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Abstract: Corporate ethics is an important part of corporate sustainable development. Sustainability
is not only about the environment but also about the well-being of employees, including job satis-
faction (JS), the Psychological contract (PC), etc. Among them, to organize relationships with other
stakeholders, the unethical pro-organizational behavior (UPB) of employees not only damages the
corporate image and reputation but even threatens the sustainable development of the enterprise. In
this context, the influencing factors that induce UPB should be analyzed and considered. Based on
social exchange theory and social cognitive theory, this research explores how idiosyncratic deals
(I-deals) affect employees’ intention to perform UPB through the PC and JS from the viewpoint of
employee-organization relationships, and the moderating role of environmental turbulence in it.
The research sample was drawn from 377 employees working in China, manufacturing companies.
The questionnaire was distributed at two time points. In the first questionnaire, the employees
who participated in the survey answered information such as idiosyncratic deals, the PC, JS and
environmental turbulence (ET). After 1 month, employees responded to UPB messages. The research
hypotheses were tested analytically using SPSS 23.0 and Amos 23.0. The survey showed that I-deals
had a beneficial impact on UPB. The psychological contract and JS also mediated the influence on
I-deals on UPB. The positive relationship between I-deals and UPB through the chain mediated effect
of PC and JS. Moreover, ET positively moderates the relationship between I-deals and UPB, the higher
the ET, the stronger the relationship between I-deals and UPB. Conversely, the lower.

Keywords: sustainable development; idiosyncratic deals; unethical pro-organizational behavior;
Psychological contract; job satisfaction; environmental turbulence

1. Introduction

With rapid economic growth, people experience positive changes brought about by
the business society to their lives but also the negative news of corporate moral deficiency
events that can damage the external reputation of the organization (e.g., Uber, Japan steel,
Volkswagen and Melamine). However, some are still hidden inside the organization [1].
The problem of corporate ethics has become a common phenomenon and threatens the
sustainable development of enterprises, so corporate moral crisis has attracted much
attention. Unethical behavior is generally described as any behavior that is “illegally
or morally unacceptable in the wider society” [2], and it can happen to anyone in the
organization, from the managed to the manager.

Some scholars believe that employees violate social values, moral standards and laws
not for self-seeking or revenge but for the organization’s and its members’ interests; such
altruistic unethical behavior is called unethical pro-organizational behavior (UPB) [3,4].
However, the exposure of unethical behavior will not only deteriorate the partnership
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between the company and other stakeholders but also harm the business’s external reputa-
tion. As a result, employees who behave unethically have been a long-standing subject of
research in management and organizations. Moreover, the existing literature has found
that both positive reciprocity and organizational identity promote UPB [5]. Therefore,
the academic community has begun to reflect on the reasons why employees engage in
unethical activities that are usually viewed as positive management measures, employee
attitudes or behaviors [6].

Alternatively, as the core of an enterprise’s core competitiveness, employees are the
soul and key resources of the enterprise’s foothold and development. With the advancement
of globalization, the increasingly open labor market liberalization, employees’ employment
ability for the negotiations among employees and organizational relationships, dramatic
changes have taken place in organization in the role of employee career management
by the controller into supporters; this presents significant challenges for organizations
to retain professional employees. Therefore, idiosyncratic deals (I-deals) that adapt to
the needs of employee and organization employment negotiation emerge at the right
moment and become a new topic in the field of employee and organization relationship
research [7]. In this context, this paper studies the I-deals for suspected organizations
on the influence of unethical behavior; however, the existing research mainly from the
individual character, moral case characteristics and the point of view of leadership behavior,
to employees’ organizational wrongdoing to explain the connection between the two
studies, is still lacking from the viewpoint of the relationship between the employee and
the organization as well as the potential impact. To address these issues, we examine the
mediatory functions of the Psychological contract (PC) and job satisfaction (JS) to explain
the complex relationship between I-deals and pro-organizational unethical behavior.

Firstly, PC refers to “employees perceive each other’s responsibilities in the employ-
ment contract” [8]. When employees and organizations perceive cognitive differences in
the PC, they will prompt each other to sign personalized contracts. However, employees
maybe conduct unethical behaviors in order to achieve high performance goals matching
personalized contracts [7]. Secondly, JS of employees is impacted in varying degrees by
various I-deal kinds [9]. Employees receive more benefits from the organization the higher
the JS. Therefore, on the one hand, the organization is more eager to obtain the employee’s
return when it satisfied the needs of the employees [10,11], and, on the other hand, em-
ployees may be more focused on how to repay the benefits the organization brings to them
than on their own ethical behavior [4]. Career progress, personal growth and psychological
safety are often the basis of a PC, which causes high commitment of some employees to the
organization. On this basis, employees who obtain I-deals are likely to have a higher sense
of satisfaction and then take some immoral actions in return for the organization. Therefore,
I-deals also indirectly generate UPB through the PC-JS pathway. In addition, whether
the organization can dynamically change and adapt to the environment is essential to the
long-term growth of the organization. If the employees with idiosyncratic deals cannot
adapt to the speed of environmental changes, the organization may cancel the I-deals,
and, in this case, the employees are likely to carry out immoral behaviors. Therefore, to
comprehend the mechanisms underlying the effects of I-deals on UPB better, this study
further examined the regulating function of environmental turbulence (ET).

This paper explores four issues with the use of social exchange theory and social
cognitive theory. The first is the relationship between I-deals and UPB. Secondly, the medi-
ating role of PC and JS in the relationship is discussed. Thirdly, in this study investigation,
the chain mediating effect of PC and JS on the relationship between I-deals and UPB is
explored. Finally, the moderating influence on ET on the relationship between I-deals and
pro-organizational unethical behavior is tested.
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2. Review of the Literature and Formulation of Hypotheses
2.1. Idiosyncratic Deals (I-Deals) and Unethical Pro-Organizational Behavior (UPB)

I-deals are voluntary, non-standard, individualized agreements negotiations between
specific employees and employers for mutual gain to all parties [12]. As an employee
incentive agreement, it helps organizations retain valuable employees by developing
personalized work mechanisms that meet employee needs and preferences [13]. Although
special working conditions are specially formulated for employees, at the same time, the
organization will also put forward high-performance goals for employees that match the
personalized work mechanism [14,15]. Once they fail to accomplish the high-performance
goals set by the organization, they will not only face negative self-evaluation but also lose
the support of the leadership and possibly even their jobs.

Social cognitive theory also points out that when people achieve their goals, in addi-
tion to external material rewards, they will also generate internal self-motivation, such as
positive self-evaluation and self-satisfaction, and when the goal cannot be achieved, there
will be a corresponding psychological burden [16]. Therefore, in order to avoid the psycho-
logical burden and negative consequences of not being able to meet the requirements, or to
maintain the employment relationship with the organization, employees will adopt some
unconventional ways to achieve the high performance brought by I-deals’ requirements.
There is a high likelihood of triggering unethical behavior, but helpful work efficiency,
because this kind of behavior or method not only helps employees to obtain a positive
self-evaluation by reducing their psychological burden but also obtains opportunities for
self-growth in the organization and is even more conducive to the long-term development
of their own careers.

Based on social exchange theory [17,18], the reciprocal social exchange mechanism is
believed to play a crucial role in motivating employees to participate in UPB [3,4,19–21].
UPB refers to unethical behavior that is deliberately performed by employees and violates
the social moral code but is beneficial to the organization [4]. UPB includes illegal or
violating social norms and values [2,4]. Although UPB is a pro-organizational behavior
that is not formally required in the job description, employees perform these behaviors
specifically to help the organization. A study found [22] that when faced with unattainable
work goals, employees often resort to unethical means rather than just doing their best.
Therefore, when employees fail to achieve high-performance goals that match the I-deals,
employees will face losing the support of the organization and its leaders, or even cancel
the I-deals. However, in order to gain the support of the organization and its leaders,
employees may improve high performance by engaging in unethical behavior in order
to achieve mutual benefits between the organization and employees. Based on the above
analysis, we developed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). I-deals have a positive effect on UPB.

2.2. The Mediating Role of Psychological Contract

The psychological contract is seen as a clause, on the one hand, the conditions offered
by employers to employees and their acceptance, reducing employee dissatisfaction and
employment security through optimal wages, which in turn affect job performance [23,24].
On the other hand, the PC is considered by employees to undertake special obligations, but
it can lead to a high degree of work commitment and loyalty while obtaining job security,
which affects innovation and high-performance goals [25]. At the same time, the PC is an
expression of the mutual obligations of the employee and the organization and is based
on the belief that the relationship of mutual trust and loyalty between them is based on a
relational PC of long-term employment [8]. As a result, employees are likely not only to
care about specific and short-term economic goals in the setting of personal work goals,
but they also will pay more attention to long-term development goals and have a stronger
awareness of personal development orientation under the influence of organizational goals.
On the other side, employees have an accurate perception of what the organization needs
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to undertake [26], while the organization also holds a sense of identification with the
employee in a long-term employment relationship [27–29]. Therefore, they are more aware
of the benefits of unethical behavior; they are freed from the shackles of morality in order
to maintain good relations with the organization [30,31] and consider UPB as an effective
way and means [18].

Moreover, I-deals not only affect the performance and evaluation of the PC over
time [32,33] but also are inflection points affecting changes in the PC. When accepting chal-
lenging tasks, employees with I-deals with special values can generate new obligations in
the organization or provide greater contributions through individuals [34,35]. Meanwhile,
some scholars pointed out [36] that the core of the PC is the obligation to give back to both
parties. The PC between employees and the organization not only affects the cognition
of each other but also leads to the generation of I-deals due to the difference between
these cognitions and the original cognition. In addition, when the organization promises
a future to employees with I-deals, there is a stronger negative correlation between the
degree of PC destruction and organizational commitment [37]. It can be seen that I-deals,
like formal legal contracts, will be used to define the employment relationship between
the employee and the organization, and thus affect the PC of both parties. Furthermore,
the organization provides benefits to employees and their families [38], which will lead to
employees wanting to give back to the organization. Under the care and support of the
organization, it is easy for employees to mistake UPB approved by the organization. It is
hypothesized, based on these arguments, that:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Psychological contracts mediate the relationship between I-deals and UPB.

2.3. The Mediating Role of Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction refers to the psychological state of employees who have positive
or negative views and attitudes about the organization or other related fields [39,40].
Studies show that flexible I-deals for working hours can not only generate more intrinsic
motivation for employees and promote career development but also enhance JS [41]. At
the same time, due to the achievement of I-deals, especially the achievement of I-deals in
advance, the dependence between employees and the organization is enhanced, which
is obviously helpful to improve employees’ job autonomy and JS. On the basis of social
exchange theory [18], reciprocity means that both parties have obligations and expectations
of privacy [42]. The more benefits employees receive from the organization, the higher
the JS. Therefore, on the one hand, the organization is more eager to obtain rewards
from employees when it meets their needs [10,11], and, on the other hand, employees
may be more focused on how to repay the benefits brought to them by the organization
than whether their own behavior conforms to the ethical standards [4]. It is, therefore,
hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Job satisfaction mediates the relationship between I-deals and UPB.

2.4. The Chain Mediating Role of Psychological Contract and Job Satisfaction

According to social exchange theory, the employment relationship and PC are essen-
tially a kind of social exchange; that is, while individuals contribute to the organization,
they also expect the organization to give corresponding rewards [43]. Studies show that
if an organization is able to fulfill the organizational responsibility in the PC, employees’
work motivation, JS and job performance will be improved [44,45]; at the same time, the
JS with the social exchange will follow the principle of reciprocity, that “when one party
benefits from the other, responsibility also accompanies it” [46]. Social exchange theory
also implies a win-win exchange relationship between the organization and individual [47];
career advancement, personal growth and psychological safety are often the foundations of
a PC that elicits some employees’ high commitment to the organization, and employees
who receive I-deals are likely to have a higher sense of satisfaction on this basis, and then
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take some unethical behaviors for the purpose of rewarding the organization. Hence, the
following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The psychological contract and job satisfaction play a chain mediating role in
the relationship between I-deals and UPB.

2.5. The Moderating Role of Environmental Turbulence

Environmental turbulence refers to the speed of environmental change and the degree
of uncertainty it faces [48], and is perceived by the organization but cannot accurately
assess the impact of the external environment or future changes [49]. ET is divided into
variability and predictability, and is a combination of changes in the market environment.
To be accurate, variability represents the novelty and speed of changes in the environment,
and predictability refers to the accuracy and decision-making ability of a business or orga-
nizations when dealing with changes in information [50]. Social cognitive theory believes
that individual behavior is influenced by the interaction of individual and environmental
factors, and can predict individual behavior through individual factors’ perception of the
environment [51,52], I-deals need to take into account the interests of both the organiza-
tion and employees, and I-deals with developmental characteristics are conducive to the
long-term career development of employees [53]; when ET is higher, in order to fulfill the
intention of career development and the high performance goals stipulated in the I-deals,
employees may implement unethical behaviors, thinking that this is for the survival and
development of their own organizations. Therefore, ET affects the relationship between
I-deals and UPB.

In addition, whether the organization can dynamically change and adapt to the
environment is the key to the sustainable development of the organization [54]. In the face
of ET and change, organizations not only need to re-identify and learn new knowledge,
but also need to adjust and adapt within a certain period of time. If employees with I-deals
cannot adapt to the speed of environmental change or achieve matching goals, there will
be corresponding negative effects. For example, the effect of promoting organizational
performance may be diminished or even the organization may cancel I-deals, in which
case employees are more likely to act unethically. In line with this reasoning, the following
hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Environmental turbulence positively moderates the relationship between
I-deals and UPB. That is, when environment turbulence is high, the positive impact of I-deals on
UPB will be stronger than when it is low.

Based on the above study, the research model was set as shown in Figure 1.
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3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Sample and Procedure

In order to test the proposed hypothesis, managers of 15 manufacturing firms were
contacted to send a questionnaire to some of their employees. Firms included five auto-
motive firms, five furniture firms and five food firms. Data were gathered using common
method bias and a self-administered online survey; the questionnaire was distributed
at two points in time, a one-month interval in the process of collecting data. In the first
questionnaire, participating employees answered information on the independent variable
idiosyncratic trading, the mediating variables PC and JS and the moderating variable ET.
One month later, employees answered information questions on the dependent variable
UPB. A total of 500 questionnaires were administered; 123 invalid questionnaires were
excluded due to inconsistent or missing responses, and 377 valid questionnaires were
returned. The respondents’ gender was almost evenly distributed. In total, 51.9% of the
respondents were male; 48% were female; 83.7% were under 40 years; 53.8% were bachelor;
and 53.2% of those who worked for the firm for more than five years. The demographics of
the sample are shown in Table 1. The questionnaire utilized a Likert five-point scale, with all
questions rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), except for gender (1 = male,
2 = female), age (1 = under 25 years, 2 = 26–30 years, 3 = 31–40 years, 4 = 41–50 years,
5 = above 51 years), formal degrees (1 = high school and below, 2 = college, 3 = bachelor,
4 = master and above) and work years (1 = under 3 years, 2 = 3–5, 3 = 6–8, 4 = 9–11, 5 = 12
and above).

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample (N = 377).

Demographic Profile Categories Frequency Percent (%)

Gender
Male 196 51.9

Female 181 48

Age

<25 34 9
26–30 132 35
31–40 150 39.7
41–50 53 14
>51 8 2.1

Formal degrees

High school and below 10 2.65
College 103 27.3
Bachelor 203 53.8

Master and above 61 16.1

Work years

<3 71 18.8
3–5 105 27.8
6–8 92 24.4
9–11 68 18
>12 41 10.8

3.2. Measures

Rousseau and Kim’s 4-item unidimensional I-deals scale [55] was used to evaluate
whether employees have opportunities for training, job skills development, work activities
and career development that differ from their colleagues. One of the items on this scale
is “I have different work activities than my colleagues”. Dabos and Rousseau’s 7-item
PC scale [56] was used to measuring employees’ accountability to the organization. A
sample item from the scale is “only perform specific research activities for which I am
compensated”. Yelin Shin and others’ 4-item JS scale [57] was used to evaluate satisfaction
with the work environment and the job itself. One of the items on the scale is “I am
satisfied with the working environment at my company”. Umphress and others’ 6-item
UPB scale [4] was used, e.g., “If it helped my organization, I would distortion of facts
to make the organization look good”, “If it would benefited my organization, I would
withhold negative information about my company or its products from customers and
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clients”. Miller and others’ 5-item ET scale [58] was used, e.g., “The extent to which the
technological development of the company’s product or service has changed”. Given
that demographic characteristics such as age, work years and other individual difference
variables have an impact on UPB and may influence our hypotheses [3], gender, age, formal
degrees and work years of employees were introduced as control variables in our analytical
model for this study.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table 2 presents the mean, standard deviations, and correlations for a variety of I-
deals, PC, JS, ET and UPB. The correlational findings indicate that the I-deals variable was
positively correlated with the PC (r = 0.461, p < 0.001), JS (r = 0.445, p < 0.001) and UPB
(r = 0.449, p < 0.001). Furthermore, the PC was positively correlated with JS (r = 0.564,
p < 0.001). Besides, ET was also positively correlated with UPB (r = 0.184, p < 0.001). Hence,
H1, H2 and H3 were preliminarily supported.

Table 2. Correlation analysis value of main variable.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1.Gender 0.480 0.500 -
2.Age 2.653 0.904 0.111 * -
3.Degrees 2.836 0.718 −0.017 −0.006 -
4.Years 2.743 1.259 0.087 0.449 *** 0.000 -
5.I-deals 3.487 0.983 −0.023 −0.006 −0.103 * 0.082 -
6.PC 3.583 0.927 −0.043 0.066 0.170 *** 0.177 *** 0.461 *** -
7.JS 3.628 0.833 −0.047 0.102 * 0.179 *** 0.246 *** 0.445 *** 0.564 *** -
8.ET 3.250 0.913 −0.043 0.000 −0.035 0.005 0.127 * 0.154 ** 0.030 -
9.UPB 3.803 0.770 −0.057 0.057 0.098 0.125 * 0.449 *** 0.541 *** 0.557 *** 0.184 *** -

Note: N = 377; * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001; I-deals = idiosyncratic deals; PC = psychological contract; JS = job
satisfaction; ET = environmental turbulence; UPB = unethical pro-organizational behavior.

4.2. Formatting of Mathematical Components

To evaluate the scale’s validity and dependability, we utilized confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) using AMOS 23.0 and principal component analysis (PCA) using SPSS
23.0. Reliability was tested primarily through composite reliability (CR) and Cronbach’s
alpha (α). Table 3 showed that the Cronbach’s alpha (α) coefficient and CR for the main
variables I-deals, PC, JS, UPB and ET were in the range of 0.822–0.906, which is above the
recommended value of 0.70, and therefore have good reliability.

Validity tests are carried out in two aspects: convergence validity and discrimination
validity. The primary goal of the convergent validity test is to determine whether the
theoretical framework and actual measurement data are compatible, as evidenced by the
factorial cross-loadings to evaluate each loading’s statistical significance and the magnitude
of the average variance extracted (AVE) values, with larger AVE values indicating higher
reliability and convergence of the items’ reliability. Cross-loadings between the measured
data and latent variables in this study were all greater than 0.60 (see Table 3), and the
AVEs were all greater than 0.55, all of which met the requirements for convergent validity,
demonstrating once more the scale’s high validity used in this research.

At last, Harman’s single factor test was employed to examine common method
bias [59]. The most important of the five factors accounted for only 34.9% of the vari-
ance, indicating that none of the overall variance emerged as a common factor. Therefore,
our results were unaffected by common method bias.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 15995 8 of 14

Table 3. Calculation model validation.

Construct Cross-Loading CR AVE Cronbach’s α

Idiosyncratic deals

0.765

0.866 0.619 0.864
0.828
0.764
0.788

Psychological contract

0.792

0.907 0.583 0.906

0.793
0.696
0.817
0.801
0.763
0.669

Job satisfaction

0.643

0.833 0.557 0.822
0.713
0.814
0.801

Unethical
pro-organizational

behavior

0.735

0.895 0.588 0.895

0.774
0.763
0.737
0.784
0.807

Environmental
turbulence

0.767

0.894 0.629 0.893
0.804
0.727
0.815
0.847

4.3. Hypothesis Tests

In order to verify our hypothesis, we employed SPSS 23.0. Table 4 displays the
outcomes. The Models 1, 3 and 6 contain the control variables of gender, age, degrees
and work years. Models 2, 4 and 7 introduce effects of I-deals, and Models 5, 8, 9 and
10 introduce the mediating influence on PC and JS. Finally, Table 5 checks the potential
modifying effects of ET.

As show in Table 4, I-deals were closely associated with UPB (M7, β = 0.457, p < 0.001).
Thus, H1 was supported. To test the mediating role of the PC, we used the criteria proposed
by Baron and Kenny [60]. The PC was closely associated with employees’ UPB (M8,
β = 0.400, p < 0.001). After entering the PC, the influence of I-deals on employees’ UPB
grew weaker; however, the impact was still felt (M8, β = 0.268, p < 0.001). This implied
that the PC serves as a partial mediator in the relationship between I-deals and UPB. To
demonstrate this result further, we performed an indirect effect test using the method of
Preacher and Hayes [61]. The outcomes are displayed in Table 6; the mediating role of the
PC was significant (indirect effect = 0.130, SE = 0.028, 95% CI [0.077, 0.186]). Therefore, H2
was confirmed.

In addition, I-deals were also positively related to JS (M9, β = 0.430, p < 0.001). After
entering JS, the influence of I-deals on employees’ UPB decreased, but the effect was
still important (M9, β = 0.263, p < 0.001). Consistently, the results in Table 6 further
demonstrate that the indirect effect of I-deals on UPB through JS was also significant
(indirect effect = 0.086, SE = 0.019, 95% CI [0.367, 0.547]). Therefore, H3 was confirmed.

Finally, it can be determined from Table 6 that the serial mediating effect of I-deals on
UPB through the PC and JS pathway was also significant (indirect effect = 0.059, SE = 0.014,
95% CI [0.034, 0.089]). Therefore, H4 was also confirmed.
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Table 4. Findings from the mediation analysis.

Variables
PC JS UPB

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10

Gender −0.056 −0.042 −0.06 −0.053 −0.037 −0.067 −0.054 −0.037 −0.031 −0.026

Age −0.011 0.014 −0.003 0.021 0.016 0.008 0.032 0.027 0.023 0.022

Degrees 0.169 *** 0.218 *** 0.178 *** 0.224 *** 0.140 *** 0.097 0.144 ** 0.057 0.048 0.012

Work years 0.187 *** 0.136 ** 0.253 *** 0.204 *** 0.151 ** 0.128 * 0.078 0.024 −0.009 −0.025

I-deals 0.471 *** 0.450 *** 0.2678 ** 0.457 *** 0.268 *** 0.263 *** 0.183 ***

PC 0.388 *** 0.400 *** 0.275 ***

JS 0.430 *** 0.321 ***

R2 0.064 0.281 0.097 0.295 0.403 0.030 0.234 0.349 0.364 0.410

F 6.315 *** 29.032 *** 9.949 *** 31.041 *** 41.670 *** 2.847 * 22.682 *** 33.046 *** 35.354 36.694 ***

∆R2 0.218 0.198 0.108 0.204 0.115 0.130 0.062

∆F 112.337 *** 104.355 *** 67.141 *** 99.019 *** 65.234 *** 75.837 *** 38.492 ***

Note: N = 377; * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001; I-deals = idiosyncratic deals; PC = psychological contract; JS = job
satisfaction; UPB = unethical pro-organizational behavior.

Table 5. The moderating effect on environmental turbulence.

UPB

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Gender −0.067 −0.054 −0.049 −0.023

Age 0.008 0.032 0.031 0.028

Degrees 0.097 0.144 ** 0.147 ** 0.138 **

Work years 0.128 * 0.078 0.079 0.088

I-deals 0.457 *** 0.441 *** 0.442 ***

ET 0.130 ** 0.115 **

I-deals × ET 0.247 ***

R2 0.030 0.234 0.251 0.311

F 2.847 * 22.682 *** 20.640 *** 23.742 ***

∆R2 0.204 0.017 0.060

∆F 99.019 *** 8.222 ** 31.984 ***
Note: N = 377; * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001; I-deals = idiosyncratic deals; ET = environmental turbulence;
UPB = unethical pro-organizational behavior.

Table 6. Mediated model: direct, indirect and overall effects.

Relationship Effect S.E. Boot 95% CI

Total Effect I-deals→ UPB 0.457 0.046 [0.367, 0.547]

Indirect Effect
I-deals→ PC→ UPB 0.130 0.028 [0.077, 0.186]

I-deals→ JS→ UPB 0.086 0.019 [0.367, 0.547]

Direct Effect I-deals→ UPB 0.183 0.048 [0.088, 0.277]

Serial Mediating Effect I-deals→ PC→ JS→ UPB 0.059 0.014 [0.034, 0.089]

H5 predicts that ET will moderate the relationship between I-deals and UPB such
that, as ET rises, the favorable relationship will be strengthened. As shown in Table 5,
we first entered the control variables (gender, age, degrees, work years), followed by the
variable of I-deals, and the ET moderator variable at Model 3, and I-deals–ET interaction
was entered in Model 4. The findings revealed that the interaction between I-deals and
ET was a positive connection with UPB (M4, β = 0.247, p < 0.001), thus confirming H5. To
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investigate the interaction’s nature, in accordance with ET, we plotted the slope of I-deals
on UPB (Figure 2). As shown in Figure 2, the higher the ET, the stronger the relationship
between I-deals and UPB.
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5. Discussion

Based on social exchange theory and social cognitive theory, this paper discusses the
influence of I-deals on employees’ UPB. The results of this study confirm that I-deals had
a significant effect on building the PC and increasing JS and contribute to the occurrence
of UPB. The PC and JS mediated the relationship between I-deals and UPB. ET positively
moderated the relationship between I-deals and employees’ UPB.

5.1. Theoretical Contribution and Practical Implication

The following are theoretical developments and influences of this study.
First, this study successfully links I-deals with UPB, revealing that employees with

I-deals generate unethical behaviors in order to maintain corporate image and improve
corporate interests. Previous scholarly research focused more on the positive aspects of
the impact of social exchange, such as the role of I-deals in promoting job performance,
organizational citizenship behavior and employees’ innovation behavior [62–64], and
disregard the negative effects of social exchange. This study found that employees with
I-deals would perform unethical behavior in order to achieve matching high-performance
goals, which may be beneficial to the enterprise in the short term but will eventually cause
serious damage to the enterprise’s market reputation and development prospects [22].
This has an enlightening effect on the theoretical research of perfecting the I-deals and the
management practice of the targeted intervention of employees’ UPB. It is hoped that the
academic circle will further consider and explore the moral impact of favorable attitudes
and behaviors to enterprises, provide more abundant and powerful theoretical results and
promote enterprises to prevent unethical behaviors more effectively.

Second, as a result of the literature review, most of the preceding studies on employees’
UPB were conducted in terms of individual characteristics [4,65] or relationships [21,66];
however, not much attention has been paid to the ways in which strategic human resource
management practices influence employees’ UPB. Strategic human resource management
is the most direct and intimate source of contact between companies and their employees,
so UPB by employees often occurs in specific management practices at the corporate level.
Solutions implemented by organizations and managers can inhibit employees’ unethical
behavior but at the same time can induce employees’ UPB. Therefore, this study discusses
how unusual and critical transaction systems can induce unethical behavior for the benefit
of the organization by providing more benefits to employees. In addition, it responded to
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the previously studied method of preventing UPB by employees and further studied the
factors that induce UPB by employees.

Then, this study explains the intrinsic mechanism of I-deals and employees’ UPB based
on the social exchange theory from the perspective of the reciprocity principle, proposing
the mediating variables of I-deals affecting employees’ UPB: PC and JS. It was also found
that employees who entered into I-deals committed beneficial but UPB in order to establish
and maintain the PC in return for the organization. The “employee-centered” idiosyncratic
work system that is designed not only facilitates the achievement of organizational goals
but also helps employees to achieve their own development goals and to realize the
common good and strengthens the PC between employees and the organization. At the
same time, the more benefits employees receive from the organization, the higher their
JS; employees may be more focused on how to repay the benefits of the organization than
whether their behavior is ethical. With reference to previous research by scholars, the
mediating mechanism of UPB has been explained using social exchange theory [4,67], and
no research has tested the mediating role of the PC and JS in this process as well as the
chain mediating role. So, this research contributes by selecting two variables that have not
received much attention in the past but have the potential to build long-term mutually
beneficial relationships with companies, namely the PC and JS, uncover the mechanism of
I-deals’ influence on employee’s UPB and retest the explanation of social exchange theory
for UPB.

Lastly, this study investigates ET as a moderating variable, affecting the happening
of unethical pro-organization behaviors. Based on social exchange theory, UPB may oc-
cur due to individual or environmental factors. Thus, this study incorporated ET as a
research framework for the impact of I-deals on employees’ UPB and considered the com-
bination of personal and environmental factors that affect the occurrence of employees’
unethical behavior. The findings of this study can be helpful to obtain a more detailed
picture of the factors influencing pro-organizational behavior; it also provides theoretical
suggestions for corporate management of such behaviors. Therefore, companies should
strengthen the importance of ethical goals in the face of competition and at the same time
strengthen the ethical management system within the company to encourage ethical leader-
ship behavior [68], strengthen employees’ moral awareness and call on employees to use
ethical practices to achieve high-performance goals that match their I-deals to achieve the
sustainable development of the companies.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research

This research has the following limitations and needs to be supplemented through
further study. First of all, this research collected data from different perspectives but still
has a problem that causal conclusions cannot be drawn. In the cause of improving this, it
is necessary to provide an experimental method for later causality verification. Secondly,
the PC and JS, and the study has limitations. In order to have a more systematic and
comprehensive understanding of the UPB induced by employees with I-deals in terms
of social cognitive variables, the relationship between the two can be further explored in
the future by using the regulatory focus theory as the basis for variables such as moral
disengagement or moral identity. Furthermore, this research explored the relationship
between I-deals and UPB based on social cognitive theory, and future research could further
explore the effect of various I-deal kinds on employees’ UPB. Finally, this study thinks
that the phenomenon of I-deals that will bring about UPB should be common in business
society; data were only collected from the China context. In the future, it is necessary to
collect and verify data from each country, and research on unethical behavior and UPB will
be conducted by presenting variables such as culture.
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