Journal of Business Ethics (2023) 187:371-383
https://doi.org/10.1007/5s10551-022-05284-x

ORIGINAL PAPER q

Check for
updates

Social Undermining at the Workplace: How Religious Faith Encourages
Employees Who are Aware of Their Social Undermining Behaviors
to Express More Guilt and Perform Better

Nasib Dar' - Muhammad Usman?3 . Jin Cheng®* - Usman Ghani**®

Received: 24 December 2021 / Accepted: 22 October 2022 / Published online: 11 November 2022
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature B.V. 2022

Abstract

Based on the conservation of resources theory, this study developed a model linking social undermining to employees help-
ing behaviors and work role performance via expression of guilt, with religious faith possessed by employees as a first-stage
moderator. We argue that individuals will feel guilty if they perceive themselves as the perpetrators of the social undermin-
ing against their coworkers. Feeling guilt can potentially trigger prosocial responses (i.e., helping coworkers) and enhance
work role performance for improving the situation. We contend that religious faith that commands doing good with others
further provides resources for managing these negative emotions to unleash a positive side of social undermining, such that
the relation of social undermining with an expression of guilt will be strengthened. A multisource (supervisor-supervisee),
multi-wave, and multi-context (education, healthcare, and banking) survey involving 281 employees largely supports our
study hypotheses. The results indicated that social undermining is associated with more guilt expressions amid religious
individuals, revealing higher prosocial and work role performance. For business ethics research, the current study unveils
an important mediator—guilt expressions about wrongdoing—via which individuals’ social undermining behaviors at work,
somewhat counterintuitively, lead to boost performance outcomes, and an employee’s religious faith helps a facilitator of
this relationship.
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Introduction
P4 Jin Chen . .
chengjin;gozs@xmu.edu.cn Recent business scholarship reveals that adverse and
Nasib Dar resource-depleting situations remain a significant concern
Nas685@yahoo.com for organizations because the consequences that arise from

such situations can hinder the performance of the individual
employee and that of the whole organization (Park et al.,
2018; Probst et al., 2020). For example, the intentional
attempt of an employee to socially undermine (Mostafa
et al., 2020) their coworkers in terms of their ability to main-
tain positive relationships, accomplish work-related success
and destroy their favorable reputations can have a severe
problem for both perpetrator and target. Unfortunately, while
studying social undermining, relatively less devotion has
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been made to how perpetrators react to their social under-
mining behaviors (Eissa et al., 2020). Specifically, investi-
gating the outcomes of such social undermining behaviors
in terms of perpetrators is rare.

Social undermining, by definition, has negative connota-
tions and thus has adverse effects, but might it have some

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10551-022-05284-x&domain=pdf

372

N. Dar et al.

positive consequences? For example, the perpetrator of
socially undermining behaviors can recognize it as inappro-
priate and thus may try to correct it. We argue that employ-
ees with religious faith (Eaves et al., 2008) while practicing
social undermining, might particularly feel bad, which in
turn boosts their expression of a sense of guilt (Julle-Daniére
et al., 2020). The expression of guilt can play an imperative
role in molding the workplace behaviors of the perpetrators
(Julle-Daniere et al., 2020) like they can express helping
behaviors and improve their work role performance (Yue
et al., 2017). Investigating these positive outcomes, we add
to the business ethics literature by arguing that organizations
can lose something valuable while ignoring the importance
of interpersonal work behaviors.

We employed the conservation of resource (COR) the-
ory (Hobfoll, 2001; Hobfoll et al., 2018) to elucidate the
relationships between study variables. According to this
theory, an employee, while confronting resource depletion,
whether caused by him or someone else, tries to overcome
such depletion by involving in appropriate responses or
undoing the resource depletion (Hobfoll & Shirom, 2000).
The extent of responsiveness is great when the personal
characteristics of people are more affected by the resource
depletion experienced (Hobfoll, 2001; Hobfoll & Shirom,
2000). Furthermore, this theory asserts that employees get
more energy from such responses to exhibit behaviors that
overcome resource depletion to gain extra resources. Draw-
ing on COR, we postulate that the employees with religious
faith, when they socially undermine a coworker, may suf-
fer from demeaning self-esteem a valuable resource
that employees firmly seek to protect, for which they can
realize and acknowledge the negative consequences of their
actions (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001). The sense of realizing and
acknowledging the negative implications of their actions as
informed by their religious faith can push them to exhibit
helping behaviors and improve their work role performance.

Although preaching any religious belief system is consid-
ered illegal and unacceptable in most countries, they tend to
be neutral in this regard; however, religious beliefs cannot
be undermined in organizational behavior research (Weaver
& Agle, 2002). Extant research accumulated on how the
religious faith of employees can lead to various positive
attitudes and behaviors such as organizational commit-
ment (Farrukh et al., 2016), job satisfaction (Kutcher et al.,
2010), emotional attachment to the organization (Sikorska-
Simmons, 2005), and organizational citizenship behavior
(Kutcher et al., 2010). In addition, the religious faith used
as a buffering variable can help employees to reduce the
severity of difficult work conditions such as work-family
conflict (Dar & Rahman, 2020; Pandey & Singh, 2019),
abusive supervision (Arshad et al., 2019), organizational
stress, and burnout (Jamal & Badawi, 1993) and prevent
them from expressing negative outcomes. While relying on
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this research foundation, we argue that the religious faith
of employees as a personal resource can help them express
positive behaviors in the presence of social undermining.

This positive role of religious faith can be observed exten-
sively in those countries where the religious belief system
is affecting the common and organizational life of people.
For example, in Pakistan, where most people are Muslims
and thus strongly believe in God, they firmly influence
their workplace behaviors (Dar & Rahman, 2020; Zaman
et al., 2018). In this view, investigating the impacts of reli-
gious faith on harmful behaviors such as social undermin-
ing is imperative, especially at a time of increasing trading
interactions among Muslims and the Western World (Daly
et al., 2017). In addition, it can also play a prominent role
in increasing levels of religious diversity in working teams
around the globe (Berry et al., 2011). Therefore, it is a pre-
requisite for most organizations to understand how the per-
sonal characteristics of their workforce, as informed by their
religious faith, can mitigate the harmful consequences of
their unwelcome behaviors.

In summary, this study contributes to business ethics
research by molding the prevalent focus on antecedents of
social undermining to its outcomes. Applying the notion of
COR (Hobfoll, 2001), we argue that employee high on reli-
gious faith feels more guilty for any damage they have done
to others by exhibiting socially undermining behavior at the
workplace. This expression of guilt can motivate employees
to express behaviors in enhancing organizational well-being,
that is, to fulfill assigned tasks efficiently and show helping
behaviors (Yue et al., 2017). We accordingly add to business
ethics research by exhibiting how organizations can address
a negative situation (social undermining) by transforming it
into favorable outcomes (helping behaviors and enhanced
work role performance), particularly among individuals
with high levels of religious faith, which lead them to feel
guilty for the damage they have made on other due to social
undermining.

The relationships among study variables are presented
in Fig. 1, where the social undermining leads to the expres-
sion of guilt which can lead to expressing helping behavior
and enhanced work role performance. Further, the religious
faith strengthens this beneficial process by giving a sense of
correcting the wrongdoing.

Hypotheses Development

Social Undermining, Expressions of Guilt,
and Religious Faith

According to COR (Hobfoll & Shirom, 2000) perspec-
tive, when employees experience resource depletion, they
try to reduce or undo it. Further, this theory asserts that
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Fig. 1 Proposed model
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employees tend to protect their existing resources when
unpleasant experiences occur in the workplace (Hobfoll
& Shirom, 2000). When socially undermining their cow-
orkers, employees think of themselves as unworthy, and
they feel that they are not concerned for others, which
hinders their self-image (Eissa et al., 2020; Pierce & Gard-
ner, 2004). These psychological thoughts, like feeling
guilty, compel them to express these feelings in interper-
sonal relationships, which assist them in protecting their
self-worth (Hobfoll et al., 2018; Ilies et al., 2013). Due
to the expression of guilt and acknowledging their wrong
actions, the employees expressing social undermining
might believe that they have mitigated the consequences
of wrongdoing to others, which helps them to restore their
self-esteem or self-worth (Bowling et al., 2010; Liu &
Xiang, 2018). The expression of guilt plays the role of a
coping strategy that helps employees protect themselves
from devaluation (Burmeister et al., 2019).

Social undermining by having negative connotations
can have positive consequences contingent upon people’s
characteristics. According to COR theory, how employees
respond to a resource drainage experience depends on their
personal beliefs about the severity of the resource drainage
experience (De Clercq & Bouckenooghe, 2019). Research
has shown that religious people believe in doing well with
others and not inflicting harm because their religious princi-
ples demand doing so. This conviction might inform people
high on religious faith about their social undermining behav-
iors with the feeling guilty of doing wrong to others (Haq
et al., 2020) and violating their belief system and spiritual
principles. This sense of feeling guilty in response to social
undermining behaviors can trigger religious people to do
good which facilitates them to preserve their self-esteem
resources (Hobfoll, 2001). In light of this reasoning, the fol-
lowing hypothesis is proposed:

Work Role
Performance

Hypothesis 1 There is a positive relationship between
employees’ social undermining and their expressions of guilt
triggered by their religious faith.

The expression of guilt enables people to express some
positive behaviors to get personal satisfaction. After
acknowledging and accepting their wrongdoing, people
have high intentions to do something good (Burmeister
etal., 2019). Applying the COR theory, employees with such
positive intentions can get additional resources (Hobfoll &
Shirom, 2000). Thus being apologized for their wrongdoing
to other employees is more likely to be personally satisfied
by expressing positive behaviors that benefit the target or the
employer (Hareli et al., 2005; Hobfoll et al., 2018). Involve-
ment in positive behaviors such as helping other coworkers
and improving the work role performance can emerge due
to this acknowledgment of wrongdoing with others. Such
behaviors justify their wrongdoing and can enhance their
sense of personal fulfillment (Ilies et al., 2013). It means
that the expression of guilt can lead to positive outcomes
like expressing helping behaviors and enhancing work role
performance. Doing so enables employees to gain personal
resources like personal satisfaction and a sense of personal
fulfillment. Thus, it is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 2 There is a positive relationship between
employees’ expressions of guilt and their (a) helping behav-
iors and (b) work role performance.

The above reasoning recommends a moderated-mediation
mechanism (Hayes & Rockwood, 2020), where the religious
faith (Eaves et al., 2008) buffers the indirect relationship
between social undermining and helping behaviors and
enhances work role performance through the expression
of guilt (Julle-Daniere et al., 2020). The religious belief

@ Springer



374

N. Dar et al.

system of employees that commands doing good to others
and making up the past wrongdoing with others helps them
protect their self-esteem and self-worth (Hareli et al., 2005;
Hobfoll et al., 2018). Their expression of guilt and acknowl-
edgment of the wrongdoing work as a coping strategy that
enables them to express helping behaviors and enhance work
role performance to gain additional resources of self-worth
and personal fulfillment (Ilies et al., 2013). This argument
explains how social undermining can result in helping
behaviors and enhance work role performance. Thus, we
hypothesized:

Hypothesis 3 There is an indirect positive relationship
between employees’ social undermining and their (a) help-
ing behavior and (b) work role performance through their
expressions of guilt, as triggered by their religious faith.

Research Method
Research Context, Sample, and Procedures

The research hypotheses were tested with survey data col-
lected among Pakistani-based employees working in 12
firms in various sectors, including educational institutions,
financial institutions, and healthcare organizations. Draw-
ing a sample from multiple functional groups helps enhance
the research findings’ external validity (Highhouse, 2009).
Moreover, the arguments that underpin the study hypoth-
eses should apply across various countries. Interestingly,
data based on Pakistan offered an attractive setting because
of the critical role of spirituality in the country (Haq et al.,
2020) and its pertinent cultural features. For instance, Paki-
stan stood high in uncertainty avoidance score (Hofstede
et al., 2005), which proposes that when individuals under-
stand they have hurt others or possess a fear of vengeful acts,
they experience extreme stress.

Consequently, employees may seek to address the issue
by involving in positive work-related behaviors. Likewise,
Hofstede et al. (2005) suggest that Pakistan’s emphasis on
group harmony increases the likelihood that individuals
seek to accept their misconduct and contribute more to the
organizational collective with their committed work efforts.
Accordingly, studying how individuals react to their social
undermining with compensating behaviors and the likely
enabling role of their religious faith is extremely relevant in
this country’s context.

A convenience sampling approach was utilized for data
collection. Two of the authors have personal contacts in
these organizations. Initially, official approval from higher
authorities was obtained after briefing them regarding
the study objectives. Then, to double-check the accuracy
and validity of the study questionnaires, we invited two

@ Springer

professors in the field of organizational behavior who teach
at universities to help revise the scale. Both professors have
many years of teaching and research experience in OB, have
research publication records in high-quality journals, and
are currently working on different research projects. After
carefully reading, the two experts agreed on the content of
the questionnaire to a more considerable extent. However,
they had a few suggestions that the authors had incorporated
before disseminating the survey among the participants. For
example, one item of social undermining is “How often has
your supervisor intentionally insulted you.” Replaced by
“How often have you intentionally insulted your coworker?”
Similarly, one item of religious faith is “I feel like I can
always count on God.” Replaced by “I feel like I can always
count on Allah/God.” (See Appendix A). Afterward, indi-
vidual participants were contacted via their organizations’
internal mailing systems. To ensure respondents’ rights and
confidentiality, we took several steps in this process. Spe-
cifically, we use an online electronic questionnaire for data
collection. This way of data collection helps to guarantee the
respondent’s anonymity (Lim, 2002). Further, a letter was
dispatched along with a questionnaire to assure participants
that only research team members, not their organizations,
would have access to their responses. In addition, we under-
lined that there were no right or wrong answers and that they
could withdraw from the research at any point in time.

The data were collected in three wave design, with a
two-week lag in-between each round to grant temporal seg-
regation between the data collection for the independent,
moderator (phase 1), and mediator (phase 2) variables. To
minimize the chances of common method bias (CMB) and to
make sure that respondents can less likely predict the over-
all study model (Podsakoff et al., 2003), in the third phase,
we asked the immediate supervisors to assess his/her sub-
ordinate’s extra-role (i.e., helping behaviors) and work-role
performances. Of the 475 administered surveys, 367 were
returned in the first wave. However, out of 367, we removed
15 responses as they failed to answer one of the three atten-
tion check questions. Attention check questions are used to
exclude inattentive respondents (Thompson et al., 2020). Of
these, 346 responded in the second wave and 302 in the
third wave. However, we omitted 12 and 13 participants who
failed the attention check questions in the second and third
waves, respectively.

Further, eight more responses were eliminated due to a
lack of required information. Therefore, after excluding sur-
veys with incomplete data, we retained 281 questionnaires
for the study analysis, reflecting a response rate of 59%. In
the final sample set, most respondents (67%) were male,
85% had a university degree, and their organizations had
employed 86% of respondents for more than one year.

The researchers took numerous steps to overcome the
potential common method bias (CMB). Firstly, the authors
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temporally segregated the data collection period by 2 weeks
for the study variables (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Secondly,
this research employed an online survey. Lim (2002) argued
that online survey has the advantage of ensuring that social
desirability is kept to a minimum. Thirdly, the current study
includes interaction and mediation effects. Harrison et al.
(1996) suggest that the respondents are less likely to know
the basic theory that may systematically bias their responses
in such studies. Hence, CMB is less likely in our study. CMB
will be discussed in the results section in detail.

Measures
Coworker Social Undermining

We assessed coworker social undermining by employing a
13-item scale adapted from (Dufty et al., 2002). The study
respondents were asked to rate how repeatedly their cow-
orkers had been involved in a number of behaviors. Two
sample items include “Hurt your feelings” and “Did not give
as much help as they promised.”

Expression of Guilt

We measured the degree to which individuals showed they
felt terrible about their earlier actions using a five-item scale
of guilt, a component of the Spanish Burnout Inventory (Gil-
Monte & Fatndez, 2011). Two sample items were, “In my
conversations with coworkers, I express regrets about some
of my bad behaviors at work,” and “In my conversations
with coworkers, I express how I feel bad about some of the
things I have said at work.”

Religious Faith

We assessed the degree to which employees possess firm
religious beliefs with a 16-item religious faith scale (Eaves
et al., 2008). Two sample items were, “My faith in Allah/
God shapes how I think and act every day,” and “T ask Allah/
God to help me make important decisions.”

Helping Behaviors

Helping behavior was defined as voluntary behavior of
individuals conducted to assist coworkers in solving work
problems. To assess supervisor-rated individuals helping
behaviors, we used a five-item scale adapted from the study
of Tang et al. (2008). The authors made it clear in the items
that the recipient of help is one’ s colleagues. The two sam-
ple items of the scale include “This employee helps cowork-
ers who have heavy workloads” and “This employee helps
coworkers who have been absent.”

Work Role Performance

We measured the supervisor-rated employees’ work role
performance using a 9-items scale obtained from (Griffin
et al., 2007). This scale consists of three dimensions, i.e.,
individual task proficiency, individual task adaptivity, and
individual task proactivity. Three sample items were, “I car-
ried out the core parts of my job well,” “I adapted well to
changes in my core tasks,” and “I initiated better ways of
doing my core tasks.”

Results

Measurement Tests and Assessment of the Common
Method

We used AMOS (20.0) to confirm the fitness of the measure-
ment model wherein we connected the variables’ items to
their corresponding variables getting a multi-dimensional
model. The outcomes of the measurement model reveal that
the model substantially fulfills the criteria for the fitness
indices suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999) and J. F.). Thus
the hypothesized five-factor model (coworker social under-
mining, expression of guilt, religious faith, helping behav-
iors, work role performance) fit the data well (X2/df =1.925,
CFI=0.958, RMSEA =0.057, SRMR =0.048, and p <0.01).
To ensure the instrument validity (discriminant and
convergent validity) and reliability, we have followed the
guidelines of J. F. ) and Fornell and Larcker (1981), wherein
we have employed the Cronbach’s alpha (CA), composite
reliability (CR), average variance extracted (AVE) and fac-
tor loadings. Table 1 presents the factor loadings (0.654
to 0.936), CA (0.924 to 0.967), CR (0.924 to 0.966), and
AVE (0.588 to 0.730) for all constructs that are all above the
cut-off criteria for validity and reliability and are all in the
acceptable range, as suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999).
Moreover, by comparing the values of AVEs’ square
roots and of the inter-correlations of all variables, it was
found that the AVESs’ square roots are higher than the inter-
correlations, thus revealing a robust discriminant validity

Table 1 Confirmatory factor analysis

Variables Factor loadings CA CR  AVE

Coworker social undermining 0.763-0.895 0.967 0.966 0.689

Religious faith 0.654-0.833 0.958 0.958 0.588
Expressions of guilt 0.807-0.936 0.935 0.931 0.730
Helping behaviors 0.809-0.859 0.924 0.924 0.709
Work role performance 0.662-0.886 0.928 0.930 0.597

CA Cronbach’s Alpha, CR Composite Reliability, AVE Average Vari-
ance Extracted
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Structural Equation Modeling and Hypotheses
Testing

The fitted and acceptable measurement model was con-
verted to a path model to check the fitness of the path
model. The results confirm that the path model successfully
achieved the criteria of model fitness indices (ledfz 1.997,
CFI=0.912, RMSEA =0.060, and p <0.01), as suggested
by Hu and Bentler (1999) and J. ). To confirm the proposed

Fig.2 Results of path model
Religious Faith

223%*

Coworker Social
Undermining

relationships (see Fig. 2), we then calculated standardized
path coefficients employing the maximum likelihood method
in AMOS. Results confirmed the positive effect of coworker
social undermining on the expression of guilt (f=0.224,
p<0.01), and Fig. 3 further provides support for the influ-
ence of coworker social undermining on the expression of
guilt as the relationship is stronger at a higher level of reli-
gious faith (vs. low), hence H1 is supported. Next, Fig. 2
also indicates that expression of guilt positively influences

Coworker Social
Undermining X
Religious Faith

Note: **p<.01
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helping behaviors (#=0.351, p<0.01) and work role per-
formance (#=0.260, p<0.01), hence H2a and H2b also
supported.

To test the moderated mediation effect, postulated in
Hypotheses 3a—3b (see Table 3), we applied the well-estab-
lished bootstrapping method (Preacher et al., 2007) through
Process macro (Hayes, 2015). This method generated con-
fidence intervals (CI) for the conditional indirect effects of
coworker social undermining on helping behavior and work
role performance at different levels of the moderator, thereby
alleviating concerns about statistical power if these effects
were not to follow a normal distribution (MacKinnon et al.,
2004). The results indicated stronger indirect effect sizes
at increasing levels of religious faith (Table 3). For help-
ing behaviors, the effect sizes went from 0.018 at one SD
below the mean of the moderator, to 0.069 at its mean, to
0.119 at one SD above its mean. For work role performance,
these values equaled 0.013, 0.048, and 0.084, respectively.
As a direct test for the presence of moderated mediation,
we assessed the indices of moderated mediation and their
associated CI (Hayes, 2015). For helping behaviors, this
index equaled 0.037; for work role performance, it equaled
0.026. In both cases, the CI of the indices did not include
0 ([0.010; 0.070] and [0.008; 0.053], respectively). These
results affirmed that employees’ religious faith triggered the
translation of coworker social undermining into enhanced
helping behaviors and work role performance, consistent
with Hypotheses 3a—3b and the study’s overall theoretical
framework.

Discussion

Social underpinning due to having negative connotations
is regarded as a predictor of negative outcomes, whereas
can it has some positive outcomes is a question that needs
an answer. To fill this important gap in the business eth-
ics literature, we do this research to explore the relation-
ship between social undermining and employees’ work
outcomes, employing expression of guilt as a mediator and
religious faith as a boundary condition of this relationship.

Table 3 Conditional indirect effects and index of moderated mediation

More specifically, applying the COR theory (Hobfoll et al.,
2018) this research proposed that (1) while exhibiting social
undermining, the religious employees express a feeling of
guilt as a key response (2) such as guilt expressions from
employees enable their extra roles (i.e., helping coworkers)
and work-role performances. Our findings reveal that social
undermining had a positive association with the expression
of guilt due to the high levels of religious faith. Addition-
ally, the expression of guilt has a positive relationship with
both helping behaviors and work role performance. Further-
more, results also support the conditional moderating effect
of religious faith on the relationship between social under-
mining and helping behaviors and work role performance
via expression of guilt. Our research findings fully support
the hypothesized model (Fig. 1) and offer implications for
theory and practice.

Theoretical Implications

The findings of this research have several theoretical impli-
cations. First, drawing upon COR theory (Hobfoll et al.,
2018), we provide a novel explanation of why the expres-
sion of guilt and religious faith elucidate the relationship
between social undermining and both helping behaviors and
work role performance. Moreover, social undermining due
to having negative connotations has always been studied
with negative outcomes (Greenbaum et al., 2012). Therefore,
linking social undermining with helping behaviors and work
role performance is a noticeable contribution to our study.
Second, we found expression of guilt as a critical mediat-
ing variable in the relation of social undermining and both
helping behaviors and work role performance. Drawing
on COR theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018), an employee, while
inflicting harm on others (social undermining), may feel
guilty (expression of guilt) due to diminished self-esteem- a
critical personal resource, which in turn can stimulate posi-
tive behaviors such as helping coworkers and enhance work
role performance, to gain the resources such as high self-
esteem. In general, applying COR theory, we provide a new
and comprehensive insight to understand the underlying
mechanisms of the impact of social undermining behaviors

Religious Faith  Helping behaviors

Work role performance

Effect Bootstrap SE  Bootstrap LLCI ~ Bootstrap ULCI ~ Effect Bootstrap SE ~ Bootstrap LLCI ~ Bootstrap ULCI
-1SD 0.018  0.028 -0.032 0.075 0.013  0.020 —-0.022 0.057
Mean 0.069  0.021 0.033 0.119 0.048 0.016 0.021 0.086
+1SD 0.119  0.032 0.065 0.194 0.084  0.025 0.042 0.139
Index of Moder- 0.037  0.015 0.010 0.070 0.026  0.011 0.008 0.053

ated Mediation

n=281; SE standard error; LLCI lower limit confidence interval; ULCI upper limit confidence interval
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on positive outcomes such as helping behaviors and work
role performance.

Third, this research takes religious faith as an impor-
tant contingent factor that can reduce the intensity of
social undermining in terms of negative outcomes such
as decreasing both helping behaviors and work role per-
formance through the expression of guilt. The employees
high on religious faith when inflicting harm on others, such
as social undermining, feel guilty because of violating the
principles of their religious faith, which create a situation of
self-depreciating thoughts (Liu & Xiang, 2018). Employees
high on religious faith believe that their behavior and per-
sonal belief should be consistent. Due to this situation, they
seek to undo their wrongdoing and thus, in turn, are more
likely to exhibit positive behaviors like helping behaviors
and work-role performance considering them highly fulfill-
ing. Employees high on personal religiosity due to enforce-
ment of their religious standards show more ethical practices
such as helping behavior (Hansen et al., 1995; Kirchmaier
et al., 2018). This study does not claim that employees with a
high level of religiosity will only feel bad for their wrongdo-
ing rather than other personal characteristics like empathy
(Clark et al., 2019) and adaptability (Pulakos et al., 2000)
play an imperative role in this regard.

In summary, this research contributes that the expres-
sion of guilt minimizes the negative consequences of social
undermining in employees high on religious faith and
obliges them to enhance their job performance (helping
behavior and work role performance). The study also adds
to the literature on religiosity, where it has a direct relation-
ship with positive outcomes such as organizational citizen-
ship behavior (Kutcher et al., 2010), and employee com-
mitment (Mathew et al., 2018). Furthermore, this research
highlights the critical role of religious faith in mitigating
harmful behaviors such as social undermining.

Practical Implications

The current study’s findings offer several implications for
organizational managers. First, social undermining may also
have reasons like challenge stressors (e.g., time constraints,
work overload, and work incivility) (Meier & Cho, 2019).
During such fraught situations, organizations need to boost
the level of the personal beliefs of their employees, which
will help them to manage their wrongdoing better. This
study has taken the religious faith as a unique resource that
is tested empirically and evidenced that it can play an impor-
tant role in fraught situations and mold employees’ social
undermining behaviors into enhancing job performance due
to expression of guilt for their inflicted wrongdoing.
Second, we do not claim that only those who believe in
God will feel guilty for the harm they inflict on others and
that it should be the criteria for recruitment and selection.

Based on our findings generally, we can claim that employ-
ees, who have personal values that are attributed with high
care and empathy towards others, can compel employees to
repent the negative behaviors toward others with positive
behaviors because due to such personal values, they realize
the harm they have done to others. Therefore, the organiza-
tion should encourage its employees to hold and embrace
such personal values. For this purpose, organizations should
integrate such materials into employee orientation programs
to help them maintain positive personal resources. They
should also onboard their new employees on the negative
consequences of deviant behaviors, such as social undermin-
ing, to be managed before it takes place.

Third, this study also offers an important insight that
when an employee suffers from self-depreciating thoughts
by exhibiting social undermining behaviors, where they feel
diminished self-esteem, the religious faith supports them
in getting back the self-esteem lost by expressing guilt of
inflicting harm on others and in response show positive
behaviors such as helping coworkers. The expression of
guilt plays an imperative role in shaping the intentions of
those inflicting harm on others. Therefore the organization
and managers should also encourage fostering personal val-
ues other than a religious faith which feel employees the
expression of guilt. The expression of guilt will motivate
employees to show positive behaviors such as helping behav-
iors and work role performance to restore their diminished
self-esteem due to inflicting harm on others.

Finally, the study’s findings do not inform organizational
managers that social undermining is good and will always
have positive consequences. Instead, the findings reveals
how deviant behaviors such as social undermining can be
better managed. The organization managers should try to
discourage the practice of harmful behaviors; however, if it
happens, they should enrich the organizational environment
with resources that assist in mitigating the negative con-
sequences of these harmful behaviors. They should have a
mechanism that directly reports the grievances against those
involved in such behaviors and publicizes such behaviors’
consequences. Due to this mechanism, those who intend
to commit socially undermining behaviors will avoid
such occurrences because they fear publicly diminished
self-esteem.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has some potential limitations that could be han-
dled in other studies in the future. First, this study has a
methodological limitation. We employed a cross-sectional
design. Although the theory used suggests that social under-
mining leads to both helping behaviors and work role per-
formance via expression of guilt, we cannot draw a defini-
tive conclusion about the causal relationship between all the
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study variables. Future research could adopt a longitudinal
design to replicate our research to address this limitation.

Second, although the COR theory is a new perspective
used in this study to explain how social undermining leads
to helping behaviors and work role performance through the
expression of guilt, other theoretical perspectives may also
be used to understand the underlying mechanism. In this
study, it is found that expression of guilt mediates between
social undermining and both helping behaviors and work
role performance; thus, we hope future research using other
theoretical perspectives (i.e., diminished self-esteem, desire
for revenge) may further explain the mediation processes of
social undermining.

Third, this study has only considered the religious faith
as a personal support resource that can play an imperative
role while treating self-depreciating situations. This research
explained how individuals at different levels of religious
faith, after inflicting harm (i.e., social undermining) on oth-
ers, respond in more positive behaviors (i.e., helping behav-
iors and work role performance). Future research should
consider other personal support resources such as empathy
and adaptability. Moreover, future researchers may also lev-
erage the current model with organizational level support
resources such as perceived organizational ethical climate.
Additionally, future studies could adopt other theoretical
perspectives to explain the moderating effect.

Fourth, this study was conducted in Pakistan, where most
of the respondents were Muslims; they heavily emphasized
religion, which affects their attitudes and behaviors (Dar &
Rahman, 2020; Khalid et al., 2018). This level of emphasis
on religion may be different in other countries, and religion
will be of more importance in Pakistan, and we may have
overemphasized it. Therefore, we call future researchers to
test the model with a religiously diverse sample and other
religions such as Christianity, Buddhism, etc.

Finally, as we did, it is the prevailing practice to adopt the
religiosity scale developed in the western context in studies
conducted in the Muslim context. Still, such scales may not
represent the Muslim belief system well. However, in this
study, we have followed past studies (i.e., De Clercq et al.,
2017, 2021) conducted specifically in the Pakistani context.
Therefore, to address this potential limitation, future stud-
ies could adopt those scales to measure religiosity in the
Muslim context that is specifically developed in the Muslim
context (e.g., Ul-Haq et al., 2019; Dali et al., 2019).

Conclusion

In this study, we provide initial evidence that social under-
mining has a positive relationship to both helping behav-
iors and work role performance through the expression
of guilt. Moreover, the positive relation between social
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undermining and expression of guilt strengthened at a
higher level (vs. low) of religious faith. Taken together,
our model provides an understanding of how and when
the social undermining may have led to less likely negative
consequences. Our study contributes to the organizational
behavior (business ethics) literature by exploring the rela-
tionship between social undermining and helping behav-
iors and work role performance by highlighting the impor-
tant mediator and moderator in the workplace. This study
informs future studies of how organizations can deal with
social undermining and its harmful effects by encouraging
employees to utilize their personal resources to mitigate
its negative effects and or gearing them towards positivity.

Appendix A Constructs items

Social undermining Source

How often have you intention-
ally...

Insulted your coworker?

Gave your coworker the silent
treatment?

Spread rumors about your
coworker?

Delayed work to make your
coworker look bad or slow
your coworker down?

Belittled your coworker or
your coworker ‘s ideas?

Hurt your coworker’s feelings?

Talked bad about your cow-
orker behind their back?

Criticized the way your
coworker handled things on
the job in a way that was not
helpful?

Did not give as much help as
you promised?

Gave your coworker incorrect
or misleading information
about the job?

Competed with him for status
and recognition?

Let him know that you did not
like him or something about
him?

Did not defend your coworker
when people spoke poorly of
your coworker?

Duffy, M. K., Ganster, D. C.,
& Pagon, M. (2002). Social
undermining in the workplace.
Academy of management jour-
nal, 45(2), 331-351

Expression of Guilt
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Social undermining

Source

Social undermining

Source

In my conversations with
coworkers...

I express feelings of guilt about
some of my bad attitudes at
work

I express how I feel bad about
some of the things I have said
at work

I express regrets about some of
my bad behaviors at work

I think I should apologize to
someone for my bad behav-
iors at work

I express what I feel bad about
some of the things I have said
at work

Religious Faith

I feel like I can always count on
Allah/God

My faith in Allah/God helps
me through hard times

I feel thankful to Allah/God for
my life

I believe in Allah/God

I ask Allah/God to help me
make important decisions

I feel that without Allah/God
there would be no purpose
in life

I try to live how Allah/God
wants me to live

My faith in Allah/God shapes
how I think and act every day

My life is committed to Allah/
God

I believe that Allah/God some-
times punished people who
commit a sin

Gil-Monte, P. R., & Fatindez,
V. E. O. (2011). Psychomet-
ric properties of the “Spanish
Burnout Inventory” in Chilean
professionals working to physi-
cal disabled people. The spanish
journal of psychology, 14(1),
441-451

Eaves, L. J., Hatemi, P. K., Prom-
Womley, E. C., & Murrelle, L.
(2008). Social and genetic influ-
ences on adolescent religious
attitudes and practices. Social
forces, 86(4), 1621-1646

This employee helps coworkers
who have been absent

This employee orient new
people even though it is not
required

This employee helps coworkers
who have heavy workloads

This employee assists supervi-
sor with his or her work

This employee helps colleagues
solve work-related problems

Work Role Performance

This employee carried out the
core parts of his job well

This employee complete his core
tasks well using the standard
procedures

This employee ensured his tasks
were completed properly

This employee adapted well to
changes in core tasks

This employee coped with
changes to the way he has to do
his core tasks

This employee learned new skills
to help him adapt to changes in
his core tasks

This employee initiated better
ways of doing his core tasks

This employee come up with
ideas to improve the way in
which his core tasks are done

This employee made changes to
the way his core tasks are done

Tang, T. L.-P., Sutarso, T., Davis,
G. M.-T. W., Dolinski, D., Ibra-
him, A. H. S., & Wagner, S. L.
(2008). To help or not to help?
The Good Samaritan Effect and
the love of money on helping
behavior. Journal of Business
Ethics, 82(4), 865-887

Griffin, M. A., Neal, A., & Parker,
S. K. (2007). A new model of
work role performance: Positive
behavior in uncertain and inter-
dependent contexts. Academy
of management Journal, 50(2),
327-347

The bold item were slightly modified after expert’s opinion.

I often count my blessings

Being with other people who
share my religious views is
important to me

I am grateful for what other
people have done for me

I have a lot to be thankful for

When people do nice things for
me, I try to let know that I
appreciate it

I believe that if someone hurts
me, it is alright to get back at
them

Helping Behaviors
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