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Abstract: Ethical behaviour if not practiced has the ability of reducing employee work 

performance. The unethical behaviours observable that may affect employee performance 

include personal use, passing blame, bribery and falsification. An organization's ability to 

bring forth ethical behaviour that goes above and beyond the call of duty can be a key asset 

and one that is difficult for competitors to imitate.  This article aims to advance our 

understanding of and confidence in the relationship between unethical behaviour and work 

performance by testing the degree to which unethical behaviour effects work performance of 

government employees. Using data collected through a survey from 133 employees working in 

the State Education Department we find that a negative relationship exists between unethical 

behaviour and work performance and that that personal use and passing blame negatively 

impact work performance.  The data obtained through questionnaires was analyzed and 

evaluated by statistical test correlation to test the various hypotheses. This study provides 

insights on the relationship between unethical behavior and work performance in the public 

sector. The findings of this study may help the public sector to better understand ethical 

behavior work life balance and its effect on work performance. This study has some limitations 

and recommendations are also discussed. 
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Introduction 

In term of practice, government efforts to improve effectiveness of government sector by 

reforming government sector is known as New Public Management (NPM). It helps to enhance 

professionalism, efficiency and high ethical value among public sector employees (Megat & 

Abd., 2016). By having this kind of ethical behaviour, it will help an individual or the 

employees to improve their work performance and achieved the objectives of the organization. 

In order to enhance the professionalism and strengthening the ethical behavior of public sector 

employees, the organization can send their employees for training. 

 

Literature review  

 

Unethical Behaviour 

In modern time, ethical behaviour has been looked as important aspect of the business success 

(Geeta, Pooja & Mishra, 2016). Ethical behaviour is the acting in ways that are consistent with 

one’s personal values and the commonly held values of the organization and society (Naran, 

1992). Besides, unethical behaviour by employees can affect individuals, work teams, and even 

the organization (Andrews, 1989, Yatich & Musebe, 2017). In business or others sector, the 

ethical behaviour also important because it show the true colour of attitude and behaviour of 

certain individual in term how they perform their work. Besides, many sectors will also use the 

ethical behaviour as guidelines to give an appraisal to their employees (Selvarajan & Sardessai 

2010). In addition, the previous researcher also states that the ethical behaviour is very 

important, and it will effect of work performance of the employees (Saeed, Shakeel & Lodhi, 

2013). The four types of unethical behavior studied in this research are personal use, Passing 

blame, bribery and falsification. Personal use is whereby the employees use and pilfering their 

organization materials and supplies, using organization services for personal use, doing 

personal business on company time like sells their business products such as Tupperware, 

handbag, and others.  Passing blame is where the employees blame another employee even 

though it not their fault and also the act of pointing fingers to others when something bad 

occurred when it is your own mistake (Ware, CFA & Hsu, 2014). Bribery is now recognized to 

be a widespread problem across the developing world and well beyond (Aidis & Van Praag, 

2007; Williams, Perez & Kedir, 2016). Furthermore, bribery is typically involved the abuse of 

trust and misuse of power (Bowman & Gilligan, 2007).  Falsification is where the employees 

do falsify in term of their time, quality, and quantity of their report. Besides, they also take a 

day off for calling in sick even though they are not sick. 

 

Work Performance 

Performance is behaviour exhibited or something done by the employee (Osibanjo, Akinbode, 

Falola & Oludayo, 2015). Work performance defines as a measure of how well an employee 

meets the standards that are required on a specific job (Dessler, 1983). This is mean that the 

employee must fulfil the expectation or else they will face some action due to under 

performance. In addition, work performance is the quality and quantity of human output 

necessary to meet work goals agreed upon between employees and their managers (Ivancevich 

& Matteson, 1996). 

 

Unethical behavior and Work performance  

Unethical peer behaviors are illegal and/or moral standard-violating behaviors conducted by 

organizational peers (O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2012). Although few empirical studies have 
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examined the direct relationship between unethical peer behavior and employee performance 

(O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2012), the effect of unethical peer behavior on employee performance 

can be inferred from previous studies in the following four aspects. First, employees learn from 

their peers’ unethical behaviors (O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2011, 2012), such as “doing personal 

business during the work time”, which will affect employees’ working efficiency and quality 

and influence their job performance. Second, individual reciprocity can be both positive and 

negative (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). In other words, employees who feel that they benefit 

from their coworkers will try to reciprocate by offering favorable returns, whereas employees 

who feel they are exploited by their unethical peers will try to offer unfavorable returns, which 

will hinder employees’ cooperation with their coworkers and ultimately decrease their own job 

performance (Harris, Kacmar, & Zivnuska, 2007). Third, peers’ unethical behaviors, which 

violate organizational rules and regulations, promote confusion among employees about their 

job expectations and responsibilities and influence these employees’ job performance (Goebel 

& Weißenberger, 2017; Mulki, Jaramillo, & Locander, 2008). Fourth, employees experience 

moral angry and emotional exhaustion when they find themselves vulnerable and lacking 

emotional, personal, or social resources to cope with their unethical peers (O’Reilly & Aquino, 

2011; Skarlicki & Kulik, 2005), and these emotional reactions lower their own job performance 

(Kammeyer-Mueller, Simon, & Rich, 2012).  

 

Based on these arguments, we propose the following hypothesis:  

H1 Unethical behavior is negatively related to work performance. 

H1a There is a significant negative relationship personal use and work performance. 

H1b  There is a significant negative relationship between passing blame and work 

performance. 

H1c There is a significant negative relationship between bribery and work 

performance.  

H1d There is a significant negative relationship between falsification and work 

performance. 

H2 Personal use is the main determinant of work performance. 

 

Methodology 

A survey design was used to reach the research objectives. The specific design was the cross-

sectional design, where a sample is drawn from a population at a particular point in time. About 

160 questionnaires were distributed to employees in the education department in Kuching. 

About 133 employees returned back the questionnaire giving a response rate of 83 %. The 

instrument used to measure ethical behavior was adapted from the scale developed by 

Newstrom & Ruch’s (1975). Each item reflects a facet of unethical behavior which was broken 

down onto four aspects which are personal use, passing blame, bribery, and falsification. The 

scale used was 1 (Never) to 5 (frequently).  Lower mean score indicates high ethical behavior. 

Work performance was measured using a scale developed by Ivancevich & Matteson, (1996). 

The scale used was 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  Higher score indicates higher 

work performance. Results of the instrument’s Cronbach Alpha measurement show that the 

score of reliability is above .80 which indicates an acceptable level. This is summarized in Table 

1 below. 
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Table 1: Reliability 

Variables N Items Cronbach’s Alpha 

Unethical behaviour 133 12 .924 

Work performance 133 10 .937 

 

Table 2: Demographic Profile 

Demographic Frequency Percentage 

% 

Gender 

Male 

Female  

 

72 

61 

 

54.1 

45.9 

Age 

21-30 years 

31-40 years 

41-50 years 

51-60 years 

 

46 

43 

30 

14 

 

34.6 

32.3 

22.6 

10.5 

Marital status 

Single  

Married  

Others  

 

46 

78 

9 

 

34.6 

58.6 

6.8 

Job category 

        Support group 

        Management & professional group 

        Top management group  

 

66 

51 

16 

 

49.6 

38.3 

12.0 

Length of service 

1-5 years 

6-10 years 

11-15 years 

16-20 years 

More than 20 years 

 

49 

40 

12 

13 

19 

 

36.8 

30.1 

9.0 

9.8 

14.3 

Highest qualification 

SPM 

STPM 

Diploma  

Degree  

Master  

 

40 

18 

29 

35 

11 

 

30.1 

13.5 

21.8 

26.3 

8.3 

Monthly salary 

< RM2,000.00 

          RM2,001.00 – RM4,000.00 

          RM 4,001.00 –RM6,000.00 

>RM6,000.00 

 

28 

67 

29 

9 

 

21.1 

50.4 

21.8 

6.8 

 

Respondent Profile 

Of 133 respondents, 54.1% were male and 45.9% were female. Majority of respondents were 

in the age range of 21 – 40 years old (66.9%). Majority of respondents are married (58.6%). 

Category of employment showed 49.6% Support group, 38.3% Management & professional 

group and 12.0% Top management group. Length of service showed majority of the 
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respondents had 1 to 10 years (66.9%) of service working in the organization. Highest education 

reported by respondents showed 30.1% had a SPM, Degree (26.3%) Diploma (21.8%), STPM 

(13.5%) and 8.3% have Masters. Majority of the respondents had monthly income of between 

RM2,00 to RM4,000 (50.4%) and 21.1% had income of less than RM2,000. This is summarized 

in Table 2. 

 

Results 

Table 3 shows that the level of unethical behavior is low (M=1.29, SD= .42) The highest mean 

is for Personal use (M=1.48, SD= .59) and the lowest mean for unethical behavior is for 

falsification (M= 1.12, SD=.41). The level of work performance is high (M=4.22, S D =.57). 

 

Table 3: Mean and standard deviation of ethical behaviour and its dimensions, and work 

performance (N=133) 

Variables N Mean Standard deviation 

Ethical behaviour  133 1.29 .42 

Personal use  133 1.48 .59 

Passing blame  133 1.27 .49 

Bribery  133 1.17 .49 

Falsification 133 1.12 .41 

Work performance 133 4.22 0.57 

 

Based on Table 4, there is significant negative relationship between unethical behaviour and 

work performance (r = -0.493, p < 0.01). Thus, higher unethical behaviour is associated with 

lower higher work performance. Thus, H1 is accepted. There are also significant negative 

relationships with Personal use (-0.55, p<0.01); Passing blame ( -0.492, p< 0.01) and 

Falsification ( -0.302, p< 0.01). This H1a, H1b and H1d are accepted.  But a weak negative 

correlation was found between Bribery and work performance which was not statistically 

significant (p> 0.05). Thus, H1c is not accepted. 

 

Table 4: Correlation between Unethical behaviour and Work performance (N=133) 

Variables  r-value  (Work performance) 

Unethical behaviour -0.493** 

Personal use (PU) -.0.55** 

Passing blame (PB) -0.492** 

Bribery (BRI) -0.124 

Falsification (FALSI) -0.302** 

 **Significant at 0.01 level. 

 

The relationship between unethical behavior and work performance was further tested using 

multiple regression analysis. The results in Table 5 shows that a significant negative regression 

equation relationship was between personal use and passing blame (p<.001). The main 

predictor of work performance is personal use (beta value= -.398) followed by passing blame 

(beta value= -.366). The adjusted R2 of our model is 0.351, which means that the four variables 

together accounts for 35.1 % of the total variance in work performance. It thus implies that 

many other factors that were not considered in the study could be responsible for the remaining 

64.9% of the variance in the relationship between ethical behavior and work performance. 
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Table 5: Model summary of the relationship between unethical behavior and work 

performance (N=133) 

Variables R R2 B t F p 

Constant .593 .351  38.175 17.334 .000 

Personal use (PU)   -.398 -3.941  .000 

Passing blame (PB)   -.366 -2.848  .005 

Bribery (BRI)   .142 1.366  .174 

Falsification (FALSI)   .099 .735  .464 

Dependent variable: Work performance 

Predictors (constant): PU, PB, BRI, FALSI  

 

Discussion 

Unethical behavior has a negative relationship with work performance as demonstrated through 

negative correlations between the variables. This may be because unethical behavior such as 

personal use, passing blame, bribery and falsification can deter work performance of 

employees. For example, taking extra personal time during lunch hour, breaks or early departure 

form work can affect the quality of work being done resulting in work not done on time. This 

finding is consistent with that of Harris, Kacmar & Zivnuska (2007) who reported unethical 

behavior will hinder employees’ cooperation with their coworkers and ultimately decrease their 

own job performance. The present results are in line with the findings of a study by (Kammeyer-

Mueller, Simon, & Rich, (2012) that emphasized that employees experience moral angry and 

emotional exhaustion to cope with their unethical peers and these emotional reactions lower 

their own job performance. Since personal use and passing blame negatively effects work 

performance it is recommended that organizations monitor these activities and have mechanism 

in place to lessen or eliminate this from happening through strict compliance with code of ethics 

and regular ethics training for employees. The level of unethical behavior is low (Mean= 1.29) 

and therefore it should be further reduced to zero through education and training programs. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

This study acknowledges several limitations. First, a cross-sectional research design was used 

to gather data at one point within the period of study. This may not be able to capture the 

developmental issues and/or causal connections between variables of interest. Second, the 

survey questionnaires relied heavily on the respondents’ self-responses that were selected based 

on random sampling technique. Finally, the samples were taken from one public agency in 

Kuching. These limitations may decrease the ability of generalizing the results to other public 

agencies in Malaysia. It is suggested that future research may look at other variables such as 

ethical efficacy, moral disengagement, ethical climate, and ethical leadership which may 

moderate or mediates the relationship between unethical behavior and work performance. 

 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study as to investigate the relationship between unethical behavior and work 

performance. The study found a negative relationship between the unethical behavior and work 

performance as mentioned in previous studies. This study adds to the growing body of 

knowledge on ethical behavior and work performance in the public sector. Overall, the study 

demonstrates the importance of ethical behavior in enhancing work performance of employees. 
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