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Abstract 

This study examines how employees’ organizational citizenship behavior (OCBO) influences their counterproductive work behavior 

(CWBO), with a focus on the roles of moral credits and moral credentials, as framed by moral licensing theory. It also examines the 

moderating effect of collective identity orientation (CIO). Data from 336 Saudi employees were analyzed using Hayes’ PROCESS macro 

models in SPSS and AMOS. The results indicate that both moral credits and moral credentials serve as mediators in the negative 

relationship between OCBO and CWBO, with moral credentials showing a particularly strong negative indirect effect. Furthermore, the 

CIO was found to significantly moderate the relationship between OCBO and both moral credits and moral credentials. This study 

enhances existing research by revealing how employees' positive behaviors can lead to psychological justifications for engaging in 

unethical counterproductive behaviors in the workplace. It also provides insights for HR practitioners and managers, while suggesting 

avenues for further research and theoretical exploration. 
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Introduction 

In the context of today's volatile global economy, organizations across all industries require prosocial, voluntary behaviors 

from employees to stay competitive and thrive. These behaviors, which enhance and support the psychological and social 

work environment, are known as organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) [1- 4]. Recently, there has been a rising interest 

in applying the concept of moral licensing [5, 6]. to examine the role of moral credits and moral credentials in the relationship 

between OCB and Counterproductive Work Behavior (CWB), defined as actions that intentionally harm the organization or 

its stakeholders [7]. According to moral licensing theory, when employees engage in morally positive behaviors like OCB, 

they may later feel justified in engaging in immoral or unethical behaviors such as CWB [8]. This notion has been validated 

by various theoretical [9-11], empirical [12-15], and experimental studies [16, 17]. 

To deepen the understanding of moral licensing and its relationship with the enactment of OCBs, the inclusion of self-concept 

orientations is crucial [10, 18-20]. This study builds upon existing research by incorporating collective identity orientation as 

a moderator, thus offering a more nuanced view of recognition processes in organizational contexts [21]. The research 

specifically addresses the need for further investigation into how such identity orientations could affect the relationship 

between OCB, moral licensing, and CWB, as called for by Griep et al. [15]. Prior studies underscore the importance of an 
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individual’s self-concept when assessing their moral actions and behaviors [6], and the role of identity orientation is 

particularly pertinent for understanding its effects on organizational exchange relationships [22, 23] and its impact on OCB 

[24] and CWB [25, 26]. 

This research makes a meaningful contribution to the field of organizational behavior by offering new theoretical insights into 

how collective identity orientation can influence moral licensing, subsequently affecting the OCB-CWB relationship. To the 

best of the author's knowledge, no prior study has explored this specific interaction. Moreover, while much research has been 

done on OCB and CWB, there is a significant gap in studies focused on developing Arab nations, particularly Saudi Arabia. 

The research begins by reviewing the relevant literature and proposing a hypothesis that connects OCB-O with CWB-O via 

moral licensing, while also exploring how employees' collective identity orientation moderates this relationship. The 

remaining sections cover the research methodology, data analysis, results, implications for theory and practice, suggestions 

for future research, and concluding thoughts. 

Literature review and hypothesis formulation 

Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) 

The concept of Organizational Citizenship Behavior (OCB) has garnered significant attention in recent literature due to its 

critical role in enhancing organizational performance and maintaining a competitive advantage in the business landscape [27]. 

OCB refers to voluntary actions by employees that fall outside their formal job requirements and are not directly rewarded, 

yet they contribute to the overall effectiveness of the organization [28]. These behaviors go beyond the baseline expectations 

of an employee’s job description [29]. 

Organ [28] identified five distinct types of OCB: (1) Altruism, which involves voluntarily helping others with their work at 

some personal cost [30]; (2) Conscientiousness, relating to careful management of time and adherence to organizational rules 

[31]; (3) Civic Virtue, which reflects an employee’s genuine interest in supporting the organization’s initiatives [32]; (4) 

Sportsmanship, demonstrating patience with imperfect organizational conditions without complaint [33]; and (5) Courtesy, 

which involves proactively assisting colleagues with their work-related challenges [34]. 

Counterproductive work behavior (CWB-O) and its connection to OCB-O 

Counterproductive Work Behavior (CWB) has been explored through multiple theoretical lenses, including antisocial 

behavior [35], deviance [36], organizational aggression [37], and retaliation [38]. CWB can be categorized into two types by 

its target: (1) CWB-I, directed at individuals, and (2) CWB-O, aimed at the organization as a whole [39]. 

In recent years, research has increasingly focused on the relationship between OCB and CWB, often examining how these 

behaviors interact [7, 40-42]. Most studies indicate a strong inverse connection between OCB and CWB, suggesting that 

individuals who engage in one behavior are unlikely to engage in the other. However, Dalal [40] argued that this negative 

correlation could be influenced by the methods used in these studies. After adjusting for methodological limitations, some 

studies have reported a small positive relationship between CWB and OCB [43]. Additionally, research by Venkataramani 

and Dalal [44] in non-work contexts found that helping behaviors and harmful actions can sometimes be positively related. 

Building on these findings, Sypniewska [45] suggested incorporating mediation and moderation variables to deepen our 

understanding of the connection between OCB and CWB. In response to this, the current study posits the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: There is an important negative direct relationship between OCB-O and CWB-O. 

The mediating role of moral licensing 

Moral licensing theory [6] posits that an employee’s past engagement in ethically positive behaviors, such as organizational 

citizenship behavior (OCB-O), can pave the way for future immoral actions, like counterproductive work behavior (CWB-

O), without the employee feeling a loss in moral integrity [8]. The theory distinguishes between two models of moral licensing: 

moral credits and moral credentials. The concept of moral credits, derived from Nisan’s [46, 47] moral balance theory, 

suggests that an employee’s moral self-concept fluctuates around a central balance point. When an employee engages in 

ethical actions, their self-concept improves, but unethical behavior can cause it to decline [48, 59]. Employees strive to 

maintain a moral equilibrium; if their self-concept drops below the equilibrium, they will seek to perform positive actions to 

restore balance [50], while they feel more justified in acting immorally when their self-concept is above the balance point 

[51]. This dynamic can be likened to a moral “bank account,” where good deeds are credits and bad deeds are withdrawals 

[13]. 

The moral credentials model, on the other hand, is rooted in the theory of causal attribution [52]. Miller and Effron [6] argue 

that prior ethical actions alter the way employees interpret their subsequent ethically questionable behaviors. Positive past 

actions provide a lens through which employees justify later immoral actions, as the previous ethical behavior lessens the 

moral weight of current misdeeds [5, 53]. 
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The notion of moral licensing has become increasingly relevant in organizational research, with several empirical and 

experimental studies supporting its mechanisms. For example, Lin et al. [12] found that ethical leadership could 

unintentionally foster abusive behavior due to the accumulation of moral credits from prior ethical actions. Yam et al. [13] 

demonstrated that employees who engage in OCB may develop a sense of entitlement, leading to justification of organizational 

or interpersonal deviance. Similarly, Liu et al. [54] found that OCB can promote prosocial rule-breaking, mediated by 

employees’ self-image. Nguyen [55] showed that moral self-concept mediates the relationship between organizational 

deviance and OCB, suggesting that employees justify deviant behavior when they feel morally justified. Griep et al. argued 

that OCB leads employees to gain moral credits and credentials, making them more likely to engage in CWB. 

Based on these findings, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

Hypothesis 2: Moral credits mediate the relationship between OCB-O and CWB-O; as moral credits increase, employees are 

more likely to engage in CWB-O. 

Hypothesis 3: Moral credentials mediate the relationship between OCB-O and CWB-O; as moral credentials increase, 

employees are more likely to engage in CWB-O. 

The moderating influence of collective identity orientation (CIO) 

Self-concept involves an individual’s understanding of their behaviors, abilities, and characteristics [56, 57]. Brewer and 

Gardner [58] identify three types of self-concept: relational, personal, and collective identity orientations. Individuals with a 

relational identity orientation perceive themselves as followers, whose actions are driven by a desire to satisfy and support 

their leaders. Those with a personal identity orientation view themselves as independent individuals, focusing on self-interest 

and the maximization of personal benefit. In contrast, individuals with a collective identity orientation see themselves as 

members of a team, with their actions primarily motivated by the organization’s goals and norms, aiming to enhance overall 

organizational performance [23]. 

Referring to cognitive dissonance theory [59], it can be argued that employees are unlikely to justify engaging in CWB when 

performing OCB that aligns with their identity orientation, as it would cause cognitive discomfort when their actions conflict 

with their self-concept. According to Klotz and Bolino [10], when employees with a strong collective identity orientation 

engage in OCB, the relationship between moral licensing and CWB is likely diminished or nonexistent. Based on this idea, 

the researcher proposes the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 4: The Collective Identity Orientation (CIO) moderates the relationship between OCB-O and moral credits, with 

a higher CIO weakening this relationship, and a lower CIO strengthening it. 

Hypothesis 5: The CIO moderates the connection between OCB-O and moral credentials, with a higher CIO weakening this 

link, and a lower CIO enhancing it. 

This theoretical framework is represented in the research model shown in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. The conceptual model framework 

Materials and Methods 

Participants and data collection 
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The study targeted Saudi employees aged 18 years and above, selected randomly from various organizations in Jeddah, Saudi 

Arabia. Participants voluntarily engaged in an anonymous online survey that lasted approximately 10 minutes, ensuring 

complete confidentiality of their responses. Invitations were sent via email, and all participants provided written informed 

consent before filling out the survey. A total of 336 completed surveys were collected, representing a response rate of 87.3%. 

Among the respondents, 57.1% were male, 94% had completed a college degree, and 44% had over a decade of work 

experience. 

Measurement instruments 

To ensure the accuracy of the translations, a double-blind back-translation process was used to convert the original English 

survey scales into Arabic [40]. Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated strong disagreement and 

5 indicated strong agreement. The survey’s overall reliability was measured using Cronbach's alpha, which was 0.764, 

denoting acceptable internal consistency [60]. 

Organizational Citizenship Behavior-Organization (OCB-O) Scale: A five-item subset was used from the original six-item 

scale developed by Dalal et al. [61]. For example, “During the past week, I chose to work rather than take a break.” This scale 

had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.667, demonstrating adequate reliability [60]. 

Counterproductive Work Behavior-Organization (CWB-O) Scale: A five-item version of the scale by Dalal et al. [61] was 

used. A sample item is, “During the past week, I criticized organizational policies.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 

0.629, which is acceptable for reliability [60]. 

Moral Credits Scale: This was measured using five items from Lin et al. [12], such as “Each good deed I performed added to 

my moral credit.” The reliability of this scale was strong, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.856 [60]. 

Moral Credentials Scale: This scale was evaluated using five items from Lin et al. [12], such as, “I feel it is important to have 

characteristics like compassion, fairness, and honesty.” The Cronbach’s alpha here was 0.891, indicating excellent reliability 

[62]. 

Collective Identity Orientation (CIO) Scale: This scale was assessed using five items from Johnson et al., with an example 

item being, “When I’m part of a team, I care about the group's overall well-being rather than individual relationships.” The 

Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was 0.753, showing good internal consistency [60]. 

Control variables 

Demographic factors such as age, gender, educational level, and work experience were included as control variables, as these 

factors are relevant to OCB [28, 63]. 

Data analysis approach 

The moderated mediation model was tested following the procedures outlined by Baron and Kenny [64] and Muller et al. 

[65]. The analysis examined: (1) the impact of OCB-O on CWB-O, (2) the mediating role of moral credits and moral 

credentials, and (3) the moderating influence of CIO on the relationship between OCB-O and the two moral factors. 

Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure the data met the assumptions for further analysis [66, 67]. 

For model validation, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed using Amos 28.0. The moderated mediation model 

was tested using SPSS and the PROCESS macro, specifically models six (with parallel mediators) and seven [68]. To assess 

the significance of indirect effects, bootstrapping methods were used [69, 70]. Unstandardized regression coefficients (b) were 

reported in the results, as recommended by Hayes [68]. 

Results and Discussion 

Correlations and descriptive analysis 

The descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for the study variables are summarized in Table 1. All variables in the 

analysis show positive relationships, except for CWB-O, which displays negative correlations with the other variables. This 

suggests that while most variables are positively interrelated, counterproductive work behaviors (CWB-O) appear to have an 

inverse relationship with the other factors under investigation. 

 

Table 1. Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics for study variables  

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 

1) OCBO 3.66 0.73     

2) CWBO 2.44 0.68 -0.488**    

3) Moral credits 4.15 0.73 0.291** -0.311**   

4) Moral credentials 4.21 0.81 0.305** -0.475** 0.661**  



Miao and Zhou                                                                                                      Asian J Indiv Organ Behav, 2025, 5:36-46 

 

 40 

5) CIO 4.21 0.66 0.493** -0.581** 0.479** 0.583** 

Note: N = 336. OCBO = organizational citizenship behaviors directed at the organization; CWBO= counterproductive work behaviors directed at the 

organization; CIO = collective identity orientation; **: correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

Confirmatory factor analysis 

To assess the distinctiveness of the key variables used in this study, the researcher performed confirmatory factor analyses. 

The analysis was carried out using Amos 28.0. As reported in Table 2, the default model of the research demonstrates an 

acceptable fit, with the inter-variable reliability exceeding 50%, indicating stronger relationships compared to the independent 

model [71]. 

Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis 

Model CFI GFI RMR RMSEA 

Default model 0.625 0.663 0.120 0.155 

Saturated modela 1.000 1.000 0.000 0.000 

Independence modelb 0.000 0.261 0.302 0.238 

Note: CFI = comparative fit index; GFI = goodness of fit index; RMR = root-mean-square residual; RMSEA = absolute fit index; a model that fits the 

data perfectly; b a model in which variables are independent of one another.  

Hypothesis evaluation 

Table 3 displays the results from the regression-based path analysis used to test the mediated moderation model. In the first 

step, PROCESS macro model six was employed to analyze the direct and indirect relationships between CWBO and OCBO, 

considering the mediating variables. The findings show a significant negative relationship between OCBO and CWBO (β = -

0.356, P < .001), which supports hypothesis 1. Furthermore, the study found no significant indirect effect of moral credits in 

mediating the OCBO-CWBO relationship (β = 0.018, BootSE = 0.013, Boot 95% CI = [-0.0046, 0.0468]), thus hypothesis 2 

is not supported. In contrast, moral credentials did mediate the negative association between OCBO and CWBO (β = -0.0456, 

BootSE = 0.0157, Boot 95% CI = [-0.0746, -0.0126]), confirming Hypothesis 3. Additionally, when both moral credits and 

moral credentials were considered together, they showed a significant negative impact on the OCBO-CWBO relationship (β 

= -0.0679, BootSE = 0.0189, Boot 95% CI = [-0.1094, -0.0353]). 

In the subsequent analysis, PROCESS macro model 7 was used to assess how CIO moderates the links between OCBO and 

both moral credits and moral credentials. The results indicated significant interactions between OCBO and moral credits (β = 

0.409; P < 0.01) as well as OCBO and moral credentials (β = 0.418; P < 0.01), as illustrated in Figures 2 and 3. However, no 

significant moderating effect was found for CIOs when analyzing the influence of moral credits on CWBO (β = 0.025, BootSE 

= 0.019, Boot 95% CI = [-0.006, 0.0692]). A significant interaction was, however, found between CIO and moral credits in 

predicting the enactment of CWBO (β = -0.142, BootSE = 0.043, Boot 95% CI = [-0.228, -0.062]), which supports hypotheses 

4 and 5. A summary of these hypothesis testing results is presented in Table 4. 

 

 

Figure 2. Conditional effects of the moral credits on OCBO at values of CIO 

 

Table 3. Regression-based path analysis for the mediated moderation model 

Variable 
CWBO Moral credit Moral credentials CWBO 

β β t β t β t 
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OCBO -.488** 0.2893** 5.56 0.1346** 2.8811 -.356** -8.266 

Moral credit -.311**   0.6934 14.747 0.621 1.127 

Moral credentials -.475**     -.339** -0.677 

CIO -.581** -.877** -3.76 -0.66** -2.894   

OCBO × CIO  .409** 6.065 .418** 6.018   

 β Boot SE LL 95% CI UL 95% CI 

The direct effect of OCBO on CWBO -0.356**  -0.441 -0.272 

OCBO → moral credit → CWBO (mediation only) 0.0180 0.0130 - 0.0046 0.0468 

OCBO→ moral credentials →CWBO (mediation only) - 0.0456** 0.0157 -0 .0746 - 0.0126 

OCBO → moral credit → moral credentials → CWBO (2- mediation only) - 0.0679** 0.0189 - 0.1094 - 0.0353 

OCBO → moral credit → CWBO (moderated CIO mediation effect) 0.025 0.019 -0.006 0.069 

OCBO → moral credentials → CWBO (moderated CIO mediation effect) -0.142** 0.043 -0.228 -0.062 

Note: OCBO = organizational citizenship behavior; CWBO = counterproductive work behavior; CIO = collective identity orientation; N = 336; 

bootstrap sample size = 5000; LL = lower limit; CI = confidence interval; UL = upper limit; *P < 0.05 level; **P < 0.01 level 

 

 
Figure 3. Conditional effects of the moral credentials on OCBO at values of CIO 

 

Table 4. Hypothesis constructs analysis 

Hypothesis Relation β Decision 

H1 OCBO → CWBO -0.356** Supported 

H2 OCBO → moral credits → CWB 0.0180 Rejected 

H3 OCBO → moral credentials → CWB - 0.456** Supported 

H4 OCBO → moral credits (moderated by CIO) 0.025 Rejected 

H5 OCBO → moral credentials (moderated by CIO) 0.418** Supported 

Note: β = coefficient; OCBO = organizational citizenship behavior; CWBO = counterproductive work behavior; CIO = collective identity orientation; **P 

< 0.01 level.  

 
The objective of this study was to provide a deeper understanding of the role collective identity orientation (CIO) plays in the 

relationship between employees' OCBO, moral licensing, and CWBO. Prior research has mainly explored the OCBO-CWBO 

connection via moral licensing with a focus on other motivational aspects, giving less attention to the impact of identity 

orientation on these behaviors [15]. Based on moral licensing theory [6] and social identity theory [72], the study aimed to 

assess how CIO influences the links between OCBO and both moral credentials and moral credits, and whether these influence 

CWBO. The central goal was to investigate whether the CIO has a significant effect on Saudi employees' moral credits and 

moral credentials, as anticipated, or if an alternate effect might be observed. 

To begin, the direct correlation between CWBO and OCBO was tested, revealing a notable negative association. This indicates 

that employees’ citizenship behavior at one moment (time 1) is not predictive of CWBO at a later time (time 2). 

Next, the study explored moral credentials as a potential mediator, finding that OCBO at time 1 was positively linked to moral 

credentials, which in turn weakened the negative correlation with CWBO at time 2. This highlights the role of moral 

credentials in shaping CWBOs. In contrast, although moral credits showed a positive relationship with OCBO, no significant 

effect on CWBO was observed. 
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Third, the moderating role of the CIO in the relationship between OCBO and moral credits and credentials was assessed. The 

analysis revealed that the CIO moderated the link between OCBO and moral credentials and that the indirect effect of OCBO 

on CWBO via moral credentials was also influenced by the CIO, thus supporting the moderated mediation model. 

Contributions to theory 

The study advances the use of moral licensing theory in understanding employees’ engagement in prosocial behavior (OCBO) 

and unethical actions (CWBO) [12 -17]. It adds to the literature by investigating the mechanisms through which OCBO affects 

CWBO, suggesting that moral credentials are activated when employees demonstrate positive behaviors, providing a moral 

justification for subsequent CWBO to balance their self-perception. Previous work has examined various moderating factors 

influencing CWBO [10, 11, 15], but, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, no study has empirically examined the 

influence of collective identity orientation within the framework of moral licensing theory. This study addresses that gap, 

enhancing the application of moral licensing theory in this context. Moreover, this research responds to Griep et al.’s [15] call 

for an investigation into the moderating role of motives in the relationship between OCBO and CWBO through moral credits 

and credentials. 

Additionally, this study revealed that employees’ moral justification for engaging in CWBO is linked to moral credentials, 

but not to moral credits, aligning with prior findings [6, 15]. In contrast, other studies (e.g., Lin et al. [12]) suggest that moral 

credits alone mediate the link between OCBO and CWBO. These inconsistencies may be attributed to the varying temporal 

spans within which moral credits and moral credentials exert their effects [6, 73]. Therefore, this research contributes to a 

more nuanced understanding of the different forms of moral justification employees may invoke and how they operate over 

time. For instance, this study’s survey questions were phrased to refer to “the past week,” corresponding more with the less 

volatile nature of moral credentials than moral credits. 

Lastly, this study extends the examination of indirect relationships between OCBO and CWBO by considering the unique 

context of Saudi, Arabic, and Islamic cultures. As Simbrunner and Schlegelmilch [74] highlighted in their meta-analysis, 

much of the existing research on moral licensing mechanisms has been conducted in Western contexts, pointing to the need 

for further cross-cultural studies. 

Practical implications 

In the current volatile global work environment, organizations must implement effective managerial strategies to optimize 

employee performance and behavior, ultimately driving a competitive edge. The findings of this research offer several insights 

and practical recommendations for managers and human resource professionals. First, as globalization accelerates, 

organizations increasingly hire employees from diverse cultural backgrounds with varying self-concept orientations. While 

employees with a collective identity orientation (CIO) are generally more inclined to engage in OCBO and avoid CWBO, the 

strength of these relationships can differ across cultures. Therefore, managers and HR professionals must recognize and 

embrace this diversity within their workforce, as it enhances understanding of employees' unique values and norms that 

influence their self-concept. For example, employees from collectivistic cultures (e.g., Saudi Arabia) may differ significantly 

from those in individualistic cultures (e.g., the USA) in how they shape their identity orientation. Consequently, it is 

recommended that managers focus on hiring individuals with a strong CIO and provide training programs, workshops, and 

awareness sessions for employees with lower CIO levels. 

Second, managers and HR professionals should be proactive in managing the factors that contribute to the development of 

moral credentials in employees, as these credentials play a key role in justifying morally questionable CWBO. To this end, 

regular self-management and self-control training should be implemented to help employees manage and balance their 

behaviors effectively. Moreover, creating an ethical work environment that fosters and rewards OCBO will encourage 

employees to internalize such behaviors, making them habitual and reducing the likelihood of justifying CWBO later on. 

Limitations and suggestions for future research 

Like all studies, this research has its limitations. First, the sample size used in this study was relatively small, which could 

introduce a second-order sampling error in the results. Researchers should interpret the moderated mediation analysis with 

caution to minimize such errors [75]. Additionally, data for all variables were gathered from a single survey, which may lead 

to common method variance [76, 77]. Future studies should aim for larger sample sizes and consider using time-lagged, 

multisource data collection methods to test hypotheses more robustly. 

Second, this study was conducted in Saudi Arabia, a country known for its strong collectivist culture, which could limit the 

generalizability of the results. Therefore, future cross-cultural studies are encouraged to replicate these findings in other 

cultural contexts. Third, this research focused on a single boundary condition—CIO—when examining the relationship 

between OCBO and moral credits/credentials. Future research should explore additional moderators, such as employees' 

mental health conditions. For instance, employees experiencing high levels of work-related depression may rely more heavily 
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on their moral credits and moral credentials from past OCBO enactments, which could increase their propensity for engaging 

in CWBO in the future [78]. 

Conclusion 

The motivation behind employees’ engagement in counterproductive work behavior was explored through the lens of moral 

licensing theory, with a moderated mediation methodology. The results highlight that moral credentials and moral credits act 

as mediators in the negative correlation between organizational citizenship behavior and counterproductive work behavior. 

Additionally, the study shows that employees exhibiting higher collective identity orientation are less likely to engage in 

counterproductive behavior. This research enhances our understanding of the factors contributing to counterproductive 

behavior in organizational contexts, offering valuable insights both theoretically and practically. 
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