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Abstract: Managerial Pro-Social Rule Breaking (MPSRB) is a prevalent leadership behavior in
China, characterized by conflict between favor and rule. Despite emerging interest in this behavior,
two theoretical questions remain unsolved. First, its definition, dimensions, and measurement
in the Chinese context are still lacking or improper; second, its double-edged sword effect on
employees’ attitude is rarely empirically examined. This paper conducts three studies to solve these
questions. In study 1, based on an analysis of the Chinese traditional culture, three dimensions of
MPSRB (i.e., benevolence-based, pragmatic-based, and justice-based) were identified. In study 2,
a scale of MPSRB containing 12 items was developed through an interview, preliminary, and formal
questionnaire survey. In study 3, employees’ sustainable organizational identification perception
(SOIDP) was studied as the dependent variable, to analyze and verify the double-edged sword effect
of MPSRB by hierarchical regression and structural equation modeling (SEM) methods on the data
gathered through the three stages from 380 employees. The results show that the three dimensions
of MPSRB have a direct positive impact on employees’ SOIDP and, simultaneously, they have an
indirect negative impact through the mediating role of procedural justice perception.

Keywords: managerial pro-social rule breaking; scale development; double-edged sword effect;
sustainable organizational identification; procedure justice

1. Introduction

Managers at all levels of an organization are often faced with a moral dilemma where rules conflict
with human sentiment. For example, if an employee has been working overtime all weekend to deal
with an urgent and difficult issue for the company, but there is no clear policy in place to compensate
him (her) with time or money, should the supervisor bend the rules to give him (her) a few days
off or an extra monetary incentive, or just simply say “thank you”? According to a survey of CEOs,
more than 70% of managers in such situations tend to choose breaking the rules to achieve practical
pro-social goals [1]. This phenomenon is academically known as Managerial Pro-Social Rule Breaking
(MPSRB) [2], which is more prevalent in the Chinese context.

Effective managerial behavior contributes to employees’ sustainable perception and attitude
in the workplace, which further leads to organizations’ sustainable competitiveness, performance,
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and development. However, as a kind of managerial behavior, the consequence of MPSRB is
controversial in theory. From the perspective of particularism, MPSRB show such qualities as managers’
virtue, goodwill, and responsibility, and provide valuable “resources” to employees, leading to
sustainable positive attitudes among employees [3]. However, from the perspective of universalism,
even motivated by altruism, MPSRB will undermine the authority and credibility of the institution’s
system, increase the possibility of leaders’ opportunistic behaviors and exploitation of their subordinates
in future transactions, and lead to unsustainable attitudes among employees [2]. It is clear that MPSRB
is not only the product of managers’ moral dilemmas, but also the contradictory combination of human
sentiment and reason. “Pro-social” reflects the basic emotional need, while “rule breaking” reflects the
abandonment of reason. Moreover, their influence on employees’ attitudes is also complex, and there
may be a double-edged sword effect [4].

Previous studies about prosocial rule breaking primarily focused on the employee level.
Morrison [5] was the first to explicitly introduce this construct, and he defined it as “employees
intentionally violates a formal organizational policy, regulation, or prohibition with the primary
intention of promoting the welfare of the organization or one of its stakeholders”. He points out
that this kind of behavior is mainly driven by three motivations, namely to improve work efficiency,
help colleagues and help customers, and he developed a six-item scale. However, this is only a
response scale in a specific scenario experiment. If other scholars want to use this scale, they must
replicate the experimental scenario or revise the scale. Dahling et al. [6] developed a 13-item general
prosocial rule breaking scale based on the three-dimensional structure of Morrison [5], which has been
widely used, and promoted the empirical study of the antecedent factors of prosocial rule breaking
among employees.

In general, these studies focus on four themes: first, personal factors, such as risk-taking propensity,
conscientiousness, organizational identity, and core self-evaluation [6–8]; second, leadership factors,
such as benevolent leadership, and moral leadership [7,9,10]; third, organizational factors, such as
organizational fairness, counterproductivity norms, and bureaucracy [11–13]; fourth, job characteristics,
such as job meaning, autonomy, job demand, and work systems [14,15]. Although most of these studies
focus on the employee level, the findings of individual, organizational, and job characteristics factors
also apply to the manager level.

Employees’ prosocial rule breaking should be generally studied as the dependent variable,
while MPSRB should be studied as independent variables to explore its impact on employees’
sustainable attitudes and behavior. Apart from obvious differences in their theoretical constructions,
their causes and manifestations are also distinct. Therefore, it is necessary to redefine MPSRB and
develop a new scale.

Some exploratory studies have explored the causes and manifestations of MPSRB. For example,
Veiga et al. [1] carried out interview research on CEOs and found that MPSRB occurred mostly for three
reasons, namely improving performance, because rules were wrong, and social embedding. Liu and Li [16]
summarized three main manifestations of MPSRB in the Chinese context based on interviews. At present,
most studies on the consequences of MPSRB only focus on its positive side. For example, through the social
learning process, a trickle-down effect will occur, leading to employees’ prosocial rule breaking, which is
moderated by leadership empowerment and employees’ courage [17]. Moreover, similar behaviors,
such as “positive deviant leadership”, “positive political behavior”, “non-bureaucratic personality”,
and “non-bureaucratic behavior” were found to alleviate the conflict between rigid rules and flexible
organizational goals, and contribute to organizational procedure improvement, change, project duration
and success, creative destruction and sustainable performance, etc. [18–22].

However, some studies have found the opposite, pointing out that the MPSRB will not only
damage the interests of other group members [6], but also undermine the institution’s system of
organization and negatively influence employee attitudes, such as procedural justice, psychological
contract, and attribution to leadership [2], which indirectly lead to negative working behaviors among
employees and turnover intention [2,23] and decrease service performance [24]. Hence, MPSRB is
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possibly a double-edged sword for organizations, exerting positive and negative effects on employees’
sustainable attitude and behavior simultaneously, thereby attracting further studies to explore their
respective theoretical mechanisms. The two opposite mechanisms are moderated by the employee’s
values and psychological maturity, and the organization’s management practices [4,16,25], and under
the different conditions of these moderation factors, positive and negative effects compete with each
other and tradeoffs [4,16,25].

Although some progress has been made in the research on MPSRB, in general, it is still lacking.
The research is still in the exploratory stage and the theoretical framework is not perfect due to two
deficiencies. Firstly, the concept definition, dimension dividing, and measurement are based on the
study of Dahling et al. [6] at the employee level, which cannot fully reflect all the characteristics of
the manager level and, particularly, the analysis in the Chinese organizational context is also lacking,
which limits the validity of previous conclusions. Secondly, empirical evidence of the double-edged
sword effect is scarce except in the research of Li et al. [25], making the breadth and the existence of
this effect unproven and insufficient.

To bridge the above theoretical gaps, three studies were conducted subsequently, and their
contents and logical links are as follows: study 1 was conducted to conceptualize the construction of
the MPSRB, and identify its sub-dimensions based on the analysis of traditional Chinese culture, as this
provides a theoretical basis for the two subsequent studies. Study 2 was conducted to develop the
scale for MPSRB following the standard scale development procedures, and to test its reliability and
construct validity, which provided a measurement for the last study. Lastly, study 3 was conducted as
a specific application of the scale and as a test for its predictive validity.

2. Study 1: Concepts and Dimensions of MPSRB

2.1. Definition of MPSRB

Morrison [5] first defined the prosocial rule-breaking behavior of employees and further explained
its three main characteristics. First, this behavior is motivated by altruistic motivation, for the benefit
of stakeholders, such as customers, colleagues, shareholders, teams, and the whole organization.
Although sometimes it may produce self-interested results, these are only side effects rather than
the purpose. Second, this behavior violates the formal rules that are formulated from top to bottom,
institutionalized, and controlled by the bureaucratic hierarchy, rather than the informal rules derived
from tradition, custom, or ethics. Thus, it is distinguished from constructive or positive deviant
behaviors and is only one type of them. Finally, the act is intentional and active, rather than accidental,
unintentional, or compelling, thus reflecting the quality of the subject’s responsibility.

Byrant et al. [2] were the first to explicitly focus on the prosocial rule breaking at the manager
level. Their concept definition followed the train of Morrison [5], transformed the behavior subject
from employee to manager, and inherited Morrison’s three characteristics. This definition is clear,
specific, and operable. However, in a previous exploratory interview [16], it was still found that the
denotation of this definition may be too broad. However, some types of behaviors conforming to
this definition do not match the requirement of our research and may interfere with some assumed
causality. Cropanzano et al. [26] pointed out that if a construct related to employee behavior was not
subdivided from the views of motivation, intensity, severity, and object, it would lead to an overlap
between variables and the instability of the causality relationship. Therefore, in addition to the above
three characteristics, it is necessary to further refine the denotation of the construct in terms of object
and severity.

First, the policies and institutions violated by managers should be made within the organization
and should not involve judicial issues. The organizations’ daily operations need to abide by the rules,
including external mandatory laws and regulations concerning labor relations, state-owned asset
management, and environmental protection, and so on. However, the violation of those rules would
raise serious legal issues related to white-collar crime or organizational corruption, which will lead to
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a wider and more profound influence [27]. Nevertheless, such issues do not fall within the scope of
our research.

Second, the rules violated by managers should only involve the internal management of the
organization, such as personnel, salary, production, and customer service, which are more easily
perceived by employees, have a higher correlation with employees’ interests and have a more direct
impact on employees’ behaviors. It should not include rules relating to external business operations,
such as mergers and acquisitions, competition, and alliances.

Finally, MPSRB should not lead to serious negative consequences, such as resulting in a huge loss
to the organization, endangering personal position and reputation, or hurting other people. They are
just extreme events, which rarely happen, and are not prevalent for organizations [1]. The effect of this
kind of managerial behavior on employees is more likely to be one-sided and negative, so it should be
distinguished from prosocial rule breaking with less severe consequences.

Therefore, integrating the definition of Morrison [5] and the above analysis, this article will redefine
MPSRB as designed “to improve the welfare of the organization or other stakeholders, managers at
all levels of the organization intentionally violate the formal policies, regulations, and prohibitions
formulated within the organization, concerning internal management issues, and without serious
consequence”.

2.2. Traditional Chinese Cultural Background-Based and Dimensional Division of MPSRB

In Chinese organizations, the prevalence of MPSRB can be traced back to China’s distinct traditional
social structure and cultural background.

2.2.1. The Relationship between Power, Favor and Rule

Power Is Superior to Rule

In the agricultural society of ancient China, because of the immobility of plow lands and the
necessity of cooperation, the production and living pattern of family members dwelling together was
formed, in which the family elders had natural powers. This pattern was further extended to a social
structure of “family→clanstate→nation”, in which a hierarchical society based on the authority of the
elders is naturally formed, and a comprehensive ruling order is formed after integrating the factors of
education, politics, and culture [28]. This order emphasizes the five cardinal relationships, respecting
the elder, the distinction between the noble and humble, and the distinction between the superior and
inferior. In such a society, the elder, noble, and superiors have the arbitrary power to unconditionally
control resources and issue orders. Indeed, there are rules in this order, including rules of etiquette, but
they are only made to ensure the implementation of arbitrary power and hierarchical order, instead
of forming rules through negotiations and votes of different classes, as in Western civilization [28].
Therefore, in traditional Chinese society, power is superior to rules; in fact, rules are just the byproduct
and safeguard of arbitrary power, but cannot restrain power.

Although modern China is no longer a patriarchal society, the social–psychological characteristics
of “awe and obedience to the authority of the superior” persist deeply. In organizational management
practice, there is a large power distance between the leader and the subordinate. The leader
holds the power from his status, legal principle, or personal authority, and adopts dictatorial,
authoritarian, controlling, and strict leadership [29], whereas the subordinate shows the traditional
tendency of submission to authority, filial piety, conservatism, endurance, and fatalism [30]. Hence,
managers’ power dominates over rules in organizations.

Favor Is Superior to Rule

In ancient Chinese society, etiquette was a system of customary laws, which was theoretically
deepened by Confucius, who interpreted rites with benevolence and ascribed them to and associated
them with the basic human psychological needs, sentiments, instinct, and desires [31]. Furthermore,
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based on basic humanity and sentiments such as family affection, the mind of cannot bear to see the
sufferings of others, and putting oneself in others’ way, another basis of etiquette is deduced—the
establishment of a humanitarian interpersonal relationship within the family and among members of
society—which not only emphasizes the hierarchical order, but also kindheartedness [31]. The phrases
of renqing and guanxi, which are frequently talked about by the Chinese, are the derivative products,
external forms, and secular representations of this humanitarian interpersonal relationship. Thus,
rules were derived from favor or human sentiments. Chinese people should trade off favor and rule
when dealing with such issues. When necessary, even rules can make concessions to favor [32].

In China’s ancient rural society, characterized by agricultural civilization, people attached to
and stuck to the plow land, and the population mobility was weak. Most people lived in a small
acquaintance society under the framework of villages and clans all their lives. In such a society,
there is no need for universalistic contracts, rules, or even texts. People understand each other and
communicate frequently, and they trust because of familiarity. In solving the problems of interpersonal
interaction, it is more effective to rely on the particularistic favor, rather than on rules [28].

This idea of “favor is superior to rule” has continued in the organizational management practices
of contemporary China, which often makes managers choose to sacrifice rules when rules deviate from
the generally accepted human nature.

2.2.2. Benevolence, Pragmatic, and Justice in Confucianism

In traditional Chinese ideology and culture, although the status of rules is lower than power
and favor, the violation of rules is costly and may bring adverse consequences to individuals and
organizations. Why do managers altruistically break the rules? The context surrounding benevolence,
pragmatism, and justice in traditional Chinese culture can explain the underlying motivation.

Benevolence and Righteousness

Benevolence and righteousness are the core elements of China’s Confucian moral system.
Benevolence means to have a heart of love and compassion for others, while righteousness means to
treat others properly and suitably. The early theory of benevolence and righteousness focused on blood
relationships. Later, it gradually extended its application to other people around family members,
requiring kindness and morality toward other friends, colleagues, and even strangers. Based on this,
a set of norms and requirements for behavior and conduct has been developed.

Confucius ascribed the basis of benevolence and righteousness to human nature’s innate need,
which made benevolence and righteousness have natural rationality. Since the Qin and Han dynasties,
Confucians have combined this thought with the theory of “Yin and Yang and the Five Elements”,
and take it as an ethical ontology, known as the Way of Heaven, the Principle of Heaven, the Born
Nature, and the Virtue Nature, which must be obeyed unquestionably [31].

In applying such ethical norms to the organizational situations, managers must treat their
subordinates with kindness [29]. When subordinates encounter difficulties or make excusable mistakes,
managers usually choose to sacrifice rules to help or protect their subordinates. This behavioral
orientation stems from three mechanisms: first, in the general cases without serious consequences,
managers tend to actively comply with the ethical norm; secondly, according to the “role theory”,
to reduce the social pressure, managers choose to passively accept the role expectation of “being
benevolent than a heartless leader” constructed by society. Finally, from the perspective of social
interaction, managers hope to establish a “heart for heart” relational community with subordinates
through their benevolent behavior [32].

Pragmatic Reasonability

In China’s traditional society, the economy was characterized by smallholder production,
and Confucian scholars particularly emphasized the daily practical household affairs. As a result,
ancient intellectuals and craftsmen focus most of their attention on practical matters, such as family
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ethics, agriculture, the improvement of people’s livelihoods, and so on. This means that the dominant
philosophical thought remains at the level of empiricism for a long time, forming a particular cultural
orientation named “pragmatic reasonability”, which was characterized by emphasizing practical utility
rather than abstract thinking [31].

Within this ideology, a complete system of concepts and abstract symbols cannot be developed,
so there is no universal standard of rationality, and the judgment of things is quite flexible. Static and
mechanical rules often do not apply to a variety of situations. The criterion for judging whether and
how a thing should be done is its ultimate actual utility achieved [31], which is often referred to as
“no matter the cat is black or white as long as it catches mice”. Therefore, Chinese values are highly
utilitarian, objective, and practical. The highest goal of Chinese people is to synthesize the three secular
values of life, wealth, and career [33].

In modern Chinese enterprises, the highest self-actualization need for people in the workplace
is the pursuit of organizational goals and further personal achievement [33]. When rigid rules are
cumbersome, inefficient, and hindered the practical purpose, people will be pragmatic and flexible.
They will break the rules when necessary for better utility at a specific time, place, and situation,
rather than obey the rules mechanically and unconditionally, which is consistent with the value
orientation of pragmatic reasonability.

Fairness and Justice

The traditional Chinese culture has long focused on fairness and justice, which are considered to
be ensured by establishing rules and laws. However, since the traditional view of order is aesthetic
rather than logical, and follows particularism rather than universalism, it leads to the formation
of a specific view of fairness and justice. When it comes to issues such as resource allocation and
conflict resolution, the judgment criteria of fairness and justice are more dependent on the particularity,
diversity, and contextuality of events [34].

This standard of fairness and justice, which emphasizes “too much of a good thing but not enough
of a right” is flexible, but lacks an external, absolute, and objective order. It can only appeal to the
ontology of the Confucian philosophical system—the Tao of Heaven, which is seen as the objective
law that governs all things. However, in the Confucian cosmology based on the heaven–human
induction, the Tao of Heaven is anthropomorphized and then emotional, which finally makes the
criterion of fairness and justice the human emotion or motivation [31]. In other words, when most
people emotionally feel that something is just and morally acceptable, there is no doubt that it is just.

Within such a standard, substantive justice is more important than procedural justice,
and the principle of valuing results over processes and substance over procedures is upheld [31].
Just arbitrament can only rely on the personal morality and motivation of the adjudicators. The Chinese
people have always been fond of “good man politics”, “Justice Bao”, and “imperial envoy”, which reflect
this ideological tradition.

In Chinese enterprises, when solving internal conflicts and distribution issues related to salary,
training, promotion, and so on, the imperfection and insufficiency of formal rules often result in
dilemmatic situations, in which compliance with rules may lead to unfair results, thereby confusing
managers with respect to outcome fairness and procedural fairness. According to the fairness
orientation in Chinese traditional culture, managers often abandon procedural fairness for outcome
fairness, thus violating the rules. As outcome fairness follows human nature, morality, and public
opinion, it is worthwhile.

2.2.3. Dimensions of MPSRB

The above discussion on the relationship between power, favor, and rule can explain the question
of “why rules can be violated” in China, which is an essential condition for MPSRB. On the other hand,
the discussion about benevolence, pragmatism, and justice can explain the question of “why should
the manager violate the rules” from the perspective of motivation. Driven by different motivations,



Sustainability 2020, 12, 6786 7 of 23

MPSRB may differ in its manifestations, beneficiaries, and employees’ perceptions. Therefore, this paper
attempts to explain the dimensions of MPSRB from the view of motivation, based on Chinese traditional
ideology and culture.

Specifically, for the consideration of benevolence and righteousness, managers will exhibit
benevolence-based MPSRB, motivated by compassion and care for subordinates. For the consideration
of pragmatic reasonability, managers will exhibit pragmatic-based MPSRB, motivated by improving
work efficiency and organizational performance. For the consideration of fairness and justice,
managers will exhibit justice-based MPSRB, motivated by ensuring outcome fairness in conflict
resolution and resource allocation, as shown in Figure 1.
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3. Study 2 Scale Development of MPSRB

To better measure MPSRB, this study will develop a scale of MPSRB based on the previously
mentioned concept definition and dimension structure, following the scale development procedure
proposed by Churchill [35]. Its reliability, convergent validity, and discriminative validity were verified
through sequential interviews, pre-surveys, and formal surveys.

3.1. Methodology

3.1.1. Procedural

Firstly, given the inability to obtain enough items from the previous literature, this study will
conduct an in-depth interview to form the initial scale by induction. We collected as many typical
cases of MPSRB as possible through interviews and then screened, classified, and refined these cases to
form an initial scale.

Secondly, a preliminary questionnaire survey was conducted on the initial scale. Item analysis,
reliability analysis, and exploratory factor analysis (EFA) were carried out on the survey data
successively. After eliminating inappropriate items, a formal scale for MPSRB emerged.

Finally, a further formal questionnaire survey was conducted by using the previously mentioned
formal scale. Reliability analysis and EFA were carried out again. The convergent validity of each
subscale and their discriminant validity with each other and with moral leadership and benevolent
leadership were tested through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).

3.1.2. Data Collection and Samples

Participants in the three surveys were required to have a college degree or above, work experience
for at least 1 year, and work in an organization with more than 30 people. The sample size of
in-depth interviews was 38. The questionnaire survey was conducted by the charging service of the
“questionnaire star” platform. In the preliminary survey, a total of 274 questionnaires were distributed,
and 73 invalid questionnaires were eliminated based on reverse items and answer time. A total of
201 valid questionnaires were obtained, with an effective recovery rate of 73.36%. In the formal survey,
a total of 463 questionnaires were distributed, of which 306 were valid, with an effective recovery rate
of 66.09%. The sample distribution is shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Sample distribution.

Variable Value
Interview Preliminary Survey Formal Survey

Frequency Ratio Frequency Ratio Frequency Ratio

Gender
Male 20 52.6 80 39.8 144 47.1

Female 18 47.4 121 60.2 162 52.9

Age

25 or below 0 0.0 5 2.5 17 5.6
26–35 31 81.6 148 73.6 211 69.0
36–45 7 18.4 42 20.9 65 21.2

46 or above 0 0.0 6 3.0 13 4.2

Education
Junior college or below 0 0.0 10 5.0 4 1.3

Bachelor’s degree 27 71.1 156 77.6 279 91.2
Master’s degree or above 11 28.9 35 17.4 23 7.5

Hierarchy

Ordinary employees 22 57.9 72 35.8 168 54.9
Junior manager 11 28.9 71 35.3 65 21.2

Middle management 5 13.2 55 27.4 63 20.6
Top management 0 0.0 3 1.5 10 3.3

3.1.3. Measurement

The measurement of MPSRB adopts the initial scale in the preliminary survey and the formal
scale in the formal survey. The MPSRB is a kind of leadership behavior; the more frequently it occurs,
the more prevalent it is. Therefore, the frequency Likert five-point scoring method was adopted.
The numbers from one to five represent “always”, “often”, “sometimes”, “rarely”, and “never”,
respectively. In addition, to enable the participants to make an independent judgment of each item
without interference from the preceding and the following items, in the pre-survey, items were arranged
in a disordered order rather than by clustering each sub-scale.

The measurement of “benevolent leadership” and “moral leadership” adopted the ternary
paternalistic leadership scale developed by Cheng et al. [36], with each variable containing five items.
The numbers from one to five mean “strongly agree”, “agree”, “uncertain”, “disagree”, and “strongly
disagree”, respectively.

3.2. Results

3.2.1. Results of the Interview

Before the interview began, the connotation, denotation, and structure of MPSRB were introduced
to the interviewees. Given that this construct points to leadership behavior, which is better reflected
through the specific cases, the respondents were asked to describe as many typical cases of MPSRB
as possible, based on their experiences or indirect observations. We then made recordings on the
spot. A total of 113 initial cases were obtained, which were then proofread, polished, analyzed,
and interpreted one by one. In addition, the items of the initial scale were generated by further
screening, classification, and refinement.

Screening

Following the definition given above, the initial cases were screened to eliminate the ones that
did not meet the needs of this study or deviated from this definition. For example: “managers often
report and financially process a large engineering project as several small divided ones, to lower the
level of project review and improve work efficiency; “In recent years, although the government has
prohibited nation-owned enterprises from distributing extra benefits without permission, the leaders
still do this to ensure our income”; “employees of our company have two wage cards, only one of
which is used to pay personal income tax, which is beneficial for us”. These cases were eliminated for
reasons involving judicial issues and external operations or inducing serious consequences. Finally,
87 valid cases were retained.
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Classification

The valid cases were classified by three researchers, and the steps were as follows: (a) judging
which dimension each case belonged to (the results of the three researchers were completely consistent);
and (b) secondary classification within each dimension. The classification criteria were set by the
three researchers, in consultation with each other. A pilot category was discussed and established for
reference, which contains six examples, such as “if the family member of an employee is hospitalized
and needs companionship, the leader provides special treatment in the work schedule, attendance,
and payment, ”, “if an employee constantly lived in different cities and far away from his (her) spouse,
the leader asked the employee to go home for a short time in the name of the business trip and reimburse
some expenses”. The remaining 81 cases were classified by the three researchers separately, and then
discussed and judged together for the cases without consensus. Finally, 13 categories were formed,
and the three dimensions of benevolence-based, pragmatic-based, and justice-based included four,
five, and four categories, respectively, and each category contained approximately five to eight cases.

Item Refinement

The cases contained within each category are summarized and refined. Focusing on one category,
two descriptive sentences were created as the measurement items based on the commonness of all
cases included, which have a general meaning and cover all cases. Replicating the above work for all
the categories, an initial scale containing 26 items was formed, two of which were designed as reverse
items. The three dimensions of benevolence-based, pragmatic-based, and justice-based contained
eight, 10, and eight initial items, respectively.

3.2.2. Results of the Pre-Questionnaire Survey

Item Analysis

The purpose of item analysis is to test the contribution of each item to the whole scale and
eliminate the items with smaller contributions. The process is as follows: focused on one dimension,
calculating the total score of this dimension; sorting the samples according to the total score; taking the
former and latter 27% as high and low score groups, respectively; conducting the independent sample
t-test between the two groups, for each item [37]; deleting the item with the lowest T value and
repeating the above operation until the T value of all items is above eight and achieves a significance of
p < 0.001. Repeating the above operations for every dimension, a total of 16 items were retained after
an item analysis. For the three dimensions of benevolence-based, pragmatic-based, and justice-based,
five, six, and five items were retained, respectively.

Reliability Analysis

Cronbach’s α coefficient was used to test the internal consistency and to further purify the three
subscales. The α coefficient of subscales was required to be above 0.7. If a single item does not meet one
of the following requirements, then it should be eliminated: (1) the “corrected item-total correlation”
(CITC) is above 0.5; (2) the “Cronbach’s α if item detailed” is lower than the α coefficient of the whole
subscale; (3) the “squared multiple correlations” (SMC) is higher than 0.35 [37]. The above steps were
repeated until all three conditions were met.

When the CITC of one item in each of the three subscales does not meet the requirements, the values
are 0.387, 0.336, and 0.303, respectively, and they are eliminated. Within the purified subscales,
the benevolence-based dimension contains four items, with α coefficient of 0.832; the pragmatic-based
dimension contains five items, with α coefficient of 0.776; and the justice-based dimension contains
four items, with α coefficient of 0.778.
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Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)

EFA was performed on the 13-item scale. We choose the principal component method to
extract factors and choose the varimax to rotate. Only the factors whose eigenvalue was greater
than one were retained. The results show that the KMO (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin) value was 0.895,
the Bartlett test achieved a significance of p < 0.001, and three factors were identified. One item that
belonged to benevolence-based MPSRB was eliminated, whose loading coefficients on two factors are
simultaneously more than 0.5. We make EFA again, and the results are as shown in the second column
of Table 2, showing that the factor structure of the remaining 12 items is completely consistent with our
assumptions, and can explain 65.987% of the variance.

Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis of preliminary survey.

Items
Factor Loading

Preliminary Survey Formal Survey

He (she) bends the rules to help his subordinates
overcome difficulties in life. 0.819 0.792

He (she) bends the rules to favor older
workers or women. 0.847 0.806

He (she) bends the rules to improve the welfare of his
subordinates in financial difficulties. 0.632 0.800

He (she) bends the rules to help his subordinates
overcome their work problems. 0.714 0.766

He (she) bends the decision-making procedure to
improve work efficiency. 0.830 0.741

He (she) bends the rules to better serve customers. 0.651 0.795
He (she) bends organizational

rules to simplify workflow. 0.637 0.808

He (she) does not strictly follow the rules that
inconvenience his work. 0.643 0.788

He (she) bypasses some steps of a workflow to work
more efficiently 0.672 0.765

He (she) bends the rules to ensure that his subordinates
get what they deserve. 0.685 0.776

He (she) bends the rules to make decisions that he
thought fair. 0.757 0.823

He (she) bends the rules to make decisions that made
most of his subordinates feel fair. 0.669 0.861

Notes: only factor loading with 0.5 or above is retained in the table.

3.2.3. Results of the Formal Questionnaire Survey

EFA and Reliability Analysis

EFA was carried out on the formal scale again with formal survey data. The KMO value was 0.899,
and the Bartlett test reached a significance of p < 0.001. A total of 70.891% of the variance was explained,
and the factor structure of the scale was completely consistent with the pre-survey. The result are as
shown in the third column of Table 2.

In addition, Cronbach’s α coefficient of all variables was analyzed, wherein the benevolence-based
MPSRB was 0.853, the pragmatic-based MPSRB was 0.875, and the justice-based MPSRB was 0.854,
the benevolent leadership was 0.927, and the moral leadership was 0.937.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

The first-order CFA was carried out with AMOS24.0 software, and the model fit index was as
follows: χ2 = 313.521, df = 199, χ2/df = 1.575, RMR = 0.053, RMSEA = 0.043, NFI = 0.934, RFI = 0.924,
IFI = 0.975, TLI = 0.971, CFI = 0.975. These indices all met the requirements, indicating a good model fit.

Following Fornell and Larcker [38], convergence validity can be evaluated by three indicators,
as follows: all standardized factor loadings are greater than 0.5 and reach a significance level of p < 0.05;
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constituent reliability (CR) is above 0.7; average variance extraction (AVE) is above 0.5. The results of
the convergence validity test are shown in Table 3. Given the research needs, only the results of three
subscales of the MPSRB are reported.

Table 3. Convergence validity test for formal scale.

Dimensions Factor Loading Standard Error T Value

Benevolence-based 0.801 0.054 15.998 ***
AVE = 0.595 0.793 0.054 15.745 ***
CR = 0.839 0.774 0.057 15.208 ***

0.715 0.052 13.631 ***

Pragmatic-based 0.742 0.053 14.469 ***
AVE = 0.584 0.761 0.059 14.995 ***
CR = 0.852 0.807 0.058 16.302 ***

0.717 0.056 13.811 ***
0.791 0.055 15.851 ***

Justice-based 0.788 0.052 15.578 ***
AVE = 0.665 0.801 0.05 15.909 ***
CR = 0.844 0.855 0.055 17.466 ***

Notes: *** means p < 0.001.

The results show that the factor loadings of all items were between 0.715 and 0.855, all above
0.7, the AVE values of all three factors were greater than 0.5, and CR values were greater than 0.8,
indicating that the MPSRB scale had a good convergent validity.

Following the suggestion of Fornell and Larcker [38], if the correlation coefficient between every
pair factor is lower than their arithmetic square root of AVE, it indicates that the two factors have good
discriminative validity. The arithmetic square root of the AVE value of each factor and the pairwise
correlation coefficient are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Discriminative validity test for the formal scale.

1 2 3 4 5

1 Benevolence-based MPSRB (0.771)
2 Pragmatic-based MPSRB 0.533 *** (0.764)

3 Justice-based MPSRB 0.607 *** 0.532 *** (0.815)
4 Benevolent Leadership 0.371 *** 0.333 *** 0.396 *** (0.867)

5 Moral Leadership 0.552 *** 0.382 *** 0.480 *** 0.371 *** (0.848)

Notes: *** means p < 0.001; The numbers in the expanded diagonal are the arithmetic square root of the
AVE values of each variable, and the rest are the correlation coefficients.

The results show that every value on the diagonal is greater than all the correlation coefficients
on the same rows and columns, indicating that there is a good discriminant validity among the three
dimensions of MPSRB, benevolent leadership, and moral leadership.

4. Study 3: The Double-Edged Sword Effect of MPSRB

Sustainable organizational identification and procedural justice were widely proven to be
prominent outcome variables of many types of leadership. As a result, this study aims to establish a
theoretical model embracing these two constructs and MPSRB, and then verify it. The purpose of this
study is to analyze the double-edged sword effect of MPSRB, and test the predictive validity of the
scale developed in study 2.

4.1. Theoretical Hypothesis

Sustainable organizational identification was defined as “the perception of oneness with or
belongingness to an organization, where the individual defines him or herself in terms of the
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organization(s) in which he or she is a member” [39]. Employees’ perception of sustainable organizational
identification is conducive to their understanding and acceptance of the organizational premises, leading to
pro-organizational attitudes and behaviors, such as work involvement, affective commitment, and high
in-role and extra-role performance [40]. Therefore, improving employees’ sustainable organizational
identification is important for organizational management. Several studies have shown that sustainable
organizational identification of employees is influenced by contextual factors, such as organizational
characteristics, management practices, and personal factors, such as employee values, personality,
and demographics [41]. Among them, leaders’ ethical behaviors have been proven to play an important
role [42]. However, as an ethically paradoxical leadership behavior, MPSRB helps the subordinates,
guarantees outcome fairness, and improves organizational efficiency, which makes it ethical. On the other
hand, it breaks the organizational formal rules and is therefore unethical. As a result, it is more likely to
have a double-edged sword effect on sustainable organizational identification.

4.1.1. Bright Side of MPSRB: Its Positive Direct Effect on Sustainable Organizational Identification

Benevolence-based MPSRB manifests through managers being caring about the interests of
their subordinates and actively helping them to overcome difficulties in work and life. It shows
the leaders’ quality of goodwill, which is the strong willingness and motivation to help inferiors,
thereby convincing subordinates that, in their future work, they will receive more support from their
leaders [4,16]. Justice-based MPSRB manifests through managers maintaining distributive justice,
in terms of performance appraisals, promotion, payment, and training opportunities, even at the
cost of intentionally breaking the rules. It shows leaders’ quality of integrity, which is the adherence
to the principles of outcome fairness. In the Chinese context, influenced by the traditional cultural
orientation of pragmatic rationality, people particularly prefer outcome fairness to procedures, so this
kind of integrity is easily recognized and accepted by employees [4,16]. Pragmatic-based MPSRB
manifests through managers’ actions for work process improvement and reformation in relation to red
tape. It shows leaders’ quality of ability in terms of improving work efficiency and organizational
welfare, creative destruction, and breaking out of old and bad routines [4,16]. To summarize, the three
dimensions of MPSRB, respectively, reflect their three traits of goodwill, integrity, and ability [4].
According to the “trait theory” of trust, these three traits contribute to the formation of employees’
leadership trust [43]. Leadership trust in an organization is a vertical, particularistic interpersonal trust,
which reflects a psychological state wherein employees are willing to put themselves in a vulnerable
position based on positive expectations of leadership intentions and behaviors [44]. To some extent, the
leader plays the role of the organization’s spokesperson; thus, the trust in the leader can be extended
to the whole organization and generate sustainable organizational identification [45].

The benevolence-based MPSRB provides subordinates with timely help, not only with indirect
real resources, such as money and time for overcoming difficulties, but also with emotional and
symbolic resources, such as respect, support, care, love, and tolerance [46]. Justice-based MPSRB
protects the rights and interests deserved by subordinates and shows respect and approval from leaders,
which demonstrates their social status and can also be regarded as symbolic resources provided by
the supervisors [46]. Pragmatic-based MPSRB is helpful for employees to simplify the work process,
improve work convenience, consume fewer work resources, and further improve work performance,
which can be regarded as a kind of leadership support [47]. All of these taken together will have
two consequences. First, these behaviors conform to the general ethical norms, making the leader
an “ethical manager” in the organization. Through the interaction with subordinates, these ethical
standards are established and strengthened, making the organization more attractive and desirable [48].
Second, the behaviors make employees feel that they are valuable and respected members of the
organization, which has been proven to significantly enhance employees’ sustainable organizational
identification [48,49].

We thus propose the following hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Benevolence-based MPSRB has a direct positive impact on employees’ sustainable
organizational identification.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Pragmatic-based MPSRB has a direct positive impact on employees’ sustainable
organizational identification.

Hypothesis 1c (H1c). Justice-based MPSRB has a direct positive impact on employees’ sustainable
organizational identification.

4.1.2. Dark Side of MPSRB: Its Negative Indirect Effect on Sustainable Organizational Identification

According to the theory of social contract and neo-institutional economics, an enterprise is an
institution organized by a group of individuals in transactions, based on contracts. These contracts
are generated by negotiation and stipulate the rights and obligations of all parties [50]. In practice,
these contracts are embedded in the management systems of the organization and have the functions
of ensuring a fair transaction, reducing transaction uncertainty, and predicting transaction behaviors.
However, the violation or the inconsistency in their execution reduces the positive expectation of future
transactions and thus generates negative employee attitudes.

Perceived procedural justice is an employee’s sense of the fairness of an organization’s allocation
(transaction) process, which reflects their cognition about the principles, methods, and procedures
of allocation [51]. A higher procedural justice perception compensates for distributive justice and
serves as a heuristic cue to help employees avoid the fear of being exploited in uncertain circumstances,
and then leads to more positive work behaviors [52]. However, the extent of employees’ procedural
justice perception depends, to some degree, on the neutrality, trustworthiness, and accepted identity
of leaders [53]. Therefore, as a kind of leadership behavior, MPSRB has an important impact on
employees’ procedural justice perception.

The fairness judgment theory proposed six principles for employees to judge procedural fairness,
namely consistency, being unbiased, accuracy, modifiability, representativeness, and ethics [54].
Among them, employees are most sensitive to consistency [43], which requires the organization to treat
all employees indistinguishably, and that the organizational system or rules should be consistently
implemented in different situations and times. Although the MPSRB is motivated by altruism,
they cause some rules to be ignored or broken in certain circumstances, thus violating the consistency
principle. Inconsistency in the rules’ execution will make employees perceive a lack of authority and
credibility in the organizational institution.

In addition, if managers’ rule breaking is not investigated, if there is a lack of supervision, or if
they receive positive feedback, they will be encouraged to rationalize the violations and show more of
that in the future [55]. However, in many cases, it is difficult to judge whether managers’ rule breaking
is motivated by altruism or egoism and whether it can promote the benefits of the organization or
employees [56]. A sophisticated violator may harm employees’ welfare by breaking the rules under the
guise of prosocial behavior or altruism [55]. Moreover, as the focal point of the organization, managers
tend to be a role model for such behavior, which can be imitated by other employees through social
learning and, gradually, a culture of rule breaking can be formed.

Therefore, MPSRB tends to put the organization’s formal rules in a state that may be violated at
any time, thus weakening employees’ procedural justice perception. Procedural justice is an important
element for employees to evaluate how they are treated by the organization and then decide what kind
of work behaviors to respond to; here, the social identity mechanism plays an important role [57,58].

According to the group engagement model, employees believe that their procedural justice
standard reflects the fundamental values of organizations [59]. Treating an employee fairly in
the procedure will make them perceive themselves as a valuable and full-fledged member [46],
and also perceive that the organization cares about their feelings of self-esteem and self-worth,
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which symbolically affirms their status in the organization and represents their good relationship
with the organization [53]. Procedural justice can induce a sense of pride and respect [59], a sense
of belonging as members of the organization, and can further increase sustainable organizational
identification [60].

We thus propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Benevolence-based MPSRB negatively affects sustainable organizational identification
through the mediating effect of procedural justice perception.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Pragmatic-based MPSRB negatively affects sustainable organizational identification
through the mediating effect of procedural justice perception.

Hypothesis 2c (H2c). Justice-based MPSRB negatively affects sustainable organizational identification through
the mediating effect of procedural justice perception.

To summarize, the theoretical model is as shown in Figure 2.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 23 
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4.2. Methodology

4.2.1. Data Collection and Samples

We recruit 429 employees from three manufacturing enterprises in Xi’an, China, to participate in
the questionnaire survey. The data were gathered across three stages to minimize common method
variance. The measurement of MPSRB was finished at the time T1, the measurement of PJP at the
time T2, a month later, and the measurement of OIDP at the time T3, a month later. A total of
49 questionnaires were eliminated for reasons of turnover, incompletion, and failure in reverse items,
and then 380 valid questionnaires remained, with an effective recovery rate of 88.58%; 50.3% of them
were male. Those aged 25 or below, 26 to 35, 36 to 45, and 46 or above accounted for 6.6%, 61.8%, 23.2%,
and 8.4%, respectively. Those with a college degree, a bachelor’s degree, and a master’s degree or
above accounted for 20.2%, 73.7%, and 6.1%, respectively. The ordinary employees, junior managers,
middle managers, and senior managers accounted for 45.8%, 27.4%, 23.7%, and 3.2%, respectively.

4.2.2. Measurement

MPSRB was measured by the 12-item scale developed in study 2. The Cronbach’s α coefficients
of pragmatic-based MPSRB, benevolence-based MPSRB, and justice-based MPSRB were 0.863, 0.852,
and 0.862, respectively. sustainable Organizational identification was measured by a scale developed
by Mael and Ashforth [61], which contains six items, and with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.892.
Procedural justice was measured by a scale developed by Niehoff and Moorman [62], which contains
six items, and with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.881. The last two scales adopted the Likert five-point
scoring method, with numbers approximately between one and five representing “strongly agree” to
“strongly disagree”.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 6786 15 of 23

4.3. Results

4.3.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

The results of descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficient analysis are shown in
Table 5. The mean and standard deviation of all variables are within a reasonable range. The correlation
coefficients between the three dimensions of MPSRB and sustainable organizational identification
were above 0.2 and reached a significance of p < 0.001. The correlation coefficients of the three
dimensions MPSRB and procedural justice were lower than −0.4 and reached a significance of p < 0.001.
The hypothesis model was preliminarily verified.

Table 5. Descriptive and correlation analysis.

Variable MEAN S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Gender 1.497 0.501 1
2 Age 2.334 0.724 −0.183 *** 1

3 Education 2.816 0.597 0.122 * −0.181 *** 1
4 Hierarchy 1.842 0.893 −0.084 0.253 *** −0.208 *** 1
5 MPSRB_P 3.109 0.887 −0.005 0.083 −0.117 * 0.044 1
6 MPSRB_B 2.903 0.904 0.016 0.135 ** −0.232 *** −0.051 0.489 *** 1
7 MPSRB_J 2.825 0.976 0.006 0.144 ** −0.228 *** −0.018 0.522 *** 0.583 *** 1

8 PJP 2.205 1.105 0.049 −0.089 0.143 * −0.015 −0.482 *** −0.484 *** −0.504 *** 1
9 SOIDP 2.693 1.184 0.030 0.047 0.005 −0.044 0.239 *** 0.261 *** 0.241 *** 0.017

Notes: * means p < 0.05, ** means p < 0.01, *** means p < 0.001, standard deviation (S.D.); pragmatic-based MPSRB
(MPSRB_P), benevolence-based MPSRB (MPSRB_B), justice-based MPSRB (MPSRB_J), sustainable organizational
identification perception (SOIDP), procedural justice perception (PJP).

4.3.2. Hypothesis Testing

Hierarchical regression and structural equation modeling (SEM) were the two most commonly
used methods for hypothesis testing in the field of organizational behavior. They were different in their
data requirements, statistical principles, and modeling. To enhance the credibility of the conclusions,
this paper uses both methods to test our hypotheses, including direct, mediating, and total effects.
The analysis of hierarchical regression used SPSS 19.0 software (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA), and the
analysis of structural equation modeling used AMOS 24.0 software (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA).

Direct Effect

(a) Results of the Hierarchical Regression

Hierarchical regression was conducted with procedural justice and sustainable organizational
identification as dependent variables and the results are shown in Table 6. In model 5, the coefficients
of benevolence-based MPSRB (β = 0.275, p < 0.01), pragmatic-based MPSRB (β = 0.236, p < 0.01),
and justice-based MPSRB (β = 0.195, p < 0.05) were all positive and reached a significance of p < 0.05
at least.

Table 6. Results of hierarchical regression analysis.

PJP SOIDP

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Controls
Gender 0.051 0.120 0.090 0.050 0.019

Age −0.105 0.018 0.112 0.042 0.038
Education 0.250 * −0.004 0.000 0.146 0.147
Hierarchy 0.040 −0.024 −0.077 −0.038 −0.032

Independent
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Table 6. Cont.

PJP SOIDP

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

MPSRB_P −0.302 *** 0.158 * 0.236 **
MPSRB_B −0.274 *** 0.204 * 0.275 **
MPSRB_J −0.282 *** 0.122 0.195 *
Mediator

PJP 0.259 ***
4R2 0.026 0.326 0.007 0.090 0.038
4F 2.518 * 62.452 *** 0.652 12.320 *** 16.142 ***

Notes: * means p < 0.05, ** means p < 0.01, *** means p < 0.001, abbreviations of all variables
have the same meaning as Table 5.

(b) Results of the Structural Equation Modeling

The structural equation modeling was conducted, and the model fit index was as follows:
χ2 = 375.563, df = 242, χ2/df = 1.552, RMSEA = 0.038, NFI = 0.938, RFI = 0.929, IFI = 0.977, TLI = 0.974,
CFI = 0.977. These indices all met the requirements, indicating a good model fit. The results of the
standardized estimate are shown in Table 7.

Table 7. Results of the standardized estimate of structural equation modeling (SEM).

Estimate S.E. t-Value p-Value

MPSRB_P→SOIDP 0.203 0.100 2.556 0.011
MPSRB_B→SOIDP 0.232 0.126 2.660 0.008
MPSRB_J→SOIDP 0.161 0.099 1.825 0.068

Notes: abbreviations of all variables have the same meaning as Table 5; standard error (S.E.).

Although the estimates of the effects of all three dimensions of MPSRB on sustainable
organizational identification were lower than the results of hierarchical regression, they were significant.
Benevolence-based MPSRB (β = 0.275) and pragmatic-based MPSRB (β = 0.236) reached a significance
of p < 0.05 at least. Justice-based MPSRB was the lowest and only 0.161, but still reached a significance
of p < 0.1.

Both results indicated that all three dimensions of MPSRB have a significant positive impact on
employees’ sustainable organizational identification perception. Therefore, hypotheses 1a, 1b, and,
1c are supported empirically.

Mediating Effects

(a) Results of The Hierarchical Regression

In model 2 of Table 6, the coefficients of benevolence-based MPSRB (β = −0.274, p < 0.001),
pragmatic-based MPSRB (β = −0.302, p < 0.001), and justice-based MPSRB (β = 0.282, p < 0.001) were all
significantly negative, indicating that the three dimensions of MPSRB had significant negative impacts
on employees’ procedural justice perception. Moreover, in model 5, the coefficient of procedural justice
perception was 0.259 (p < 0.001), indicating that it had a significant positive impact on sustainable
organizational identification perception.

To more accurately analyze the size and significance of the mediating effect, the SPSS macro
PROCESS developed by Hayes [63], an instrument for mediation and moderation analysis, was used
to conduct the bootstrapping and Sobel tests, and the samples were repeatedly extracted 5000 times
with a confidence interval of 95%. The results are shown in Table 8. The size of the mediating effect of
the path “MPSRB_P→PIP→OIDP” was −0.0780 (Z = −3.0281, p < 0.01), 95% confidence interval was
[−0.1460,−0.0317], excluding zero. The size of the mediating effect of the path “MPSRB_B→PIP→OIDP”
was −0.0709 (Z = −2.8387, p < 0.01), 95% confidence interval was [−0.1414, −0.0248], excluding zero.
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The size of the mediating effect of the path “MPSRB_J→PIP→OIDP” was −0.0730 (Z = −2.9634,
p < 0.01), 95% confidence interval was [−0.1337, −0.0309], excluding zero.

Table 8. Results of mediation effects based on hierarchical regression.

Effect Bootstrapping Test
Sobel Test

Z-Value p-Value

MPSRB_P→PJP→SOIDP −0.0780 [−0.1460, −0.0317] −3.0281 0.0025
MPSRB_B→PJP→SOIDP −0.0709 [−0.1414, −0.0248] −2.8387 0.0045
MPSRB_J→PJP→SOIDP −0.0730 [−0.1337, −0.0309] −2.9634 0.0030

Notes: abbreviations of all variables have the same meaning as Table 5; the result of the bootstrapping
test is a 95% confidence interval.

(b) Results of the Structural Equation Modeling

The bootstrapping analysis based on SEM was conducted using both the bias-corrected percentile
method and percentile method, and the samples were repeatedly extracted 5000 times with a confidence
interval of 95%. The results are shown in Table 9. Regardless of the bias-corrected percentile and
percentile method, the 95% confidence intervals of all three mediation effects excluded zero, and their
two-tailed significance values were all lower than 0.008 (p < 0.01).

Table 9. Results of mediation effects based on SEM.

BC Method PC Method

Interval TTS Interval TTS

MPSRB_P→PJP→SOIDP [−0.159, −0.030] 0.001 [−0.148, −0.024] 0.002
MPSRB_B→PJP→SOIDP [−0.155, −0.019] 0.004 [−0.145, −0.015] 0.008
MPSRB_J→PJP→SOIDP [−0.148, −0.023] 0.003 [−0.141, −0.019] 0.006

Notes: abbreviations of all variables have the same meaning as Table 5; 95% confidence interval (interval);
bias-corrected percentile method (BC); percentile method (PC); 95% two-tailed significance (TTS).

Both results indicated that employees’ procedural justice perception significantly and negatively
mediated the relationship between all three dimensions of MPSRB and employees’ sustainable
organizational identification perception. Therefore, hypotheses 2a, 2b, and, 2c are supported empirically.

Total Effect

The total effect is equal to the sum of the direct effect and the mediating effect. The above results
show that the direct effect was positive and the mediating effect was negative. In this situation, the total
effect can reflect whether the difference between the direct effect and the mediating effect is significant.

(a) Results of the Hierarchical Regression

In model 4 of Table 6, the coefficients of three dimensions of MPSRB were all positive but lower
than those of model 5 (direct effects). To be specific, benevolence-based MPSRB (β = 0.204) and
pragmatic-based MPSRB (β = 0.158) only reached a significance of p < 0.05, while the coefficient of the
justice-based MPSRB was only 0.122 and not significant.

(b) Results of the Structural Equation Modeling

The results of total effects based on SEM are shown in Table 10. Regardless of the bias-corrected
percentile and percentile method, the 95% confidence intervals of all three total effects included zero,
and their two-tailed significance values all exceeded 0.085 (p > 0.05) and were not significant.
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Table 10. Results of total effects based on SEM.

Path
BC Method PC Method

Interval TTS Interval TTS

MPSRB_P→SOIDP [−0.046, 0.280] 0.154 [−0.038, 0.286] 0.133
MPSRB_B→SOIDP [−0.022, 0.342] 0.087 [−0.022, 0.348] 0.085
MPSRB_J→SOIDP [−0.097, 0.278] 0.347 [−0.102, 0.271] 0.376

Notes: all abbreviations have the same meaning as Table 9.

The results indicate that the direct effects of the three dimensions of MPSRB were bigger than
their mediating effects. However, the significances of their differences were inconsistent. Although the
total effects of benevolence-based MPSRB and pragmatic-based MPSRB were significant in the results
of the hierarchical regression, the three dimensions of MPSRB were not significant in the results of
SEM. To be prudent, we can conclude that there were no significant differences between direct effects
and mediating effects.

5. Discussion

5.1. Theoretical Contributions

(1) We extend the focus of prosocial rule breaking from the employee level to the manager level,
which expands the research scope of this variable, and will promote further attention on its causes,
manifestation, and consequences at the manager level. From the perspective of the kinds of rules
violated and their severity, we define MPSRB more explicitly, which avoids the potential risk of overlap
with other variables and the instability of its causal relationship. Based on Chinese traditional culture,
we explore the construct’s structure, enhancing the applicability of this variable in explaining the
indigenous phenomenon in Chinese, and deepening the research on leadership behavior.

(2) Our conclusions enrich the theoretical framework of “leadership behavior→employees’
sustainable organizational identification perception”. In addition to ethical leadership [42],
transformational leadership [64], authentic leadership [65], and other types of leadership, this study on
MPSRB adds a new antecedent variable to this theoretical framework. Previous studies have shown
that leadership behaviors that conform to widely accepted moral norms and support employees have
a significant positive influence on employee’s sustainable organizational identification. However,
the effect of MPSRB is found to be different in this paper. Among the three dimensions of MPSRB,
one is not significant, and the other two only achieve significance of p < 0.05. The reason lies in its dark
side, which partially neutralizes the positive effect. This shows the complexity of the relationship of
“leadership behavior→employees’ sustainable organizational identification” and opens a new window
for future research.

(3) With sustainable organizational identification as the dependent variable, the double-edged
sword effect of MPSRB is analyzed and confirmed. This conclusion integrates the previous perspectives
on its positive role [17,19,20] or negative role [23,24], and has important implications for the more
general theoretical question of “MPSRB→employees’ attitude/behavior”. This provides some empirical
evidence for the theoretical framework proposed by Liu and Wang [14] and Liu and Li [16]. Moreover,
the analysis of the negative mediating effect of procedural justice provides empirical evidence for the
second mechanism in the theoretical model of Bryant et al. [2]. The antagonistic relationship between
the positive and negative effects of MPSRB has been confirmed by Li et al. [25]. However, this study
has confirmed the competitive relationship between the two, which has enriched the theoretical vision
of the double-edged sword effect of MPSRB.

(4) The MPSRB scale developed in the Chinese context provides a reliable measurement tool for
future empirical studies on the antecedents and consequences of MPSRB.
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5.2. Practical Implications

(1) Avoiding Conflicts between Rules and Prosocial Purposes

With the increasing popularization of the modern enterprise system and the spread of Western
culture, new generations of employees in Chinese organizations are increasingly concerned about
rule consistency and procedural justice. Consequently, although MPSRB stands to receive a positive
appraisal from employees intuitively, it will significantly reduce employees’ procedural justice
perception, and this adverse effect often occurs subconsciously and imperceptibly. Therefore, a series of
measures should be taken to avoid managers facing a dilemma between pro-sociality and rule breaking.
First, the enterprise should not become a “machine”, following rules that are excessive, trivial, verbose,
and rigid; and daily management should avoid being enslaved by red tape. Conversely, the rules
keeping the core principles in place should be flexible enough to accommodate complex and dynamic
internal and external environments. Secondly, combining the idea of “rule of law” with “rule of man”
advocated by the Chinese, managers at all levels should be endowed with sufficient discretion within
the institutional framework, so that they can fully take into consideration the situational characteristics,
and take better decisions without breaking rules. Finally, an effective rule revising policy should be
in place to periodically identify and correct outdated rules that do not adapt to the current business
environment and which disassociate from the organization’s objectives.

(2) Valuing Pro-Sociality over Rule Compliance

Contemporary China as a society that still prefers favor over rules; therefore, the bright side
of MPSRB on employees’ sustainable organizational identification is slightly greater than the dark
side, and its total effect is generally positive. When a conflict between rules and favor is unavoidable,
managers should be encouraged to sacrifice rules for pro-social purposes, adhering to the principle
of “choosing the lesser of two evils”. However, such cases should be regarded as an exception in
management practices, rather than as a set of universal ethical norms and principles. In addition,
this choice should vary for types of MPSRB. Since the total effect of justice-based MPSRB on employees’
sustainable organizational identification is weaker than the other two dimensions, managers should be
more cautious when confronted with the conflict between substantive fairness and rules.

(3) Compensating the Perception of Procedural Justice

Since the dark side of MPSRB occurs by reducing the sense of procedural justice, enterprises
should regard procedural fairness as a key point of management. In order to neutralize the negative
effects of MPSRB, measures should be taken to improve employees’ procedural justice perception. First,
active communication strategies should be applied so employees can understand the reason why the
leadership has deviated from standard rules, be aware of their leader’s pro-social motive, and avoid
negative attribution. Second, in the processes of rulemaking and decision making, managers should
consider the demands and interests of different groups of employees to make sure they are treated
fairly from the beginning. Third, the processes of rulemaking and decision making should be open
and transparent to employees, and their voice and participation should be encouraged using trade
unions, opinion consultation, employee representative conferences, and voting.

5.3. Limitation and Future Directions

This study also has some limitations. For example, the research objective briefly focuses on
“managers” and does not consider the differences of behavior between the top, middle, and junior
managers. The analysis was primarily carried out in the context of mainstream Chinese culture,
but differences in the subcultural context were not fully considered. Future studies may consider
further detailed considerations of prosocial rule breaking by managers at different levels and in
different subcultures. In addition, the newly developed measurement of MPSRB requires further
empirical verification.
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6. Conclusions

Firstly, this paper defined the concept and connotation of MPSRB. It is pointed out that, in addition
to the three characteristics proposed by Morrison [5], namely altruistic motivation, formal rules,
and voluntariness, another three characteristics were identified, namely rules that are made within the
organization, those only relating to the internal management, and those with no serious consequences.

Secondly, the Chinese traditional cultural background and structure of MPSRB were analyzed.
It is pointed out that the preference of favor and power over rules is the essential condition that leads to
MPSRB; moreover, the cultural orientation of benevolence and righteousness, pragmatic reasonability,
and fairness and justice induce different motivations for managers to exhibit such behaviors. According
to this, we identify three dimensions of MPSRB, which are benevolence-based, pragmatic-based,
and justice-based.

Thirdly, the MPSRB scale was developed with good reliability and validity. Through interviews,
typical cases were obtained and the initial scale was formed. The initial scale was refined through
a preliminary survey. The reliability and validity of the final scale were then tested by the formal
survey. A 12-item MPSRB scale was formed, in which the benevolence-based, pragmatic-based,
and justice-based dimensions included four, five, and three items, respectively.

Fourthly, MPSRB is a double-edged sword for employees’ sustainable organizational identification
perception; in addition to its positive direct impact, there is also a negative indirect impact through the
mediation of procedural justice perception.

Although this article has its basis in China, and the MPSRB scale developed in study 2 is more
suitable for Chinese employees, the double-edged sword effect discussed in study 3 is universal.
Its positive direct effect and the negative mediating effect of MPSRB on SOIDP exist not only in the
Chinese context but also in other countries, varying only in their intensity. For example, the negative
mediation effect of PIP may be stronger in the context of Western culture than in the context of Chinese
culture. As a result, the conclusions of this study are transnationally valuable and meaningful.
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