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threatens the organization’s long-term development (Jannat 
et al., 2022). Therefore, a growing scholarly interest is in 
studying unethical behavior (Bryant & Merritt, 2021). The 
results of existing studies suggest that the drivers of unethi-
cal behaviors in organizations are highly complex and may 
be influenced by factors such as leader characteristics, indi-
vidual employee characteristics, and organizational charac-
teristics (Lin et al., 2018; Lian et al., 2022). The findings of 
these studies are sufficient to show that unethical behaviors 
do not occur in a vacuum (Tang et al., 2022).

Moreover, not all unethical behaviors are driven by 
employee interests. As Umphress and Bingham (2011) said, 
“Employees may engage in unethical behaviors, such as 
lying, to benefit the organization.” This not only broadens 
the perspective of the study of unethical behavior in busi-
ness but also emphasizes that some employee behaviors 
may have a “dual” nature of being “pro-organizational” and 
“unethical” (Tang et al., 2022). Therefore, Umphress and 
Bingham (2011) define actions that are intended to promote 

Introduction

Guess what? Unethical behavior can cost organizations 
and society trillions of dollars in annual economic losses 
(Moore et al., 2012). Taking fraudulent activities alone, 
the economic loss of businesses globally due to fraudulent 
activities in 2010 was about 2.9 trillion dollars, which was 
already over 5 trillion dollars in 2019 (Mishra et al., 2022). 
These statistics are too frightening, implying that unethical 
behavior may be far more prevalent and trending upward 
than the famous business scandals reported in the news 
media (Moore et al., 2012). Furthermore, unethical behavior 
harms the interests of stakeholders and, more importantly, 

	
 Pengcheng Yang
pcyang@henu.edu.cn

1	 School of Economics and Management, Shanxi University, 
No. 63 South Central East Street, Taiyuan 030000, China

Abstract
This study examines why employees in positive informal relationships may engage in unethical pro-organizational behav-
ior (UPB). Drawing on social exchange theory and social cognitive theory, we examined the potential relational mecha-
nisms of workplace friendships on UPB with a sample of 431 new-generation employees from different Chinese compa-
nies. The results of the empirical study indicated that workplace friendship and affective commitment were significantly 
positively related to UPB, as was the indirect effect of workplace friendship on UPB through affective commitment, and 
that a caring ethical climate (CEC) strengthened the positive relationships between workplace friendship and affective 
commitment and between affective commitment and UPB. Furthermore, male, married, and basic supervisor/ middle 
management employees were likelier to participate in UPB than female, unmarried, and general staff. These findings sug-
gest that workplace friendships, affective commitment, and CEC may have a previously unexplored dark side. This study 
deepens the understanding of the environmental and personal factors that influence employee participation in UPB and 
contributes to the literature on the potential negative consequences of positive factors. We also discuss essential theoretical 
and practical implications and future research directions.

Keywords  Workplace friendship · Unethical pro-organizational behavior · Affective commitment · Caring ethical 
climate

Accepted: 9 July 2024
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2024

Friendship leading the darkness? The impact of workplace friendship 
on the unethical pro-organizational behavior of new generation 
employees

Suchuan Zhang1 · Pengcheng Yang1

1 3

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7555-4807
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-024-06406-6&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-8-12


Current Psychology

the effective functioning of the organization or its members 
(e.g., leaders) and violate core societal values, mores, laws, 
or standards of appropriate behavior as unethical pro-orga-
nizational behavior (UPB).

Since UPB has the paradoxical nature of being pro-
organization and unethical (Chen et al., 2023), there may 
be positive and negative impacts (Tang et al., 2020). For 
example, employees who participate in UPB are more likely 
to feel guilty and, in turn, attempt to compensate for their 
unethical behavior through positive behavior (Tang et al., 
2020), which in turn impacts their performance (Fehr et al., 
2019). Conversely, the ambivalent nature of UPB may also 
further exacerbate employees’ anxiety, which in turn may 
lead to work-family conflict (Liu et al., 2021). In addition, 
individuals’ different attitudes towards UPB can also influ-
ence employees’ subsequent behaviors, such as incivility, 
avoidance of interactions, and whistleblowing (Tang et al., 
2022). In conclusion, although UPB has “pro-organiza-
tional” characteristics, it is still a form of unethical behavior, 
which is hugely detrimental to the long-term development 
of an organization. Therefore, focusing on and exploring the 
potential antecedents of UPB and effectively curbing it is of 
great significance to academic research and practical work.

Social cognitive theory suggests that people, environ-
ments, and organizational behaviors constantly interact 
(Wood & Bandura, 1989). Therefore, the emergence of UPB 
should be extremely close to the interaction between the 
individual and the environment or other subjects (Mishra et 
al., 2022). In addition, employees often engage in UPB from 
the mindset of helping the organization build a good reputa-
tion or protecting the organization’s interests (Tang et al., 
2022). Therefore, most scholars start from an interpersonal 
perspective with emotional factors as a midpoint (Park et al., 
2023) to explore the factors affecting UPB further, and we 
believe there is a strong rationale for this path. Therefore, 

we chose affective commitment as a mediating variable 
between workplace friendships and UPB. Of course, based 
on real-world situational considerations, employees’ behav-
iors must occur in the organizational environment, so the 
environment will inevitably intervene in employees’ behav-
iors. Therefore, we further introduced the caring ethical 
climate (CEC) as a moderating variable to explore the mod-
erating role of CEC in each path of the mediation model. 
The specific theoretical model is depicted in Fig. 1.

This study makes several contributions to the literature 
by opening the black box between workplace friendships 
and UPB. Firstly, UPB stems primarily from affective inter-
actions between employees and the organization or other 
individuals, but previous studies have primarily focused on 
the leader-employee relationship (Bryant & Merritt, 2021). 
This study highlights that employees have closer relation-
ships with their colleagues than with their leaders (Hayton 
et al., 2012) and that workplace friendships lead to positive 
outcomes for the organization and some potentially nega-
tive effects. For example, workplace friendships may lead to 
the proliferation of informal groups within an organization 
(Methot et al., 2016). Therefore, we explore the potential 
dark side of workplace friendships by exploring the affec-
tive interactions between employees and their colleagues, 
aiming to bridge the gap in the existing literature and thus 
enrich the antecedent research on UPB.

Secondly, affective commitment, as the primary affective 
factor inducing employees’ participation in UPB (Grabowski 
et al., 2019), is usually considered to be triggered by affec-
tive interactions between the organization or leader and 
employees in previous studies. We emphasize, however, 
that frequent affective interactions between employees and 
colleagues also lead to affective commitment (Anderson & 
Martin, 1995) and further result in employee participation in 
UPB. In this regard, we not only explored the mechanism of 

Fig. 1  Hypothesized model
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workplace friendships on UPB but also were able to enrich 
the antecedent research on affective commitment.

Third, when exploring the antecedents of UPB, previous 
studies have mainly considered the influence of single fac-
tors. We emphasize through the social cognitive theory that 
employees adapt their cognition and subsequent behaviour 
to changes in the external environment (Frese & Fay, 2001). 
Therefore, we considered the influence of significant others 
in the organization on employee behavior and the role of 
climate in the organizational environment. In this regard, 
we enrich the boundary effects literature in UPB anteced-
ent studies by exploring the intervening role of the external 
environment in UPB antecedents, linking environmental 
factors and interpersonal interactions.

Additionally, in previous research on UPB, some scholars 
have also focused on differences in demographic informa-
tion, but mostly in simple discussions, for example, using 
demographic information as control variables. This study 
explicitly analyses UPB’s differences in demographic infor-
mation, which will help practitioners identify which groups 
are relatively more likely to participate in UPB. Thus, pre-
vention and intervention measures will be targeted to them. 
This will also deepen scholars’ understanding of UPB’s 
complexity and improve the applicability of theories related 
to UPB in different contexts.

Finally, the new generation of employees (Millennials 
and Gen Z; Li & Yang, 2023) already accounts for more 
than half of the global workforce (Lee, 2022), and their 
behavioral choices are directly related to the future devel-
opment of organizations (Warner & Zhu, 2018). Several 
studies have highlighted that new-generation employees 
typically emphasize justice at work (Zhu et al., 2015); for 
example, over 80% of millennials are unwilling to continue 
working for organizations that engage in unethical behav-
ior (Su & Hahn, 2022). This may seem to make it unrea-
sonable to associate the new generation of employees with 
UPB. However, as the largest group of employees in cur-
rent organizations, it is unlikely that the emergence of UPB 
in organizations is unrelated to them. How and when does 
UPB emerge and develop in new generation employees? 
We sought to explore this process through this study. In 
addition, Confucian values serve as the ethical behavioral 
standards for Chinese citizens (Suseno et al., 2021), making 
China generally considered a collectivist country (Steele & 
Lynch, 2013). Although employees are less likely to partici-
pate in unethical behaviors in collectivist cultures (Smithi-
krai, 2014; Grijalva & Newman, 2015), UPB business 
scandals have been commonplace in Chinese organizations 
in recent years. Therefore, this study discusses UPB in the 
context of Chinese organizations, which helps to understand 
the cultural changes and provides insights for organizations 
situated in similar cultures.

Literature review and research hypotheses

Unethical pro-organizational behavior

As mentioned earlier, on the one hand, UPB represents 
actions made by individuals that benefit the organization; 
on the other hand, UPB can be detrimental to the interests of 
those outside the organization, which, of course, may also 
be a behavior desired by organizational managers (Alper Ay, 
2021). Examples include employees concealing defects in 
goods or services, selling them to customers, and accoun-
tants helping organizations commit financial fraud (Luan 
et al., 2023). Employees, influenced by organizational 
identification, perceived organizational support, organiza-
tional commitment, and positive reciprocity beliefs, may 
be strongly motivated to participate in UPB to benefit the 
organization, even if they know UPB is unethical (Luan et 
al., 2023). Of course, employees may also be ambivalent 
about whether to implement UPB due to stronger moral 
courage and social expectations (Alper Ay, 2021). UPB may 
benefit the organization’s short-term interests. However, it 
can harm the interests of customers or other stakeholders, 
which could be more conducive to the organization’s long-
term growth.

With the increasing wealth of research on UPB in the 
academic community, some scholars have conducted meta-
analyses on UPB, systematically examining the anteced-
ent conditions of UPB (Mishra et al., 2022; Luan et al., 
2023). Antecedent research on UPB is similar to unethi-
cal behavior, with the vast majority being studied from the 
perspective of individuals, leaders, or organizations. With 
the gradual deepening of research, factors at the individual 
level of employees are gradually receiving attention, such 
as positive reciprocity beliefs, moral disengagement, and 
moral identity. The above studies are mainly based on social 
cognitive theory, which attributes the antecedents of UPB 
to the dysregulation of individual employees’ cognition and 
self-regulation (Bandura, 1989).

In existing research, leader-employee interactions tend to 
be viewed as a significant influence factor on UPB (Bry-
ant & Merritt, 2021), with only a few studies focusing on 
the impact of employee-employee interactions on UPB 
(Cheng et al., 2022). However, the entity that most closely 
interacts with employees in the workplace is not their direct 
supervisor but the coworkers around them (Hayton et al., 
2012). Many scholars have argued that interactive friend-
ships among employees as a result of their work relation-
ships can lead to desirable outcomes for organizations, such 
as improved employee attitudes toward work, increased 
organizational productivity, and employee retention (Song, 
2006; Mao et al., 2012; Asgharian et al., 2015). However, 
due to organizational changes and technological upgrades, 
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Workplace friendship

Generally, interpersonal relationships in organizations 
include formal rank and informal interpersonal relation-
ships. As an informal relationship, workplace friendship 
refers to a close interpersonal relationship developed by 
employees who share hobbies, interests, or values based on 
working together (Berman et al., 2002; Pillemer & Roth-
bard, 2018).

In early research, workplace friendships were viewed 
as a one-dimensional concept, measured using friendship 
opportunities (Riordan & Griffeth, 1995). However, the 
one-dimensional scale is limited in that it needs to address 
the level of workplace friendships that employees develop 
using friendship opportunities. Thus, based on a synthesis 
of studies by Hackman and Lawler (1971) and Winstead 
et al. (1995), Nielsen et al. (2000) noted that workplace 
friendships consist of two dimensions: friendship oppor-
tunity and friendship prevalence. Friendship opportunities 
are the climate and environment created by the organiza-
tion for employees that are conducive to building friend-
ships at work and are a vital element in influencing informal 
relationships (Goetz & Boehm, 2020). Higher levels of 
friendship opportunities imply that the organization creates 
a supportive work environment and climate for employees 
(Xiao et al., 2020), which facilitates communication and 
trust among employees. Friendship prevalence refers to the 
quality of interpersonal relationships and the degree of inter-
dependence among employees (Nielsen et al., 2000). Higher 
levels of friendship prevalence mean employees receive 
great support from their coworkers. Overall, workplace 
friendships encompass characteristics such as being volun-
tary, informal, characterized by shared norms, and driven 
by socio-affective goals (Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018), mak-
ing them high-quality interpersonal relationships. However, 
existing studies do not make a strict distinction between the 
two and often use friendship prevalence as a measure of 
workplace friendship (Ugwu et al., 2022; Fasbender et al., 
2023). Of course, some studies have noted the drawbacks 
of measuring only one dimension (Zhuang et al., 2020) and 
have included both dimensions in their studies and found 
that they work similarly (Durrah, 2023).

According to social exchange theory, people typically 
enter into and maintain exchange relationships with oth-
ers, expecting to receive something in return (Gouldner, 
1960). Suppose both parties follow the reciprocity prin-
ciple of resource exchange. In that case, their interaction 
will continue to improve, and trust between them will be 
enhanced (Zeb et al., 2023), and this interaction can theo-
retically explain the emergence and development of work-
place friendships. Like other informal relationships in 
organizations, workplace friendships are often perceived to 

the emergence and development of workplace friendships 
have also become more complex (Ahmad et al., 2023), 
and some potential adverse effects are already emerging. 
Therefore, we believe it is more appropriate to focus on 
why workplace friendships may lead to unfavorable out-
comes for firms (Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018), such as the 
adverse effects that may result from nepotism or favoritism 
(Wang et al., 2023a). Moreover, most studies have focused 
on the effects of workplace friendships on work perfor-
mance, and few scholars have focused on their effects on 
individual behavior. Therefore, we sought to link workplace 
friendships with UPB and explore the mechanism of action 
between the two.

Furthermore, reciprocity is the core of social exchange 
theory, emphasizing that employees can reciprocate orga-
nizational support and care via participation in UPB (Luan 
et al., 2023). Under the reciprocity perspective, affective 
commitment is one of the stronger predictors of employee 
behavior among many affective factors (Matzler & Renzl, 
2007; Mercurio, 2015), and thus, affective commitment (or 
organizational commitment) has frequently appeared as an 
antecedent of UPB in existing studies. Nevertheless, some 
gaps still need to be addressed in these studies.

First, affective commitment is usually triggered by 
employees’ affective interactions with the organization or 
essential individuals in the organization, but most of the 
existing studies have focused on the influence of the orga-
nization or leaders on employees’ affective commitment 
(Bouraoui et al., 2019; Marique et al., 2013; Ribeiro et al., 
2018), ignoring the affective interactions between employ-
ees and colleagues. It is worth emphasizing that when the 
quality of affective interactions between employees and 
colleagues is higher, stronger workplace friendships are 
formed, and this affective relationship further transfers or 
spreads to the employee-organization relationship (Wu et 
al., 2023). Second, the results of existing studies on the rela-
tionship between affective commitment and UPB could be 
more consistent. On the one hand, many studies have con-
firmed affective commitment as one factor that encourages 
employees to participate in UPB (Grabowski et al., 2019; 
Qazi et al., 2019). However, on the other hand, the results of 
a meta-analysis on the antecedents of UPB did not support 
the relationship between organizational commitment and 
affective commitment with UPB (Luan et al., 2023). This 
result may be related to the few studies included in the meta-
analysis, but more importantly, affective commitment may 
only be related to the “pro-organizational” characteristics of 
UPB. Therefore, we sought to link workplace friendships 
with affective commitment and explore the mechanisms of 
action between affective commitment and UPB, enriching 
the literature on the antecedents of UPB.
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organization and reflects the positive relationship between 
the two (Sharma & Dhar, 2016). It strengthens employees’ 
identification with the organization, commitment to their 
work, and sense of honor as a member (Meyer & Allen, 
1991) and effectively predicts employees’ behavior and emo-
tions (Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001). Therefore, effectively 
increasing the level of affective commitment of employees 
is also an essential part of organizational success. According 
to social identity theory, when people realize they belong 
to a particular social group, they create a sense of belong-
ing and value as a group member (Arshad et al., 2022). 
Scholars have identified employee satisfaction (Matzler & 
Renzl, 2007), perceived organizational support (Marique et 
al., 2013), corporate social responsibility (Bouraoui et al., 
2019), and transformational leadership (Ribeiro et al., 2018), 
among others, as essential antecedents for the emergence of 
affective commitment. Current research has focused primar-
ily on the influence of organizations or leaders on employ-
ees’ affective commitment. It is worth noting, however, that 
the subjects in the workplace who interact most frequently 
with employees are the coworkers around them. Thus, the 
affective commitment generated by employees will also 
stem from interactions with coworkers. When workplace 
friendships have a positive effect on an organization, they 
represent a positive interpersonal relationship (Berman et 
al., 2002), which facilitates the development of a pleas-
ant and harmonious working environment in the organiza-
tion and, in turn, reduces employees’ stress and frustration 
(McKeown & Ayoko, 2020), improves employees’ emo-
tional connection to the organization (Lee et al., 2022), and 
effectively reduces employee turnover. Non-task-oriented 
communication (e.g., affective communication) has been 
shown to increase employees’ organizational commitment 
(Anderson & Martin, 1995), and organizations that foster a 
friendly environment will undoubtedly serve as a source of 
emotional support for employees and a bridge for emotional 
bonding. The deeper the friendship between employees, the 
stronger the sense of security felt in the organization and the 
degree of emotional attachment to the organization (Wu et 
al., 2023).

Several recent studies have also explored the negative 
consequences of employees’ positive psychological fac-
tors. For example, while affective commitment has often 
been associated with positive consequences in previous 
research, it has now been tentatively demonstrated that it 
may be significantly related to the “paradoxical” negative 
consequences of UPB (Grabowski et al., 2019; Qazi et al., 
2019). This also means that affective commitment may be 
a personal factor in encouraging employees to participate 
in UPB. In addition, most of the existing studies exploring 
UPB from an interpersonal perspective use affective fac-
tors as a midpoint (Mishra et al., 2022; Luan et al., 2023), 

have positive consequences for both the organization and 
the employee, mainly regarding work attitudes, behaviors, 
and consequences. Existing research has found that high 
workplace friendships can positively affect employees’ 
work engagement, well-being, organizational identification, 
and organizational commitment, help improve burnout, job 
stress, and job insecurity, and reduce turnover intentions. 
In addition, employees will also exhibit more knowledge-
sharing behaviors, interpersonal citizenship behaviors, 
innovative behaviors, and organizational citizenship behav-
iors in high levels of workplace friendships, improving 
employee performance (Sias, 2009; Lee & Ok, 2011; David 
et al., 2023). The positive effects of workplace friendships 
on organizations have been widely validated (Zhang et al., 
2022). However, workplace friendships can also contribute 
to the flooding of informal groups within organizations or 
the depletion of employee resources (Methot et al., 2016). 
When this occurs, workplace friendships may lead to nega-
tive employee behaviors (Zhuang et al., 2020).

Whether UPB, as a negative behavior, is affected by 
workplace friendships is unknown. However, we make the 
following reasonable speculations based on social exchange 
theory. First, workplace friendships enable employees to 
perceive organizational support for developing friendships 
(David et al., 2023). When employees develop stronger 
friendships with their colleagues, they may develop a stron-
ger affiliation with the organization, leading to the perception 
that they should give back to the organization. This percep-
tion may lead them to participate in UPB for the organiza-
tion’s benefit. Second, employees may choose to sacrifice 
short-term ethical standards to maintain long-term relation-
ships (Zhuang et al., 2020), and the lack of ethical standards 
is an essential factor that induces employees to participate in 
UPB. In addition, workplace friendships enable employees 
to share organizational benefits with colleagues (Zhang et 
al., 2022), which means that all members may benefit when 
the organization is successful. Therefore, employees may 
participate in UPB for the expected benefits. Based on the 
above analyses, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Workplace friendship is positively related to UPB.

The mediating role of affective commitment

The concept of organizational commitment suggests that the 
more time employees spend working in an organization, the 
more affective commitment they develop, while their iden-
tification with the organization evolves into organizational 
commitment (Liou, 2008). Affective commitment, as an 
essential dimension of organizational commitment, repre-
sents the state of employees’ psychological attachment to the 
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likely to feel cared for by the organization (Zhang & Cao, 
2021) and thus establish good friendship relationships with 
other members of the organization, generating a more sub-
stantial affective commitment to the organization, and ulti-
mately generate a tendency to maintain the interests of the 
organization and further act in favor of the interests of the 
organization (Huang et al., 2012). This logic may be one of 
the main pathways to UPB’s emergence. Conversely, when 
the level of CEC formed in the organization is low, it is dif-
ficult for the employees to feel a strong sense of belonging 
from it, and thus, they are unable to form a robust affective 
commitment, which ultimately affects the employees’ view 
of the organization’s interests and fails to link the organiza-
tion’s interests with their own. Therefore, the likelihood of 
employee participation in UPB is lower. Based on the above 
analyses, we propose the following hypotheses:

H5a: CEC positively moderates the positive relationship be-
tween workplace friendships and UPB. Specifically, the 
positive relationship is stronger when the CEC is higher;

H5b: CEC positively moderates the positive relationship be-
tween workplace friendships and affective commitment. 
Specifically, the positive relationship is stronger when 
the CEC is higher;

H5c: CEC positively moderates the positive relationship be-
tween affective commitment and UPB. Specifically, the 
positive relationship is stronger when the CEC is higher.

Demographic characteristics

Relevant studies generally agree that demographic charac-
teristics must be considered when examining employees’ 
psychological and behavioral aspects (Becker et al., 2016). 
Although previous studies have revealed that UPBs sig-
nificantly differ in demographic characteristics (Luan et al., 
2023), we would also like to emphasize that the results of 
these studies have yet to develop a unified understanding.

Specifically, regarding gender, females may exhibit 
higher ethical standards due to social role expectations 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002). However, males and females may 
also perform similarly unethical behaviors in certain egali-
tarian national cultures (Chen et al., 2016). Employees with 
higher levels of education have relatively higher levels of 
human capital investment and are typically less likely to 
participate in UPB (Zhang & Zhou, 2024), but may also 
make UPB more profitable (Luan et al., 2023). In terms of 
age, younger individuals may be more willing to take risks 
than older (Bryant & Merritt, 2021). Furthermore, since 
tenure and position typically show a strong positive rela-
tionship with age, it is possible to exhibit similar results. 
However, several studies have also emphasized that there 

and affective commitment is one of the strongest predic-
tors of employee behavior among many affective factors 
(Matzler & Renzl, 2007; Mercurio, 2015). Based on the 
theoretical framework of a cognitive-affective processing 
system, individuals with higher levels of affective commit-
ment have a sense of identity and belonging to the orga-
nizational situation. This psychological response increases 
their involvement in organizational activities (Klein et al., 
2012), creating a strong obligation for employees to give 
back and ultimately adopt certain behaviors. With this logic, 
we believe that employees with higher levels of affective 
commitment to their organizations are more likely to act in 
blind or even unethical ways to protect the organization’s 
interests.

In summary, workplace friendships enhance the affective 
connection between employees and the organization, which 
generates affective commitment to the organization. When 
affective commitment is successfully generated, employees 
are more likely to adopt UPB to protect the organization’s 
interests. Based on the above analyses, we propose the fol-
lowing hypotheses:

H2: Workplace friendship is positively related to affective 
commitment;

H3: Affective commitment is positively related to UPB;
H4: Affective commitment mediates the positive relation-

ship between workplace friendships and UPB.

The moderating effect of caring ethical climate

Because employees within the same organization work in 
similar environments and are governed by the same poli-
cies, procedures, and codes of ethics, they tend to have simi-
lar perceptions of the ethical climate. At the same time, such 
perceptions may have a degree of stability (Wang & Hsieh, 
2012). As part of the organizational climate, the ethical cli-
mate reflects employees’ shared perceptions of the organi-
zation’s ethical policies, practices, and procedures (Victor 
& Cullen, 1988). Although there is still some controversy 
about the types of ethical climate, most scholars still agree 
with Victor and Cullen (1988), who categorized ethical cli-
mate into five types: law and code, caring, instrumental, 
independence, and rules. Unlike other types of ethical cli-
mate, the emergence of CEC implies that the organization 
upholds the principle of altruism and cares for the interests 
of each employee (Li & Peng, 2022).

According to the logic of the social cognitive theory, 
employees adjust their cognition depending on their envi-
ronment and adopt certain behaviors to be consistent with 
the environment (Frese & Fay, 2001). This also means that 
when employees are at a high level of CEC, they are more 
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H6b: Older employees are more likely to participate in UPB 
than younger employees;

H6c: Longer-tenured employees are more likely to partici-
pate in UPB than shorter-tenured employees;

H6d: Employees in senior positions are more likely to par-
ticipate in UPB than employees in junior positions;

H6e: Employees with lower education levels are more likely 
to participate in UPB than employees with higher educa-
tion levels;

H6f: Married employees are more likely to participate in 
UPB than unmarried employees.

Method

Sample and procedure

This study used convenience sampling to administer a ques-
tionnaire to a group of new-generation employees (born 
after 1980) in China. To ensure the authenticity and validity 
of the sample, we collected data using the paid sampling 
service provided by Wenjuan (https://www.wenjuan.com/). 
Wenjuan has already established partnerships with Peking 
University, Tsinghua University, Walmart, and many other 
well-known organizations and has already collected over 
2.08 billion pieces of data. Before starting the data collec-
tion, we provided Wenjuan with the requirements for the 
sample group, which mainly included: (a) current employ-
ees who have signed an employment contract with the com-
pany (representing that the participant has a stable job); (b) 
employees born after 1980; and (c) the type of company 
in which the employee works as a limited liability com-
pany, which is also the most predominant type of company 
in China. In addition, to ensure the authenticity and valid-
ity of the data collection, we also required the participant’s 
response process through the following measures: (a) limit-
ing the number of responses from the Internet link (only 
one response per device or IP); (b) the order of the scale 
items varied across participants (randomly disrupted); and 
(c) setting up random interference questions (e.g., this ques-
tion, please choose option “B” directly, or simple number 
crunching questions; Curran, 2016).

Wenjuan obtained informed consent from all participants 
and also ensured anonymity and confidentiality for all par-
ticipants. In the end, the researcher only received coded data 
that did not contain any information that could identify the 
participants. The questionnaire collection process started on 
July 1, 2023, and lasted about one month. Through the data 
overview provided by Wenjuan, 714 participants clicked on 
the web link for this questionnaire survey, of which 626 par-
ticipants submitted fully completed questionnaires, with a 

may be complex or curvilinear relationships between age, 
tenure, position and UPB (Dadaboyev et al., 2024).

We suggest the inconsistent results above are due to the 
different theoretical bases chosen for these studies. Given 
that the purpose of this study was to explore the anteced-
ents of UPB, we chose the social cognitive theory, which 
has been most widely used in studies of UPB’s antecedents, 
as the theoretical foundation (Mishra et al., 2022; Luan et 
al., 2023). Through the lens of social cognitive theory, this 
study posits that males to the societal valorization of power 
and competitive dynamics are more predisposed to partici-
pate in UPBs construed as manifestations of authoritative 
exercise. In contrast, females are more inclined to avoid 
participating in behaviors that may damage their reputa-
tions or are incompatible with their gender roles because of 
societal expectations and self-identity (Chen et al., 2016). 
Employees with higher levels of education typically have 
more excellent cognitive abilities and critical thinking and 
value personal reputation, which may help them recognize 
and resist UPB (Zhang & Zhou, 2024). Furthermore, with 
increasing age, employees accumulate more work experi-
ence and social knowledge, and they may better understand 
how to participate in UPB more covertly. Similar to this 
logic, employees with longer tenure and higher positions 
may identify more deeply with the organization and, there-
fore, may choose to participate in UPB due to pursuing the 
organization’s goals and considerations of personal career 
development (Luan et al., 2023).

Furthermore, although work-family conflict has become 
a hot topic of relevant studies in recent years (Liu et al., 
2021), it is worth noting that there still needs to be more 
research involving the effect of marital status on UPB. Based 
on the logic of social cognitive theory, this study suggests 
that when employees get married, the family pressures they 
face will increase. In turn, they will strive to improve their 
job performance (Bolino et al., 2010), which may lead them 
to choose UPB to avoid dismissal or pursue promotion.

In summary, all of these demographic characteristics 
have been shown to impact employee psychology or behav-
ior significantly in studies in the field of organizational 
behavior (Becker et al., 2016; Bernerth & Aguinis, 2016). 
Therefore, we focused on six critical demographic charac-
teristics, namely gender, age, tenure, position, education 
level, and marital status (also the control variables we used 
subsequently, Becker, 2005; Bernerth & Aguinis,2016). In 
addition, reverse causality does not challenge these demo-
graphic characteristics, making it easier to conclude causal-
ity. We therefore propose the following hypotheses:

H6a: Male employees are more likely to participate in UPB 
than female employees;
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factor analysis, they found problems in the factor loading 
of three questions: “I do not feel that anyone I work with 
is a true friend,” “I socialize with coworkers outside of the 
workplace,” and “I have the opportunity to develop close 
friendships at my workplace,” so they suggested deleting 
them before using the scale. It is worth emphasizing that 
these three questions were deleted not because of problems 
with the scale itself but because of appropriate adjustments 
based on Chinese cultural characteristics. Since this study 
was also conducted in a Chinese context, we followed Sun 
and Jiao’s suggestion, which aligns with the scale require-
ments for cross-cultural research (Brislin, 1970). In addi-
tion, the structure of the scale did not change; the revised 
workplace friendship scale still includes two dimensions, 
with friendship opportunities consisting of five questions 
and friendship prevalence consisting of four questions. 
Example items include: “I have formed strong friendships 
at work” and “I have the opportunity to get to know my 
coworkers.” The higher participants’ self-reported scores on 
this scale indicate a higher perceived opportunity or preva-
lence of friendships at work.

Unethical pro-organizational behavior

We used a six-item scale developed by Umphress et al. 
(2010) to measure UPB, with sample items including “If 
it would help my organization, I would misrepresent the 
truth to make my organization look good” and “If it would 
help my organization, I would exaggerate the truth about 
my company’s products or services to customers and cli-
ents.” The scale asks participants to rate their willingness 
to engage in UPB in their organizations, and the higher the 
score, the stronger the employee’s tendency to engage in 
UPB.

Affective commitment

The affective commitment scale measures employees’ emo-
tional attachment and identification with the organization 
(Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001). The scale consists of six 
questions, with sample items including “I would be very 
happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization” 
and “Remaining a member of this organization is important 
to me.” The higher the participants’ self-reported scores, the 
higher the level of identification and emotional attachment 
to the organization.

Caring ethical climate

The CEC scale measures employees’ perceptions of an orga-
nization’s supportive and caring atmosphere (Victor & Cul-
len, 1988). The scale consists of five questions, with sample 

response rate of 87.68%. In order to improve the quality of 
the questionnaire data, the following measures were taken 
to screen the questionnaires further:

a)	 Deletion of questionnaires with answers arranged in 
“straight lines” or “wavy shapes.“

b)	 Based on the number of questions, participants with less 
than 6 min of response time were removed.

c)	 Remove samples with incorrect answers to random 
interference questions.

We obtained 431 valid questionnaires through these screen-
ing measures, exceeding the sample size suggested by Lund 
(2023). The effective rate of the questionnaire was 68.85%, 
which exceeds the 50% threshold suggested by Fowler 
(2010). Therefore, the quality of the data obtained from 
this survey meets the requirements of a general social sci-
ence questionnaire. The majority of the participants were 
female (63.11%); the age of the participants was mainly 
concentrated in 23–27 (36.66%) and 28–32 (30.16%), i.e., 
the majority of the participants were born in 1990–2000 
(66.82%); 71.23% of the participants had less than seven 
years of tenure; and 55.22% of the participants were general 
staff. In addition, the participants in this survey had a high 
level of education, with 76.80% having a bachelor’s degree 
or higher.

Measures

Since all the scales used in this study were initially expressed 
in English, we selected the Chinese versions to survey the 
sample population. According to the research needs, Chi-
nese scholars localized these scales according to the back-
translation procedure developed by Brislin (1970). The 
Chinese versions of these scales have been used for research 
in the Chinese context, cited many times, and published in 
high-quality journals in China. Therefore, these scales have 
been successfully tested in actual research and can be used 
in our study. Unless otherwise noted, all structured ques-
tionnaires in this study were scored using a 5-point Likert 
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

Workplace friendship

The workplace friendship scale measures employees’ likeli-
hood and quality of mutual friendship. The version devel-
oped by Nielsen et al. (2000) is more commonly used in 
related studies. The original workplace friendship scale con-
sisted of two dimensions, friendship opportunity and friend-
ship prevalence, with six questions per dimension for twelve 
items. Sun and Jiao (2012) tested the application of this scale 
in an organizational context in China. Through exploratory 
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Common method bias test

Since all data in this study were self-reported by partici-
pants, there may be an issue of common method bias. In 
addition to measures such as anonymity and confidentiality, 
this study used Harman’s one-factor test to conduct explor-
atory factor analyses of all scale items. The results showed 
that the first factor had an explanatory rate of 32.13%, less 
than the critical value criterion of 40% (Tang & Wen, 2020). 
In addition, given the limitations of Harman’s one-factor 
test, we also used the ULMC method as a supplementary 
test for common method bias to ensure the study’s rigor.

First, we build the M1 model with only trait factors. 
The results showed that the leading fit indices of the model 
were close to ideal: χ2/df = 1.910, CFI = 0.918, TLI = 0.909, 
RMSEA = 0.046, and SRMR = 0.044, indicating that the 
questionnaire design is structurally valid. Second, a two-
factor model, M2 including the method factor, was built, 
and the two models were compared to obtain the follow-
ing differences in fit indices: Δχ2/df = 0.268, ΔCFI = 0.029, 
ΔTLI = 0.027, ΔRMSEA = 0.007, and ΔSRMR = 0.007. The 
results showed that the difference between the fitted indi-
ces of the two models was less than 0.03, which indicates 
that the models were not significantly improved with the 
addition of the common method factor. Therefore, it can be 
concluded that there is no significant difference between the 
two models, which means that there is no significant com-
mon method bias in the data of this study (Lian et al., 2018).

Correlation analysis

The correlations between all variables in this study are 
shown in Table 1. Workplace friendship (r = 0.74, p < 0.01) 
and affective commitment (r = 0.60, p < 0.01) were all sig-
nificantly and positively related to UPB. In addition, gender 
(r = -0.12, p < 0.05), age (r = 0.12, p < 0.05), marital status 
(r = 0.16, p < 0.01), tenure (r = 0.12, p < 0.05), and position 
(r = 0.16, p < 0.01) were also significantly related to UPB.

Difference analysis

To further explore the mechanism of UPB occurrence, we 
tested for differences in UPB on some demographic infor-
mation. Before performing the variance analysis, we tested 
the data for normal distribution, but the results did not fol-
low a normal distribution. Therefore, the parametric test 
could not be selected. In the selection of nonparametric 
test methods, considering that the independent variables 
included both two independent sample subgroups (gender) 
and multiple independent sample subgroups (age, educa-
tion, etc.), the Mann-Whitney U test (when two independent 
sample subgroups are included) and the Kruskal-Wallis H 

items including “In this company, people look out for each 
other’s good.” and “Our major concern is always what is 
best for the other person.” The higher the participants’ self-
reported scores on this scale, the more they feel included 
and cared for in the organization.

Control variables

Bernerth and Aguinis (2016) suggested that in the data anal-
ysis section, not only is it necessary to include control vari-
ables that may be potentially related to the focal variable, 
but also to select appropriate control variables based on 
empirical relationships and theories found in previous stud-
ies. Therefore, we combined previous studies and selected 
gender, age, tenure, education level, position, and marital 
status as control variables in this study (Umphress et al., 
2010; Yao et al., 2022; Luan et al., 2023). These variables 
have been shown in previous studies to have a possible 
impact on employees’ UPB.

Data analysis

This study used IBM SPSS V26 and Amos V28 software 
for data analysis. SPSS software is used for descriptive sta-
tistical analysis, reliability testing, and correlation analysis. 
This study used the PROCESS macro V4.1 developed by 
Hayes to test the data for mediation and moderation effects. 
The advantages of using it are as follows. First, it can dra-
matically simplify the steps of mediated effects analysis by 
automatically handling Bootstrap and Sobel tests for medi-
ated effects. Second, it can automatically process the data 
(e.g., centralization, product term calculation) before per-
forming the moderated effects analysis. In addition, it can 
handle mediated or moderated effects models with control 
variables, allowing for more convenient handling of medi-
ated models with moderation (Hayes et al., 2017). In addi-
tion, given the low power of Harman’s single-factor test, 
this study used Amos software to implement a control for 
the effects of an unmeasured latent method factor method 
(ULMC) to test for common method bias (Tang & Wen, 
2020).

Results

This section first tested the questionnaire data for common 
method bias. Second, we examined correlations between 
variables and differences in demographic characteristics of 
UPB. Finally, we examined the relationship between work-
place friendships, affective commitment, and CEC with 
UPB.
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test method (when multiple independent sample subgroups 
are included) were selected for nonparametric test. In addi-
tion, we performed all paired multiple comparisons to 
analyze the variance for multiple independent sample sub-
groups. The results of the variance analysis are shown in 
Fig. 2, indicating that significant differences in UPB were 
observed across gender, marital status, and position (only 
the results with significant differences are shown).

Specifically, male, married, and basic supervisor/ middle 
management employees were more likely to participate 
in UPB than female, unmarried, and general staff. These 
results support hypotheses H6a, H6d, and H6f. Also, we did 
not find significant differences in age, education level, and 
tenure among UPBs; therefore, hypotheses H6b, H6c, and 
H6e were not supported. This may be related to the sample 
limitation of this study. In this study, the participants’ birth 
years were mainly concentrated between 1990 and 2000 
(66.82%); 71.23% of the participants had tenure of less than 
seven years. Moreover, the educational level of the par-
ticipants was generally higher (76.80% of participants had 
undergraduate degrees and above), which contributed to one 
reason for the non-significant difference in the results.

Hypothesis testing

Regression analysis

To improve the model’s accuracy, we introduce gender, age, 
and other factors as control variables (including in the anal-
ysis of mediation and moderation effects), which are used to 
reduce the interference of confounding variables in estimat-
ing relevant effects. Simple linear regression results showed 
that workplace friendships were significantly and positively 
related to UPB (β = 0.71, p < 0.01), and hypothesis H1 was 
preliminarily tested.

Mediating effect analysis

In the analysis of mediation effects, we first introduce con-
trol variables. Then, we standardize all data and use the 
nonparametric percentile bootstrap method with devia-
tion correction with 5000 sampling and 95% confidence 
intervals. Finally, we used the PROCESS macro program 
developed by Hayes (2018) to test for mediating effects. 
We selected Model 4 from this plug-in as the base model 
(Model 4 is a simple mediation model) to examine the role 
of affective commitment in the relationship between work-
place friendships and UPB.

Based on the results of the mediation effects analysis 
(Table  2), we found that, as expected, workplace friend-
ships were significantly and positively related to UPB 
(β = 0.71, p < 0.01). Furthermore, when we added affective 
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affective commitment and UPB (β = 0.26, p < 0.01) were 
also significant, and hypotheses H2 and H3 were success-
fully tested.

commitment to the model, the positive relationship between 
workplace friendship and UPB remained significant 
(β = 0.55, p < 0.01), and hypothesis H1 was supported. Of 
course, the positive relationships between workplace friend-
ship and affective commitment (β = 0.58, p < 0.01) and 

Table 2  Mediation effect test
UPB AC UPB
β t β t β t

Gender -0.02 -0.67 -0.06 -1.59 -0.01 -0.22
Age 0.00 -0.05 -0.02 -0.41 0.00 0.07
Marital status 0.05 1.13 0.06 1.23 0.03 0.80
Education level 0.00 0.05 0.10* 2.51 -0.02 -0.70
Tenure 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00
Position -0.01 -0.31 0.05 1.08 -0.02 -0.65
WF 0.71** 19.99 0.58** 14.94 0.55** 13.23
AC 0.26** 6.19
R2 0.51 0.40 0.55
F 63.49 40.64 65.24
β, standardized coefficients; t, results of t-test of regression coefficients; R2, the degree to which the variable explains the dependent variable; F, 
the degree to which the model explains the dependent variable. The same is below

Fig. 2  Box-plot. Note. ns, not significant. ***p  < 0.001. The same below
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p < 0.01) and affective commitment and UPB (β = 0.09, 
p < 0.05) were significant and positively related at low lev-
els of CEC and more so at high levels of CEC (β = 0.61, 
0.34; p < 0.01). Thus, these results support H5b and H5c, 
but hypothesis H5a was not supported.

Discussion

This study takes the new generation of employees as the 
research object and explores the path and boundary condi-
tions of workplace friendships affecting UPB. The study’s 
results indicated a positive direct and indirect relationship 
between workplace friendship and UPB and that the indirect 
positive relationship is realized through affective commit-
ment. In addition, CEC amplified the indirect relationship. 
In other words, CEC served as a boundary condition to 
strengthen the positive relationships between workplace 
friendship and affective commitment, and affective commit-
ment and UPB.

First, as we expected, there was a significant positive 
correlation between workplace friendships and UPB. 
Previous studies on UPB are mainly based on social cog-
nitive theory and social exchange theory (Mishra et al., 
2022). These studies suggest that the reasons that lead 
employees to engage UPB mainly lie in the reciprocal 
process between the employee and the organization and 
the employee’s cognitive process (Luan et al., 2023). 
Although no previous research has focused on the effects 
of workplace friendships on UPB, social exchange the-
ory can help us explain this finding (Kieserling, 2019). 
On the one hand, workplace friendship is, by nature, a 
mutual and voluntary close relationship (Pillemer & 
Rothbard, 2018), which helps employees form a positive 
identity within the organization. On the other hand, when 

In addition, we further analyzed the indirect effect of 
workplace friendship on UPB, and the results are shown in 
Table 3. Specifically, the indirect effect of workplace friend-
ship on UPB through affective commitment was signifi-
cant (β = 0.13, boot 95% CI [0.08, 0.20]), with the indirect 
effect accounting for 21.57% of the total effect, supporting 
hypothesis H4.

Moderating effect analysis

We further use Model 59 in the PROCESS macro program 
(Model 59 assumes that all paths of the mediation model 
are moderated) to test the moderated mediation model, and 
the results are shown in Table 4. Specifically, there was a 
significant interaction between workplace friendships and 
CEC on affective commitment (β = 0.29, p < 0.01) but not 
on UPB (β = -0.02, ns). In addition, there was a signifi-
cant interaction between affective commitment and CEC on 
UPB (β = 0.22, p < 0.01).

To better understand the pattern of interactions, we plot-
ted simple slope plots of the interactions. We take the scores 
of CEC above the mean plus one standard deviation as the 
high grouping (M + 1SD) and the scores of CEC below the 
mean minus one standard deviation as the low grouping 
(M − 1SD). As shown in Fig. 3, the relationships between 
workplace friendship and affective commitment (β = 0.25, 

Table 3  Values and proportions of total, direct and mediating effects
Effect Boot 

SE
Boot 
LLCI

Boot 
ULCI

Effect 
proportion

Total effect 0.62 0.04 0.55 0.69 100%
Direct effect 0.49 0.05 0.39 0.58 78.43%
Indirect effect 0.13 0.03 0.08 0.20 21.57%
Boot SE, standard error for Bootstrap sampling; Boot LLCI, lower 
limit of 95% confidence interval for Bootstrap sampling; Boot ULCI, 
upper limit of 95% confidence interval for Bootstrap sampling

Table 4  Moderated mediation model test
AC UPB
β SE t β SE t

Gender -0.07 0.04 -1.67 -0.02 0.03 -0.63
Age 0.00 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.21
Marital status 0.03 0.05 0.72 0.01 0.04 0.33
Education level 0.07* 0.03 2.20 -0.01 0.02 -0.60
Tenure 0.01 0.02 0.29 0.00 0.02 0.19
Position -0.01 0.03 -0.34 -0.04 0.02 -1.61
WF 0.43** 0.05 8.40 0.35** 0.05 7.69
CEC 0.29** 0.05 5.83 0.19** 0.04 4.52
AC 0.22** 0.04 5.63
WF*CEC 0.29** 0.05 6.18 -0.02 0.05 -0.54
AC*CEC 0.22** 0.05 4.40
R2 0.48 0.59
F 42.33 55.35
SE, standard error
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to UPB. Especially for new-generation employees, their 
emotional needs may be more potent than their material 
needs (Ni et al., 2022). When new-generation employees’ 
emotional needs are met, they are more likely to view 
organizational goals as their own, leading to UPB.

Third, this study also found that CEC moderated the 
mediating path of affective commitment, but this moder-
ating effect was insignificant in the direct effect of work-
place friendships on UPB. This finding could enrich the 
boundary conditions under which UPB occurs. Expand-
ing on social cognitive theory (Wood & Bandura, 1989), 
we argue that with high levels of CEC, factors such as 
harmony, mutual support, and pleasantness abound within 
the organizational environment, which makes it easier for 
employees to establish friendship bonds with each other, 
which in turn leads to greater recognition of and reliance 
on, the organization and their affective commitment level 
is also more robust (Li & Peng, 2022). When employees’ 
affective commitment is successfully established, CEC 
will further promote affective commitment, resulting in 
a change in the employee’s behavior. Their behavioral 
tendency to choose “pro-organizational” is also stronger. 
However, this study did not find that CEC could influ-
ence the correlation between workplace friendships and 
UPB. This is different from our expectations, but we 
also found similar conclusions to this finding in existing 
research (Wei & Zhang, 2020). The reasons for this con-
clusion lie in the essence of CEC, a standard guideline 
the organization provides for employees to adopt when 
dealing with ethical issues, and workplace friendships 
are composed of informal relationships between employ-
ees. Secondly, informal relationships may further con-
tribute to forming informal groups in the organization, 

employees receive support (both material and moral) 
from others within the organization, they may try to 
give back (Chernyak-Hai & Rabenu, 2018). Of course, 
this relationship does not only exist between individu-
als. When organizations provide support and resources 
to their employees, employees may also engage in pro-
organizational behaviors in return. Therefore, workplace 
friendships can form informal relationships between 
employees. This informal relationship can have a posi-
tive impact on employees and organizations, such as 
increasing employee job satisfaction or job performance; 
and, of course, it can also lead to deviant behaviors in 
the workplace (Zhuang et al., 2020) or other harmful out-
comes (Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018).

Second, we also found a mediating role for affective 
commitment. Specifically, workplace friendships may 
lead to the development of affective commitment, which 
can further contribute to UPB in new-generation employ-
ees. This finding enriches the mechanism of action 
of workplace friendships on UPB in new-generation 
employees. Negative behaviors resulting from workplace 
friendships can be understood in terms of the dual char-
acteristics of UPB. Since UPB has both “pro-organiza-
tional” and “unethical” characteristics (Tang et al., 2022), 
employees’ cognition of these two characteristics swayed 
based on their states (Chen et al., 2023). When organi-
zations provide employees with more opportunities for 
friendship or the prevalence of friendships, the likelihood 
of establishing informal relationships among employees 
is more significant. Their emotions are more likely to be 
fulfilled, and therefore, more likely to view UPB as giv-
ing back to the organization (at this time, the “pro-orga-
nization tendency” of employees is more potent), leading 

Fig. 3  Simple slope test plot
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increase their job performance and try to contribute to the 
organization through some dishonorable means (UPB).

Theoretical contributions

This study makes several theoretical contributions. First, 
we enrich current research on the antecedents of UPB 
from the perspective of informal relationships. As men-
tioned earlier, much of the current research on the ante-
cedents of UPB focuses on the effects of leader-employee 
interactions on UPB (Bryant & Merritt, 2021). However, 
research on the effects of informal relationships formed 
by employee-employee interactions on UPB has yet to 
be emphasized. This study is an expansion of social cog-
nitive theory. Since the reasons employees choose to 
implement UPB are very complex, we should pay more 
attention to various individuals that can impact employ-
ees. This study confirmed that the employee-employee 
interpersonal relationship is also an essential factor influ-
encing individuals’ behavioral choices, which broadens 
the idea of studying the antecedents of UPB from a rela-
tional perspective.

Second, this study broadens the applicability of work-
place friendships in relevant research. Current research 
on the consequences of workplace friendships focuses 
on employees’ work attitudes or performance. Although 
some scholars have already begun to pay attention to the 
adverse effects of workplace friendships (Wang et al., 
2022), no research has explored the mechanism of work-
place friendships on the complex individual behavior of 
UPB. The mechanism of the occurrence and develop-
ment of workplace friendships in organizations is usually 
complex. The relevant research results still need to be 
improved, and the research on the consequences of work-
place friendships is relatively single. This study inno-
vatively links workplace friendships with UPB, which 
helps to enrich the research on the relationship between 
workplace friendships and individual behaviors.

Third, the introduction of affective commitment and 
CEC variables in this study helps us better analyze the 
mechanism of action and boundary conditions of the 
effect of workplace friendships on UPB. Previous stud-
ies have mainly focused on the influence of the leader-
employee relationship on affective commitment (Mumtaz 
& Rowley, 2020), and we further enriched the anteced-
ent research of affective commitment by broadening the 
antecedents to an employee-employee relationship. In 
addition, we introduce CEC, a moderating variable that 
echoes social cognitive theory. It is essential to estab-
lish a rich moderating mechanism in exploring UPB, and 
CEC can be regarded as an environmental variable in 

which is a significant factor that leads to the disruption 
of established rules (Alshammri, 2021). Therefore, infor-
mal groups in organizations are more likely to undermine 
the development of CEC. Together, CEC can promote 
“healthy” workplace friendships that generate affective 
commitment among employees. However, it does not 
affect “unhealthy” workplace friendships because, in this 
case, the relationship between workplace friendships and 
CEC cancels each other out. Therefore, CEC could not 
moderate between workplace friendships and the direct 
relationship with UPB.

Finally, we also found that UPB had significant differ-
ences in gender, marital status, and position. In terms of 
gender, male employees are more likely to participate in 
UPB than female employees, which is supported by many 
previous studies (Lian et al., 2022; Luan et al., 2023). In 
Chinese culture, males are often expected to play more 
positive, proactive, and competitive roles. They are also 
likely to be viewed as the primary breadwinners of their 
families. Such gender role expectations may motivate 
male employees to participate in UPB to pursue career 
success (Luan et al., 2023). In terms of position, employ-
ees in senior positions are more likely to participate in 
UPB than those in junior positions. Based on specific val-
ues in Chinese organizations, such as Mianzi and Guanxi, 
may prompt employees in senior positions to participate 
in UPB to uphold these values (Zhang & Zhou, 2024). 
In addition, employees in senior positions usually have 
more power and decision-making autonomy and are 
under more pressure; therefore, they may participate in 
UPB in the absence of supervision in order to achieve 
performance goals.

Furthermore, few previous studies have linked 
employees’ marital status to UPB, and this study inno-
vatively proposes and validates that married employees 
are more likely to participate in UPB than unmarried 
employees. This result should be discussed in the context 
of traditional Chinese culture. In China, general employ-
ees wanting to enter into a marriage relationship must 
consider their financial situation (Keldal & Şeker, 2022). 
For example, in the preparatory stage of marriage, males 
may face economic requirements such as buying a house, 
a car, and the “bride price” (Duan et al., 2022); after mar-
riage, both spouses need to face the economic pressures 
of mortgage payments, car loans, raising children, and 
supporting parents. Therefore, we argue that due to fam-
ily or financial pressures after marriage, general employ-
ees are more concerned about job promotion or avoiding 
dismissal because their job is their primary source of 
income. As a result, general employees, after marriage, 
appreciate their jobs more, which may induce them to 
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carrying out collective activities that benefit employees’ 
physical and mental health, such as staff birthday parties 
and fun sports, to create good conditions for forming and 
developing workplace friendships. Of course, the disad-
vantages of informal relationships formed by workplace 
friendships cannot be ignored (Wang et al., 2022), and 
managers need to develop appropriate systems to regu-
late and guide the formation of “healthy” informal rela-
tionships among employees.

Second, managers must consider the “appropriate” 
construction of affective commitment. Increased levels of 
affective commitment have been shown to promote UPB, 
so we argue that there are also two types of affective com-
mitment, “rational” and “blind.” When employees are in a 
state of blind affective commitment, they are more likely 
to disregard the requirements of the system or norms and 
engage in UPB; on the contrary, when employees are in 
a state of rational, affective commitment, they can dem-
onstrate their loyalty to the organization on the one hand, 
and the other hand, they also regulate their behaviors, 
and thus the greater the likelihood that they will engage 
in “ethical pro-organizational behavior.”

Finally, managers should choose appropriate manage-
ment styles based on the different demographic characteris-
tics of their employees. For example, employees who have 
just entered into marriage often face the pressure of build-
ing a “new family,” and the economic pressure of raising 
children and supporting parents will make them exhausted. 
Therefore, managers can set specific personal work goals 
for them following departmental objectives, give them 
appropriate free working time, and allow them to choose 
their workplace freely. This way, employees can allocate 
their time to work and family according to their circum-
stances. In addition, male employees’ ethical decisions tend 
to be based on rules and power, while female employees’ 
ethical judgments mainly stem from their responsibilities 
to others (Fulmore et al., 2024). Therefore, managers can 
develop differentiated education and training programs to 
improve the moral literacy of employees of different gen-
ders in a targeted manner. Of course, organizations should 
also strengthen the supervision of employees in senior posi-
tions as a way to circumvent the more hidden UPB.

Limitations and future research directions

Although our conclusions can contribute to theory and 
practice, some limitations remain. First, although we 
explored the effect of employee-employee relationships 
on UPB relatively innovatively, we did not examine the 
possible effects of other individuals. Future research 
could combine leader-employee relationships with 

reciprocal determinism, helping us explain why benign 
variables can lead to the paradox of UPB.

Finally, we also found differences in some demographic 
information exhibited by UPB. As mentioned above, 
many previous studies have focused on gender, age, ten-
ure, and other factors (Lian et al., 2022), and we inno-
vatively propose that employees with different marital 
statuses may have different levels of UPB. Indeed, there 
have been studies that have begun to focus on the impact 
of variables involving family factors, such as work-fam-
ily conflict, on employee behavior (Tu et al., 2022) or 
that have explored antecedent variables of unethical pro-
family behavior (Wang et al., 2023b). These studies have 
been very enlightening. In China’s work environment, 
where the boundary between work and family is blurred 
(Peng et al., 2022), employees’ family status is bound to 
impact their organizational behaviors. This study found 
that different marital statuses of employees lead to dif-
ferent levels of UPB tendencies. This relatively cutting-
edge conclusion can significantly enrich the perspective 
of UPB research and shed light on the study of related 
factors such as unethical pro-family behavior. Of course, 
this study’s limitation of the sample group to new-gen-
eration employees is also novel. Since new-generation 
employees possess different personalities from other gen-
erations (Warner & Zhu, 2018), they have also become a 
significant force in organizations worldwide. This study 
can enrich the research findings on the behavior of new-
generation employees in organizations and expand the 
sample population for UPB-specific research.

Practical implications

The conclusions drawn from this study also have important 
implications for management practice. For managers, UPB 
is often hidden under a “pro-organizational” appearance, 
so managers should pay more attention to the factors that 
can lead to UPB. Controlling the antecedents of UPB is also 
an essential means of effectively curbing UPB (Luan et al., 
2023).

First of all, managers should pay attention to the 
correction and management of workplace friendships. 
Workplace friendships help employees establish deep 
emotional ties with each other. They also help them build 
identification with the organization, improve their sense 
of belonging, and thus enhance their work performance 
(Methot et al., 2016). Therefore, managers can encour-
age employees to collaborate in work teams while appro-
priately increasing cross-team and cross-departmental 
communication and cooperation. In addition, an open 
and friendly organizational climate can be created by 
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