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Summary Pro-social rule breaking (PSRB) is a form of constructive deviance characterized by volitional rule breaking
in the interest of the organization or its stakeholders. Over the course of three studies, we developed a
generalizable measure of PSRB and placed it in a nomological network with personality, workplace
perceptions, counterproductive behaviors, and task and contextual performance ratings made by supervisors
and coworkers. Results indicate that PSRB is negatively related to task performance ratings across both
sources despite its pro-social motivation intended to help the organization. Potential directions for future
research concerning reactions to constructive deviance are discussed. Copyright# 2010 JohnWiley & Sons,
Ltd.

Introduction
Pro-social behavior has attracted considerable research attention over the last three decades (e.g., Brief &

Motowidlo, 1986; Grant, 2008; Organ, 1988; Puffer, 1987; Zellars, Tepper, & Duffy, 2002). Contrary to the

traditional economic view of employees as self-interested performers, this literature has identified situations in

which organization members engage in constructive, socially desirable behaviors that benefit coworkers or the

organization as a whole with little or no benefit to the self. For example, employees can choose to help coworkers

complete their tasks, pay more attention to customers than is required, put forth extra effort at task completion, or

serve as a good representative of their organization to outsiders (Brief & Motowidlo, 1986).

However, very few researchers have acknowledged the possibility that pro-socially motivated employees might

choose to break organizational rules to perform these beneficial behaviors. For example, consider a hypothetical

waiter faced with an upset customer. A common response to this situation might be to give the customer a free

appetizer or dessert in an attempt to salvage the situation and keep the customer satisfied. Even if giving away free

food violates an organizational rule, in this context the rule breaking is in the greater interest of the organization; the

customer is now appeased and is likely to remain a repeat customer, and the benefits of this continued business far

outweigh the cost of the free item. Although hypothetical, this scenario reflects the reality of many daily choices in

organizations that require employees to either follow the rules or to deviate in the interest of effectively responding to

perceived demands from customers, coworkers, or tasks themselves (e.g., Chung & Schneider, 2002; Schulz, 2003).
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22 J. J. DAHLING ET AL.
Morrison (2006) referred to this type of volitional rule breaking in the interest of the organization or its

stakeholders as pro-social rule breaking (PSRB). More specifically, she identified three different categories of PSRB

that are common in organizations, namely PSRB to (1) more efficiently perform job duties for the organization,

(2) help another employee with job-related duties, and (3) provide better customer service. Although PSRB is a new

construct that has not yet received much research attention (Mayer, Caldwell, Ford, Uhl-Bien, & Gresock, 2007), it

fits within an emerging body of research that stresses the relevance of deviance that is committed with constructive

intentions in mind (e.g., Galperin, 2003; Gino & Pierce, in press; Spreitzer & Sonenshein, 2003; Vardi & Weitz,

2004; Warren, 2003). We believe that existing research on PSRB has been limited by the lack of a generalizable

measure of this construct. Consequently, our purpose in this paper is to advance research on PSRB by developing a

general, multidimensional measure of the construct and placing it in a nomological network of individual

differences, workplace perceptions, behavioral correlates, and important organizational outcomes, such as

performance ratings.
Background and Measurement of PSRB
PSRB occupies an important, but largely neglected position within existing frameworks of organizational deviance.

Traditionally, deviance researchers have focused on self-interested, destructive forms of deviance in organizations

(e.g., Robinson & Bennett, 1995). In contrast, several authors have noted that the constructive, or positive, forms of

deviance that employees commit with pro-social intentions have received far less research attention (e.g., Galperin,

2003; Warren, 2003). Spreitzer and Sonenshein (2004) elaborated on the construct definition of positive deviance,

noting that positive deviance is characterized by voluntary divergence from organizational norms with honorable

intentions to better the organization or its stakeholders. For example, depending on their motives, specific

organizational behaviors that may be categorized as constructive deviance include task revision (Staw & Boettger,

1990) and principled action (Worline & Quinn, 2003).

Certain forms of deviance may be constructive in some circumstances and destructive in others, such as

whistleblowing, the act of informing a third party about illegal or unethical practices occurring in the workplace

(Vardi &Weitz, 2004). A particular instance of whistleblowing would be evaluated as constructive if the underlying

intention was honorable and in the broad interest of organizational stakeholders (e.g., a desire to warn shareholders

of wrongdoing or take initial steps to redeem the company’s self-image). In contrast, the same whistleblowing

behavior would be evaluated as destructive if the underlying motives were vindictive or self-interested (e.g., a desire

to get even for being fired or secure media attention and a positive public image for oneself by coming forward first).

Consistent with these examples, honorable intentions and pro-social motivation underlie the distinction between

constructive and destructive deviance (Spreitzer & Sonenshein, 2004).

Morrison (2006) described several important characteristics of PSRB that clearly place this behavior within the

realm of constructive, rather than destructive, deviance. First, PSRB is a form of rule-breaking that is conducted

volitionally. PSRB involves the violation of top-down rules and policies set by the administration of an organization

(Zhou, 1993) rather than the deviation from emergent and informal norms that develop within social groups (Levine

& Moreland, 1998). Furthermore, PSRB concerns the deliberate violation of explicit, active rules; violations

committed accidentally out of ignorance, or violations of rules that are not enforced and are widely perceived as

defunct, are not categorized as PSRB behaviors. Second, Morrison (2006) also emphasized that an instance of rule-

breaking behavior is pro-social only if the primary motivation behind the behavior is to help the organization or its

stakeholders in an honorable fashion. This definition separates PSRB from destructive forms of deviance that are

motivated mainly or exclusively by self-interest or vindictiveness.

To date, only two empirical studies have tested hypotheses concerning PSRB. Morrison (2006) developed a set of

vignette stimuli that she used to manipulate several hypothesized antecedents of PSRB. She then wrote a related

measure of PSRB specific to the vignettes used in the study. Her results showed that participants were more likely to
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BREAKING RULES FOR THE RIGHT REASONS 23
indicate that they would engage in PSRB if the job in the scenario was characterized by high autonomy and if the

scenario noted that other employees had also engaged in PSRB in the past. Additionally, she found that self-reports

of risk-taking propensity correlated positively with PSRB.

Mayer et al. (2007) built on these initial findings to study the customer-focused type of PSRB in greater detail.

They adapted Morrison’s (2006) vignettes and used her scale to examine the extent to which supervisor–subordinate

relationship quality is related to PSRB to assist a customer. Consistent with their expectations, PSRB was positively

related to supervisor–subordinate relationship quality, and this relationship was mediated by perceived support from

the supervisor. Further, perceived policy fairness moderated the relationship between relationship quality and PSRB.

Respondents were most likely to report that they would engage in customer-oriented PSRB if they had a high-quality

relationship with a supervisor and if the rule that they were breaking was evaluated as unfair or unreasonable.

Importantly, both Mayer et al. (2007) and Morrison (2006) studied PSRB relative to the experimental vignette

scenarios and a measure specific to those scenarios that Morrison developed.

Additional research is needed to further explore the antecedents and consequences of PSRB. Evidence

suggests that PSRB is relatively common in organizations; in one study, Morrison (2006) found that approximately

64 per cent of participants could give an example of rule breaking that they had committed that would be categorized

as PSRB. Further, the different types of PSRB that Morrison identified have important implications for

organizations. PSRB has the potential to improve the efficiency of employees, acquire and retain valued customers,

and build social capital through enhanced helping directed toward coworkers. Despite these important implications,

there has not yet been any research on PSRB in actual organizational settings, and a well-designed survey measure is

necessary to advance such research. Consequently, we identified a need to develop a new measure of PSRB that

assesses all three types of PSRB described by Morrison, is generalizable to different organizational settings, and can

be administered in a self-report format to large groups of employees. This study describes the development and

initial validation of such a measure, which we named the General Pro-Social Rule Breaking Scale (GPSRBS).

We adopted Hinkin’s (1995) best practices for the development and validation of the GPSRBS. In the sections that

follow, we begin by developing a content-valid item pool in Study 1 and subjecting this pool to exploratory factor

analysis (EFA) to assess its factor structure. In Study 2, we provide evidence of the measure’s stability with a

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on a second sample and develop and test several hypotheses to place the measure

in a nomological network of correlates and task performance. We present additional criterion-related validity

evidence with a third sample in Study 3 to clarify where PSRB stands relative to other forms of performance.
Study 1: Item Generation and Exploratory Factor Analysis
Method

Procedure

Wewrote a pool of 21 items, consisting of seven items intended to reflect each of the three types of PSRB identified

byMorrison (2006): PSRB for improved efficiency, PSRB to assist a coworker, and PSRB to provide better customer

service. Because these are very narrowly defined constructs, we were confident that we could ultimately capture the

construct domain space of each with short, three-to-five-item sub-scales (Hinkin, 1995; Little, Lindenberger, &

Nesselroade, 1999). Thus, we deliberately oversampled the construct space in the interest of subsequently reducing

the item pool to yield scales that demonstrated good internal consistency, adequate representation of the construct,

and parsimonious length.

We began by subjecting the 21-item pool to a content analysis by asking 15 Ph.D. students in Industrial/

Organizational Psychology to sort the items. This procedure involves asking raters to use their deductive reasoning to

categorize the randomized list of items on their a priori dimensions. High agreement between raters provides

preliminary evidence of the content validity of an item pool (Hinkin, 1995). Our raters were provided with the
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dimension descriptions and examples generated by Morrison (2006) and asked to indicate if each item we developed

fit best with the efficiency, customer service, or coworker assistance subscale, or none of the above. Raters were free

to provide open-ended, written comments on any item. All of the raters were in 100 per cent agreement after sorting

all 21 items. Consequently, the full item pool was subsequently provided to participants in the context of a larger

survey study.

Sample

Our sample consisted of 179 employees in applicable positions recruited from a large university in the Midwestern

United States. The mean age of the sample was 21.5. Respondents were 75 per cent female and 86 per cent

Caucasian, 9 per cent African American, 1.7 per cent Hispanic, 1.7 per cent Asian American, and 1.7 per cent Native

American, Pacific Islander, or Other. All respondents were employed in customer service and they worked an

average of 27 hours per week with a mean tenure of 23.3 months. Participants were instructed to read each item

carefully and to honestly indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed that each item described their

workplace behavior. Responses were on a five-point scale ranging from 1: strongly disagree to 5: strongly agree.
Results

We began by conducting an EFA (Thompson, 2004) using principal axis factoring. Although the items that we

generated were written to conform to the types of PSRB previously described, we opted to treat the item pool in an

exploratory fashion in our first study in the event that other interpretable factors might emerge in the analysis. We

opted to use an oblique rotation (direct oblimin) given our expectation that the different types of PSRB would be

highly interrelated (Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum, & Strahan, 1999). Further, we conducted a parallel analysis

(Hoyle & Duvall, 2004) to provide a more objective indication of the number of factors to retain instead of using

more subjective criteria, such as the Kaiser criterion or a Scree test (Thompson, 2004).

The results of a parallel analysis indicate the maximum number of factors that a researcher should choose to

interpret (Hoyle &Duvall, 2004). Our results indicated that, at most, a four-factor solution should be interpreted. The

pattern matrix for this solution is presented in Table 1 and the factor correlation matrix is shown in Table 2.

Our interpretation of the factors indicated that the first factor represented the coworker assistance type of PSRB,

the third factor represented the efficiency type, and the fourth factor represented the customer service type. However,

the second factor was a statistical artifact composed of reverse-scored items that all spoke to strict rule compliance

(Hinkin, 1995; Schmitt & Stults, 1985). Therefore, using Comrey and Lee’s (1992) criterion of 0.33 as an acceptably

strong loading, we eliminated three items for loading exclusively on the artifactual second factor. As shown in

Table 1, a further four items were dropped for cross-loading on multiple factors above the 0.33 threshold. Thus, we

concluded the EFA process with a three-factor solution. At this point, the efficiency subscale had five items, the

coworker assistance subscale had five items, and the customer service subscale had four items.

We then proceeded to assess the internal consistency and inter-item correlations among the three subscales.

Results indicated that we could improve the reliability of the coworker assistance subscale from a¼ 0.88 to 0.91 by

removing one additional item that we judged to be conceptually redundant with the other items (‘‘I am flexible with

organizational policies to assist a colleague with a problem’’). We therefore concluded Study 1 with a five-item

subscale of PSRB for efficiency reasons (a¼ 0.87), a four-item subscale of PSRB for coworker assistance reasons

(a¼ 0.91), and a four-item subscale of PSRB for customer service reasons (a¼ 0.86). All retained items are

presented in boldface text in Table 1. The overall scale exhibited high internal consistency (a¼ 0.93).
Discussion

Study 1 concluded with a 13-item, generalizable measure of PSRB. This scale can be broken into three content-valid

subscales to focus on particular types of PSRB in organizations. Initial evidence based on a sorting exercise and an
Copyright # 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 21–42 (2012)

DOI: 10.1002/job



Table 1. Pattern matrix from exploratory factor analysis of GPSRBS item pool, Study 1

Factor

1
(Coworker Aid)

2
(Artifact)

3
(Efficiency)

4
(Customer aid)

1. I break organizational rules or policies to do my job
more efficiently

0.09 �0.04 0.71 0.11

2. I follow organizational policies, even if it makes me a less
efficient worker (R)

0.12 0.52 �0.34 0.00

3. I violate organizational policies to save the company
time and money

0.14 0.00 0.64 0.15

4. I ignore organizational rules to ‘‘cut the red tape’’ and
be a more effective worker

0.15 0.05 0.69 0.08

5. When organizational rules interfere with my job
duties, I break those rules

0.14 0.00 0.65 0.16

6. I disobey company regulations that result in
inefficiency for the organization

0.22 0.11 0.41 0.23

7. I respect organizational rules, even though they may make
it harder for me to do my job effectively (R)

0.12 0.61 �0.44 0.06

8. I break organizational rules if my coworkers need help
with their duties

0.72 �0.13 0.18 0.05

9. I avoid breaking rules, even if it would help a coworker (R) �0.38 0.61 �0.12 0.09
10. I am flexible with organizational policies to assist a

colleague with a problem
0.47 0.06 �0.02 0.16

11. I do not violate organizational regulations, even if
another colleague is in need (R)

�0.25 0.51 0.01 0.12

12. When another employee needs my help, I disobey
organizational policies to help him/her

0.71 �0.16 0.09 0.05

13. I assist other employees with their work by breaking
organizational rules

0.69 0.00 0.15 0.14

14. I help out other employees, even if it means
disregarding organizational policies

0.84 0.04 0.07 0.02

15. I break rules that stand in the way of good customer
service

�0.04 �0.06 0.28 0.66

16. I give good service to clients or customers by ignoring
organizational policies that interfere with my job

0.05 0.04 0.14 0.66

17. Even if it means providing poor customer service, I do
not disobey organizational rules (R)

0.03 0.71 0.24 �0.23

18. I break organizational rules to provide better
customer service

0.07 �0.10 0.09 0.68

19. I bend organizational rules so that I can best assist
customers

0.15 �0.15 0.01 0.76

20. I assist customers by breaking organizational rules that
make good customer service difficult to provide

0.34 0.01 �0.07 0.57

21. I refuse to violate organizational regulations to give a
customer what they want (R)

0.04 0.74 0.07 �0.27

Note: Primary loadings are in bold. Items retained in the final scale are presented in bold. (R) indicates reverse-scored items.
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EFA suggests that the scale has appropriate content validity (Hinkin, 1995). Further, each subscale and the overall

scale exhibited high reliability (Nunnally, 1978).

Following Hinkin’s (1995) recommendations, we collected a separate sample in Study 2 after developing the

GPSRBS in Study 1 with several objectives. First, we sought to confirm the factor structure of the scale to

demonstrate its stability. Consistency in factor structure is an important prerequisite for the construct validity of
Copyright # 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 21–42 (2012)
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Table 2. Factor correlation matrix, Study 1

Factor F1 F2 F3 F4

F1 (Efficiency) 1.00
F2 (Artifact) �0.19 1.00
F3 (Coworker) 0.41 �0.23 1.00
F4 (Customer) 0.52 �0.20 0.39 1.00
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multidimensional scales (Spector, 1992). Second, we developed and tested several hypotheses to provide initial

evidence of the discriminant and criterion-related validity of the GPSRBS and to place it in a nomological network

with related correlates. These hypotheses are developed in the sections that follow relative to a motivational

framework developed by Vardi and Weitz (2004).
Study 2: Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Validity Evidence
Hypothesis development

Relationships with personality and normative expectations

In the absence of much existing research on PSRB, we turned to a related theoretical framework developed by Vardi

and Weitz (2004) to select constructs for our nomological network. Vardi and Weitz’s framework categorizes

organizational misbehavior (OMB) into three types. Their OMB Type-D (‘‘destructive’’) concerns misbehavior

motivated by an intention to damage the organization and seek retribution, whereas OMB Type-S (‘‘self’’) involves

misbehavior conducted for personal gain, such as theft. Both Type-D and Type-S misbehaviors are treated as forms

of destructive deviance by other authors (e.g., Robinson & Bennett, 1995; Warren, 2003). In contrast, OMB Type-O

(‘‘organizational’’) reflects misbehaviors that are primarily intended to benefit the employing organization, and it is

likely that PSRB would fit within this category of constructively deviant behavior. Vardi and Weitz point out that the

vast majority of deviance research is focused on Type-D and Type-S misbehavior; only sporadic research attention

has been directed toward any forms of Type-O misbehavior.

The three types of misbehavior in Vardi and Weitz’s (2004) framework are distinguishable based on the

motivations that give rise to each. Based on Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) Theory of Reasoned Action, Vardi and

Weitz (2004) suggested that intentions to engage in Type-D or Type-S misbehavior are motivated primarily by

attitudes and instrumental forces, which reflect employees’ beliefs about the anticipated value of these behaviors for

the self. In contrast, Type-O misbehaviors are thought to arise due to normative forces, which refer to employees’

internalized beliefs about the behaviors or outcomes that are expected by the organization. Importantly, internalized

normative expectations about desirable conduct can develop from a variety of sources, which may contradict each

other. For example, top-down job demands can shape normative expectations, but so can informal aspects of the

social context, consistent with Social Information Processing Theory (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Additionally,

personal traits and values can shape the way that normative expectations are perceived (Jones, 1991). Accordingly,

we focused on selecting predictors of PSRB that reflect different sources of normative expectations about workplace

conduct.

Conscientiousness : Conscientious individuals are characterized by a trait tendency toward orderliness,

deliberation, thoroughness, dependability, and self-discipline (Barrick & Mount, 1991). Because conscientiousness

involves a strong core of discipline and responsibility, conscientious people are sensitive to the formal expectations
Copyright # 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 21–42 (2012)
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for behavior that are set by others and are less prone to engage in deviance from these expectations. For example, past

research indicates that conscientiousness is typically the strongest negatively related, dispositional predictor of

destructive deviance in the workplace (e.g., Cullen & Sackett, 2003). Further, highly conscientious individuals have

higher integrity test scores (Ones, Viswesvaran, & Schmidt, 1993) and are less likely to engage in other

dysfunctional forms of rule breaking (Ashton, 1998). Consistent with this body of research, we expect that

conscientious employees will be reluctant to break rules even for pro-social reasons, and we therefore hypothesize a

negative relationship between conscientiousness and PSRB.

Hypothesis 1: Conscientiousness will be negatively related to self-reported PSRB.

Job demands : Consistent with the idea that PSRB is an adaptive response to workplace demands, we expect that

perceived job demands, such as inadequate time and difficult responsibilities (Karasek, 1979), will encourage PSRB.

Employees who report high job demands perceive that their organizations expect them to be highly productive with

limited support, which may encourage them to break rules to meet these expectations. For example, intense time

demands may create a greater need for efficiency (e.g., taking short-cuts) or cooperation with others in ways that are

not officially sanctioned by the organization, but that seem consistent with the organization’s expectations for

successful performance. Concurrently, high job demands may also sap the self-regulatory resources that would

normally inhibit rule-breaking behavior, resulting in more PSRB when demands are high (Marcus & Schuler, 2004).

Accordingly, we expect that the likelihood of PSRB will be greater when perceived job demands are high.

Hypothesis 2: Perceptions of job demands will be positively related to self-reported PSRB.

PSRB performed by others: Morrison (2006) provided some initial evidence that employees are more likely to

commit PSRB if they are aware of other employees engaging in similar behavior. Specifically, in the context of her

vignette study, she manipulated coworker behavior by including a statement that read, ‘‘. . .you have heard through

the grapevine that other customer service representatives have sometimes violated this policy in the past,’’ a

reference to the same rule that the participant was asked to consider violating. In the present study, we expected to

replicate Morrison’s (2006) findings in a self-report context. Research indicates that employees monitor the

workplace environment to determine how potentially risky behavior is evaluated by others, and particularly whether

or not such behaviors carry undesirable social consequences (Ashford, Rothbard, Piderit, & Dutton, 1998; Dutton,

Ashford, O’Neill, Hayes, & Wierba, 1997; Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998). This form of social learning helps to

set and modify organizational expectations in ways that can encourage PSRB when others commit it. Accordingly,

employees’ perceptions of PSRB performed by others should communicate that such rule-breaking behaviors, while

not officially sanctioned, are at least not excessively risky.We therefore predict that the focal employee’s perceptions

of PSRB committed by others on the job will relate positively to his or her own self-reported propensity to engage in

PSRB.

Hypothesis 3: Perceptions of PSRB performed by others will be positively related to self-reported PSRB.

Counterproductive work behaviors and discriminant validity

Due to its pro-social motivations, Morrison (2006) emphasized that PSRB is conceptually distinct from traditional

forms of deviance and misbehavior that are conducted primarily out of self-interest or a desire to harm the

organization or its members. These destructive forms of deviance are oftentimes described as counter-productive

work behaviors (CWB; Gruys & Sackett, 2003; Robinson & Bennett, 1995). Common forms of CWB include

behaviors such as wasting time, gossiping, physical or verbal violence, and theft, which are motivated by

instrumental or vindictive concerns (Vardi &Weitz, 2004). In contrast, PSRB is motivated by honorable intentions to

meet normative expectations, and therefore PSRB and other forms of constructive deviance are theoretically distinct

from CWB and destructive deviance. However, as Galperin (2005) noted, both PSRB and CWB share a common

willingness to volitionally deviate from the established rules of the organization, and they may consequently be
Copyright # 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 21–42 (2012)
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positively related. We submit that CWB and PSRB will exhibit a positive relationship consistent with Galperin’s

(2005) reasoning, yet will remain empirically and conceptually distinct from each other.

Hypothesis 4: CWB will have a positive relationship with PSRB, yet will remain empirically distinct.

Performance and criterion-related validity

We focused on predicting supervisor ratings of task performance in Study 2 to provide initial evidence of the

criterion-related validity of our measure of PSRB. However, the expected direction of the relationship between

PSRB and performance ratings is ambiguous. Contradictory evidence suggests that PSRB might contribute to, or

detract from, performance ratings. From one perspective, Morrison (2006) suggested that PSRB should enhance

performance. For example, in her Study 2, she asked participants to provide examples of PSRB and to explain the

underlying rationale that motivated this behavior. Many of the rationales reported by participants involved satisfying

aspects of task performance, such as meeting production objectives, completing projects, saving time and money for

the organization, taking care of subordinates who required assistance, and building good relationships with clients

and customers. These findings fit well with the conceptual orientation of PSRB; this is a form of behavior motivated

by constructive intentions and designed to help the organization, so some existing data suggests that supervisors

should be receptive to these rule violations because they lead to positive, task-related outcomes.

In contrast, there is a conflicting literature that suggests that observers might react poorly to PSRB. For example,

supervisors establish rules and policies as controlling mechanisms that are designed to guide the behavior of

employees, and most organizational functions and reward systems operate under the assumption that following these

rules is necessary for effective performance (March, Schulz, & Zhou, 2000). Rotundo and Sackett (2002) provided

support for this notion by demonstrating that raters weigh counterproductive deviance when generating global

performance evaluations. PSRB has a constructive motive, unlike counterproductive deviance, which is driven by

selfish or destructive concerns. However, other stakeholders might not recognize these differences and may

negatively evaluate both PSRB and counterproductive deviance as similar examples of rule breaking. Because the

literature suggests that PSRB could either be positively or negatively related to task performance ratings, we

approached this relationship as an exploratory question:

Exploratory Question: What is the relationship between PSRB and performance ratings?

In summary, we expect that PSRB will be negatively related to conscientiousness, positively related to both

perceptions of job demands and PSRB performed by others, and positively related to, yet distinct from,

counterproductive deviance. We will test and evaluate the relationship between PSRB and ratings of task

performance on an exploratory basis.
Method

Procedure
The participants in this study completed a self-report survey for course credit in small group settings. To complete

the study, each participant was also given a survey for their supervisor to collect performance ratings. The supervisor

survey was returned to the researchers through the mail; both the subordinate and supervisor were blind to each

other’s responses.

Sample

Our sample consisted of 211 employed students from a small college in the Northeastern United States. The mean

age of the sample was 21.3 and respondents were 71.6 per cent female. Further, the sample was 80.5 per cent

Caucasian, 10.5 per cent African American, 5.2 per cent Hispanic, 0.5 per cent Asian American, and 3.3 per cent
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identified as ‘‘Other.’’ We screened participants to only include respondents who were employed in jobs with the

opportunity to interact with both coworkers and customers or clients. The sample worked an average of 21.1 hours

per week with a mean tenure of 26.4 months. The response rate from supervisors to their follow-up survey was

100 per cent.

Measures

The measures used in the self-report and supervisor surveys are reported below. Unless otherwise indicated, all

responses were on five-point scales ranging from 1: strongly disagree to 5: strongly agree.

PSRB was measured using the 13-item scale derived in Study 1 and shown in Table 1. For this study, a¼ 0.89 for

the efficiency subscale, 0.92 for the coworker assistance subscale, 0.93 for the customer service subscale, and 0.95

for the overall scale.

Conscientiousness was measured using the eight-item conscientiousness subscale from Saucier’s (1994) ‘‘mini-

marker’’ self-report scale (a¼ 0.87). Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which each trait item described

them. Sample items include ‘‘organized’’ and ‘‘careless.’’

Perceived job demands were measured with the job demands items from Karasek’s (1979) Job Demands and

Decision Latitude measure. A sample item reads, ‘‘To what extent does your job require a great deal of work to be

done?’’ Responses to the seven items (a¼ 0.84) were measured with anchors ranging from ‘‘not at all’’ to ‘‘to a large

extent.’’

Perceptions of PSRB performed by others were measured with a six-item scale (a¼ 0.93) developed for this study.

Sample items include ‘‘People in my organization sometimes break the company’s rules if it means that the company

will benefit,’’ and ‘‘Members of my organization sometimes find it necessary to break the company’s rules in order to

provide good customer service.’’

Counterproductive work behaviors were measured with Fox and Spector’s (1999) Adapted Job Reactions Survey.

This measure has four subscales: an 11-item measure of minor CWBs directed toward the organization (a¼ 0.84), a

six-item measure of minor CWBs directed toward coworkers (a¼ 0.68), a five-item measure of major CWBs

directed toward the organization (a¼ 0.73), and a five-item measure of major CWBs directed toward coworkers

(a¼ 0.77). A sample item from the minor, organizational CWB subscale reads, ‘‘Purposefully wasted company

materials/supplies,’’ and a sample item from the major, coworker CWB subscale reads, ‘‘Started an argument with

someone at work.’’ Responses were on a five-point scale ranging from ‘‘never’’ to ‘‘extremely often.’’ The internal

consistency of the overall scale was a¼ 0.89.

Task performance was measured with Williams and Anderson’s (1991) scale. A sample item from the seven-item

(a¼ 0.80) task performance scale is, ‘‘Adequately completes assigned duties.’’
Results

CFA

We conducted a series of CFAs using MPLUS version 4.21 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2007) to confirm the factor

structure for the GPSRBS found in Study 1 and to test our hypotheses. We started by confirming the factor structure

of the GPSRBS and found that the hypothesized, three-factor model fit the data very well (x2(62)¼ 117.59, p< 0.01;

CFI¼ 0.98; TLI¼ 0.97; RMSEA¼ 0.07; SRMR¼ 0.04). We then tested an alternative model that fixed all 13 PSRB

items on one general PSRB factor, which showed considerably worse fit to the data (x2(65)¼ 545.97, p< 0.01;

CFI¼ 0.79; TLI¼ 0.75; RMSEA¼ 0.19; SRMR¼ 0.08). The results of this analysis indicate that the factor

structure found in Study 1 fits the data well in a confirmatory framework with a second sample, indicating that the

factor structure of the measure is stable. However, we did observe that the three factors of the GPSRBS exhibited

strong relationships in the hypothesized model, with latent variable correlations ranging from 0.72 to 0.80.

Consequently, we modeled a higher-order PSRB construct as shown in Figure 1. We test our hypotheses in the

analyses that follow with respect to this higher-order PSRB construct.
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Figure 1. Confirmatory factor analysis of GPSRBS, Study 2
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Tests of hypotheses

Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations for the manifest scale scores of the variables

measured in Study 2. We tested Hypotheses 1–4 by specifying a measurement model that included all six constructs

(PSRB, conscientiousness, job demands, perceptions of PSRB performed by others, CWB, and task performance

ratings) and evaluating the latent variable correlations. Consistent with Figure 1, the PSRB construct was indicated

by the scale scores for the three dimensions. The CWB construct was indicated by the scale scores of its own four

dimensions, and the remaining uni-dimensional constructs were indicated by their individual items. Overall, this

measurement model fit the data reasonably well (x2(512)¼ 1179.96, p< 0.01; CFI¼ 0.88; TLI¼ 0.85;

RMSEA¼ 0.08; SRMR¼ 0.07).

With respect to the latent variable correlations, we found support for most of our hypotheses. Conscientiousness

was negatively related to PSRB consistent with Hypothesis 1 (r¼�0.30, p< 0.01). However, no support was found

for Hypothesis 2; the relationship between job demands and PSRB was not statistically significant in a SEM

framework (r¼ 0.15, p¼ 0.08), although the correlation between the manifest scale scores was significant and in the

expected direction (r¼ 0.14, p< 0.05). Hypothesis 3, which stated that perceptions of PSRB performed by others

would be positively related to self-reported PSRB, was supported (r¼ 0.59, p< 0.01).

Hypothesis 4 stated that PSRB would have a positive relationship with CWB, yet would remain empirically

distinct. We found a positive correlation between the latent constructs in support of this hypothesis (r¼ 0.54,

p< 0.01), which we expected because both PSRB and CWB involve a willingness to deviate from rules and norms

despite their different underlying intentions. However, the magnitude of the relationship is not strong enough to

suggest that PSRB and CWB are not distinct constructs.

We conducted a supplementary analysis using a method proposed by Bagozzi, Yi, and Phillips (1991) to more

formally demonstrate that CWB is distinct from PSRB. This procedure uses structural equation modeling to compare

two nested models. First, we specified a structural model that constrained the covariance between PSRB and CWB to

one, which treats them as the same, unitary construct (x2(702)¼ 2319.93, p< 0.01). Second, we specified a nested

structural model that allowed PSRB and CWB to freely co-vary as distinct constructs (x2(701)¼ 2283.90, p< 0.01).
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According to Bagozzi et al. (1991), if the constructs are distinct from each other, the second model in which the

constructs are allowed to freely co-vary will demonstrate better fit to the data than the first model in which the

constructs are held to be unitary. Consistent with our expectations, the results indicate that the model in which PSRB

and CWB are allowed to freely co-vary fits the data significantly better than the model in which the constructs are

forced to be unitary (Dx2(1)¼ 36.03, p< 0.01). Thus, our tests of Hypothesis 4 indicate that PSRB and CWB are

positively related, yet separate constructs.

Lastly, we posed an exploratory question concerning the relationship between PSRB and performance due to

conflicting evidence that suggested that PSRB could either enhance or detract from performance ratings. We found

that the PSRB construct was negatively related to task performance ratings provided by supervisors (r¼�0.17,

p< 0.05). An examination of the manifest GPSRBS subscale correlations in Table 3 indicates that task performance

is negatively related to both the coworker assistance (r¼�0.17, p< 0.05) and customer assistance (r¼�0.18,

p< 0.05) forms of PSRB. The efficiency form of PSRB was not significantly related to performance, although this

relationship also trended in a negative direction (r¼�0.10, p¼ 0.14).
Discussion

Overall, the results in Study 2 were consistent with our expectations. We found additional evidence for the reliability

and factorial stability of the GPSRBS. In addition, we found that conscientiousness and perceptions of PSRB

performed by others were both predictive of PSRB. In particular, perceptions of others’ PSRB had a strong, positive

relationship with PSRB. This finding converges nicely with Morrison’s (2006) research, which found that

manipulating her PSRB vignette to indicate that others had broken a rule before resulted in greater willingness to

engage in PSRB. Further, it is consistent with related research that indicates that destructive deviance committed by

coworkers can contribute to increases in self-reported destructive deviance (e.g., Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998).

We also demonstrated that PSRB as measured by our scale is distinct from CWB. The constructs are significantly

and positively correlated, which we expected based on the shared willingness to break rules that underlies both

constructs. However, the relationship is not strong enough to question the distinctiveness of PSRB from CWB, and

we rejected an alternative model that explicitly tested whether or not the PSRB and CWB items are indicators of a

single unitary construct.

The results of our exploratory question concerning PSRB and supervisor ratings of task performance suggest that

supervisors evaluate PSRB negatively. This pattern of results is consistent with the reasoning that supervisors, as rule

enforcers (March et al., 2000), are likely to respond negatively to even well-intentioned forms of rule-breaking

behavior. Some further support for this idea is evident in Mayer et al.’s (2007) finding that PSRB is more likely when

the supervisor–subordinate relationship is positive, implying that subordinates are concerned about managerial

backing when considering PSRB. However, we reasoned that other organizational stakeholders without the

responsibility for setting and enforcing rules, such as coworkers, might react differently to PSRB. Further, we

considered that PSRB might exhibit different relationships with other forms of performance, such as organizational

citizenship behaviors (OCBs; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990). Consequently, we conducted a

third study to place the GPSRBS in a broader network of performance criteria and stakeholder perspectives.
Study 3: Further Criterion-Validity Evidence
Study 3 had several objectives. Most importantly, we sought to expand on the evaluation of our Exploratory Question

concerning the relationship between PSRB and performance. We accomplished this by (a) incorporating the

perspective of both coworkers and supervisors of employees who commit PSRB, and (b) collecting these
Copyright # 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 21–42 (2012)

DOI: 10.1002/job



BREAKING RULES FOR THE RIGHT REASONS 33
stakeholders’ ratings of task performance, OCBs directed toward individuals (OCBIs), and CWB to place PSRB in a

broader criterion network. We also addressed a few potential methodological limitations from Study 2. Specifically,

we attempted to sample participants from awider variety of organizations and we elected to use different measures of

performance and CWB in this study to eliminate the possibility that our criterion-related findings in Study 2 were due

to the particular scale we employed (Lykken, 1968). Finally, Study 3 allowed us to re-confirm that the factor structure

of the GPSRBS measure is stable and reliable using a new sample of part-time and full-time employees.

OCBIs refer to extra-role behaviors designed to directly help or benefit specific people with whom one works,

which should indirectly benefit the organization (Williams & Anderson, 1991). We incorporated OCBIs into a

broader evaluation of our Exploratory Question concerning performance for several reasons. First, like PSRB, OCBs

are constructively motivated and involve some level of deviation from the norm of what is typically expected or

rewarded (Organ, 1988). Second, two of the three types of PSRB that Morrison (2006) identified were interpersonal

in nature (i.e., customer-oriented and coworker-oriented). Consequently, it might be the case that PSRB is more

closely associated with OCBIs than traditional task performance. We therefore asked both supervisors and

coworkers to also rate OCBIs directed toward peer coworkers and toward customers.
Method

Procedure

We recruited participants using a snowball sampling procedure (e.g., Grant &Mayer, 2009; Morgeson & Humphrey,

2006; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). We sent an electronic message to 232 undergraduate business major students and

provided them with the opportunity to help with a study for extra credit. Students who worked at least 20 hours per

week were allowed to participate in the study; if they did not satisfy this employment requirement, they were asked to

invite a family member or close other to participate instead. Focal respondents were instructed to visit a website to

complete a survey and to send separate electronic survey links to their supervisor and a coworker familiar with their

work. All respondents were assured that their responses would remain confidential. For this study, the focal

employee completed a self-report measure of PSRB. The supervisor and coworker each provided ratings of the focal

employee’s task performance, two forms of OCBI (helping coworkers and helping customers), and two forms of

CWB (organizationally directed and interpersonally directed).

Sample

The sample consisted of 109 matched triads (a 47 per cent response rate). Focal respondents were recruited from a

large university in the Southeastern United States. The mean age of focal respondents was 23.8 years old with a mean

tenure of 24.5 months in their current jobs. Part-time employees constituted 70 per cent of the sample. The sample

was 49.3 per cent female and 65 per cent Caucasian, 7.9 per cent Hispanic, 5.7 per cent Asian American, 5 per cent

Latino/a, and 4.3 per cent African American.

The sample of matched coworkers was 60 per cent male with a mean of 29.3 years of age and 4.2 years of tenure

with their current organization. This sample was 68 per cent Caucasian, 8 per cent Hispanic, 8 per cent Latino/a,

7 per cent Asian American, 6 per cent African-American, 2 per cent biracial, and 1 per cent of another racial

background. Sixty-eight per cent of the coworker sample worked part-time.

The matched supervisor sample was 53 per cent male with a mean 37.1 years of age and 8.5 years of tenure with

the organization. Ninety-seven per cent of the supervisors worked full-time. This sample was 75 per cent Caucasian,

10 per cent Hispanic, 6 per cent African American, 3 per cent Asian American, 2 per cent Latino/a, 1 per cent Native

American, and 3 per cent of another racial background.

Measures: PSRB was self-reported by focal respondents using the 13-item scale developed in Study 1. The

internal consistency of the overall scale for this study was a¼ 0.97. For the sub-scales, efficiency a¼ 0.95, coworker

assistance a¼ 0.95, and customer assistance a¼ 0.96.
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Both supervisors and coworkers rated the task performance, OCBIs, and CWB exhibited by the focal respondent.

All rater responses were on a seven-point scale where 1¼ strongly disagree and 7¼ strongly agree.

Task performance was evaluated by both raters using a six-item measure (a¼ 0.94 for supervisors and 0.96 for

coworkers) developed by Alper, Tjosvold, and Law (2000). Sample items from this scale read, ‘‘Meets or exceeds

his/her productivity requirements’’ and ‘‘Is committed to producing quality work.’’

OCBIs were measured using two scales. First, we used a five-item measure pertaining to extra-role helping of

coworkers (Podsakoff et al., 1990; a¼ 0.93 for both the supervisors and coworkers). A sample item from this scale

reads, ‘‘Helps others who have heavy workloads.’’ The second scale pertained to extra-role helping of customers

(Bettencourt & Brown, 1997; a¼ 0.97 for the supervisors and 0.93 for coworkers). A sample item from this scale is,

‘‘Helps customers with problems beyond what is expected or required.’’

CWB was measured with Robinson and Bennett’s (1995) measure, which includes seven items intended to

measure interpersonal CWB and 12 items intended to measure organizational CWB (overall a¼ 0.93 for supervisors

and 0.96 for coworkers). A sample item from the interpersonal subscale reads, ‘‘Acted rudely toward people at

work,’’ whereas a sample item from the organizational subscale reads, ‘‘Puts little effort into his/her work.’’

Results

CFA

We again started by confirming the factor structure of the GPSRBS. Fit indices for the measurement model indicate

that the hypothesized model fit the data adequately (x2(62)¼ 177.99, p< 0.01; CFI¼ 0.95; TLI¼ 0.94;

RMSEA¼ 0.12; SRMR¼ 0.03), providing further evidence that the factor structure of the measure is stable across

multiple samples.

Hypothesis tests

Table 4 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations for the manifest scale scores, including the

relationships between the individual PSRB, CWB, and OCB dimensions. Similar to Study 2, we evaluated the

Exploratory Question by specifying an overall measurement model and evaluating the latent variable correlations.

The PSRB latent construct was again indicated by the scale scores for its three dimensions. Two OCBI constructs

were modeled, one as rated by the supervisor and one as rated by the coworker, and each construct was indicated by

the respective scale scores for the OCB-customer and OCB-coworker scale scores. We followed the same practice to

create two CWB constructs, which were indicated by the organizationally and interpersonally directed scale scores

reported by each source. Lastly, we formed two task performance constructs that were indicated by the individual

items as rated by each source, respectively.

Overall, this measurement model demonstrated adequate fit to the data (x2(209)¼ 435.56, p< 0.01; CFI¼ 0.89;

TLI¼ 0.87; RMSEA¼ 0.10; SRMR¼ 0.05). With respect to task performance, we found latent variable correlations

that were generally consistent with those found in Study 2. Self-reported PSRB was negatively related to coworker

ratings of task performance (r¼�0.23, p< 0.05). PSRB was not significantly related to supervisor ratings of task

performance, but the relationship again trended in a negative direction (r¼�0.15, p¼ 0.17). We found that PSRB

was positively related to CWB as rated by coworkers (r¼ 0.23, p< 0.05), but was unrelated to CWB as rated by

supervisors. Lastly, the results indicated that PSRB was unrelated to OCBIs as rated by either the supervisor or the

coworker.

To summarize our findings concerning our Exploratory Question across Study 2 and 3, PSRB exhibits (a) weak,

negative relationships with supervisor and coworker task performance ratings, (b) positive relationships with

coworker and self-ratings of CWB, and (c) no relationship with either supervisor or coworker ratings of OCBIs.

Further, the magnitude of these relationships clearly indicates that PSRB is distinct from all of these other

performance-related criteria. Interestingly, an examination of the dimension correlations in Table 4 shows that the

negative relationship between overall PSRB and coworker ratings of task performance seems to be driven by
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coworker-directed PSRB. Thus, the results of Study 3 indicate that coworkers without a responsibility for rule

enforcement also respond negatively to PSRB, like supervisors, even if the PSRB is intended to help those

coworkers. We explore reasons why such constructively motivated behaviors may be appraised negatively below.
General Discussion
The overarching purpose of this paper was to develop a valid measure of PSRB that could be used in any

organizational context. To this end, we collected a considerable amount of information that indicates that our scale

satisfies the conditions necessary for construct validity. First, we demonstrated across all three studies that the

GPSRBS is reliable, with coefficient as for the subscales ranging from 0.86 to 0.96. Second, the measures

demonstrated content validity through (a) our initial sorting exercise with subject matter experts and (b) the stable

factor structure that we found in Study 1 and replicated in Studies 2 and 3. Third, the GPSRBS is distinct from

counterproductive work behaviors as shown in Studies 2 and 3, indicating that we are measuring a construct distinct

from traditional notions of destructive deviance. Fourth, our measure demonstrated a pattern of negative

relationships with performance ratings from both supervisors and coworkers, providing initial evidence of criterion-

related validity. Lastly, we placed our measure in a nomological network with several antecedents drawn from Vardi

and Weitz’s (2004) framework of OMB in Study 2 (i.e., conscientiousness, job demands, and perceptions of PSRB

performed by others). In sum, all of our existing evidence suggests that the GPSRBS is a construct-valid measure of

PSRB that can be used in a wide variety of organizational contexts.

Our results advance the study of constructive deviance in several respects. First, despite a considerable body of

theoretical research on specific forms of positive or constructive deviance, very little empirical research has tested

the many propositions that have been advanced about this family of behaviors (e.g., Galperin, 2003; Spreitzer &

Sonenshein, 2004; Vardi & Wiener, 1996; Warren, 2003; Worline & Quinn, 2003). We expect that our development

and validation of a measure of PSRB that can be used in a variety of organizational settings will contribute to more

research on this topic. Further, although clear theoretical differences have been drawn between destructive and

constructive deviance (e.g., Applebaum, Iaconi, & Matousek, 2007), this study makes an important contribution by

empirically showing that PSRB is distinct from counterproductive work behaviors. Thus, although both constructive

and destructive behaviors are similar in terms of their shared emphasis on deviating from rules and norms, we

demonstrated that respondents draw a distinction between deviance committed with constructive and destructive

intentions.
Implications for research and practice

Perhaps the most important implication for future research and practice raised by our findings is the relationship

between PSRB and performance criteria. We initially approached the relationship between PSRB and task

performance ratings as an exploratory question by presenting evidence that the relationship could be either positive

or negative. The results of Study 2 indicated that supervisors reacted negatively to PSRB, which we reasoned was

due to the responsibility that supervisors hold for setting and enforcing rules. However, we found in Study 3 that

coworkers also rated task performance lower for those employees who reported more PSRB. Further, PSRB was

unrelated to ratings of OCBIs made by both supervisors and coworkers. These convergent findings suggest that it is

not merely a responsibility for rule enforcement that is driving the PSRB-performance relationship. Rather, there

seem to be more complicated processes underlying rater reactions to constructive deviance.

We see several potential explanations for the negative performance ratings reported by both supervisors and

coworkers, each of which is an important, testable direction for future research. We feel that the most likely
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explanation concerns the erroneous dispositional inferences that raters are likely to draw about constructive rule

breakers. Research on the correspondence bias (Gawronski, 2004; Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Jones, 1990) indicates

that perceivers tend to draw correspondent dispositional inferences based on the behavior of others, even when

situational factors are genuinely responsible for the behavior (Kunda, 2000). For example, consider again the

hypothetical situation in which a waiter chooses to calm down an angry customer by violating organizational rules

and giving the customer a free dessert. From the waiter’s perspective, the choice to break organizational rules is

situationally determined—the customer is upset and retaining his business is important to the organization, so in

these constrained circumstances, PSRB is a rational, appropriate response that generates the best possible outcome

for the organization. However, from the perspective of an observing rater, such as a supervisor or coworker, the

influence of the situation on the waiter’s rule-breaking decision is underestimated. Rather, the rater attributes

the choice to break rules to the disposition of the waiter, who may be subsequently perceived as reckless, low in

conscientiousness, or not respectful of the organization because he broke rules—from the rater’s perspective—for

no good reason. We suggest that these negative dispositional attributions may be responsible for the negative

relationship between PSRB and ratings of task performance. Future research could test this idea by examining

dispositional attributions as mediators of the PSRB-performance rating relationship.

Another theoretically plausible explanation for this negative relationship is that PSRBmay give rise to destructive

deviance over time. Support for this idea is evident in the literature on ethical fading, which is a process wherein the

ethical implications of behaviors fade into the background, allowing the individual to engage in unethical behavior

without becoming consciously aware of it (Gino & Bazerman, 2009; Tenbrunsel & Messick, 2004). A variety of

processes, such as psychic numbing (Bok, 1989) and moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999), have been proposed as

mechanisms that facilitate ethical fading, allowing well-intentioned rule breaking to evolve into destructive rule

breaking with negative consequences for the organization and the employee. Following Tenbrunsel and Messick’s

(2004) theory, repetitive, constructive rule breaking can desensitize employees to the ethical concerns surrounding

violating organizational rules in general and introduce a sense of routine into rule breaking behavior. Concurrently,

the domain of acceptable rule breaking behavior widens and begins to include behaviors that are increasingly self-

interested and dysfunctional for the organization. However, rather than realizing that these behaviors are no longer

pro-social, employees would continue to evaluate them as constructively motivated, desirable, and even necessary to

continue providing effective job performance.

Consequently, a second explanation for the negative relationship between PSRB and performance ratings is that

supervisors and coworkers are both aware that constructive rule-breaking behavior, if condoned, can open the door

for counterproductive deviance later. This explanation assumes that raters do accurately appraise PSRB as a

constructive form of deviance, but that they see even constructive deviance as too risky to tolerate from a long-term

perspective. An important direction for future research would be to examine PSRB in a longitudinal study to see if

PSRB early in an employee’s tenure is predictive of counterproductive deviance and performance ratings in the

future. We expect that counterproductive deviance would mediate the relationship between PSRB and performance

ratings in a longitudinal study if ethical fading were the mechanism driving the negative relationship between PSRB

and task performance.

Third, the relationship between PSRB and performance ratings may be negative because PSRB is categorized as

‘‘pro-social’’ only in hindsight by the rule breaker. Thus, it is possible that the negative performance rating provided

by supervisors and coworkers represents an accurate evaluation of self-interested deviance that the focal respondent

is rationalizing in a positive light. A number of well-known implicit biases may have a bearing on why employees

would characterize their self-interested deviance as pro-social, particularly in terms of conflicts of interest as

described by Bazerman et al. (Banaji, Bazerman, & Chugh, 2004; Bazerman & Banaji, 2004; Bazerman, Chugh, &

Banaji, 2005). Conflicts of interest exist when employees are forced to choose between behaviors that benefit the

organization versus behaviors that benefit themselves. Bazerman and colleagues have conducted research on

managers, accountants, and brokerage analysts that indicates that people frequently fail to detect the influence that

conflicts of interest have on their decision-making processes. These conflicts are overlooked largely because people

operate within a framework of bounded ethicality (Bazerman & Chugh, 2006; Chugh, Banaji, & Bazerman, 2005),
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meaning that their decisions are constrained by their own self-view as decent, moral, and competent individuals.

Consequently, because people operate under the assumption that they are consistently moral and correct in their

decisions, many unethical choices are reframed as sound, or even self-sacrificing (Chugh et al., 2005). Bearing in

mind Morrison’s (2006) suggestion that PSRB can be motivated by mixed motives as long as the primary motive is

pro-social, we find it possible that self-interested behavior could easily be sanitized and mentally re-categorized as

pro-social in the same fashion described by Chugh et al. (2005), allowing a process of self-deception to unfold.

Lastly, we suggest that organizational culture and climates may play a role in determining which forms of PSRB

are seen as acceptable or unacceptable by other organization members. For example, customer-oriented PSRB may

not be perceived negatively in an organization with a strong customer service climate (Schneider, White, & Paul,

1998). In such a climate, honoring the higher-order value of providing excellent service may be perceived as more

important than complying with a procedural rule about customer interactions. On the other hand, PSRB to improve

efficiency may be seen as particularly risky and intolerable in an organization that has a strong safety climate

(Hofmann & Stetzer, 1996) in which rule abidance is seen as critical to preserving the safety and well-being of all

employees. Future research should examine the potential moderating effects of culture and climate on the

relationship between PSRB and performance ratings.
Limitations

Several limitations of our studies should be noted. First, many of the measures we collected were self-reported, and

this approach may artificially inflate some of the relationships we found. For example, the strong correlation

observed in Study 2 between self-reported PSRB and perceptions of PSRB performed by others may be attributable

to the fact that the focal respondent provided data for both variables. Future research can explore this relationship in

greater detail by collecting reports of PSRB from groups or teams of employees and aggregating the data to examine

how group-level PSRB influences individual PSRB (Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998).

A second limitation concerns the samples we employed. Although we sought to draw participants from a variety of

organizations in Studies 2 and 3, our samples still consisted predominately of female students in their early-to-mid

20s. Most of these participants were in lower-level service positions that are oftentimes characterized by low

autonomy (Korczynski, 2002). Disciplinary responses to rule-breaking behavior, even if pro-socially motivated, may

be more severe in these types of jobs than in higher-level or managerial positions that are distinguished by more

autonomy and a greater expectation for flexibility or adaptability. Further, lower-level employees may lack the

accumulated idiosyncrasy credits to deviate from rules and remain liked, trusted, and accepted in their workgroups

(Stone & Cooper, 2009). Future research could examine the consequences of PSRB in a more diverse sample

consisting of participants from different levels of organizational hierarchies to test these ideas.

Third, the measure of conscientiousness that we used emphasized the aspects of conscientiousness that have to do

with dutifulness and orderliness. In contrast, facet-level research indicates that high conscientiousness also involves

a propensity toward achievement striving (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The achievement-striving facet may exhibit a

different relationship with PSRB, particularly PSRB to improve efficiency, relative to the dutifulness and orderliness

facets. Future research should explore these possibilities.

Fourth, our measure does contain strong language; we refer directly to ‘‘violating’’ and ‘‘breaking’’ rules or

policies. Although we do also include softer euphemisms like ‘‘disregarding’’ and ‘‘bending’’ in some items, we do

acknowledge that this language may give rise to socially desirable responses. However, we suggest that employees

who are breaking rules for pro-social reasons would see little reason to adjust their responses downward. From their

perspective, the rule-breaking behavior is justified and in the collective good, and consequently it should not elicit

self-consciousness or concern about negative stigmatization.

A final point to acknowledge is that our decision to create a generalizable measure of PSRB means that we

sacrificed our ability to measure idiosyncratic examples of PSRB within any specific organization. For example,

coworker-focused PSRB might manifest as many different types of behaviors depending on the nature of the tasks
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that the respondent and coworker are expected to perform in a given job and organization. However, the

GPSRBS does not capture these differences. Our scale would need to be modified if researchers have specific

expectations about the antecedents or consequences of narrowly defined examples of PSRB within a particular work

context.
Conclusion

The results of this research indicate that the GPSRBS has the potential to facilitate further research on the

constructive choices that employees make when they break rules in response to organizational demands. As is the

casewith any new scale, we recognize the need for further validation of the GPSRBS and hope that future researchers

explore its usefulness to study this important form of organizational behavior.
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