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中 文 摘 要 ： 因為其廣泛之影響與對員工關係之負面作用,心理契約違背在

組織行為研究中已受到相當之重視.本研究檢視心理契約違背

對員工工作偏差行為與放棄式沉默行為之影響,並檢視員工道

德氣候知覺對此影響之調節作用.本研究對九個產業的 273 員

工--同事的配對進行問卷資料收集,分析結果顯示,心理契約

違背對員工偏差與沉默行為具有增強作用,而員工道德氣候知

覺會降低契約違背對沉默行為的作用.此結果意涵管理者除要

培養道德氣候,以消除員工的工作偏差與沉默行為,而且要校

正存在的心理契約違背,使組織的員工工作契約管理與其道德

氣候一致,以便能有效消除員工的偏差與沉默行為,提升組織

效. 

中文關鍵詞： 心理契約違背,工作偏差行為,放棄式沉默,道德氣候知覺 

英 文 摘 要 ： Psychological contract breach at work has gained 

increasing attention from organizational scholars 

because of its prevalence and its negative impact on 

employment relationship. The present study examined 

the effects of psychological contract breach on an 

employee＇s workplace deviance and acquiescent 

silence behaviors, while also investigating the 

moderating effect of the employee｀s ethical climate 

perception on the above relationships. Survey data 

were collected from a sample of 273 employee-coworker 

pairs across nine high-tech firms in Taiwan. The 

results showed that psychological contract breach was 

positively related to both workplace deviance and 

acquiescent silence. In addition, the relationship 

between psychological contract breach and acquiescent 

silence was found to be moderated by ethical climate 

perception such that the lower the ethical climate 

perception, the stronger the positive relationship 

between psychological contract breach and acquiescent 

silence. Implications for managerial practice not 

only includes improving the ethical climate to 

discourage workplace deviance and acquiescent 

silence, but also includes striving to fix 

psychological contract breaches in order to prevent 

the manifestation of workplace deviance behavior when 

it aligns with employees＇ ethical climate 

perceptions. 

英文關鍵詞： psychological contract breach, workplace deviance, 



acquiescent silence, ethical climate perception 
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Employee Deviance and Silence as Reactions to Psychological Contract Breach:  

The Moderating Role of Ethical Climate Perception 

Abstract 

Psychological contract breach at work has gained increasing attention from organizational 

scholars because of its prevalence and its negative impact on employment relationship. The 

present study examined the effects of psychological contract breach on an employee’s workplace 

deviance and acquiescent silence behaviors, while also investigating the moderating effect of the 

employee's ethical climate perception on the above relationships. Survey data were collected 

from a sample of 273 employee-coworker pairs across nine high-tech firms in Taiwan. The 

results showed that psychological contract breach was positively related to both workplace 

deviance and acquiescent silence. In addition, the relationship between psychological contract 

breach and acquiescent silence was found to be moderated by ethical climate perception such 

that the lower the ethical climate perception, the stronger the positive relationship between 

psychological contract breach and acquiescent silence. Implications for managerial practice not 

only includes improving the ethical climate to discourage workplace deviance and acquiescent 

silence, but also includes striving to fix psychological contract breaches in order to prevent the 

manifestation of workplace deviance behavior when it aligns with employees’ ethical climate 

perceptions. 

Keywords: psychological contract breach, workplace deviance, acquiescent silence, ethical 

climate perception 
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Introduction 

The concept of the psychological contract has often been employed to describe the 

exchange relationship between individual employees and their organizations, providing a useful 

theoretical basis for understanding the employee-organization relationship in contemporary 

organizations. The psychological contract concerns belief in mutual reciprocal obligations 

between an employee and his/her organization (Rousseau, 1989). However, employees often find 

that their organizations have failed to fulfill promised obligations (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). 

This perception of psychological contract breach often stirs up a variety of responses, including 

negative affectivities, attitudes, and behaviors (Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski, & Bravo, 2007) that 

can dampen the employee's as well as the organization's performance. Extant research on the 

consequences of psychological contract breach has focused primarily on the negative effects on 

employees with regards to desirable organizational outcomes such as trust in the organization, 

job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and optimal in-role and extra-role performance 

(Cantisano, Domínguez, & Depolo, 2008; Kickul, Lester, & Belgio, 2004; Lester, Turnley, 

Bloodgood, & Bolino, 2002; Lo & Aryee, 2003; Raja, Johns, & Ntalianis, 2004; Robinson,1996; 

Robinson & Morrison, 2000; Zhao et al., 2007). Few studies have examined the effects of 

psychological contract breach on employees’ undesirable work behaviors.  

In the literature, some researchers have found that psychological contract breach is 

positively related to workplace deviance (Bordia, Restubog, & Tang, 2008; Chiu & Peng, 2008). 

Workplace deviance is defined as a “voluntary behavior of organizational members that violates 

significant organizational norms, and in so doing, threatens the well-being of the organization 

and/or its members” (Robinson & Bennett, 1995, p. 556) and has been considered as a type of 

negative work behavior (Dalal, 2005).  Another type of negative work behavior that employees 
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are more likely to use as a response to a psychological contract breach is acquiescent silence. 

Acquiescent silence refers to a person’s involuntary or passive withholding of relevant ideas or 

opinions about one’s own work because of the feeling of resignation (Pinder & Harlos, 2001; 

Van Dyne, Ang, & Botero, 2003).  Acquiescent silence has been regarded as a dysfunctional 

work behavior because it can reduce innovation in the workplace (Argyris & Schön, 1978), 

interfere with organizational change effort (Ryan & Oestreich, 1991; Morrison & Milliken, 

2000), and devastate employees’ job attitudes such as satisfaction and commitment (Morrison & 

Milliken, 2000; Vakola & Bouradas, 2005). In comparison to an explicit and active act of 

workplace deviance, the passive and low risk qualities of acquiescent silence make it a more 

attractive option as a response to perceived contract breach. Employees’ work behaviors and 

performance are often monitored and controlled in organizations, but acquiescent silence is often 

unobservable by colleagues or managers. When employees feel that they are unable to right a 

perceived contract breach, they often stop voicing their concerns about it and engage in 

behaviors of acquiescent silence, such as withholding comments during a departmental meeting 

purposely (Morrison & Milliken, 2000), in order to express a soundless remonstrance. Even 

though acquiescent silence is a more likely potential reaction compared to other reactions to 

psychological contract breaches, it has generally been ignored in the literature. Thus the first 

purpose of this study was to examine the manifestation of negative employee work behavior in 

the form of workplace deviance or acquiescent silence as a response to psychological contract 

breach. 

Another issue deserving our attention is that researchers have not devoted enough effort 

towards studying the influences of organizational context on the relationship between 

psychological contract breach and employees’ behavioral responses. It is unlikely that employees 
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in different organizational situations would react similarly to a perceived contract breach. After 

examining the moderating effects of cognitive variables (e.g., perceived likelihood of 

punishment, attractive employment alternatives) on the relationship between psychological 

contract breach and employees’ withdrawal behaviors, Turnley and Feldman (1999) concluded 

that individual employees’ perceptions of organizational situations can moderate the influences 

that a perceived contract breach has on their reactions.  In the present study, we examined the 

influence of organizational context by considering individual employees’ ethical climate 

perceptions as potential moderators of the relationship between psychological contract breach 

and negative work behaviors. As noted by Barnett and Schubert (2002), ethical climate 

perception is an important factor that can affect an employee’s cognitive evaluation of the nature 

of the experienced psychological contract breach. With a higher level of perceived ethical 

climate, employees often experience feelings of organizational justice and supervisory support 

(Koh & Boo, 2001), which can help buffer the impact of contract breach on negative work 

behaviors. The second purpose of this study was to better understand how employees’ perceived 

ethical climates can moderate the relationship between a perceived psychological contract breach 

and negative work behavior. 

 

Literature Review and Hypotheses 

Reactions to Psychological Contract Breach 

The psychological contract is one form of social exchange relationship, a key framework 

for understanding the employment relationship (Shore & Tetrick, 1994). A core element in the 

psychological contract is an employee’s belief that the organization will fulfill its employment 

commitments. Psychological contract breach refers to an employee’s cognitive evaluation about 
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his or her employer’s failure in fulfilling promised obligations in the psychological contract 

(Morrison & Robinson, 1997). When an employee feels that his or her organization has failed to 

fulfill its employment commitments, the employee will experience a psychological contract 

breach (Rousseau, 1995).  

Affective events theory (AET; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) offers a useful framework for 

understanding the relationship between psychological contract breach and employee behavioral 

reactions because it takes into account the dynamic nature of work events, affect, and behaviors. 

AET posits that experiencing a positive or negative work event can elicit affective reactions in 

employees that, in turn, lead to various affect-driven or judgment-driven work behaviors. 

According to AET, employees who think that their psychological contracts were violated by their 

employers are more likely to feel unbalanced in cognition and experience a negative emotion that 

motivates them to seek retribution by punishing the transgressors. These employees may reduce 

their positive behaviors toward employers and may further reciprocate with deviant behaviors, 

such as withholding effort or arriving late at work, in order to reduce their cognitive dissonance 

in the employment relationship (Uhl-Bien & Maslyn, 2003). Some empirical studies have 

supported the above conjecture concerning the effects of psychological contract breach on 

negative employee behaviors in the form of absenteeism (Deery, Iverson, & Walsh, 2006; 

Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly, 2003), psychological withdrawal behaviors (Lo & Aryee, 2003), and 

workplace deviance (Bordia et al., 2008; Chiu & Peng, 2008). Thus, the following hypothesis 

was proposed: 

Hypothesis 1: Psychological contract breach is positively related to workplace deviance. 

In addition to its effects on workplace deviance, psychological contract breach can lead to 
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acquiescent silence in employees. Acquiescent silence is based on feelings of resignation (Van 

Dyne et al., 2003, p.1366), which can be elicited by dissatisfaction from having been treated 

unfairly due to a psychological contract breach. Employees who display resignation and 

passively accept the psychological breach nevertheless become distrustful of their organizations 

(Robinson, 1996; Zhao et al., 2007). Affected by the negative feelings, an employee may then 

choose to reciprocate by engaging in acquiescent silence instead of workplace deviance 

(Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Pinder & Harlos, 2001).  Acquiescent silence is manifested through 

reluctance in showing concerns or sharing valuable information about work-related problems 

with colleagues. Compared to workplace deviance, acquiescent silence avoids detection by the 

manager and subsequent punishment while still causing disruptions in workgroup harmony. 

Through acquiescent silence, employees can reciprocate mistreatment from their employers by 

reducing input in their jobs and consequently reduce their cognitive dissonances. Based on the 

above argument, we generated the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: Psychological contract breach is positively related to acquiescent silence. 

The Moderating Role of Ethical Climate Perception 

Ethical climate perceptions have been defined as “the prevailing perceptions of typical 

organizational practices and procedures that have ethical content” (Victor & Cullen, 1988, p. 

101). Ethical climate perceptions may influence employees’ reactions to negative work events 

(e.g., a psychological contract breach) because they serve as “a perceptual lens through which 

workers diagnose and assess situations” (Cullen, Parboteeah, & Victor, 2003, p. 129). Drawing 

from the perspective of organizational justice, Koh and Boo (2001) argued that employees who 

perceive their organizations to be ethical are also likely to perceive their organizations as being 
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fair and supportive of them. That is, employees with a higher level of ethical climate perception 

will feel that they are receiving fair treatment and supervisory support from their organizations, a 

belief that can buffer them from the destructive effects of negative work events (Cummins, 1990; 

Muhammad & Hamdy, 2005).  

Social information processing theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) suggests that individuals 

in the same organization are exposed to the same social contexts and possess shared information 

which will affect their attitudes and behaviors. According to this perspective, the ethical climate, 

which is an immediate social context of the organization, provides important cues to employees 

about the appropriate actions they can take as a response to perceived psychological contract 

breaches. For example, under a higher level of perceived ethical climate, the atmosphere of 

justice and equality permeating an organization can make employees cautious when speculating 

on the causes of the psychological contract breaches they have experienced. They are less likely 

to view the breaches as being intentionally and purposefully directed at them. Misunderstanding 

of the mutual expectations in the employment contract or other uncontrollable, unintentional 

factors (e.g., the employer being temporarily short of resources for meeting the employee’s 

expectations) becomes more likely explanations. As a result, the perceived ethical climate can 

help mitigate the influences of psychological contract breach on negative behavioral responses. 

In contrast, employees of organizations with a lower level of ethical climate perception are more 

likely to think that perceived contract breaches are committed on purpose by their employers 

because this kind of employer behavior is consistent with their impressions of a low ethical 

climate in their organizations. Thus, they may take negative actions to reciprocate their 

employer’s actions. Based on the reasoning above, we expected that individual employees’ 

ethical climate perceptions can buffer the effects of psychological contract breach on negative 
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work behaviors. Hence, the following were proposed: 

Hypothesis 3: The effect of employees’ ethical climate perception on the relationship 

between psychological contract breach and workplace deviance is such that employees 

with a lower level of ethical climate perception will have a stronger positive relationship 

between psychological contract breach and workplace deviance. 

Hypothesis 4: The effect of employees’ ethical climate perception on the relationship 

between psychological contract breach and acquiescent silence is such that employees 

with a lower level of ethical climate perception will have a stronger positive relationship 

between psychological contract breach and acquiescent silence. 

 

Methods 

Sampling Procedure 

In today’s knowledge-based economy, organizations have become increasingly 

dependent on their highly-skilled knowledge workers and make significant efforts to both 

strengthen the employee-organization relationship and reduce the likelihood psychological 

contract breach. Since employees in high-tech firms are critical in organizational performance, 

employee engagement in workplace deviance and acquiescent silence will greatly hamper the 

performance of their companies. Therefore, we were particularly interested in understanding 

high-tech employees’ negative behavioral reactions (i.e., deviant and silent behaviors) to 

psychological contract breach. 

The participants of this study were full-time employees from nine Taiwanese high-
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technology firms which included electronics, semiconductors, telecommunications, information 

technology, and software companies. We contacted the managers of these companies and 

requested consent for their employees to participate in our study. To avoid common method bias, 

we collected measures of independent variables and dependent variables from different 

respondents using the employee-coworker-pair design. A survey packet containing an 

employee’s questionnaire and a coworker questionnaire was given to each employee-coworker 

pair. In the employee questionnaire, the respondent was asked to assess his/her perception 

concerning how well his/her psychological contract had been fulfilled by the employer and 

his/her perceived level of organizational ethical climate. The respondent then identified a 

coworker who was familiar with the employee’s work and asked that coworker to complete the 

coworker questionnaire which was in a separate, sealed envelope. That questionnaire asked the 

coworker to rate the employee’s manifested behaviors of workplace deviance and acquiescent 

silence. The employee was asked to refrain from discussing the content of the coworker 

questionnaire, which was attached with a stamped envelope enabling the coworker to bypass the 

employee and directly return the questionnaire to the researcher.  Both the employee and the 

coworker were assured of confidentiality in a letter stating that their responses to the 

questionnaires would remain anonymous and be used only for this research. A total of 450 

packets were distributed and 284 were returned. After eliminating unmatched pairs, the final 

sample comprised of 273 pairs, yielding a valid response rate of 61%. Of the 273 respondents, 

46.9% were males and 53.1% were females. The age of the respondents ranged from 21 to 63 

years, with a mean of 33.87 years (SD = 8.42 years).  

Measures 



 

11 

 

Because the measures we used were adapted from scales that originally appeared in 

English-language literature, a back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1986) was used to ensure the 

accuracy and semantic equivalence of translation from English into Chinese. First, a bilingual 

expert was hired to translate the English version of the scales into Chinese. Next, a different 

bilingual expert independently translated the Chinese version back into English. The translated 

English version was then compared to the original English version by the two experts and 

inconsistencies in verbal and semantic equivalence were used to guide a revision of the Chinese 

translation. Subsequent back translation to English, comparison, and revision of the Chinese 

translation was repeated until no further inconsistencies were detected between the original and 

back translated English versions. This procedure ensured the content validity of the measures. 

Psychological contract breach. Psychological contract breach was measured using five 

items adapted from Robinson and Morrison (2000). Sample items include: “Almost all the 

promises made by my employer during recruitment have been kept so far” (reverse scored) and 

“I have not received everything promised to me in exchange for my contributions.” Respondents 

were asked to evaluate their perceptions of how well their psychological contracts had been 

fulfilled by their employers using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 5 (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .87.  

Ethical climate perception. To measure respondents’ perceptions of the ethical climate of 

their organizations, we used Victor and Cullen’s (1988) 26-item ethical climate scale with five 

subscales including: caring climate (7 items; e.g., “What is best for everyone in the company is 

the major consideration here”), law and code climate (4 items; e.g., “In this company, the law or 

ethical code of their profession is the major consideration”), rules climate (4 items; e.g., 

“Everyone is expected to stick by company rules and procedures”), instrumental climate (7 items; 
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e.g., “In this company, people protect their own interests above all else”), independence climate 

(4 items; e.g., “In this company, people are expected to follow their own personal and moral 

beliefs”). Respondents were asked to rate how accurately each of the items described the ethical 

climates of their organizations on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 5 (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha were .79, .83, .77, .79, and .72 for caring climate, 

law and code climate, rules climate, instrumental climate, and independence climate, 

respectively. The Cronbach’s alpha for the entire scale was .86.  

Workplace deviance. Stewart et al.’s (2009) 14-item scale was used to measure 

workplace deviance with three subscales including: production deviance (7 items; e.g., “Put little 

effort into their work”), property deviance (3 items; e.g., “Took property from work without 

permission”), personal aggression (4 items; e.g., “Said something hurtful to someone at work”). 

Because this scale was developed based upon the observer-report approach, we asked a coworker 

to rate the workplace deviance of an employee. The rater (i.e., coworker) was asked to indicate 

how often the employee had engaged in the above deviant behaviors during the past 6 months 

using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The Cronbach’s alpha 

were .85, .70, and .82 for production deviance, property deviance, and personal aggression, 

respectively. The Cronbach’s alpha for the entire scale was .84. 

Acquiescent silence. Acquiescent silence was assessed using five items adapted from Van 

Dyne et al. (2003). A sample item is “This employee is unwilling to speak up with suggestions 

for change because he/she is disengaged.” To avoid common method bias, we used a coworker 

to rate the acquiescent silence of an employee. The rater was asked to indicate the extent to 

which the employee withheld his or her ideas, concerns, questions, or information about work-

related improvements in their work group on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
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disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha for the entire scale was .85.  

Control variables. The demographic variables of gender and age were included as control 

variables in the statistical analyses used in this study. These control variables were assessed 

using an open-ended response format. A dummy-coded variable was used for gender (0 = female 

and 1 = male). 

Data Analysis 

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to examine the convergent and 

divergent validities of our measures. To reduce the number of parameters and to keep a 

reasonable degree of freedom when conducting CFA, we used the item parceling method 

(Bagozzi & Edwards, 1998) on the variables ethical climate perception and workplace deviance, 

because they consisted of more than seven items. Ethical climate perception was modeled using 

five parcels corresponding to its five dimensions, and workplace deviance was modeled using 

three parcels corresponding to its three dimensions. Subsequently, we used hierarchical 

regression analysis to verify our hypotheses. Hierarchical regression analysis was chosen for 

testing interaction effects because it allowed us to examine the explanatory power of independent 

and moderating variables according to their causal priorities (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). All 

interactive variables were mean-centered in order to reduce their multicollinearities (Aiken & 

West, 1991). 

Results 

Before testing our hypotheses, we used CFA to check for the distinctions between the 

four main variables in our study. Table 1 shows that the four-factor model—psychological 

contract breach, ethical climate perception, workplace deviance, and acquiescent silence—was a 

better fit (χ
2
 [129] = 308.19; CFI = .90, IFI = .90, SRMR = .06, RMSEA = .07) than the other 
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three models that combined the four variables into a fewer number of factors. Chi-square 

difference tests also showed a significantly better fit for the four-factor model compared to the 

other three models (see Table 1).  These results provide evidence for the attainment of 

satisfactory discriminant validity on the four variables. Moreover, the factor loadings of the 

items in each of the four variables were statistically significant (p < .05), indicating that a 

satisfactory convergent validity was attained (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). Taken together, all 

the above results provide sufficient confidence in the convergent and discriminant validities of 

the measurement of the variables. 

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

Table 2 presents the results of the descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations of the 

variables used in the present study. As expected, psychological contract breach was positively 

correlated with both workplace deviance (r = .14, p < .05) and acquiescent silence (r = .16, p 

< .01), while gender, age, and ethical climate perception were not. 

INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 

Hypothesis Testing 

Results from the hierarchical regression analysis (Table 3) show that psychological 

contract breach was positively related to both workplace deviance (β = .152, p < .05) and 

acquiescent silence (β = .160, p < .05). Therefore, Hypotheses 1 and 2 were supported.  

For validating Hypotheses 3 and 4, we followed Aiken and West’s (1991) suggestion for 

centering the variables used in the interaction term before entering them into the regression 

equations. Hypothesis 3 was not supported by the results of the hierarchical regression analysis. 
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As shown in Table 3, the regression coefficient of the interaction term in Model 3 was not 

significant (β = -.046, p > .05; R
2
 change = .002, p > .05), indicating that the hypothesized 

moderating effect of ethical climate perception on the contract breach-workplace deviance 

relationship was not confirmed. 

On the other hand, Hypothesis 4 was supported by the results of the hierarchical 

regression analysis. The regression coefficient of the interaction term in Model 6 (β = -.153, p 

< .05; R
2
 change = .023, p < .05) was significant, which supports the hypothesized moderating 

effect of ethical climate on the contract breach—acquiescent silence relationship. The negative 

sign of the beta coefficient of the interaction term is in opposite direction to the positive sign of 

the beta coefficient of the perceived ethical climate, suggesting that the moderation effect is 

nonmonotonic (Schoonhoven, 1981). Simple slopes tests showed that psychological contract 

breach was  significantly positively related to acquiescent silence at a lower level of ethical 

climate perception (β = .302, p < .001), but unrelated to the silence at a higher level of ethical 

climate perception (β =.043, p > .05; see Figure 1). 

INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

Discussion 

We extended previous research on psychological contract breach and negative work 

behaviors by using different information sources for data collection to examine psychological 

contract breach in relation to workplace deviance and acquiescent silence. In addition, we 

examined the interaction effects of psychological contract breach and ethical climate perception 
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on workplace deviance and acquiescent silence. This study contributes to the literature by using a 

set of data uncontaminated by the common method bias to give a more accurate validation of the 

above relationships and effects. 

Consistent with AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) and previous empirical studies in the 

literature (e.g., Bordia et al., 2008; Chiu & Peng, 2008), our results confirmed that psychological 

contract breach is positively related with workplace deviance. This suggests that when 

employees experience a psychological contract breach, they are likely to reciprocate the unfair 

treatment by engaging in workplace deviance. The positive relationship between psychological 

contract breach and acquiescent silence also suggests that a contract breach may trigger feelings 

of resignation in employees, resulting in the use of acquiescent silence as an alternative to 

workplace deviance. This finding coincides with Pinder and Harlos’s (2001) argument 

suggesting that employees often choose to remain silent as a response to their perceived 

organizational injustice (e.g., a perceived contract breach). 

The results of the moderated regression analyses confirmed that perceived ethical climate 

moderates the positive relationship between psychological contract breach and acquiescent 

silence in such a way that the strength of the positive relationship is higher when the perceived 

ethical climate is lower. This finding suggests that the ethical climate may play a role in 

refraining employees from withholding ideas, information, and opinions about work-related 

problems when they experience psychological contract breach. Thus, an organization can 

attenuate the impact of psychological contract breaches on its employees’ behavior of 

acquiescent silence by cultivating a higher ethical climate. 

The results showing an insignificant moderating effect of ethical climate on the 

psychological contract breach—workplace deviance relationship are inconsistent with 
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Hypothesis 3. A plausible explanation for this unexpected finding lies in the difference between 

workplace deviance and acquiescent silence. Compared to acquiescent silence, workplace 

deviance is directed at the employer rather than at other employees in the organization (e.g., 

coworkers in the same work unit) who are not complicit in the contract breach. The ethical 

climate may fail to mitigate the effect of contract breach on deviance behaviors since it 

emphasizes the norm of justice and equality, allowing employees to feel that engaging in deviant 

behavior is an equitable reciprocation to their employer’s psychological contract breach. 

Acquiescent silence, however, is perceived as inequitable by others and violates the norm of 

reciprocation for fairness expected by the ethical climate because it affects innocent coworkers.  

Thus, employees under a higher level of perceived ethical climate will be less likely to engage in 

acquiescent silence in their response to a perceived psychological contract breach. 

Practical Implications 

The present study has several practical implications for managers. The findings of a 

positive relationship between psychological contract breach and behaviors of workplace 

deviance and acquiescent silence suggest that in order to reduce employee workplace deviance 

and silence, managers should work hard to fulfill the perceived psychological contract in an 

employment relationship and keep managerial practices and company policies consistent with 

the expectations in the contract. In addition, the finding that ethical climate has a moderating 

effect on the relationship between psychological contract breach and acquiescent silence 

underscores the importance for managers to improve organizational ethical climate in order to 

buffer the effect of unintentional psychological contract breaches on acquiescent silence. At the 

individual level, it may be difficult to prevent some employees from perceiving breaches of 

psychological contract that were unintentional on the part of the employer.  However, at the 
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group level, a high level of ethical climate will prevent those few employees from engaging in 

acquiescent silence. The lack of a moderating effect from perceived ethical climate on the 

contract breach—workplace deviance relationship suggests that ethical climate is insufficient for 

discouraging employees from engaging in workplace deviance when they perceive a 

psychological contract breach.  An action of remedy that corrects the breach in contract would 

probably be more effective for preventing a response in the form of workplace deviance. 

Limitations of the Study 

Despite its contributions, the present study was not without limitations. The first 

limitation is that this study was conducted in a single, high-tech industry in Taiwan, limiting the 

generalizability of its findings. Application of the findings to different industries or different 

societies must be made with caution.  

 The second limitation is that because of the cross-sectional nature of our data, the 

direction of the causality of the variables in the hypotheses could not be ascertained, and caution 

must be exerted when making any causal inferences on the basis of our findings. In order to 

address this limitation, we used different sources for assessing the independent and the 

dependent variables so as to decrease the likelihood for a reversal in the cause-effect direction. In 

other words, the opportunity for our survey respondents, the employees, to infer their perceptions 

regarding psychological contract breach (the independent variables) from their own behaviors of 

workplace deviance or acquiescent silence (the dependent variables) was prevented because their 

coworkers were the ones that provided assessment of their behaviors. 

The third limitation is that our study did not demonstrate a strong effect of psychological 

contract breach on workplace deviance and acquiescent silence (R2 = .021 and .025 respectively, 

Table 3) or a strong moderating effect of ethical climate on the relationship between 
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psychological contract breach and acquiescent silence (R2 = .023, Table 3). This may suggest that 

it is of low priority to implement the changes in managerial practices according to the practical 

implications concluded from our study. However, when taking into account the use of one source 

to assess the independent and moderating variables and a different source to assess the dependent 

variables, the weaker correlations between the variables could represent an evaluation that is 

more accurate and believable by avoiding inflation of the explanatory power of an independent 

or moderating variable due to common source bias. 
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Table 1.  

Results of Confirmatory Factor Analyses 

Model χ
2
 df CFI IFI SRMR RMSEA Δχ

2
(Δdf) 

Four-factor model 308.19 129 .90 .90 .06 .07 -- 

Three-factor model 1
a
 338.56 132 .87 .87 .07 .08 30.37** (3) 

Three-factor model 2
b
 568.14 132 .78 .78 .09 .11 259.95** (3) 

One-factor model 1562.08 135 .42 .43 .17 .20 1253.89** (6) 

Note. Δχ
2
 and Δdf denote differences between the four-factor model and other models. CFI = 

comparative fit index; IFI = incremental fit index; SRMR = standardized root mean square 

residual; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation. 

a
This model combines workplace deviance and acquiescent silence into one factor. 

b
This model combines psychological contract breach and ethical climate perception into one 

factor. 

**
p < .01. 
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Table 2. 

Descriptive Statistics and Zero-order Correlations of the Study Variables  

Note. Cronbach’s alpha is in parentheses. 

a
Dummy coded variable: 0 = female; 1= male 

*p < .05; **p < .01. 

 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Gender
a
 .47 .50 --                  

2. Age 33.87 8.42 .13* --              

3. Ethical climate perception 3.34 .32 .13* .08  (.86)        

4. Psychological contract breach 2.57 .65 .14* .01 .18** (.87)   

5. Workplace deviance 1.43 .27 -.03 -.01 -.01 .14* (.84)  

6. Acquiescent silence 1.72 .45 .01 -.01 -.04 .16** .41** (.85) 
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Table 3. 

Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses  

 Workplace deviance  Acquiescent silence 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3  Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Gender
a
 -.027 -.051 -.049  .013 -.013 -.009 

Age .002 .002 .001  -.010 -.010 -.017 

Ethical climate perception -.002 .029 .031  -.036 -.004 .001 

Psychological contract 

breach 

 .152* .154*   .160* .169** 

Ethical climate perception 

× psychological contract 

breach  

  -.046    -.153* 

R
2
 .001 .022 .024  .001 .026 .049 

F .063 1.531 1.340  .132 1.768 2.744* 

R
2
 change     .021 .002   .025 .023 

F change     5.931* .586   6.669* 6.503* 

Note. N = 273. Standardized regression coefficients (beta) are shown in each equation. 
 

a
Dummy coded variable: 0 = female; 1= male 

*p < .05; **p < .01. 
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Figure 1. The moderating effects of ethical climate perception on the relationship between 

psychological contract breach and acquiescent silence. 
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