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This study examined the mediating eﬀects of organizational politics on the relationships between ethical work
climate and two employee outcomes: aﬀective commitment and proactive customer service performance. Using
200 survey responses collected from six shopping malls, we found that perceived ethical work climate had a
direct eﬀect on employee perceptions of organizational politics, aﬀective commitment and proactive customer
service performance. Moreover, perceived organizational politics partially mediated the relationship between
ethical climate and aﬀective commitment, but not that between ethical climate and proactive customer service
behavior. We recommend retailers develop ethical climate to strengthen their competitive advantage.

1. Introduction
In an industry characterized by rapidly changing trends and
preferences and ﬁerce competition (Lang et al., 2013), more and more
retail businesses have focused on organizational factors to stay
competitive (He et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2012). One such organizational
factor is ethical work climate. Ethical work climate is crucial in building
long-term ties with customers (Schwepker and Hartline, 2005).
Focusing on the retail industry, Adams et al. (2001) concluded that
employees at all levels display more positive behavior in organizations
with an ethical work climate than in organizations without one. This
study is important to deepen our understanding of the eﬀect of an
ethical work climate by examining its relationships with organizational
politics, aﬀective commitment and a service-industry-speciﬁc proactive
behavior: proactive customer service performance.
A review of ethical climate and customer service literature supports
the need for this study. First, the organizational strategy that strives to
achieve excellent customer service requires a translation of human
resource policies into customer-oriented service practices (Crotts et al.,
2005). Although studies conducted in the retail industry have examined how human resource policies and practices inﬂuence customer
service behavior (Ashill et al., 2015; Dimitriades, 2007; Swimberghe
et al., 2014; Xavier et al., 2015), more research is called for to
understand the mechanism through which ethical climate inﬂuences
work outcomes, for example, proactive customer service performance

(Ashill et al., 2015; Dimitriades, 2007). Second, research related to the
general mechanism through which ethical climate aﬀects employee
attitude and behavior remains limited (Kacmar et al., 2013), particularly in terms of how ethical climate interacts with internal politics
(Gotsis and Kortezi, 2010; Vigoda-Gadot, 2007).
Third, an organization's pay and promotions policies are key
dimensions of its politics (Kacmar and Ferris, 1991). Employees’
responses to and perceptions of those reward policies in a collectivist
society can diﬀer from those in an individualistic society (Kacmar and
Carlson, 1997). For example, Chinese managers place less emphasis on
employee work performance when making compensation decisions for
employees (Zhou and Martocchio, 2001). These reward practices may
be perceived as more acceptable in a collectivist society due to the
importance of relationships and other relational factors (Yamagishi
et al., 1998; Poon, 2004). These ﬁndings point to the need to examine
the dynamics between ethical climate and organizational politics in a
collectivist society, such as Malaysia, where the present study is set.
Fourth, recent studies of employee discretionary behavior have
extended beyond in-role service-oriented behavior (Chuang and Liao,
2010; Bowen, 2016). As retail businesses depend on frontline employees to identify and meet customers’ needs, it has become necessary to
examine their proactive customer service performance (PCSP)
(Ackfeldt and Coote, 2005; Bowen, 2016; Rank et al., 2007; Raub
and Liao, 2012). Furthermore, as PCSP is still a relatively new
construct, its antecedents are largely unexplored. Thus, an under-
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preventive measures (Brief and Motowidlo, 1986; Raub and Liao,
2012).
To explain the relationships between PCSP, aﬀective commitment
and ethical work climate, we apply social exchange theory. Social
exchange theory, grounded in the universal norm of reciprocity,
assumes that self-interested actors transact with other self-interested
actors to accomplish goals they cannot achieve alone. The transactions
between actors elevate and become habitual and sentimental when the
other party values the exchanged resources (Blau, 1996). Empirical
studies support this theory and conclude that a positive climate yields
positive organizational behavior, as employees tend to reciprocate in
the way they feel they are treated (Luria and Yagil, 2008; Schwepker
and Hartline, 2005). When ethical climate is there to regulate
organizational policies, procedures and practices, employees are more
inclined to engage in extra-role behavior as an act of reciprocation
(Leung, 2008). In Chung and Liao's (2010) study, people-oriented
policies and strategies were found to be enablers of high employee
performance. Leung (2008) also concluded that ethical climate that
emphasizes law, code and care is more likely to promote performance
behavior. In short, perceived fairness in the work environment
enhances employee performance-related behavior (Luria and Yagil,
2008; Moon et al., 2008; Schwepker and Hartline, 2005).

standing of how ethical climate and organizational politics inﬂuence
PCSP will add to our understanding of the retail industry, both
theoretically and practically.
In the following sections, we present a literature review of the study
variables and then our hypotheses. After that, we describe the study
method and ﬁndings. We end this paper with a discussion and a
description of the study implications.
2. Literature review and hypothesis development
In this section, we draw from literature on ethical work climate,
reward system politics, proactive customer service performance, and
aﬀective commitment. Using social exchange theory, we develop the
interrelationships between the studied variables.
2.1. Ethical work climate and reward system politics
Ethical work climate is deﬁned as “the prevailing perceptions of
typical organizational practices and procedures that have ethical
content” (Victor and Cullen, 1988, p. 101). It comprises ﬁve dimensions that include caring (empathy for others), rules (accepted sets of
procedures and policies in organizations), law and code (accepted
codes of conduct and rules governed by professional bodies and larger
societal systems), independence (individual sets of moral and ethical
beliefs) and instrumentalism (heavy reliance on personal interests)
(Victor and Cullen, 1988). As part of the prevailing organizational
climates, an organization's ethical climate is shaped by its founders and
early leaders and modiﬁed by later members and most importantly by
the management or leaders who decide its rules and policies (Dickson
et al., 2001).
An organization's ethical orientation forms the foundation of the
rules, procedures and policies in its operating systems (Dickson et al.,
2001). Therefore, an organization's ethical climate has an eﬀect on its
pay and promotion policies, which are aspects of its politics. As deﬁned
by Kacmar and Carlson (1997), organizational politics refer to an
actor's attempts at inﬂuencing those who can provide rewards to
advance his or her self-interest. Therefore, pay and promotion policies,
or reward system politics, sit at the core of organizational politics.
From the perspective of organizational justice, reward system politics
manifest as the opposite of procedural justice and are conceptually
distinct (Aryee et al., 2004). When the level of reward system politics is
high, employees tend to perceive a lower level of procedural injustice
(Andrews et al., 2009). An organization with a high level of reward
system politics permits its managers to make biased decisions when
they exercise their reward power (Vigoda, 2000).
Given this, we posit that there should be a negative association
between ethical climate and reward system politics. When a management team aims to maintain a higher ethical standard, cares about
employees and expects them to follow rules and regulations, it is likely
to try to decrease the reward system politics. We therefore make the
following hypothesis.

H2. Ethical climate positively inﬂuences proactive customer service
performance.
Allen and Meyer (1990) identiﬁed three dimensions of organizational commitment: aﬀective commitment (feelings-based), normative
commitment (obligation-based), and continuance commitment (costbased). Aﬀective commitment, the most studied dimension, is deﬁned
as “an emotional attachment to, identiﬁcation with, and involvement
in, an organization” (Allen and Meyer, 1990, p.1). Although normative
and continuance commitments are both considered as important bases
for employee organizational commitment (Allen and Meyer, 1990),
they are found to have some issues with their psychometric properties
(Brown, 1996; Solinger et al., 2008). Conceptually normative commitment is diﬀerent from aﬀective commitment, but empirically they are
highly correlated. Thus, there is a lack of distinction between these two
constructs (Bergman, 2006; Solinger et al., 2008). Continuance commitment, on the contrary, has almost no relationship with either
aﬀective or normative commitment (Solinger et al., 2008; Wallace
et al., 2013). In short, aﬀective commitment is the most robust
commitment construct among the three to understand employee
behavior. Furthermore, it has been found to be positively associated
with employee service performance outcomes in the Asian contexts
(Dhar, 2015; Jaiswal and Dhar, 2016).
Employees’ attitude toward work is aﬀected by the cues received
from the work context (Salancik and Pfeﬀer, 1978). Aﬀective commitment is a common response toward a positive work environment. We
can construe that ethical climate should have a positive impact on
aﬀective commitment. Moreover, employees are more committed to
their organizations when their ethical values match those of the
organizations (Ambrose et al., 2008). Following Cullen et al. (2003),
we expect that perceived ethical climate leads to positive employee
aﬀective commitment.

H1. Ethical climate negatively inﬂuences reward system politics.
2.2. Ethical work climate, proactive customer service performance
and aﬀective commitment

H3. Ethical climate positively inﬂuences aﬀective commitment.
2.3. Reward system politics, proactive customer service performance
(PCSP) and aﬀective commitment

Proactive customer service performance (PCSP) involves employees
taking initiatives to improve processes, anticipating future problems
and solutions and maintaining persistence at work (Crant, 2000; Grant
and Ashford, 2008). Such behavior is distinct from task performance,
as it goes beyond the prescribed job description (Rank et al., 2007),
service scripts and standard operating procedures (Raub and Liao,
2012). It also diﬀers from customer-oriented organizational citizenship
behavior and customer-oriented pro-social behavior that does not
involve taking purposive initiatives, thinking forwardly or taking

The norm of reciprocity is also part of the dynamics of organizational politics. “You stab my back, I’ll stab yours” is another application
of reciprocity (Buchanan, 2008, p. 49). Empirical studies have documented negative eﬀects of organizational politics on employee discretionary behavior. Reward politics are negatively related to organizational citizenship behavior (Bolino and Turnley, 2012) and citizenship
behavior motive (Bowler et al., 2010). They also silence voice behavior.
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3. Retail sector in Malaysia

The power holders in an organization tend to manipulate the work
environment to the extent that subordinates become so fearful of their
job security that they conform to the norms and keep their grievances
quiet (Fortin and Fellenz, 2008). They can also create an uninformed
human resource system that aims to beneﬁt a few but disadvantage the
remaining majority (Drory and Vigoda-Gadot, 2010). Employees who
perceive high political activities may feel a threat to their identities and
respond by restricting their performance to a minimum level (Gotsis
and Kortezi, 2010). Reward system politics impedes positive employee
behavior, and damages the overall functioning of an organization
(Appelbaum et al., 2005).
The eﬀect of organizational politics in a collectivist culture has been
viewed diﬀerently. Career advancement is a common purpose for one
to engage in political behavior. In a collectivist culture that highly
values cooperative or helping behavior, extra-role behavior is a
commonly used, safe and acceptable tactic to achieve one's self-interest
(Hsiung et al., 2012). Moreover, collectivist culture promotes in-group
members’ interests in exchange for loyalty and long-term relationships
(Triandis, 1995). When target members who provide rewards are
perceived to have higher chances of returning favors, in-group members perform more to obtain the desired rewards (Sikora et al., 2015;
Yamagishi et al., 1998). As a result, in-group favoritism actually
promotes in-group work behaviors. Such motivation is driven by
extrinsic motives to perform extra-role behavior (Tang et al., 2008).
Reward system politics are thus positively associated with positive
employee behavior.
Although the eﬀect of reward system politics on employee behavior
can go either way, the eﬀect on employee aﬀective commitment should
be negative. Performance appraisal politics are negatively related to
employee job satisfaction and positively related to intention to quit
(Poon, 2004). Similar ﬁndings are provided in Vigoda's (2000) study of
perceptions of organizational politics. Given these ﬁndings and the
collectivist culture of Malaysia, we postulate the following.

Malaysia is a middle-income country and its capital, Kuala Lumpur
(where the study took place) has reached a developed city level by
World Bank's standard. Since the launch of the government's Economic
Transformation Program (ETP) in 2010, the retail sector in Malaysia
has been going through a transformation phase. It is identiﬁed as one
of the key sectors to be developed by the end of the year of 2020
(Pemandu, 2013). The retail and service establishment sector has
shown a steady growth of 6.8% as compared to the overall GDP growth
at 5.9% in 2013 (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2015).
The government has taken numerous actions to boost the national
economy via the retail sector, one of which is removing import duties
on luxurious goods (Pemandu, 2013). Partly because of this, and partly
because of its location where the Far East meets the Near East and the
Middle East, Kuala Lumpur has a healthy tourist inﬂow. In 2015, the
tourist arrivals in Malaysia totaled 25.7 million, with MYR69.1 billion
(USD17.3 billion) in receipts (Tourism Malaysia, 2015). In terms of the
number of shopping malls, Kuala Lumpur has been ranked second after
Hong Kong in the Asia-Paciﬁc region (Global Blue, 2012). The retail
sector is expected to beneﬁt from the increase in population of Kuala
Lumpur which is anticipated to grow from its current level of 7.2
million to 10 million by the end of 2020 (EPU, 2011; World Population
Review, 2016).
4. Methods
We visited approximately 100 retail and service establishments in
six shopping malls in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and invited the
managers on duty to participate in our study. The managers who
agreed then invited their employees to participate. A total of 300
questionnaires were delivered to 75 participating establishments. The
last author picked up the packages containing the survey questionnaire
in the following two days. Two hundred employees returned the
questionnaires in sealed envelopes. The participants were assured of
their conﬁdentiality and anonymity of participation, in compliance to
the Institutional Review Board's (IRB) approved procedures.
The questionnaire was written in the three languages commonly
used in Malaysia. It was ﬁrst drafted in English and then translated and
back-translated into Chinese and Bahasa Malaysia (Douglas and Craig,
2007). The ﬁrst and last authors, who are bilingual (English and
Bahasa) and trilingual (English, Chinese and Bahasa), respectively,
discussed and reviewed the drafts until all of the ambiguities were
cleared.
About half of the respondents were female (55%) and had worked
in the same organization for one to two years (72.5%). The majority
(86%) were 25 years old or younger and 65% had high school
certiﬁcates. This proﬁle of respondents is consistent with the fact that
retail jobs are viewed as entry level jobs for workers with limited skills
and education. This, together with the tight labor market in Malaysia,
encourages young people to take up retail jobs as stepping stones for
future advancement in other job categories (Fenwick, 2012; ILO,
2013). In terms of ethnic mix, about two thirds of the respondents
were Chinese (64%) and the remainder were Malay (33.5%) and Indian
(2.5%). This is in line with the fact that urban Chinese make up the
largest employment group in retailing and service establishments in
Malaysia (Saari et al., 2014).

H4. Reward system politics positively inﬂuence PCSP.
H5. Reward system politics negatively inﬂuence aﬀective commitment.
2.4. Mediating roles
When a work environment is ambiguous, it increases the political
practices and ethical dilemmas in an organization (Gotsis and Kortezi,
2010). Political activities are more noticeable in countries where the
power distance is high and the perceived fairness in organizations is
low (Shao et al., 2013). Employees in high-power-distance countries
depend entirely on their managers for their pay raises and promotions
(Hofstede, 2001). Although they promote harmony in groups, managers implement reward systems that are favorable to certain employees at the expense of others (Kennedy, 2002). In such a culture, ethical
climate plays a neutralizing role in attenuating the eﬀect of reward
system politics (Gotsis and Kortezi, 2010; Schwepker and Hartline,
2005). This is especially important to the retailing industry, whose
frontline employees continually face the ethical dilemma of satisfying
customers’ demands rather than their own personal interests
(Dubinsky and Levy, 1985).
Recent studies have also shown that perceived politics play a
mediating role between diﬀerent organizational environment components and employee work outcomes in various contexts (Rosen et al.,
2006; Vigoda-Gadot, 2007). This leads us to propose that ethical
climate works through a reduction of reward system politics to
positively inﬂuence employees’ proactive customer service behavior
and aﬀective commitment.

4.1. Measures
All of the scales adopted a 5-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly
disagree; 5=strongly agree). To measure ethical work climate, we used
the 14-item scale developed by Victor and Cullen (1988). We measured
the employees’ perceptions, as it is the perceived behavioral control of
the ethical work environment that inﬂuences behavior at the individual
level (Ajzen, 1991; Leung, 2008). While previous studies reported

H6. Reward system politics mediate the relationship between ethical
climate and PCSP.
H7. Reward system politics mediate the relationship between ethical
climate and aﬀective commitment.
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reliabilities of the four dimensions ranging from 0.58 to 0.86 (Huang
et al., 2012; Tsai and Huang, 2008), the reliabilities for the current
study ranged from 0.78 to 0.90.
To measure PCSP, we used the seven-item scale developed by Rank
et al. (2007). The Cronbach's Alpha for the current study was 0.83.
Previous studies found reliabilities of more than 0.70 and necessary
psychometric properties (Rank et al., 2007; Raub and Liao, 2012). To
measure reward politics, we used the six-item sub-scale from the
perceptions of organizational politics measure developed by Kacmar
and Carlson (1997). Consistent with the acceptable reliabilities ( >
0.70) found in previous studies (Harris et al., 2007a, 2007b), the
reliability for the current study was 0.89.
We measured aﬀective commitment using the eight-item scale
adopted by Allen and Meyer (1990). Past studies found reliabilities
ranging from 0.83 to 0.89 (Gellatly et al., 2006; Somers, 2009). The
Cronbach's Alpha for the current study was 0.91. We also controlled for
age, gender, education and organizational tenure (Treadway et al.,
2005). As gender and tenure inﬂuence ethical climate and PCSP in the
present study, we controlled for both variables in our structural
analysis.

Table 1
Confirmatory factor analysis and reliabilities.
Items
Proactive customer service performance
I use my own judgment and understanding of
product problems to determine when to make
exceptions of improvise solutions.
I create partnership with other service
representatives actively to better serve
customers.
I take the initiative to communicate client
requirements to other service areas and
collaborate in implementing solutions.
I check with customers proactively to verify that
customer expectations have been met or
exceeded.
Ethical work climate
Caring
The most important concern is the good of all the
people in the workplace as a whole.
What is best for everyone in the workplace is the
major consideration here.
Our major concern is always what is best for other
person.
Independent
In this workplace, people are expected to follow
their own personal and moral beliefs.
In this workplace, people are guided by their own
personal ethics.
Each person in the workplace decides for
themselves what is right and wrong.
Law and code
In this workplace, the law or ethical code of their
profession is the major consideration.
People are expected to comply with the law and
professional standards over and above other
considerations.
Rules
Successful people in this workplace go by the book.
People in this workplace strictly obey the workplace
policies.
Reward system politics
None of the raises I have received are consistent
with the policies on how it should be determined.
The stated pay and promotion policies have nothing
to do with how pay raises and promotions are
determined.
When it comes to pay raise and promotion
decisions, policies are irrelevant.
Promotions around here are not valued much
because how they are determined is so political.
Aﬀective commitment
I think that I could easily become as attached to
another organization as I am to this one. (R)
I do not feel a strong sense of ‘belonging’ to my
organization. (R)
I do not feel “emotionally attached” to this
organization. (R)
I do not feel like ‘part of the family’ at my
organization. (R)
This organization has a great deal of personal
meaning for me.

4.2. Validity and reliability
Following the procedures set by Brown (2006) and the criteria
speciﬁed by Hair et al. (2006), we deleted ten items from the measure
(i.e. three PCSP items, four ethical climate items and three aﬀective
commitment items), of which the standardized coeﬃcients were less
than 0.40. The ﬁnal four-factor model indicated an acceptable data ﬁt
(Δχ2 =451.02, Δdf=220, χ2/df=2.050, RMSEA=0.07, CFI=0.93,
GFI=0.85, TLI=0.92, IFI=0.93, SRMR=0.070).
As shown in Table 1, the reliability estimates for each construct (α)
ranged from 0.82 to 0.92 and the composite reliabilities ranged from
0.83 to 0.96, indicating acceptable internal reliability for each scale.
The average variance extracted (AVE) for each scale was more than
0.50, exceeding the threshold of acceptable convergence validity
assessed by AVE (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The discriminant validity
was further supported by the result that each construct's AVE was
larger than the respective squared correlation coeﬃcient associated
with the other construct (Table 2).
4.3. Analysis
The data were analyzed using AMOS 17.0 with a maximum
likelihood estimation. Several ﬁt indices were used to assess the overall
measurement and structural model ﬁts: normed chi-square less than
three (Hair et al., 2006), root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) ranging between 0.06 and 0.08 (Browne and Cudeck, 1992),
standardized root mean residual (SRMR) less than 0.08 (Hu and
Bentler, 1999), and goodness-of-ﬁt index (GFI), comparative ﬁt index
(CFI), tucker-lewis index (TLI), incremental ﬁt index (IFI) more than
0.90 (Bentler, 1990; Bentler and Bonett, 1980; Hair et al., 2006;
Tucker and Lewis, 1973).
To test our hypotheses, we followed the two-step approach presented by Anderson and Gerbing (1988). We ﬁrst conducted assessments for the four variables (ethical climate, reward system politics,
proactive customer service performance, and aﬀective commitment),
and a composite variable by combining the four studied variables into
one variable. We also calculated reliability and validity for each
construct. Once the overall model demonstrated acceptable ﬁt, we
calculated the structural paths to test the hypotheses.

FL

α

CR

AVE

0.82

0.83

0.56

0.92

0.96
0.90

0.70
0.75

0.85

0.65

0.86

0.75

0.78

0.64

0.89

0.89

0.67

0.91

0.91

0.68

0.50

0.87

0.91

0.64

0.84
0.88
0.88

0.76
0.85
0.81

0.88
0.85

0.80
0.80

0.75
0.82

0.92
0.77

0.78
0.93
0.92
0.89
0.56

Notes: FL=factor loadings, α=Cronbach's alpha, CR=Construct reliability, AVE=Average
variance extracted, R: reverse-coded.

IFI=0.92). Our data provided support for the hypothesized direct
eﬀects of ethical climate. Ethical climate (a) negatively inﬂuenced
reward system politics (β=−0.45, p < 0.001) (H1), (b) positively inﬂuenced PCSP (β=0.31, p < 0.01) (H2) and (c) positively inﬂuenced
aﬀective commitment (β=0.43, p < 0.001) (H3). Perceived reward
system politics negatively inﬂuenced aﬀective commitment (β=−0.36,
p < 0.001) (H5) and had no signiﬁcant eﬀect on PCSP (β=0.09, p >
0.05) (H4). Hence, the results provided support for Hypotheses 1, 2, 3
and 5 but not for Hypothesis 4. Fig. 1 describes the results with

5. Findings
The structural equation model ﬁt indicators showed an acceptable
model ﬁt for the data (χ 2=462.70, df=221, χ 2/df =2.09,
RMSEA=0.074, SRMR=0.076, CFI=0.92, GFI=0.85, TLI=0.91,
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organizations (Kimber and Lipton, 2005). When such a climate is felt
by employees, the possibility of a clash between personal principles and
organizational expectations is reduced (Gotsis and Kortezi, 2010;
Smith and Hume, 2005), resulting in more proactive employee
behavior.
Reward system politics have a partial mediation eﬀect on the
relationship between ethical climate and aﬀective commitment.
Ethical climate aﬀects not only employees’ PCSP, but also their
perceptions of reward system politics. In this study, we present
evidence and theoretical logic to support the notion that perceptions
of a climate factor can aﬀect perceptions of another organizational
process.
Although employees in a collectivist culture appear to conform to
their organizations’ reward systems, this does not necessarily imply
that they agree to the system (Hornsey et al., 2006). This accounts for
the mediating eﬀect. A collectivist culture emphasizes loyalty to group
leaders, which is considered ethical (Kimber and Lipton, 2005). The
value of loyalty to group leaders puts pressure on in-group members to
comply with the reward system. Thus, employee conformity does not
mean that employees internalize the system (Oh, 2013). In such an
environment, an ethical climate is important to regulate perceived
reward system politics that in turn decrease aﬀective commitment,
aligning the results of past studies (Rosen et al., 2006; Vigoda-Gadot,
2007). When the work climate is ethical, it promotes individual
employees as subjects whose work deserves to be respected and
rewarded (Gotsis and Kortezi, 2010). An examination of employees’
perspectives on ethical climate and reward system politics reveals that
an ethical climate counterchecks reward system politics and promotes
aﬀective commitment.
Our ﬁndings indicate that perceived reward system politics have no
signiﬁcant eﬀect on employees’ proactive customer service performance. This is unanticipated and inconsistent with the ﬁndings of
past studies (Sikora et al., 2015; Tang et al., 2008; Yamagishi et al.,
1998). With afterthought, there are three possible reasons for this.
First, Malaysia is known for using political connections to improve ﬁrm
value (Fung et al., 2015). Bribery and corruption are common and
widely expected in business transactions (Wu, 2009). This type of
business culture has a spillover eﬀect, making some employees
indiﬀerent to political behavior or systems within their organizations.
Coupled with a high-power-distance culture, some employees may
silently accept organizational politics and unequal power distributions
(Moon et al., 2008). Hence, reward system politics do not aﬀect
employees’ decisions to pursue proactive behavior. Second, perceived
unfairness in an organization may discourage the powerless from
pursuing extra rewards. As the reward system is likely to beneﬁt only
some employees, other employees who perform proactively for their
customers may no longer be interested in participating in reward
system politics. Finally, age and organizational tenure may contribute
to the non-signiﬁcant relationship. As most of the employees in our
sample were aged 25 years old and younger and had worked at their
current stores for less than two years, they might not have acquired
enough work experience to exercise inﬂuential tactics in seeking their
personal goals, or might not have felt the eﬀect of others’ political

Table 2
Correlation coefficients, average variance extracted (AVE) and squared correlation
coefficients between constructs.

1.
2.
3.
4.

Ethical work climate
Reward system politics
Proactive customer service performance
Aﬀective commitment

1

2

3

4

0.75
−0.40
−0.22
−0.60

0.16
0.67
−0.03
−0.52

0.05
0.001
0.56
−0.28

0.36
0.27
0.08
0.68

Notes: The numbers in diagonal are the AVEs (bolded). The lower-left triangle numbers
are correlations and the upper-right triangle numbers are the squared correlation
coefficients between the constructs. All correlations are significant except for the
correlation between political reward system and proactive customer service performance.
The correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Fig. 1. Partial structural equation model. Note: ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

standardized path estimates.
To test the mediating eﬀects of reward system politics, we used the
bootstrapping method. Table 3 presents the results of the direct,
indirect and total eﬀects. Our results indicated that ethical climate
inﬂuenced aﬀective commitment indirectly via perceptions of reward
system politics (indirect eﬀect β=0.16, p < 0.01) (H7); however, it did
not inﬂuence PCSP indirectly via perceived reward system politics
(indirect eﬀect β=−0.04, p > 0.05) (H6). Thus, Hypothesis 7 was
supported, but Hypothesis 6 was not. In addition, we used Sobel tests
to provide greater conﬁdence in the mediation eﬀects. Our analysis
indicated that the indirect eﬀect of ethical climate on aﬀective
commitment through reward system politics (Sobel Z=3.43 > 1.96, p
< 0.01) was signiﬁcant, providing further support for Hypothesis 7.

6. Discussion
Our data support a positive relationship between ethical work
climate and PCSP. This is consistent with past studies of extra-role
behavior (Leung, 2008; Luria and Yagil, 2008; Moon et al., 2008;
Schwepker and Hartline, 2005). In emerging markets where regulatory
and enforcement systems are weak, an ethical climate that emphasizes
transparency, disclosure, accountability and clarity of organizational
policies and procedures protects the interests of powerless others in
Table 3
Direct, indirect, and total effects.
Predictor variables

Reward system politics
Proactive customer service performance
Aﬀective commitment

Ethical work climate

Reward system politics

Indirect eﬀect

Direct effect

Total effect

Indirect effect

Direct effect

Total effect

–
−0.04
0.16**

−0.45
0.31**
0.43***

−0.45
0.27**
0.59***

–
–
–

–
0.09
−0.36***

–
0.09
−0.36***

***

***

Notes: Standardized path estimates are reported.
**
p < 0.01.
***
p < 0.001.
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we used self-reported ratings to measure proactive customer service
performance. Future research may also consider taking on a customerreport measure. Nevertheless, other sources of ratings such as customer ratings may be prone to the Hawthorn eﬀect. When employees
know they are being observed by customers, they may try to do a better
job to impress those customers (Parker et al., 2006).

behavior (Treadway et al., 2005). As such, it can be said that reward
system politics do not inﬂuence employee PCSP.
7. Implications
Our ﬁndings have important implications for managers in the retail
industry. First, managers may consider building an ethical work
climate if they want to promote employees’ aﬀective commitment
and proactive customer service performance and curtail reward system
politics. To do so, managers may aim at developing clearly written
policies, rules and procedures, particularly those related to compensation. To acquire the skills necessary to assign rewards equitably and
formulate proper policies, rules and procedures, training managers
may organize related courses and also follow-up sessions to ensure
learning and application. Managers may also want to set good
examples for their employees to follow and respect them as equals.
These eﬀorts will likely increase the perceptions of ethical work
climate, resulting in an increase in positive work outcomes.
Second, our ﬁndings indicate that an ethical work climate leads to a
reduction of perceptions of reward system politics. While organizational politics is ubiquitous, destructive political activities may have
serious consequences for organizations that aim to provide superior
customer service (Appelbaum et al., 2005; Crotts et al., 2005).
Moreover, destructive political activities may dampen employees’
passion for service (Schneider et al., 1992). In a highly political
environment, employees tend to apply more non-work related upward
inﬂuence tactics. In so doing, they expend less time on work-related
activities. Cumulatively, it is a loss to the organizations (Gotsis and
Kortezi, 2010). To prevent political activities from aiming for personal
agendas, developing an ethical climate will likely be eﬀective.
Lastly, eﬀective communication and education matter. Firms may
arrange training in organizational ethics to employees so that they are
aware of ethical practices and willing to comply with rules and
regulations. They may also produce newsletters or internal blogs to
create an awareness of the existing pay and promotion policies and
procedures. A helpline can be useful for employees who want to know
more about the policies and procedures, or seek to make complaints.
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