be especially likely to also monitor the
extent to which coworkers actually raid the supply closet
for this purpose prior to adopting this form of behavior
for themselves.
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CWB Antecedents and Consequences

A large volume of research has examined antecedents to
CWBs (e.g., theft, bullying, sabotage, tardiness, under-
mining another’s work). Identifying predictors has been
deemed important due to the demonstrated negative effects
of CWBs on organizations (Bowling and Burns 2015). For
example, a typical instance of fraud costs an organization
five percent of its annual revenue (ACFE 2016) and the
overall monetary cost of white-collar crimes in the U.S. is
estimated at $600 billion (Ivancevich et al. 2003). Addi-
tionally, CWB is negatively related to team performance
(Aubé and Rousseau 2014) and the psychological, physical
and organizational effects for employees who are targets
of CWB are damaging and pervasive. For example, bully-
ing, a discrete form of CWB, leads to a variety of negative
outcomes such as mental health problems, PTSD, burnout,
strain, physical health problems, absenteeism, low levels
of job satisfaction and commitment, and an increased
intent to leave (Nielsen and Einarsen 2012). Put simply,
considering the various forms of CWB, the overall cumu-
lative cost of CWB to organizations and their employees
is vast (Vardi and Weitz 2016).

Both individual and situational antecedents to various
types of CWB have been studied (Martinko et al. 2002).
Individual antecedents are relatively stable differences
between employees, which include demographic variables
(e.g., sex), personality traits (e.g., Five Factor Model, Machi-
avellianism), and other facets of one’s worldview (e.g., locus
of control, attribution style). Research has demonstrated that
males and younger employees are more likely to engage in
workplace aggression (Hershcovis et al. 2007) and that
younger employees tend to exhibit more theft, produc-
tion deviance, and absenteeism (Lau et al. 2003). Further,
employees low in agreeableness and conscientiousness and
high in neuroticism (DeShong et al. 2015) are more likely
to exhibit CWB. The Dark Triad (e.g., Machiavellianism;
DeShong et al. 2015), as well as external work locus of
control, have also been shown to positively relate to CWB
perpetration (Sprung and Jex 2012).

Research on situational antecedents to CWB has often
focused on CWB either as an emotion-based response to
stressful work conditions (e.g., Chen and Spector 1992; Fox
and Spector 1999; Levine 2010) or as a cognitive response
to experienced injustice in the workplace (e.g., Greenberg
1990; Skarlicki and Folger 1997; Skarlicki et al. 1999). For
example, emotions like anger and anxiety have been shown
to mediate the relationship between situational factors like
organizational constraints and CWB (Spector 1998) and
both distributive and procedural justice perceptions have
been shown to positively relate to CWB outcomes includ-
ing theft, vandalism, and sabotage (Greenberg 1990; Jermier
et al. 1994).

Prior research has also examined the effects of social
norms on CWB. Overall, these studies provide evidence
that work group norms are related to individual perpetra-
tion of CWB. However, the manner in which these stud-
ies have operationalized the construct of social norms has
varied considerably, which casts some doubt on the con-
tribution of specific findings to the broader literature on
the relationship between norms and CWBs. For example,
Glomb and Liao (2003) measured self-reported workplace
aggression and then operationalized the workgroup norm for
aggression as the workgroup’s mean self-reported aggres-
sion score—demonstrating that these aggregate workgroup
scores were related to individual self-reported aggression
scores. Robinson and O’Leary (1998) operationalized anti-
social workplace behavior norms similarly, demonstrating
that workgroup self-report means were positively related
to the self-reported antisocial behavior scores of individu-
als within those workgroups. The results of these and other
studies (e.g., Tepper et al. 2008) are therefore based on a
definition of the social norm as an aggregate of self-reported
perpetration among individuals in a workgroup or organiza-
tion. By focusing on the average frequency or likelihood of
the behavior in the group, we would consider this form of
operationalization to be a somewhat objective representation
of the descriptive norm—an estimate of the actual rather
than perceived frequency of the behavior among one’s peers.

In contrast, Gillatly (1995) operationalized the social
norm for absenteeism as the perceived average number of
days one’s departmental peers were absent during the previ-
ous 12-month period. In this study, he demonstrated a posi-
tive relationship between perceptions of absenteeism among
one’s peers and self-reported absenteeism. We have opera-
tionalized perceived descriptive norms for CWB in the cur-
rent study in manner that is consistent with Gillatly’s (1995)
norms measure. In focusing on perceptions of a behavior’s
frequency among peers, we would consider both Gillatly’s
measure and our descriptive norms scale to be examples of
subjective, perception-based indexes of the norm.

Restubog and colleagues (2011) used another type of
social norms operationalization in their investigation of
employee responses to abusive supervision. These scholars
defined aggressive norms in the organization as an aggregate
of supervisors’ perceptions of the frequency of aggressive
organizational behaviors. They reported a positive relation-
ship between these supervisor perceptions and employee
reports of psychological distress, a relationship that was
mediated by employee perceptions of abusive supervision.
This type of operationalization of norms clearly targets the
descriptive norm but estimates this as an aggregate of super-
visor rather than subordinate perceptions of the behavior.

Other studies have examined the influence of what we
would define as the perceived injunctive norms for a spe-
cific CWB in the organization. In other words, rather than
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focusing on the perceived or actual frequency of the behav-
ior, this type of norm operationalization measures individu-
als’ perceptions of the degree of approval for the behavior
among one’s peers. For example, in one of the two studies
conducted by Tepper and colleagues (2008), the authors
adapted an existing measure of the self-reported frequency
of deviant behaviors to measure respondents’ perceptions of
how strongly they thought their coworkers would approve
if they performed the focal behavior. Using this index of
social norms, they demonstrated that coworker approval of
deviance moderated (accentuating) the negative relationship
between affective commitment and self-reported deviance.

Research has also conflated CWB descriptive and injunc-
tive norm perceptions in their operationalizations. For exam-
ple, Bacharach and colleagues (2002) measured “permissive
drinking norms” in the workplace by computing an aggre-
gate of individuals® perceptions of the average amount of
alcohol their peers consume daily (descriptive norm),
combined with the perceived appropriateness of drinking
(injunctive norm) in a variety of work-related situations
(e.g., at lunch) among their coworkers.

We designed the present research, in part, to address the
lack of consistency in the measurement and conceptualiza-
tion of CWB norms—an aspect of the current literature on
this topic that makes it difficult to draw meaningful con-
clusions regarding the broad patterns of obtained results.
It seems likely, for example, that supervisor perceptions
of subordinate deviance are subject to different perceptual
and cognitive biases than subordinates’ perceptions of peer
behaviors. Additionally, supervisors and subordinates have
differential access to information about deviant behaviors,
which makes a perfect correspondence between these per-
ceptions unlikely. Similarly, due to self-presentational
motivations, an index of the norm based on aggregated self-
reports of frequency is unlikely to be equivalent to an index
based on individuals’ perceptions of the frequency of that
behavior among peers. By examining CWB through the lens
of Focus Theory, we introduce more precise, theory-driven
definitions of two types of norms that have been shown to
predict behavior across a wide array of behavioral domains.
Additionally, by focusing on subjective perceptions of the
descriptive and injunctive norms for CWB, we align our
research with Focus Theory’s assertion that it is the subjec-
tive salience of the norm that matters most in determining
the norm’s effects on behavior.

Finally, organizational climate scholars have often
invoked the concept of social norms as playing an impor-
tant role in creating a psychological climate for CWB (e.g.,
Dietz et al. 2003; Greve et al. 2010; Neuman and Baron
1998; Simha and Cullen 2012). These references to the role
of norms have often been exclusively theory-based or merely
inferred from evidence based on measures of workplace cli-
mate. When empirical, these investigations of workplace
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climates for CWB often include measures that focus on:
(a) generalized clusters of behavior types (e.g., “respectful
treatment”) or inferences about behavioral orientations (e.g.,
“A spirit of cooperation and teamwork exists in my work-
group”; Meterko et al. 2007) rather than specific forms of
behavior, (b) perceptions of organizational policies, proce-
dures, or practices (e.g., “Are reports of workplace violence
from other employees taken seriously by management?”;
Spector et al. 2007) rather than perceptions of peer behavior
and judgments, or (c) elements of perceived typicality and
approval simultaneously (e.g., “Respectful treatment is the
norm in your unit/workgroup”; Walsh et al. 2012) rather than
separately (e.g., using one item to assess how “respectful”
individuals judge a specific behavior and another to assess
how common this behavior is among others).

While one might expect these kinds of climate measures
to overlap to some degree with measures of the perceived
descriptive and injunctive norms for discrete CWBs, we
think that these constructs are also conceptually distinct in
that climate measures are typically broader in their focus
(e.g., clusters of behavior types or joint perceptions of the
two norm types) and often focus on a more “top-down”
perspective of the organization’s response or orientation
to CWB. We think it is highly likely that perceptions of
peer prevalence and approval for specific forms of incivility,
aggression, harassment, or other CWB play an important
role in the individual’s assessment of the overall climate for
these types of behavior. However, it is possible that some of
these descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions may play a
disproportionate role in affecting this overall climate impres-
sion—which represents an interesting question for future
research. Additionally, other factors such as the organiza-
tion’s official reactions to CWBs are also likely affect these
overall climate impressions. Therefore, we think it is valu-
able to begin to disentangle the normative perceptions for
specific forms of CWB from overall climate impressions and
that our study represents an initial step that may help to spur
this line of inquiry.

Research Overview and Hypotheses

We conducted two studies to test two hypotheses about the
effects of descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions of
CWB on CWB perpetration. We expected both descriptive
and injunctive norm perceptions of CWB to independently
predict CWB perpetration for two reasons. First, as previ-
ously discussed, these two forms of norm perceptions have
been previously shown to predict a wide variety of behav-
iors, including socially undesirable behaviors like binge
drinking and littering. Second, although never examined
simultaneously in the same study, prior research has demon-
strated that both descriptive norm perceptions (e.g., Gillatly
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1995) and injunctive norm perceptions (e.g., Tepper et al.
2008) predict discrete forms of CWB.

However, additionally, we expected that the effects of
these norm perceptions would interact in influencing CWB
perpetration. Scholars have emphasized examining the
potentially interactive effects of descriptive and injunctive
norm perceptions as an important topic for future research
(Gockeritz et al. 2010; Rimal and Real 2005), although the
bulk of studies examining the effects of descriptive and
injunctive norm perceptions have not reported interaction
tests. Thus, it is unclear how pervasive such interactions may
be and whether these are more common for specific forms
of behavior than for others.

Two previous studies have demonstrated synergistically
enhancing interactions between descriptive and injunctive
norm perceptions. Lee et al. (2007) demonstrated a two-
way interaction between perceptions of peer drinking preva-
lence and approval for drinking on drinking behavior among
college students. The interaction was synergistic such that
the frequency of a student’s drinking behavior was highest
when peers were perceived to be frequent drinkers who also
approved of heavy drinking. Gockeritz et al. (2010) dem-
onstrated a two-way synergistic interaction between per-
ceptions of descriptive and injunctive norms in predicting
energy conservation behavior among neighbors. Similar to
the Lee et al. (2007) study, conservation behavior was most
prevalent when neighbors were perceived as both frequently
performing and approving of conservation behavior.

Additionally, studies of norm-based persuasive messag-
ing have often demonstrated that “aligned” descriptive and
injunctive norm messages (e.g., high prevalence and high
approval or low prevalence and low approval) are more
effective in influencing behavior than messages relying on
only one norm type or messages in which the two norm types
are misaligned (e.g., high prevalence but low approval). For
example, Schultz and colleagues (2008) demonstrated that
hotel guests’ rates of towel re-use were greatest when they
were presented with information that re-use was both com-
mon and approved of by other guests—in comparison to
conditions in which only the descriptive or injunctive norm
was emphasized. Thus, this demonstrates that the norms
have somewhat distinct effects that may potentially interact
to influence behavior.

A final reason to expect a synergistically enhancing inter-
action between descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions
of CWB stems from the fact that these norm types are not
always naturally aligned in a given social context (Smith
et al. 2012). For example, stealing office supplies may be
regrettably common despite the fact that employees report
disapproving of such behavior. In fact, behavioral change
initiatives in organizations may often represent misaligned
norms scenarios in which management desires to better
align descriptive norms (e.g., reduce perceived prevalence

of theft) with injunctive norms (e.g., reinforce existing dis-
approval of theft). For CWB in particular, the costs of fol-
lowing a descriptive norm of high prevalence may result in
long-term reputational costs—especially when the norms are
misaligned and high prevalence does not correspond with
a high degree of approval. To avoid such costs, the person
might be expected to consider the descriptive norm in rela-
tion to the injunctive norm before performing the behavior.
If others approve of a CWB, then it may be safe to focus
on the behavior’s high prevalence as a guide. However, if
others strongly disapprove of the behavior, then the person
might resist the heuristic pull exerted from a perception of
the behavior being common.

We suggest that considering the norm types in relation
to one another should be especially likely for behaviors like
CWaBs that can have significant long-term reputational con-
sequences when perpetrated. Tardiness, absenteeism, failing
to report problems, failing to help colleagues, withholding
information, and insulting colleagues represent behaviors
that can inflict substantial damage on one’s reputation.
Although one may observe others performing a CWB with
a relatively high degree of frequency, if others disapprove of
the CWB, then being “caught” or singled out for perform-
ing the behavior could damage one’s reputation. Even if it
appears as if others do not disapprove of a CWB, one might
be expected to pay attention to others’ engagement in the
CWB in order to ensure that one’s perception of the injunc-
tive norm is correct. Thus, we predicted:

H1 Injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs will moderate
(enhancing) the positive relationship between descriptive
norm perceptions of CWBs and CWB perpetration.

We have suggested that, prior to performing a CWB, indi-
viduals simultaneously consider both CWB norms as a form
of “double-check” to protect their reputations. If true, then
we reasoned that individuals with a strong desire to attain/
maintain the approval of their peers (i.e., individuals high in
NTB) would be most likely to consider these norms simulta-
neously prior to engaging in a CWB. Given the potential for
CWSB to threaten belonging and social acceptance, individu-
als high in NTB should be especially cautious in “trusting”
the information conveyed by a descriptive or injunctive norm
in isolation. Thus, the interactive effects of descriptive and
injunctive norm perceptions should be most clearly demon-
strated among individuals high in NTB.

H2 NTB moderates the two-way interaction between
descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs on
CWB perpetration, resulting in a significant three-way
interaction between descriptive norms, injunctive norms,
and NTB. Specifically, NTB will strengthen the “aligned
norms” effect whereby CWB perpetration will be highest
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when NTB, descriptive norm perceptions, and injunctive
norm perceptions are simultaneously high.

Study 1 (Pilot)

Prior research (e.g., Lee et al. 2007; Gockeritz et al. 2010)
supports the assertion that, while often correlated, descrip-
tive and injunctive norm perceptions represent somewhat
distinct constructs that can have independent effects on
behavior. However, because the effects of normative percep-
tions on CWBs had not yet been empirically examined prior
to the present research, no existing measures of descriptive
and injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs were available.
Thus, we developed CWB norm perception scales by modi-
fying an existing measure originally designed to assess the
frequency of CWB perpetration. One goal of our pilot study
was to obtain evidence that our CWB descriptive and injunc-
tive norm perceptions scales assess separable constructs. An
additional goal was to provide an initial test of our norm
interaction hypothesis (H1).

Method
Participants and Procedure

Eighty-six individuals currently employed across a range of
industries served as participants. All individuals received
credit toward an MBA class research requirement for par-
ticipating. The study involved two data collection ses-
sions, separated in time to reduce the possibility of com-
mon method bias (see Ostroff et al. 2002; Podsakoff et al.
2003). Time 1 measures (CWB descriptive and injunctive
norm perceptions) were completed during a one-hour lab
session along with a variety of other tasks that were part
of an unrelated study. Participants completing the Time 1
scales were contacted to complete the Time 2 dependent
measure (CWB perpetration) between 2 and 4 weeks later
via an online survey. Although our intention was to utilize
an even longer interval between study sessions—taking an
aggressive approach to minimize the potential for common
method bias, practical constraints of the available research
participation pool limited the interval to a maximum of 2—4
weeks for this study. Forty-seven individuals from the origi-
nal sample (54.7%) also completed the CWB perpetration
measure.

All participants in the final sample (M,,, = 25.26) were
currently employed either full-time (44.7%) or part-time
(55.3%) across a range of industries, including finance/
insurance/real estate (12.8%), health care (6.4%), accom-
modation/food services (17.0%), retail-wholesale (17.0%),
professional/technical services (17.0%), public administra-
tion (6.4%)—along with a variety of other miscellaneous
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industries (23.4%). 29.8% reported that they were currently
in a management position in their organization.

Measures
Counterproductive Work Behaviors

The frequency of perpetrating CWBs was measured using
Fox and Spector’s 45-item Counterproductive Work Behav-
ior Checklist (see Spector et al. 2006). Example item content
includes, “How often have you done each of the following
things on your present job: Tried to look busy while doing
nothing”? All items (@ =0.95) used a 5-point response scale
(1 =never, 5=every day).

Perceptions of Counterproductive Work Behavior Norms

Items were adapted from the Counterproductive Work
Behavior Checklist (Spector et al. 2006) to reflect percep-
tions of the descriptive and injunctive norms for each behav-
ior at the person’s current workplace. Similar adaptations of
existing behavioral frequency scales have been used success-
fully to measure descriptive and/or injunctive norm percep-
tions in previous research on behaviors like energy conserva-
tion (e.g., Gockeritz et al. 2010; Smith et al. 2012), high-risk
drinking (e.g., Lee et al. 2007), adolescent smoking (Zaleski
and Aloise-Young 2013) and employee deviance (Tepper
et al. 2008). Each norm perceptions scale included 45 items
measured on 5-point response scales. Descriptive norm
items were preceded by the stem, “How common/uncom-
mon is the following behavior at your current workplace?”
and measured using a 5-point response scale (1 =extremely
uncommon, 5 = extremely common). Item content was modi-
fied to fit this stem and response scale. For example, the item
“Daydreamed rather than did your work” was modified to “A
person daydreams rather than does their work.” Injunctive
norm items were preceded by the stem, “How strongly do
employees disapprove/approve of the following behavior at
your workplace?” and measured using a 5-point response
scale (1 =extremely disapprove, 5 = extremely approve).
Item content was identical to that of the descriptive norm
perception items, which fit both sets of stems and response
scales. These adapted scales displayed adequate reliability
in this sample (a’s=0.97, 0.96 for descriptive and injunctive
norm perceptions, respectively).

! Participant gender was not recorded due to a software programming
error.
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Results and Discussion

As expected, descriptive (M =2.33, SD=0.72) and injunc-
tive (M =1.94, SD=0.57) norm perceptions of CWBs
were significantly correlated (r=0.50, p <0.001) and both
descriptive (r=0.31, p<0.001) and injunctive norm percep-
tions of CWBs (n=47, r=0.67, p <0.001) were significantly
correlated with CWB perpetration (M =1.25, SD=0.33).

CFA Analyses

To provide evidence that the descriptive and injunctive
norm measures captured unique constructs, we conducted
confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) using LISREL 9.2
on the data collected at Time 1 (N =86). The first model
contained two latent factors: one for descriptive and one
for injunctive norms. Items were randomly allocated across
three indicators per latent construct (per Little et al. 2013),
and one loading per indicator was fixed to one in order to
identify the model. Goodness of fit statistics revealed good
fit: Minimum Fit Function )(2 (8, N=86)=10.66, p=0.23,
RMSEA =0.062, CFI=0.996, and SRMR =0.024. All com-
pletely standardized factor loadings were significant, ranging
from 0.92 to 0.99.

We also tested a unidimensional CFA in which descrip-
tive and injunctive norm items were modeled as indicators
of a single latent variable. The same parceling and model fit
procedures were used. Model fit was poor: y*(9)=314.20,
p<0.001, RMSEA =0.628, CFI=0.528, SRMR =0.168,
and three of the completely standardized factor loadings
were relatively low (0.41 to 0.48), despite being significant.
Together, these CFAs demonstrate that the two-factor model
is most appropriate, as the descriptive and injunctive norm
measures capture unique constructs.

Hypothesis Test

We tested the hypothesized two-way interaction between
descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs using
Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro (Model 1).? The overall
regression (see Table 1) was significant, R*=0.51, FQ3,
43)=15.08, p<0.001. As predicted, the two-way interaction

2 Variance inflation factors (VIFs) were computed for this and all
subsequent regression analyses to investigate the possibility of mul-
ticollinearity due to high correlations among our predictor vari-
ables—especially our norm perceptions variables. The VIF value
for the norms predictors was 1.34 for Study 1 and values in Study 2
ranged from 1.47 to 1.49. None of the predictor variables was associ-
ated with a VIF of greater than 1.61 in any of the regression analyses
for either study. As VIF values of greater than ten (e.g., Neter et al.
1989) are often described as a cutoff for indications of problematic
multicollinearity, these results indicate that multicollinearity among
predictor variables was not a problem in our studies.

Table 1 Summary of moderated regression analysis for CWBs: Study
1

B SE t P
CWB descriptive norm —-0.38 0.16 —-2.29 0.027
CWRB injunctive norm -0.23 0.28 —-0.83 0.409
Descriptive X injunctive 0.21 0.09 2.34 0.024

R*=0.051 (p<0.001)

26

24
Injunctive Norm Perceptions
22

2.0
1.8
1.6

14

CWB Perpetration

1.2

1.0
113 143 173 203 233 263 293 323 353 3.83 4.13

Descriptive Norm Perceptions

Fig.1 The relationship between descriptive perceptions of CWBs
(higher values indicate greater perceived typicality) and self-reported
CWBs at six specific values of injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs
(higher values indicate stronger perceived approval): Study 1

between descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions was
also significant, B=0.21, SE=0.09, 1(43)=2.34, p=0.024,
95% CI [0.03, 0.38]. This significant interaction (see Fig. 1)
was probed following a set of procedures outlined by Hayes
and Matthes (2009) to identify values of CWB injunctive
norm perceptions at which CWB descriptive norm percep-
tions were significantly related to CWB perpetration. This
analysis indicated that the effects of CWB descriptive norm
perceptions were significant at values of CWB injunctive
norm perceptions > 3.18, B=0.28, SE=0.14, #(43)=2.02,
p=0.050, 95% CI [0.00, 0.55].

Discussion

These results suggest that our modified CWB norm percep-
tion scales measure distinct constructs. Additionally, these
results offer promising initial support for H1. As hypothe-
sized, descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs
interacted synergistically to influence CWB perpetration.
However, this pilot study is limited in a number of ways.
First, the sample size is small and a considerable degree of
attrition (45%) occurred between our two data collection
sessions. Second, the time interval between data collection
sessions (2-4 weeks) was potentially too short—introduc-
ing the possibility that recall of norm perceptions responses
influenced participants’ reports of CWB perpetration. Third,
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the study did not include our hypothesized moderating vari-
able (NTB), which prevented us from testing H2.

Study 2

Study 2 was designed to address the limitations of our pilot
study and allow for full tests of each of our hypotheses. A
limited set of control variables and our hypothesized mod-
erator were included in the initial data collection session, a
larger sample size was obtained, the time interval between
predictor measures and dependent variable was increased
(8-10 weeks), and participant instructions were modified
to reduce attrition between time intervals. We utilized a
longer time interval between data collection sessions, the
longest possible when using the available participation pool,
to address a potential limitation of our pilot study results—
the possibility that common method bias may have inflated
the observed relationships between predictor variables and
our criterion variable. Based on consideration that common
method bias can attenuate as well as inflate relationships
between self-report variables (Lance and Sloan 1993) and
Spector’s (1977, 2006) arguments that common method bias
is often more “urban legend” than “truth,” we determined
that increasing the time interval from 2 to 4 to 8§—10 weeks
should be sufficient to reasonably address this potential
confound.

Method
Participants and Procedure

To encourage participation in both data collection sessions,
the study was explicitly described as requiring completion of
two online surveys—one at the beginning and then at the end
of the semester. It was suggested that only those individuals
interested in completing both surveys should sign up to par-
ticipate. One hundred and thirteen working MBA students
from a large university in the Southwestern U.S. completed
the first online survey, which included hypothesis-relevant
variables (norm perceptions of CWBs, NTB) and a limited
set of individual difference variables demonstrated in past
research to predict CWB (Big 5 traits, Machiavellianism)
for use as controls.* Of the original participants, 97 (85.8%)

3 Survey completion time restrictions limited our use of control
variables to a subset of the personality variables that have been pre-
viously demonstrated to predict CWB. Two personality models that
have been used in past CWB research include the Five Factor Model
and the Dark Triad. Based on prior meta-analytic evidence that agree-
ableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and Machiavellianism are
relatively robust predictors of CWB perpetration (e.g., Berry et al.
2007; O’Boyle et al. 2012), we chose to include these as control vari-
ables in our study.
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also completed the second online survey (CWB perpetra-
tion) 8—10 weeks later.

The final sample therefore consisted of 97 employed
MBA students (49.4% female, M,,. = 27.75) who received
credit toward a class research requirement for their involve-
ment in the study. Participants were all currently employed
either full-time (47.4%) or part-time (52.6%) across a range
of industries, including construction (2.1%), finance/insur-
ance/real estate (8.2%), government (14.4%), health care
(5.2%), manufacturing (3.1%), internet (1.0%), retail-whole-
sale (8.2%), services (10.3%), and non-profit (9.3%)—along
with a variety of other miscellaneous industries (38.1%).
21.8% reported that they were currently in a management
position in their organization.

Measures

The same measures of CWB perpetration (a¢=0.97) and
norm perceptions of CWBs (a’s=0.97, 0.98 for descriptive
and injunctive norm perceptions, respectively) were used as
in the pilot study.

Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Neuroticism These
traits were measured using subscales from the Big Five
Inventory (John et al. 1991). Nine items were used to meas-
ure both agreeableness (e.g., “l am someone who is helpful
and unselfish with others”) and conscientiousness (e.g., “I
am someone who does things efficiently”’) and eight items
were used to measure neuroticism (e.g., “I am someone who
is depressed, blue”). A 5-point response scale was used for
all items, anchored by 1 (disagree strongly) and 5 (agree
strongly). The three scales displayed adequate reliability in
the current sample (a’s=0.74, 0.83, 0.86 for agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and neuroticism, respectively).

Machiavellianism This trait was assessed using Christie
and Geis’ (1970) 20-item measure. Respondents indicated
the extent to which they agreed with a series of statements
(e.g., “Anyone who completely trusts anyone else is asking
for trouble”) using a 5-point response scale, anchored by 1
(strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). The scale dis-
played adequate internal consistency in the current sample
(a=0.77).

Need to Belong Leary et al.’s (2013) 10-item measure was
used to assess the desire to build and maintain social bonds.
The Need to Belong Scale consists of statements such as
“I want other people to accept me.” Respondents reported
the degree to which each statement characterized them on
a 5-point scale anchored by 1 (not at all) and 5 (extremely).
This scale displayed adequate reliability in the current sam-
ple (a=0.87).
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Table 2 Study 2 means, standard deviations, and variable intercorrelations

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 10

1. Gender 0.46 0.50

2. Agreeableness 3.81 0.60 -0.10

3. Conscientiousness 3.98 0.65 -0.12 0.42%%

4. Neuroticism 2.69 0.61 —0.18 — 0.30%* —0.49%%*

5. Machiavellianism 2.75 0.44 0.25% —0.33%%* —0.029%%* 0.20*

6. CWB descriptive norm 2.07 0.71 0.10 —0.030**  —0.33%* 0.18 0.34%%*

7. CWB injunctive norm 1.67 0.56 0.02 — 0.30%* —0.33%%* 0.30%* 0.24%* 0.51%%*

10. Need to belong 3.24 0.77 — 0.34%* 0.04 -0.12 0.41%* 0.04 -0.11 —-0.04

11. CWB perpetration 1.31 0.43 0.04 —0.28% —0.0.28%* 0.15 0.30%* 0.56*%*  0.48** 0.07

*p<0.05, *#p <0.01

Tgble 3 'Summary (_)f . Variable Step 1 Step 2

hierarchical regression analysis

for variables predicting CWB B SEB ¢t P B SEB t p

perpetration: Study 2
Gender 0.05 0.09 0.55 0.581 0.04 0.08 0.56 0.575
Agreeableness —0.11 0.08 —-1.39 0.168 —-0.04 0.07 —0.61 0.543
Conscientiousness -0.012 0.08 —-149 0.140 -0.04 0.07 —0.055 0.586
Neuroticism —0.03 008 —-036 0722 -0.05 0.07 —0.069 0.490
Machiavellianism 0.21 0.10 205 0.044 0.10 0.09 1.06 0.0293
CWB descriptive norm 0.23 0.06 376  <0.0001
CWB injunctive norm 0.19 0.08 2.48 0.015
R? 0.15 0.39
F for R? change 3.20% 17.05%*

*p<0.01, **¥p <0.001

Results and Discussion
Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations and inter-
correlations of study variables. As expected and consistent
with the results of Study 1, CWB descriptive norm percep-
tions were significantly correlated with CWB injunctive norm
perceptions (r=0.51, p <0.001). Further, CWB descriptive
(r=0.56, p<0.001) and injunctive norm perceptions (r=0.48,
p<0.001) were significantly related to CWB perpetration.
Among the control variables, agreeableness (r=—0.28,
p=0.005) and conscientiousness (r=—0.28, p=0.006) were
negatively related and Machiavellianism (»=0.30, p=0.003)
was positively related to CWBs. Neither neuroticism (r=0.15,
p=0.155) nor gender (0=female, 1 =male; r=—0.04,
p=0.690) was significantly related to CWBs.

CFA Analyses

Like Study 1, one- and two-factor CFAs were modeled to
ensure that the descriptive and injunctive norm measures

captured unique constructs. We used the same parceling
and model fit procedures. The two-factor CFA demonstrated
good fit: Minimum Fit Function y* (8, N=97)=11.05,
p=0.20, RMSEA =0.063, CFI=0.996, and SRMR =0.016.
All completely standardized factor loadings were sig-
nificant, ranging from 0.90 to 0.99. However, the unidi-
mensional CFA had poor fit: )(2(9) =317.25, p<0.001,
RMSEA =0.594, CFI=0.627, SRMR =0.238, and three of
the completely standardized factor loadings were relatively
low (0.50 to 0.54). Replicating the results of the pilot study,
these results provide evidence that the two norms measures
capture unique constructs.

Exploratory Analysis

First, to explore the extent to which the norms perceptions
measures might predict unique variance above and beyond
our control variables, we conducted a hierarchical regres-
sion analysis (see Table 3) that included all control variables
in Step 1 and descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions
of CWBs in Step 2. In Step 1, the combined effect of the
control variables was significant, F(5, 91)=3.20, p=0.010,
predicting 15% of the variance in CWB perpetration. Only
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Table 4 Summary of moderated regression analysis for CWBs: Study
2,H2

Table 5 Summary of moderated regression analysis for CWBs: Study
2, H3

B SE t p B SE t p

CWB descriptive norm - 048 0.10 -5.06 < 0.001 CWB descriptive norm 033 040 0.83  0.409

CWB injunctive norm —-0.83 0.13 —-6.24 < 0.001 CWRB injunctive norm 022 054 0.41 0.684

Descriptive X injunctive 0.40 0.05 8.48 <0.001 Need to belong 044 0.26 1.70  0.094

Gender 0.04 0.06 0.62 0.540 Descriptive X injunctive -0.19 021 -091 0.368

Agreeableness — 0.04 0.05 -0.71 0.478 Descriptive X need to belong -024 0.12 -199 0.050

Conscientiousness <-0.01 0.05 -0.02 0.987 Injunctive X need to belong -029 0.15 -194 0.055

Neuroticism —0.04 0.05 -0.59 0.560 Descriptive X injunctive X 0.17 0.06 291  0.005
Machiavellianism 011  0.07 1.54 0.127 need to belong

Gender 0.04 0.05 0.84  0.406

R?=0.66 (p<0.001) Agreeableness 002 005 -050 0620

Conscientiousness -0.02 005 -036 0.723

. L. L . Neuroticism - 0.07 0.05 —-140 0.165

Machiavellianism emerged as a significant individual pre- Machiavellianism 009 006 153 0129

dictor in this step, B=0.21, SE=0.10, p=0.044. In Step 2,
the addition of descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions
improved model prediction, AF(2,89)=17.05, p<0.001,
and accounted for an additional 24% of the variance in CWB
perpetration. Additionally, both forms of norm perceptions
emerged as significant individual predictors. This indicates
that, while correlated, the norm perceptions predict unique
variance and are therefore somewhat independent in their
effects. Additionally, these results indicate that descriptive
and injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs predict unique
variance in CWB perpetration beyond a set of established
personality predictors.

Hypothesis Tests

To test H1, we used Hayes’” (2013) PROCESS macro (Model
1) to examine the two-way interaction between descriptive
and injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs. Respondent
gender (0 =female, 1 =male), agreeableness, conscientious-
ness, neuroticism, and Machiavellianism were included as
controls.* The overall regression was significant, R%2=0.66,
F(8, 88)=21.50, p<0.001 (see Table 4). However, most
importantly and replicating the results of Study 1, the pre-
dicted two-way interaction between descriptive and injunc-
tive norm perceptions was significant, B=0.40, SE=0.05,
1(88)=8.48, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.31, 0.49]. As in Study 1,
we probed this interaction by identifying values of CWB
injunctive norm perceptions at which CWB descriptive norm
perceptions were significantly related to CWB perpetration.
This analysis indicated that the effects of descriptive norm
perceptions of CWB were significant at values of CWB
injunctive norm perceptions > 1.45, B=0.10, SE=0.10,
#(88)=1.99, p=0.050, 95% CI [0.00, 0.19].

4 A test that omitted these controls led to an identical statistical con-
clusion.
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R*=0.76 (p <0.001)

Table 6 Descriptive X injunctive norm interaction on CWBs at val-
ues of need to belong: Study 2

Need to belong B SE t p

Low (-1 SD) 0.24 0.07 3.40 0.001
Mean 0.37 0.04 8.64 < 0.001
High (+1 SD) 0.51 0.05 9.31 <0.001

Next, we used Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro (Model 3)
to test the hypothesized (H2) three-way interaction between
CWRB descriptive norm perceptions, CWB injunctive norm
perceptions, and NTB. This analysis included the main
effects of CWB descriptive norm perceptions, CWB injunc-
tive norm perceptions, NTB, all possible two-way interac-
tions between these variables, and the three-way interaction.
The analysis also included all previously mentioned control
variables.’ The overall regression was significant, R%=0.76,
F(12, 84)=21.70, p<0.001 (see Table 5). Supporting H2,
the predicted three-way interaction was also significant,
B=0.17, SE=0.06, #(84)=2.91, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.06,
0.29]. Next, we conducted a series of planned interaction
probes to better understand the nature of the interaction.
First, a simple interaction analysis demonstrated that the
two-way interaction between descriptive and injunctive norm
perceptions was significant at both one standard deviation
above and below the mean of NTB. However, as expected,
the magnitude of the two-way interaction effect was stronger
at higher than lower levels of NTB (see Table 6).

35 A test that omitted these controls led to an identical statistical con-
clusion.
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Table 7 Conditional effect of descriptive norm perceptions of CWBs
on CWB perpetration at levels of need to belong and injunctive norm
perceptions: Study 2

Need to belong CWB injunctive B SE 1t P
norm

Low (—1SD) Low (—1SD) 0.02 0.07 023 0.818
Low (-=1SD) Mean 0.15 0.06 2.66  0.009
Low (—1SD) High(+1SD) 028  0.07 4.06 < 0.001
Mean Low (-1 SD) -0.0.02 005 -036 0.717
Mean Mean 0.19  0.04 4.67 < 0.001
Mean High (+1 SD) 040 0.05 8.60 <0.001
High (+1SD) Low (—1SD) -0.05 007 -071 0470
High (+1SD) Mean 023 0.06 4.11 < 0.001

High (+1SD) High (+1 SD) 0.52  0.06 9.22 <0.001
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Fig.2 Three-way interaction between descriptive norm perceptions,
injunctive norm perceptions, and NTB: Study 2

Second, we decomposed into simple effects the two-way
descriptive X injunctive norm interaction at the mean and
at high (+ 1 SD) and low levels of NTB (-1 SD). As can
be seen in Table 7, at the mean of NTB, the frequency of
performing CWBs increases as a function of how prevalent
the individual perceives such behaviors to be in the organi-
zation (descriptive norm), but only when the individual
also perceives that others moderately or highly approve
of those behaviors (mean or + 1 SD of injunctive norm).
When individuals perceived others to highly disapprove of
CWBs (— 1 SD), perceptions of the behaviors’ prevalence
do not significantly affect their likelihood of performing
CWBs. This pattern is replicated at low and high levels
of NTB, such that the simple effect of descriptive norm
perceptions is only significant at moderate and high levels
of injunctive norm perceptions. However, as can be seen
in Fig. 2 and Table 7, the positive relationship between
descriptive norm perceptions and CWB perpetration at
moderate and high levels of injunctive norm perceptions
becomes stronger as levels of NTB increase. Overall, then,
consistent with our hypothesis, the synergistic effects of

Table 8 Slope differences for three-way interaction

Pair of slopes t value for slope differ- p value for
ence slope differ-
ence
(1) and (2) 2.819 0.006
(1) and (3) 10.704 0.000
(1) and (4) 6.701 0.000
(2) and (3) 3.517 0.001
(2) and (4) 3.545 0.001
(3) and (4) -0.672 0.503

descriptive and injunctive norm perceptions of CWBs
become stronger as NTB increases.

Third, and finally, we conducted post hoc analyses to cal-
culate slope differences tests (Dawson and Richter 2006).
The results are reported in Table 8. Of primary relevance to
our hypothesis, one comparison focused on the difference
in the effect of descriptive norm perceptions when injunc-
tive norm perceptions were high (+1 SD) and NTB was
simultaneously low (— 1 SD) versus when injunctive norm
perceptions were high (41 SD) and NTB was high (+1 SD).
As expected, these slopes (B=0.28 vs B=0.51) were sig-
nificantly different, r=2.82, p=0.006. This indicates that,
when CWBs are perceived as being relatively approved of by
coworkers, the perceived prevalence of CWBs increases the
likelihood of CWB perpetration—an effect that is stronger
for individuals with high versus low belongingness needs.
In contrast, a second focal comparison tested for a differ-
ence in the effect of descriptive norm perceptions when
injunctive norm perceptions were low (=1 SD) and NTB
was simultaneously low versus high. These slopes (B=0.02
vs B=—-0.05) were not significantly different, t=—0.67,
p=0.503. This indicates that, when CWBs are perceived as
being relatively disapproved of by coworkers, the perceived
prevalence of CWBs is unrelated to CWB perpetration for
those with low or high levels of NTB.

General Discussion

The results of our two studies offer unique contributions to
the literatures on CWB antecedents and normative social
influence. Concerning CWB antecedents, ours are the first
studies to demonstrate that perceptions of both the descrip-
tive and injunctive norms for CWB independently predict
CWB perpetration. This finding is especially interesting and
important given evidence (e.g., Cialdini 2005; Nolan et al.
2008) that individuals routinely underestimate the role that
others’ actions and beliefs have on their behavior. In Study
2, descriptive and injunctive norms explained an additional
24% of the variance in CWB perpetration beyond the 15%
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explained by a set of established personality predictors.
Future research attention toward the role of social norms in
shaping unethical organizational behavior, such as CWB,
appears well deserved given these findings.

The present studies also contribute to the CWB litera-
ture by examining CWB through the lens of an established
social norms theory (i.e., Focus Theory) and demonstrat-
ing that two types of social norms perceptions have some-
what independent, as well as interactive effects on behavior.
Past research on social norms as antecedents to CWB has
used a variety of different operationalizations of the social
norms construct—often conflating descriptive and injunctive
norms, examining perceptions of only one norm type, or
estimating the norm based on an aggregate of self-reported
CWRB rather than as the individual’s perception of coworker
frequency. By demonstrating that descriptive and injunctive
norm perceptions of CWB predict CWB perpetration, our
research may serve as a bridge connecting CWB research on
norms to a broader norms literature derived from the Focus
Theory of Normative Conduct. Finally, our finding that NTB
enhances the interaction between descriptive and injunctive
norm perceptions adds to the literature by demonstrating
how forces within the person combine with forces inherent
in the situation to explain CWB perpetration.

Our findings contribute to the normative social influence
literature by adding to the list of ethics-related behaviors
influenced by descriptive and injunctive norms and by sug-
gesting aspects of cognition and motivation associated with
their effects. Specifically, in terms of how individuals use
norm-related information when deciding how to behave, one
important question concerns the extent to which the effects
of descriptive and injunctive norms are independent or inter-
active. In other words, does the individual consider descrip-
tive and injunctive norms independently—with each type
of norm having a separable effect on behavior, or does the
person consider the norms in relation to one another—with
each norm having the potential to intensify or undermine
the effects of the other? Although prior evidence suggests
that the effects of the two norm types are at least some-
what independent (e.g., Buunk and Bakker 1995; Jacobson
et al. 2015a; Larimer and Neighbors 2003), only three prior
studies had examined the potentially interactive effects of
descriptive and injunctive norms on behavior.

Consistent with Lee et al. (2007) and Go6ckeritz et al.
(2010), who examined interactive effects of norms on drink-
ing behavior and energy conservation behavior (respec-
tively), perceptions of descriptive and injunctive norms for
CWaBs interacted in their effects on CWB perpetration in
both of our studies. CWB perpetration was most frequent
when CWBs were perceived as both common and approved
of by peers (i.e., the norms were “aligned”). These results
suggest that, for unethical behavior like CWBs, individuals
may consider each norm in relation to the other prior to
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taking action. Potentially, considering each type of norma-
tive information in conjunction serves as a “double-check”
against the other, helping to ensure that performing the
CWB will not adversely affect the individual’s reputation.
For example, even if tardiness is somewhat frequent, the
majority of coworkers may privately disapprove of such
behavior. Alternatively, although it may appear that one’s
coworkers do not disapprove of tardiness, the fact that they
are rarely tardy could signal that one has misjudged the level
of disapproval for tardiness.

Another open question about the effects of norms con-
cerns the extent to which motivational dynamics may affect
the process by which norms influence behavior. Consist-
ent with the idea that individuals consider the CWB norms
in relation to one another due to reputational concerns,
we found that the interactive effects of CWB norms were
strongest among individuals with high concern for their
social standing (i.e., high NTB). By demonstrating how a
motivational individual difference can affect the process of
normative social influence, this finding helps to illustrate
the active nature by which the individual seeks out and uses
social norms to guide their behavior. Rather than passively
responding to norms, these findings provide support for the
idea (Jacobson et al. 2015b) that individuals actively, but
not necessarily consciously, use descriptive and injunctive
norms as important signposts that assist them in navigat-
ing the social world. Further, these findings illustrate that
individuals with different types of motivations or differ-
ent magnitudes of these drives may actually use norms in
somewhat different ways. For example, those who care little
about social approval may possibly consider the two forms
of normative information in a relatively independent manner
whereas those strongly driven by reputational considerations
may be more attentive to the extent of alignment/misalign-
ment of the norms.

Limitations

One limitation of our studies surrounds the use of self-
report data when assessing CWB and, more specifically,
the extent to which social desirability bias among self-
reporters could lead to an underestimate of CWB preva-
lence. Although the self-reported ratings of CWB obtained
in our studies are similar in magnitude to those reported
in other studies that have successfully used this measure
(e.g., Fida et al. 2015; Iliescu et al. 2015; Spector et al.
2006), these mean scores remain low (Ms=1.25, 1.31).
This restricted range in our dependent variable presents
the viable possibility of attenuation in the relationships we
report involving this variable—perhaps underestimating
the role of social norms in guiding CWB. Future research
involving CWB self-report may profit from inclusion of
social desirability measures to provide an estimate of
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the extent of this bias and from possible modifications to
either participant instructions or the context in which sur-
veys are completed (e.g., solo rather than group adminis-
tration) to reduce the possible effects of social desirability.

Despite this possible limitation, it also important to
note that Berry et al. (2012) have provided meta-analytic
evidence that self and other reports of CWB provide
comparable and valid estimates of the phenomenon. Spe-
cifically, their analysis demonstrated moderate to strong
correlations between self and other reports of CWB,
similar patterns of relationships of the two ratings types
with common correlates (e.g., Big 5), a tendency for self-
raters to actually report a greater magnitude of CWB per-
petration than other-raters of them, and little incremental
variance provided by other-reports over self-reports in
relationships with common correlates. This evidence sug-
gests that social desirability may not play a major role in
self-reports of CWB and that the low mean scores often
obtained in both self and other reports of the phenomenon
reflect objectively low frequencies of these behaviors in
the workplace.

Another concern stemming from our reliance on self-
report data is the possibility of common method bias. To
address this possibility, we assessed our independent and
dependent variables at two different time periods—a strat-
egy demonstrated to reduce the impact of common method
bias (Ostroff et al. 2002; Podsakoff et al. 2003). Moreover,
common method variance is likely to deflate interaction
term estimates (Siemsen et al. 2010)—which should bol-
ster confidence in the results of our moderation tests.

Another potential limitation with the current study
is that the sample consisted of employed MBA students
recruited from university classes. While generalizability
is a common concern when utilizing student samples, the
current samples are somewhat unique from other student
samples in that nearly half of the individuals in each sam-
ple were employed full-time, a range of different indus-
tries was represented, and the participants were older than
traditional undergraduate students. Additionally, prior
CWB studies have found little evidence of differences in
responses between student and non-student working sam-
ples (e.g., Fox et al. 2001).

Finally, although each of our studies contained relatively
small samples, participants were employed in a variety of
occupations across different organizations and industries.
This eliminates the possibility that the results were due to
sampling a specific organization that is unique in terms of
the role of CWB norm perceptions in guiding CWB perpe-
tration. Rather, because these results were obtained even
though the sample sizes were relatively small and despite the
fact that participants were reflecting on different workplaces
should bolster confidence in the robustness and generaliz-
ability of these effects.

Future Research

These results suggest a number of fruitful areas for future
research. One profitable domain could be to explore fac-
tors that affect perceptions of CWB norms. Specific indi-
vidual differences like agreeableness, integrity-related
values, or past experiences as victims of CWB could bias
these perceptions. Additionally, situational factors like
witnessing a vivid act of CWB or being exposed to gossip
about CWB could also affect CWB norm perceptions. A
better understanding of the factors that influence CWB
norm perceptions promises to enhance the ability to pre-
dict CWB perpetration and to craft interventions to reduce
CWB.

An additional avenue for applied research is examin-
ing the extent to which norm perceptions deviate from
the actual levels of prevalence and approval for CWBs in
organizational contexts. Identifying the presence and size
of discrepancies would indicate the most fruitful areas for
social norms marketing interventions—interventions that
could then be empirically assessed in terms of their effi-
cacy in reducing CWB perpetration. In gaining a greater
understanding of CWB, studies could then examine how
injunctive norms of approval/disapproval can be utilized
to enhance prosocial rule-breaking—deliberate violations
of formal policy or regulation with the intent of improv-
ing the welfare of the organization or an organizational
stakeholder (Morrison 2006).

These results also reinforce the importance of explor-
ing the psychological mechanisms underlying normative
social influence. Consistent with previous research, the
present studies indicate that descriptive and injunctive
norms have separable effects on behavior and influence
the individual via different psychological routes. Although
emerging research (e.g., Jacobson et al. 2011, 2015b; Kre-
dentser et al. 2012; White and Simpson 2013) has helped
to clarify the different processes involved in the influence
of descriptive versus injunctive norms, much still remains
unknown regarding the cognitive and motivational mecha-
nisms by which they affect behavior.

Practical Implications

CWB is becoming increasingly common and costly for
organizations (Coffin 2003; Mount et al. 2006; Vardi and
Weitz 2016). Indeed, certain forms of CWB such as inci-
vility are becoming commonplace in the public sphere
(Emerson et al. 2015). Understanding the etiology of
CWRB is critical to devising strategies to mitigate these
unethical behaviors. The present studies have clear prac-
tical implications in this regard. For example, managers
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may also consider relatively minor changes to policy and
practices to emphasize the desired CWB norms—when
possible, publicly reinforcing disapproval for specific
CWBs while also highlighting a low degree of prevalence
(e.g., discussing in a team meeting how, despite the fact
that instances of tardiness were relatively low in frequency
over the past month, these admittedly small number of
cases still had negative effects on team productivity and
morale). Changes to policy, such as instituting zero toler-
ance policies (Aquino and Douglas 2003) could also help
to reduce the perceived prevalence of specific CWBs while
also emphasizing the clear organizational disapproval for
these behaviors.

Additionally, these results provide further support for
the idea that organizational leaders and other influential
employees should pay careful attention to the observable
behaviors they model at work. This is consistent with evi-
dence that leaders play key roles in creating and modeling
civil behavior that can strengthen positive organizational
norms and supplant negative ones—a concept consistent
with social learning theory (Mayer et al. 2009; O’Leary-
Kelly et al. 1996). In particular, ethical leaders demon-
strate “normatively appropriate conduct through personal
actions and interpersonal relationships” and “promot[e]...
such conduct to followers through two-way communication,
reinforcement, and decision-making” (Brown et al. 2005,
p. 120). Ethical leaders therefore actively attempt to reduce
the perceived prevalence and acceptance of CWB (as well
as increase the perceived prevalence and approval for citi-
zenship behaviors) across organizational levels (Mayer et al.
2009; Schaubroeck et al. 2012).

The high degree of influence organizational leaders pos-
sess in their potential to model behavior suggests that selec-
tion procedures for supervisory positions should focus on
both past behaviors as well as traits associated with low
degrees of CWB. Organizations should therefore consider
carefully documenting any perpetration of CWB among
employees as part of the performance review process. When
attempting to promote from within the organization, this
information should be given special consideration to avoid
the potential of promoting an individual who may, though
the process of modeling, give subordinates the impression
that CWBs are either approved of or common. Relevant Big
Five traits (agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroti-
cism; DeShong et al. 2015), the Dark Triad (DeShong et al.
2015), locus of control (Sprung and Jex 2012), and integrity/
character (Fine et al. 2010; Ones et al. 1993) represent traits
predictive of CWB perpetration that could be considered
during selection/promotion processes as a way of reducing
the likelihood of hiring managers who exhibit, and therefore
model, CWB.

On a more extensive scale, social norms marketing
interventions might be considered to reduce CWB. Social
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norms marketing interventions (e.g., Moreira et al. 2009)
have been successfully employed in a number of con-
texts to promote more socially adaptive behaviors (e.g.,
reducing binge drinking, decreasing smoking, encourag-
ing bystander intervention in school bullying incidents:
Borsari and Carey 2003; Linkenbach and Perkins 2003;
Perkins et al. 2011, respectively). These interventions use
persuasive messaging to correct common misconceptions
about the prevalence and approval for behavior, percep-
tions that are often overestimated in the case of negative
social behaviors and underestimated in the case of positive
social behaviors (Miller and Prentice 2016). Given the evi-
dence from our studies, social norms marketing techniques
hold considerable promise for reducing CWB perpetration
in organizations.

Conclusion

Although the typical layperson underestimates normative
social influence, the results of our studies suggest that it
would be unwise for managers and organizational lead-
ers to fall prey to this bias. We demonstrate that counter-
productive behaviors in organizations like lying, cheat-
ing, stealing, abusing, insulting, and malingering are, in
a sense, contagious—influenced by perceived descriptive
and injunctive norms for these behaviors among col-
leagues. Further, we demonstrate that CWB norms are
more influential among individuals high in NTB—illus-
trating a person-by-environment interaction that helps to
clarify the motivational basis for the effect. Fortunately,
scientific investigations of normative social influence have
helped to develop possible remedies—applied persuasive
interventions that promise to change normative percep-
tions as a way of changing behavior. Exploring the efficacy
of such interventions in organizations represents an impor-
tant domain for future CWB scholarship.
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