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Abstract
Research on justice climate demonstrates a consistent effect on workgroup outcomes such as job satisfaction, commitment,
and performance. However, little research considers how justice climate affects these outcomes and when the relationship
is stronger or weaker. In an effort to extend the literature on justice climate, we draw on research on other types of organizational climate to suggest justice climate influences the fair behavior of coworkers. Specifically, we propose fair coworker
behavior mediates the relationship between justice climate and outcomes. Further, we examine the influence of workgroup
structure on this mediated relationship. We examine these relationships in two studies and find support for the mediating
effect of fair coworker behavior and the proposed moderated mediation model. Implications of these results for justice and
climate research are considered.
Keywords Overall justice climate · Coworker fair behavior · Workgroup structure · Workgroup cooperation · Workgroup
OCB · Workgroup deviance · Workgroup performance

Introduction
In the past 20 years, a sizeable literature on justice climate
has developed and justice climate has emerged as an important area of inquiry (Colquitt et al. 2005; Rubino et al. 2018;
Rupp et al. 2007; Schneider et al. 2017). Research demonstrates justice climate is positively related to a variety of
outcomes including job satisfaction, organizational commitment, performance, and helping (Chen et al. 2018; Stoverink
et al. 2014; Whitman et al. 2012). However, although we
have learned much about the influence of justice climate
on outcomes, the existing literature has some limitations.
Researchers have critiqued the justice climate literature for
not specifying (and measuring) the underlying mechanisms
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responsible for justice climate effects (Mayer and Kuenzi
2010) and for not adequately identifying moderators of the
relationship between justice climate and outcomes (Whitman et al. 2012; for exception see Rubino et al. 2018).
In this paper, we explore these critical issues in an effort
to advance the justice climate literature. Specifically, we
seek to address two questions about justice climate: 1) what
is the process by which justice climate affects workgroup
outcomes? and 2) are there contextual conditions that affect
the relationship between justice climate and outcomes? We
draw on research on other types of organizational climates
to suggest justice climate affects climate-specific behavior
(i.e., the fair behavior of workgroup members). We suggest
coworker fair behavior mediates the relationship between
justice climate and workgroup outcomes (i.e., performance,
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), cooperation, and
workplace deviance). We also propose a moderated mediation model that predicts workgroup structure moderates the
relationship between justice climate, coworker fair behavior,
and workgroup outcomes. Finally, we test our theoretical
model and, in supplemental analyses, compare the theoretical model to alternative models that have been proposed to
explain justice climate effects.
Our research contributes to the justice climate, organizational justice, ethics, and organizational climate literatures
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in several ways. First, rather than examine general job attitudes or general job behavior, we follow other areas of climate research (e.g., Jung et al. 2003; Schneider et al. 2005;
Zohar and Luria 2005) and examine how justice climate
affects climate-specific (e.g., fair) behavior. In other words,
whereas research on most types of climate link the climate
to climate-specific outcomes (e.g., service climate related to
service-related behavior of employees), the justice climate
literature has examined general job attitudes or behavior. We
seek more alignment with other organizational climate literatures by studying the relationship between justice climate
and employees’ fair coworker behavior.
Second, we “open the black box” and investigate how
justice climate affects workgroup outcomes (Mayer and
Kuenzi 2010). Specifically, we suggest the fair behavior of
workgroup members mediates the relationship between justice climate and workgroup outcomes. By knowing more
about the mechanism by which justice climate is associated
with more distal outcomes, we can broaden our understanding of justice climate and develop organizational interventions to improve workgroup processes and performance.
The examination of mediators is important because a lack of
understanding of mediating processes constrains a research
area from further development (Colquitt and Zapata-Phelan
2007; Kenny 2008) and hinders understanding of the practical implications of the phenomenon in organizations.
Third, we examine overall justice climate. Justice climate research has typically examined facet climates (i.e.,
procedural justice climate, distributive justice climate, interactional justice climate; Whitman et al. 2012). Research
suggests overall justice is a useful construct for assessing
individuals’ justice perceptions (Ambrose and Schminke
2009; Holtz and Harold 2009; Jones and Martens 2009; Kim
and Leung 2007) and researchers have suggested overall justice climate warrants investigation (Ambrose and Schminke
2007; Ambrose et al. 2015; Rupp and Paddock 2010; Whitman et al. 2012). However, only a handful of studies have
empirically examined overall justice climate (Sora et al.
2010; Priesemuth et al. 2013; Rubino et al. 2018; Schminke
et al. 2015; Thornton and Rupp 2016). Our research places
the focus directly on the consequences of overall justice
climate. We examine if overall justice climate is a useful
construct in the prediction of workgroup outcomes.
Fourth, failure to foster justice in the organization can
undermine organizational efforts to encourage ethical behavior generally (Weaver and Trevino 2001). We address this
by examining the relationship between justice climate and
coworker fair behavior. Behavioral ethics researchers have
noted that treating others fairly is an essential component
of ethical behavior (Brown et al. 2005). Our research also
focuses on how justice climate can reduce deviant and potentially unethical workgroup behavior via coworker fair behavior. As noted by behavioral ethics scholars (Greenberg and
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Bies 1992; Folger et al. 2013), integrating justice and ethics
research enhances our understanding of business ethics.
Finally, we contribute to both justice climate research and
organizational climate research more generally by examining how organizational context influences the relationship
between climate and its consequences by examining the
moderating role of workgroup structure. Climate research
in general, and justice climate research specifically, have
largely ignored the influence of organizational context on the
relationship between climate and outcomes. Yet, climates
exist in the broader organizational context and an understanding of how that context may enhance or inhibit the
influence of climate on outcomes is important.
We address our research questions in two studies. In
Study 1, we examine the relationship between justice climate, coworker fair behavior, and group outcomes. In Study
2, we examine the moderating role of workgroup structure
in the relationship between justice climate, coworker fair
behavior, and group outcomes. Below, we begin by addressing the relationship between justice climate and coworker
fair behavior. Next, we consider coworker fair behavior as
a mediator of the relationship between justice climate and
group outcomes. Finally, we discuss the role of workgroup
structure in that relationship.

Justice Climate
Although most organizational justice research examines fairness at the individual-level, researchers have also examined
justice as a group-level phenomenon (i.e., justice climate).
Justice climate is defined as a shared group-level cognition
regarding the degree of fairness perceived by a unit as a
whole (Li and Cropanzano 2009). Although some scholars have focused on justice climate emergence (Mayer et al.
2007; Roberson 2006; Roberson and Colquitt 2005; Roberson and Williamson 2010; Rupp and Paddock 2010), most
research focuses on the outcomes of justice climate. This
latter research demonstrates justice climate predicts job attitudes, helping, team performance, team absence, group-level
organization citizenship behavior (OCB), group-level burnout, and customer service (Chen et al. 2005; Colquitt et al.
2002; Liao and Rupp 2005; Moliner et al. 2005; Mossholder
et al. 1998; Naumann and Bennett 2000; Simons and Roberson 2003; see Whitman et al. 2012, for a review).
Interest in justice climate is consistent with a growing
body of research on the influence of a variety of facetspecific organizational climates on employee behavior and
attitudes (see Kuenzi and Schminke 2009; Schneider et al.
2017, for reviews of the organizational climate literature).
Climate research has examined a broad range of organizational climates, including service climate, safety climate,
innovation climate, training climate, and ethical climate
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(Schneider et al. 2017; van Gils et al. 2017). It is notable
that research on justice climate differs from other climate
research on at least one important dimension. Most research
on organizational climate focuses on a climate “for” something. The research examines the relationship between the
specific climate and climate-specific behaviors. For example, service climate research examines the influence of service climate on employees’ service behavior and customer
satisfaction with service behavior (Schneider et al. 2005).
Research on safety climate examines the influence of safety
climate on individual- and group-level safety behavior displayed by employees (Zohar and Luria 2005). Similarly,
innovation climate research examines the influence of innovation climate on employees’ innovative behavior (Jung
et al. 2003). If justice climate were to follow this pattern,
the match between climate focus and outcome focus would
be reflected in examining the influence of justice climate on
justice-relevant behavior by employees. However, justice climate research has not examined the influence of fair climate
on the fair behavior of employees. Rather, justice climate
research examines the effect of fair climates on global attitudes and behavior such as job satisfaction, commitment,
OCB, and team performance (Whitman et al. 2012). We
suggest a more proximal focus warrants attention. Specifically, we suggest the fair behavior of workgroup members
provides the foundation for more distal outcomes associated
with climate. Thus, we examine the relationship between
justice climate and the fair behavior of workgroup members.
We investigate the relationship between justice climate, the
fair behavior of workgroup members, and workgroup outcomes (i.e., cooperation, OCB, deviance, and performance).

Justice Climate and Fair Behavior
Work climates reflect the shared perceptions of employees
regarding the policies, practices, and procedures an organization rewards, supports, and expects (Schneider and Reichers 1983). Climates reflect “the way things are around here”
(Reichers and Schneider 1990, p. 22); it provides individuals with information about what behaviors the organization
values and rewards. Climate has psychological utility for
employees by serving as a frame of reference for guiding
appropriate and adaptive task behaviors (Zohar 1980).
Most contemporary research on organizational climate
examines climate at the workgroup level (Kuenzi and
Schminke 2009; Wallace et al. 2016) and research demonstrates a consistent relationship between facet-specific
climates and facet-specific outcomes (Gracia et al. 2010;
Griffin and Neal 2000; Kuenzi and Schminke 2009; Lu
and Lin 2014; Mechinda, and Patterson 2011; Neal and
Griffin 2006; Shanker et al. 2017: Wimbush et al. 1997).
Thus, high safety climates indicate the organization values and rewards safety (Griffin and Neal 2000; Zohar and

Luria 2005). High service climates indicate the organization values and rewards customer service (Mechinda and
Patterson 2011). Therefore, high justice climates should
indicate the organization values and rewards fair behavior.
As such, we expect justice climate to influence the fair
behavior of employees. Specifically, we expect the shared
cognitions of fair practices, policies and procedures will
influence employees’ fair treatment of other employees in
two ways, through (1) social information processing and
(2) social learning.
First, research on social information processing (Salancik
and Pfeffer 1978) suggests that cues from the social environment influence individuals’ interpretation of events, attitudes, and expectations about behavior. Social information
processing theory defines climate as “the shared perceptions
of what attitudes and needs are appropriate, the shared definitions of jobs and work environments, and the definitions
of how people should relate to that environment” (Salancik
and Pfeffer 1978, p. 240). As Salancik and Pfeffer noted, an
individual’s social environment provides salient information about what an individual’s attitudes and beliefs should
be. The underlying premise of social information process
is that workgroups will engage in behaviors that are reflective of group norms and expectations (Mawritz et al. 2014;
Salancik and Pfeffer 1978). Accordingly, individuals whose
workgroups are characterized by fair climates should receive
social cues that indicate fair behavior is both valued and
expected.
Salancik and Pfeffer (1978) are explicit that social information processing plays a critical role in the how climate
affects climate-specific behavior; noting climate provides
individuals with information about how they should related
to the environment. In other words, climate provides information about what behavior is appropriate. Empirical evidence supports this connection between climate and behavior. While drawing on social information processing theory,
Mawritiz et al. (2014a, b) found that hostile work climate
triggered employee deviance. Taken together, this suggests
that justice climate should be positively related to coworker
fair behavior.
Second, social learning theory (Bandura 1986) suggests
that fair climates should be associated with fair behavior.
As noted by Bandura (1977), behavior generally has to be
observed and learned before it is performed. Subsequently,
scholars, drawing on social learning theory, have argued
that the workplace environment influence what behaviors
are learned and considered to be appropriate (Mawritz
et al. 2014a, b). We conceptualize justice climate as a rolemodeling stimulus and coworker fair behavior as the associated learned behavior. In line with social learning theory
(Bandura 1969, 1977), we argue that observational learning
occurs during exposure to a role-modeling stimulus, through
a process of sensory conditioning, that is relatively enduring,
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which ultimately leads to retrievable images of modeled
sequences of behavior.
Schneider et al. (2017) described justice climate as a process climate. That is, a climate regarding the processes surrounding everyday work. Process climates provide individuals with behavioral exemplars of how work should be done.
Accordingly, we conceptualize justice climate as a role-modeling stimulus. Consequently, it should operate analogous to
a process of sensory condition, as it has both attentive and
retention components, which social learning theorist argue
are critical to observational learning (Bandura 1977; Mawritz et al. 2012). The shared perceptions aspect of justice
climate implies that employees are (1) distinctly attentive of
the importance being placed on fairness and (2) cognitively
recalling this particular emphasis on justice. Specifically,
procedures that are implemented fairly, supervisors who
interact fairly with employees, and organizational rewards
that are distributed fairly are the fabric of a fair climate. The
enactment of these fair behaviors can serve as a role-model
stimulus of appropriate behavior within workgroups. Consequently, we propose that employees who are exposed to a
strong justice climate are likely to enact fair behavior.
As we note above, this relationship between climate and
climate-specific behavior is well-established empirically in
the climate literature. Indeed, in their review on organizational climates, Kuenzi and Schminke (2009) state, “facet
specific climates…have demonstrated strong relationships
with parallel facet-specific outcomes …” (p. 693). Thus, we
formally hypothesize:
Hypothesis 1 Justice climate will be positively related to
fair coworker behavior.

Coworker Fair Behavior and Outcomes
To understand the relationship between coworker fair behavior and outcomes, we consider how two approaches common in the justice literature for explaining the relationship
between fairness and outcomes—social exchange theory and
the group engagement model—also apply to coworkers.
A number of researchers suggest social exchange theory
provides an explanatory framework for understanding the
relationship between fair behavior and outcomes (Cropanzano et al. 2002; Konovsky and Pugh 1994; Masterson et al.
2000; Moorman et al. 1998). Drawing on social exchange
theory and the norm of reciprocity, these researchers assert
that employees reciprocate fair treatment with increased
positive behaviors such as job performance, citizenship
behavior, and greater commitment. Research also demonstrates employees develop social exchange relationships with
different organizational partners. For example, employees
form social exchange relationships with their organization
and supervisor and reciprocate with behavior that benefits
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the specific exchange partner (Lavelle et al. 2007; Masterson
et al. 2000; Settoon et al. 1996). Further, Lavelle et al. suggest coworkers are also a source of social exchange. Thus,
we suggest when coworkers treat each other fairly, recipients
of fair treatment will engage in behavior beneficial to other
workgroup members (e.g., helping, cooperation).
Similar predictions arise from the group engagement
model (Tyler and Blader 2003). The group engagement
model suggests individuals’ fair treatment plays a role in
whether or not employees identify with the group. Consistent with the relational model of justice (Tyler and Lind
1992), the group engagement model suggests the fairness
individuals experience in a group setting provides information about their relationship with the group (i.e., their
standing within the group). The group engagement model
extends this idea and proposes this evaluation is the basis
for individuals’ identification with the group. Fairness is an
antecedent of whether individuals socially identify with a
particular group and this identification is associated with
behavior directed at benefitting the group (e.g., cooperation,
helping; Blader and Tyler 2009; Tyler and Blader 2003).
Thus, we suggest the fair behavior of coworkers will affect
individuals’ perceptions of their relationship with their
group and their group-oriented behavior.
There is limited empirical research on coworker behavior
and justice. Most justice research that considers the role of
coworkers examines the influence of a third-party’s treatment of a coworker on a focal employee’s perceptions of
his or her own fairness, job attitudes, or job behavior (De
Cremer and Van Hiel 2006; Lind et al. 1998; Spencer and
Rupp 2009; Stinglhamber and De Cremer 2008; see Skarlicki et al. 2015 for a review). In contrast, our interest lies in
how the fair behavior of coworkers influences the attitudes
and behavior of other employees. Although the research in
this area is limited, there are some studies that examine the
influence of coworkers’ fair behavior (although often it is not
labeled as such). For example, in her work on social undermining, Duffy and her colleagues (Duffy et al. 2002; Duffy
et al. 2006) found coworker undermining (unfair behavior)
was associated with decreased job satisfaction, increased
counterproductive work behavior, increased intention to
quit, increased depression, and increased health complaints.
Branscombe et al. (2002) found personal respect among
group members was associated with motivation to help the
group. Similarly, De Cremer (2002) found, when respect was
a norm within the group, individuals were more cooperative
in a public goods dilemma. Research has also considered the
fairness of the workgroup generally. Lavelle et al. (2009)
found workgroup procedural fairness was associated with
individual-directed organizational citizenship behavior.
A few studies explicitly examine coworker fair behavior. Donavan et al. (1993) developed a measure of perceptions of interpersonal fair treatment (PFIT) in which they
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identify two sources of fairness: supervisors and coworkers.
The coworker dimension of the PFIT scale was associated
with coworker satisfaction, job satisfaction, and supervisor
satisfaction, although the relationship between coworker
PFIT and coworker satisfaction was not found when scores
were aggregated to the workgroup level. Cropanzano et al.
(2011) found the fair behavior of team members was associated with team performance and team citizenship behavior.
Brockner et al. (2005; Study 3) found interpersonally fair
treatment by a partner increased the focal employee’s desire
for future interaction. Finally, Labedo et al. (2008) found
coworker interactional injustice was associated with distress
and aggression. In all, consistent with Chiaburu and Harrison (2008), the results of studies examining the fair behavior
of coworkers demonstrate its influence on employee attitudes
and behavior.
We suggest fair coworker behavior is related to workgroup behavior. We examine four outcome variables related
to group effectiveness. In Study 1 we examine three indicators of workgroup processes (Roberson and Colquitt 2005):
workgroup OCB, workgroup cooperation, and workgroup
deviance. In Study 2 we extend the model to include workgroup performance. We predict:
Hypothesis 2 Coworker fair behavior will be positively
related to workgroup OCB, workgroup cooperation, and
workgroup performance, and negatively related to workgroup deviance.

The Mediating Role of Fair Coworker
Behavior
Previous research demonstrates justice climate is related to
general job attitudes and general job behaviors (Chen et al.
2005; Colquitt et al. 2002; Liao and Rupp 2005; Moliner
et al. 2005; Mossholder et al. 1998; Naumann and Bennett
2000; Simons and Roberson 2003). However, little research
considers the process by which climate affects these outcomes and it is critical to understand how overall justice
climate is associated with employees’ behaviors for the literature on justice climate to continue to evolve. We suggest
coworker fair behavior mediates the relationship between
justice climate and outcomes.
Traditionally, justice research focuses on individuals’
perceptions of the fairness of authorities (e.g., organizations, decision makers, supervisors). However, several
scholars have suggested coworkers’ fair behavior may
play an important role in individuals’ justice experiences
as well (Lavelle et al. 2007; Li and Cropanzano 2009).
The focus on the role of coworkers is consistent with
research by Chiaburu and Harrison (2008). In a meta-analysis of 161 independent samples, Chiaburu and Harrison

examined the influence of coworker behavior (coworker
support and coworker antagonism) on employee attitudes
and behavior. Chiaburu and Harrison find the influence of
coworkers on employee attitudes and behavior is generally as great as or greater than the influence of leaders.
Chiaburu and Harrison conclude coworkers play a critical role in employee work attitudes and behavior and this
role warrants further attention. Taken together and in line
with our earlier hypothesizing, we propose that coworker
fair behavior mediates the relationship between justice climate and workgroup outcomes. We formalize this logic in
Hypothesis 3.
Hypothesis 3 Coworker fair behavior mediates the relationship between justice climate and workgroup cooperation,
workgroup OCB, workgroup performance, and workgroup
deviance.

The Moderating Role of Workgroup
Structure
Our final research question considers the influence of
context on the relationship between justice climate and
outcomes. Research on organizational climate primarily
focuses on the direct relationship between climate and
outcomes (Kuenzi and Schminke 2009). Yet, organizational climate is part of the broader organizational context and the influence of climate on outcomes is likely
to be influenced by contextual variables. However, of the
89 articles reviewed by Kuenzi and Schminke, only two
consider organizational factors that affect the relationship
between climate and outcomes. Naveh et al. (2005) found
managerial practices moderated the relationship between
safety climate and errors in treatment. Similarly, KatzNavon et al. (2005) found safety priority moderated the
relationship between safety climate and treatment errors.
Like most other organizational climate research, previous justice climate research has not considered contextual
factors that might influence the relationship between justice climate and outcomes. In contrast, research on individual-level justice perceptions demonstrates the relationship between perceived fairness and outcomes can depend
on a variety of contextual factors including organization
level (Begley et al. 2006), uncertainty (De Cremer et al.
2010), geographic dispersion (Hakonen and Lipponen
2008), and organizational culture (Erdogan et al. 2006). As
climate is a group-level phenomenon that reflects attributes of the organization, we suggest it is useful to consider
how another attribute of the organizational context—workgroup structure—may influence the relationship between
justice climate and outcomes.

13

M. L. Ambrose et al.

Justice Climate and Workgroup Structure
Structure has been called one of the most ubiquitous aspects
of organizations (Clegg and Hardy 1996). Although other
unit-level characteristics (e.g., workgroup conflict) may
impact the relationship between justice climate and grouplevel outcomes, workgroup structure represents a contextual
factor that the organization can directly decide, whereas as
other unit-level characteristics (e.g., workgroup conflict)
can be shaped by the people within the workgroup. Thus,
structure provides a natural choice to consider in exploring
contextual variables that moderate the relationship between
justice climate and outcomes. As with work climate, structure has typically been conceptualized and assessed at the
workgroup level (Ambrose and Schminke 2003; Birkinshaw
et al. 2002; DeGroot and Brownlee 2006; Dimotakis et al.
2012; Lawrence and Lorsch 1967). Research on structure
typically distinguishes between mechanistic structures and
organic structures (Burns and Stalker 1961; Khandwalla
1976/1977; Lawrence and Lorsch 1967).
Workgroups with mechanistic structures are characterized as rigid, tight, and bureaucratic; workgroups with
organic structures are characterized as flexible, loose, and
decentralized. Research on individual perceptions of justice
demonstrates workgroup structure has a significant influence on perceptions of fairness and the relationship between
fairness and employee outcomes. Much of this research has
been conducted by Schminke and his colleagues (Ambrose
and Schminke 2001, 2003; Schminke et al. 2000, 2002.
See Schminke et al. 2015 for a review of the organizational
structure and organizational justice literature). Most relevant
to our study, Ambrose and Schminke (2003) demonstrate
workgroup structure moderates the relationship between
individual-level justice perceptions and individual outcomes.
We suggest it is also important to understand the role of
structure in group settings when linking justice climate and
group-level outcomes.
We expect the relationship between justice climate and
coworker fair behavior will be stronger when structure is
more organic than when structure is more mechanistic. We
base this expectation on two features of structure. First, in
mechanistic structures, behavior is more prescribed and constrained (Burns and Stalker 1961). Mechanistic structures
are more formalized, rigid, and bureaucratic than organic
structures. There are more procedures covering a wider
range of situations. Additionally, those procedures are more
specific and standardized. In mechanistic structures, there
is less room for employees to decide on their own course of
action; they have less discretion over how they interact with
coworkers (Weber 1947). Thus, in mechanistic structures we
would not expect justice climate to have as strong an effect
on employees’ fair behavior towards coworkers. In contrast, in organic structures employees have more leeway in
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terms of choosing their course of action (Shamir and Howell 1999). Consequently, in organic structures, as behavior
is less constrained, employees will have more flexibility in
how they respond to the workgroup climate and how they
treat their coworkers. Organic structures provide employees’
greater leeway in how they respond to the cues provided by
climate (Burns and Stalker 1961). Because employees are
motivated to behave in line with the climate and have more
autonomy to do so in an organic structure, we expect the
relationship between climate and fair coworker behavior to
be stronger in organic structures.
Second, in organic organizations there is greater ambiguity in terms of what constitutes appropriate behaviors.
Ambiguity increases individuals’ reliance on social cues as
a guide for behavior (Salancik and Pfeffer 1978). Thus, this
aspect of the group environment will amplify the importance
of the informal sources of information about behavior that
is appropriate and valued, suggesting the increasing importance of climate on employees’ behavior. That is, because
appropriate behavior is not clearly prescribed, employees
are more likely to look to the environment for cues. Climate, which provides employees information about “how
things are done around here,” should be more influential in
guiding behavior in this context, thereby strengthening the
relationship between climate and climate-specific behavior.
We predict:
Hypothesis 4 Workgroup structure will moderate the relationship between justice climate and coworker fair behavior,
such that justice climate will be more strongly related to
coworker fair behavior in workgroups with more organic
structures.
In Hypothesis 4, we predict a moderating effect of workgroup structure on the relationship between justice climate
and coworker fair behavior. However, this moderating effect
occurs within the context of our previous predictions. Taken
together, our hypotheses suggest a first-stage moderated
mediation model in which workgroup structure moderates
the relationship between justice climate and coworker fair
behavior and coworker fair behavior mediates the effect of
justice climate on general job behavior. We formalize these
relationships in Hypothesis 5 (see Fig. 1).
Hypothesis 5 The conditional indirect effect of justice climate on workgroup OCB, workgroup performance, workgroup cooperation, and workgroup deviance via coworker
fair behavior is stronger in more organic structures.
We test our hypotheses in two studies. In Study 1 we
examine the relationship between justice climate, coworker
fair behavior, and workgroup outcomes. In Study 2 we examine the moderated mediation hypothesis.
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Fig. 1  Conceptual model

Study 1: Method
Participants and Procedures
We surveyed participants from 162 work units in different
organizations in the southeast U.S. including technology,
government, insurance, financial, food service, retail, manufacturing, and medical organizational types. We utilized a
snowball strategy to collect the data. We asked students in
an undergraduate management class to identify an individual
who could serve as an organizational contact. The organizational contact identified five employees in his/her department and the department supervisor and asked if they would
be willing to fill out a survey. To ensure employees were not
eliminated if they did not routinely utilize a computer, the
organizational contact hand-delivered survey packets to five
employees and the supervisor in the department. Respondents were assured confidentiality of their responses. We
included a postage paid envelope in the packet to return the
survey. This sampling approach has been utilized in previous
research examining both group-level and individual-level
phenomena (Carter et al. 2018; Diefendorff and Richard
2003; Halbesleben and Bowler 2007; Letwin et al. 2016;
Magni et al. 2018; Mawritz et al. 2012; Mayer et al. 2012;
Piccolo et al. 2010; Walumbwa et al. 2017; Yam et al. 2016).
Surveys were returned from 582 employees and 137
supervisors. (Response rates of 71.9% and 83.4%, respectively). Previous research suggests that three responses is a
sufficient number to aggregate measures to the group-level
(Colquitt et al. 2002; Mossholder et al. 1998; Richardson
and Vandenberg 2005; Schneider et al. 2002; Tracey and
Tews 2005). Six work units did not have both a supervisor and at least three employees were eliminated from the
sample. Thus, our final sample consisted of 578 employees

and 134 supervisors from 134 units. The employee respondents were 59.2% male and averaged 28 years of age with
3.1 years of experience in the organization and 2.6 years in
the department.
Supervisor respondents were 61% male, averaged
35.3 years of age with an average of 7.4 years of experience
with the organization and 5.1 years in the department.
Employees provided information about justice climate
and coworker fair behavior. Supervisors provided assessments of workgroup cooperation, workgroup OCB, and
workgroup deviance.

Measures
Justice Climate
We used a referent shift approach to assess justice climate.
We adapted Ambrose and Schminke’s (2009) six-item perceived overall justice scale to the group-level. This measure has been highlighted in more recent justice climate
research (Priesemuth et al. 2013; Thornton and Rupp 2016;
Walumbwa et al. 2017). Specifically, following Colquitt et al.
(2002) we adapted the items such that questions referred to
“employees in the department.” Additionally, we changed
“my organization” in the original Ambrose and Schminke
items to “my department” (e.g., “Overall, employees are
treated fairly by my department”). Participants indicated
their agreement with each item on a seven-point Likert-type
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).
Following previous climate research, we aggregated the
employee responses to the climate level to obtain a measure of workgroup justice climate (Colquitt et al., 2002;
Schneider et al. 1998). We assessed the degree of agreement for the justice climate measure by calculating the rwg
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statistic (George and James 1993). The mean rwg for justice
climate was 0.84 (range: rwg = .53 to .99). This suggests
there is strong agreement within workgroups for justice
climate. Additionally, we computed ICC values. The ICC
values for justice climate were ICC(1) = .13, ICC(2) = .59.
The median ICC(1) in the literature, .12, is often used as
a guide for the acceptability of aggregation (James 1982).
Glick (1985) recommended an ICC(2) value of .60 as the
cutoff for acceptability. The ICC(1) values were generally
above recommended levels; the ICC(2) values were slightly
below the suggested cutoff (Bliese 2000). James states that
for climate ICC (1) should be employed as the primary basis
for assessing the appropriateness of aggregation, especially
when units have relatively small sizes.
Coworker Fair Behavior
We assessed the perceived fairness of coworker behavior
with four items developed for this study. Each item assessed
a different facet of justice. The items are: “When making
decisions that affect others, my coworkers use procedures
that are fair.” “My coworkers treat others with dignity and
respect.” “When making decisions that affect others, my
coworkers provide each other with explanations for their
decisions.” and “I can count on my coworkers to distribute resources fairly to others.” Participants indicated their
agreement with each item on a seven-point Likert-type scale
(1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).
We also calculated aggregation statistics for the coworker fair behavior measure. The mean rwg for coworker fair
behavior was 0.87 (range: rwg = .50 to .98). This suggests
there is strong agreement within workgroups for coworker
fair behavior. Additionally, we computed ICC values. The
ICC values for coworker fair behavior were significant
(ICC(1) = .15, ICC(2) = .60).
Workgroup Cooperation
Supervisors provided the assessment of group cooperation
using a five-item cooperation scale developed by Chatman
and Flynn (2001; e.g., “There is a high level of cooperation between employees in my department.”) Supervisors
rated their agreement with each item on a five-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).
Workgroup OCB
We assessed group OCB from supervisors using the fiveitem OCB scale (Smith et al. 1983). Supervisors responded
to statements such as: “Unit employees help others who
have been absent and return to work.” Supervisors rated the
frequency with which their subordinates engaged in each
behavior on a five-point scale (1 = never, 5 = always).
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Workgroup Deviance
We measured the deviant behavior of the group using Bennett and Robinson’s (2000) 12-item organizational deviance
measure. Supervisors rated the extent their subordinates
engaged in various deviant behaviors within the past year on
a seven-point response format (1 = never, 2 = once, 3 = a few
times, 4 = several times, 5 = monthly, 6 = weekly, 7 = daily).
Example organizational deviance items included, “Littered
the work environment,” and “Taken property from work
without permission.”
Control Variables
We controlled for department tenure, department size,
sex, age, and education. We controlled for department tenure because previous research has demonstrated that it is
related to interpersonal behavior in work groups (Robinson
and O’Leary-Kelly 1998). We also controlled for department size because it may influence group dynamics (Li and
Hambrick, 2005), and it has the potential to impact the overall level of positive and negative interpersonal behaviors in
work groups (Sparrowe et al. 2006). Finally, we controlled
for sex (F = 0, M = 1), age, and education (1 = some high
school, 2 = high school degree, 3 = some college, 4 = college degree, 5 = some graduate school, 6 = Masters degree,
7 = doctoral degree) because they have been demonstrated
to affect individuals’ perceptions of and reactions to fairness
(Bal et al. 2011; Caldwell et al. 2009; Kulik et al. 1996).

Results Descriptive Statistics
The means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and intercorrelations among the variables are presented in Table 1. To
examine the distinctiveness of the variables, we conducted
confirmatory factor analyses. The measurement model consisted of five factors: overall justice climate, coworker fair
behavior, workgroup cooperation, workgroup OCB, and
workgroup deviance. The results indicated the five-factor
model provided an acceptable fit of the data (χ2(454) = 1094.73,
p < .001; CFI = .90, RMSEA = .09) (Hoyle and Panter 1995;
Hu and Bentler 1999). We compared the five-factor model
to four alternative models. In the four-factor model, the
items used to measure overall justice climate and coworker
fair behavior were set to load onto the same latent variable
(χ2(458) = 1856.50, p < .001; CFI = .85; RMSEA = .12). The
three-factor model was the same as the four-factor model
except the workgroup cooperation items and workgroup
OCB items were set to load onto the same latent variable
(χ2(461) = 1944.95, p < .001; CFI = .84; RMSEA = .13). A
two-factor model in which the items assessed by the supervisors (i.e., workgroup cooperation, OCB, and deviance)
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Table 1  Study 1: descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations

1. Sex
2. Age
3. Education
4. Department size
5. Tenure in department
6. Overall justice climate
7. Coworker fair behavior
8. Workgroup OCB
9. Workgroup cooperation
10. Workgroup deviance

Mean

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

0.45
27.7
3.19
35.14
2.45
3.64
3.88
3.99
3.78
2.40

0.34
7.39
0.66
56.75
2.17
0.52
0.48
0.56
0.53
1.13

–
− 0.14
− 0.07
− 0.01
0.13
− 0.12
0.01
− 0.14
− 0.07
0.07

–
0.35**
− 0.03
0.60**
− 0.01
− 0.11
0.05
0.17
− 0.18*

–
0.03
0.20*
0.02
− 0.01
0.04
0.11
− 0.16

–
0.02
− 0.18
− 0.21*
− 0.06
− 0.13
0.11

–
− 0.06
− 0.17*
0.06
0.10
− 0.07

0.85
0.51**
0.19*
0.34**
− 0.13

0.92
0.31**
0.39**
− 0.26**

0.84
0.46**
− 0.14

0.61
− 0.32**

0.93

Statistics are for the aggregated group-level data
Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for the group-level (aggregated) are shown on the diagonal
*p < 0.05 **p < 0.01
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

were set to load onto the same latent variable and the items
assessed by the subordinates (i.e., overall justice climate and
coworker fair behavior) were set to load onto another latent
variable did not converge. A Chi squared difference test indicated the five-factor model had a significantly better fit than
the alternative models.

Hypotheses Tests
Following Becker (2005), we conducted our analyses with
and without control variables. The results were consistent
with and without the control variables.1 Consequently, we
report the results without controls, as Becker noted that if
control variables do not significantly alter the findings, then
the authors and readers can rule out the controls as a potential explanation for the findings.
Hypothesis 1 predicts justice climate will be positively
related to coworker fair behavior; Hypothesis 2 predicts
coworker fair behavior will predict workgroup outcomes.
These relationships provide the parts of the mediated model
predicted by Hypothesis 3 and a test of these relationships is
provided as part of the test of mediation.
We used the PROCESS macro developed by Hayes
(2013). This macro allows us to examine the individual relationships, the direct, indirect, and total effect and provides
bootstrapped confidence intervals for assessing the significance of the mediation effect. We present the results for the
direct and total effects in Table 2 and the indirect effects and
bootstrapping results from the PROCESS macro in Table 3.

1
The only significant effect for the control variables was department tenure, which had a significant effect on workgroup deviance
(Beta = .005, p < .05).

Table 2 provides the results for Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, justice climate is a significant predictor of coworker fair behavior (IV ➔ Mediator). Consistent with Hypothesis 2, coworker fair behavior is
a significant predictor of workgroup OCB, workgroup cooperation, and workgroup deviance (Direct Effects of Mediator
on DV). Table 3 provides the results for Hypothesis 3. Consistent with Hypothesis 3, coworker fair behavior mediates
the effect of justice climate on workgroup OCB, workgroup
cooperation, and workgroup deviance. In all cases the confidence intervals generated by bootstrapping the distribution
for the value of the indirect effect do not include zero, which
indicates the indirect effect is significant. Further, these
analyses suggest a fully mediated model for the outcomes
of workgroup OCB and workgroup deviance (i.e., the direct
effect of justice climate is not significant for these particular DVs), and a partially mediated model for the outcome
of workgroup cooperation (i.e., the direct effect of justice
climate is significant for this particular DV).
Although the results of our analyses support the hypotheses, there may be a problem with endogeneity. Specifically,
there may be issues of simultaneity (i.e., reverse causality
between coworker fair behavior and justice climate) and
common method variance. (And, as with most studies, there
could also be omitted variables, omitted selection, measurement error and model misspecification.) Consequently,
we conducted supplementary mediation analyses using the
maximum likelihood approach via LISREL. The maximum
likelihood procedure is a common covariance-structure
algorithmic system of equations and its initial estimates
are calculated by two-stage least squares (Shaver 2005).
This particular approach is useful for a variety of problems
where there is endogeneity because of simultaneity, omitted
variables, common method variance, or measurement error
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Table 2  Study 1: direct and
total effects for mediation
models

IV to mediator

Coefficient

Overall justice climate ➔ Coworker fair behavior
Direct effects of mediator on DV
Coworker Fair Behavior ➔ Workgroup OCB
Coworker fair behavior ➔ Workgroup cooperation
Coworker fair behavior ➔ Workgroup deviance
Total effect of IV on DV
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup OCB
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup Cooperation
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup Deviance
Direct effect of IV on DV
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup OCB
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup Cooperation
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup Deviance
Workgroup OCB R2 = 0.04 F(1, 131) = 5.14*
Workgroup cooperation R2= .11 F(1, 132) = 16.84**
Workgroup deviance R2= 0.02 F(1, 132) = 2.25

SE

T

0.459**

0.071

6.48

0.321**
0.323**
− 0.612**

0.110
0.101
0.227

2.92
3.22
− 2.69

0.208*
0.344**
− 0.281

0.092
0.084
0.188

2.27
4.10
− 1.50

0.061
0.194*
0.001

0.103
0.093
0.211

0.59
2.09
0.006

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
Table 3  Study 1: indirect effects and bootstrapping results
Dependent variable

Workgroup OCB
Workgroup cooperation
Workgroup deviance

Indirect effect

0.148
0.149
− 0.283

95% bootstrapped
confidence interval
Lower

Upper

0.049
0.048
− 0.573

0.293
0.293
− 0.077

Based on 10,000 bootstrap samples

(Cameron and Trivedi 2005; Greene 2008; Kennedy 2003).
Specifically, research methodologists have recommended
maximum likelihood as one potential procedure that can be
used to reduce the concerns of endogeneity and common
method variance (Antonakis et al. 2010). Scholars have also
used this method in cases of high correlations between key
variables (Chughtai et al. 2015; Lu etal. 2015; Mawritz et al.
2014; Xu et al. 2016).
This particular procedure allows the off-diagonal elements of the Ψ matrix to be estimated, which entails the
common practice “fixing” (i.e., setting to zero) the offdiagonal elements in order to properly identify the model,
and when researchers fix the off-diagonal elements of the
Ψ matrix, they impose the assumption that the error terms
across equations do not correlate (Shaver 2005). Our supplementary analyses revealed significant indirect effects for
workgroup cooperation (standardized estimate = .13, p < .01,
t value = 2.64), OCB (standardized estimate = .14, p < .01, t
value = 2.70), and deviance (standardized estimate = − .13,
p < .01, t value = − 2.50). Additionally, the direct effect of
overall justice climate remained significant on cooperation
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(standardized estimate = .20, p < .05, t value = 2.16), which
suggests partial mediation. However, overall justice climate
did not have a direct effect on OCB and deviance, which suggests full mediation. This further lends support for Hypothesis 3.

Discussion
Study 1 examines our first research question: what is the
process by which justice climate affects general workgroup
outcomes? Consistent with research on other types of climate, the results suggest justice climate is associated with
fair employee behavior. Further, as predicted by social
exchange theory and the group engagement model, Study
1 demonstrates fair coworker behavior is associated with
workgroup cooperation, workgroup OCB, and workgroup
deviance. Finally, Study 1 examines the process by which
justice climate influences workgroup outcomes. The results
indicate that fair coworker behavior mediates the relationship between justice climate and workgroup cooperation,
OCB, and deviance.
Study 1 addresses our first research question. However,
our second question remains, are there contextual conditions that affect the relationship between justice climate and
outcomes? In Study 2 we examine a mediated moderation
model. We suggest workgroup structure moderates the relationship between justice climate and coworker fair behavior and coworker fair behavior mediates the effect of this
interaction on group outcomes. Further, in Study 2, we add
workgroup performance to the set of dependent variables
we examine.

0.92
− 0.27**
0.63
− 0.26**
0.41**
0.87
0.56**
− 0.37**
− 0.45**
0.77
− 0.02
0.01
0.03
− 0.02
0.94
− 0.08
0.33**
0.31**
− 0.31**
0.31**
0.90
0.63**
0.04
0.32**
0.32**
− 0.19**
0.19**
–
0.05
0.06
0.02
0.01
0.05
− 0.07
0.03

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

–
0.21**
0.08
0.08
− 0.05
− 0.06
0.06
− 0.11
− 0.05
–
0.04
0.25**
− 0.19**
0.12
0.11
0.08
0.16*
− 0.− 0.17*
0.03
–
0.40**
0.24**
0.59**
0.14**
− 0.01
0.04
0.04
0.11
− 0.03
− 0.02
–
− 0.19**
− 0.04
0.16*
0.07
− 0.14
− 0.18*
0.03
− 0.09
− 0.07
− 0.09
− 0.01

3
2
1
SD

Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for the group-level (aggregated) are shown on the diagonal

2
For simplicity, control variables are omitted from the tables. The
only significant effect for the control variable was sex on coworker
fair behavior (Beta = − .133, p < .05) in Study 2.

Statistics are for the aggregated group-level data

We utilized Delaney and Huselid’s (1996) scale to assess
workgroup task performance. Supervisors rated their workgroup’s performance on seven items. Supervisors evaluated
their group’s performance as much lower (1) to much higher
(5) compared to other groups that do the same kind of work

Mean

Workgroup Performance

Table 4  Study 2: descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations

We utilized the same measures for justice climate, fair coworker behavior, workgroup OCB, workgroup cooperation,
and workgroup deviance. The reliabilities are provided in
Table 4.
As in Study 1, we aggregated the coworker responses
to the work unit-level. The aggregation statistics support
such aggregation. The mean rwg for justice climate was
0.85 (range: r wg = .48 to 1.0) and the ICC values were
ICC(1) = .14, ICC(2) = .61. The mean rwg for coworker fair
behavior was 0.89 (range: rwg = .44 to 1.0) and the ICC values were ICC(1) = .11, ICC(2) = .62.

4

Measures

0.31
9.31
0.72
211.95
2.74
0.58
0.54
1.03
0.58
0.57
1.06
0.64

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

We surveyed participants from 256 work units in different
organizations in the southeast U.S. from the same types of
organizations as in Study 1 using the same procedure as
Study 1. Surveys were returned from 923 employees and 211
supervisors. (Response rates of 72.1% and 82.4%, respectively). As we did in Study 1, we only included departments with three or more employees and the supervisor
of the department. Seventeen work units did not have both
a supervisor and at least three employees and were eliminated from the sample. Thus, our final sample consisted of
904 employees and 196 supervisors from 196 departments.
The employee respondents were 49.2% male and averaged 29.7 years of age with 3.9 years of experience in the
organization and 3.0 years in the department. Supervisor
respondents were 56.9% male, averaged 37.8 years of age
with 8.3 years of experience with the organization and 5.9
with the department.2
Employees provided information about justice climate
and coworker fair behavior. Supervisors provided assessments of workgroup structure, workgroup cooperation,
workgroup OCB, workgroup performance, and workgroup
deviance.

0.50
29.76
3.3
65.95
3.0
3.68
3.77
4.21
4.03
3,80
2.28
3.96

Participants and Procedures

1. Sex
2. Age
3. Education
4. Department size
5. Tenure in department
6. Overall justice climate
7. Coworker fair behavior
8. Workgroup structure
9. Workgroup OCB
10. Workgroup cooperation
11. Workgroup deviance
12. Workgroup performance
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(e.g., quality of products, services or programs; satisfaction
of customers or clients).
Workgroup Structure
Following previous research (Covin and Slevin 1989;
Ambrose and Schminke 2003), we used Khandwalla’s
(1976/1977) seven-item scale, which measures the degree
to which departments reflected mechanistic or organic characteristics. Supervisors indicated along a seven-point scale
the degree to which paired statements described the structure
of their work unit (e.g., “Tight formal control of most operations by means of sophisticated control and information
systems” vs. “Loose, informal control; heavy dependence
on informal relationships and the norm of cooperation for
getting things done”). Items were scored such that higher
values represented a more organic structure.
Control Variables
As in Study 1, we controlled for department tenure, department size, sex, age, and education.

Results: Descriptive Statistics
The means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and intercorrelations among the variables are presented in Table 4.
Similar to Study 1, we conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses for Study 2. The seven-factor model
(i.e., overall justice climate, coworker fair behavior, workgroup cooperation, workgroup OCB, workgroup deviance,
workgroup performance, workgroup structure) provided a
good fit to the data (χ2(924) = 1814.22, p < 0.001; CFI = .9;
RMSEA = .07). We compared the seven-factor model to a
number of alternative models, each of which maintained
the factor structure of the preceding model with the exception of the change we describe. The six-factor model combined overall justice climate and coworker fair behavior
(χ2(930) = 2414.18, p < .001; CFI = .89; RMSEA = .09). The
five-factor model combined workgroup cooperation and
workgroup OCB (χ 2(935) = 2459.53, p < .001; CFI = .89;
RMSEA = .091). In the four-factor model the positive
workgroup outcomes were set to load on one latent factor (cooperation, OCB and performance; χ2(939) = 3567.96,
p < .001; CFI = .85; RMSEA = .12). For the three-factor
model items assessing workgroup outcomes were loaded
on a single factor separate from the structure items and
the subordinate rated items χ 2(942) = 4620.95, p < .001;
CFI = .82; RMSEA = .14). Finally, we examined a twofactor model for which supervisor-rated items loaded on
one latent factor and subordinate rated items loaded on
a separate factor (χ2(944) = 4863.13, p < .001; CFI = .80;
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RMSEA = .14). A Chi squared difference test indicated
the seven-factor model had a significantly better fit than
the alternative models.

Hypotheses Tests
Moderated Mediation
The primary focus of Study 2 is the examination of our
moderated mediation model. We utilized Model 7 to test
Hypotheses 4 and 5. Table 5 provides the results of the
mediation analyses and Table 6 provides result for the indirect effects. Consistent with Study 1, we find support for
Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 in Study 2. In terms of Hypothesis
3, supplement mediation analyses were again conducted
using the maximum likelihood approach via LISREL. The
data revealed significant indirect effects regarding workgroup cooperation (standardized estimate = .12, p < .05, t
value = 2.18), OCB (standardized estimate = .10, p < .05,
t value = 1.80), deviance (standardized estimate = − .20,
p < .01, t value = − 3.48), and performance (standardized estimate = .20, p < .01, t value = 3.47). Furthermore,
overall justice climate only had a significant direct effect
on cooperation (standardized estimate = .19, p < .05, t
value = 2.22), which suggests partial mediation. However,
overall justice climate had insignificant direct effects on
OCB, deviance, and performance, which suggests full
mediation. As such, this also supports Hypothesis 3. Additionally, workgroup structure moderated the relationship
between overall justice climate and coworker fair behavior
(B = .13, p < .01, t = 2.69), supporting Hypothesis 4. We
also examined the conditional indirect effects by examining the significance of the indirect effect at three levels of
the moderator (the mean and 1 standard deviation above
and below the mean). This assessment is shown in Table 7.
Consistent with our expectations, the indirect effect were
strongest when workgroup structure was more organic.
Furthermore, in each case the index of moderated mediation was significant (see Table 7). Consequently, Hypothesis 5 received support.

Discussion
Study 2 investigated the influence of context on the relationship between justice climate and climate-specific behavior. Consistent with our expectations, workgroup structure
moderated this relationship. Further, analyses demonstrate
support for the moderated mediation model reflected in our
predictions. For all of our group outcomes, there were significant conditional indirect effects.
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Table 5  Study 2: direct and
total effects for mediation
models

IV to mediator

Coefficient

Overall justice climate ➔ Coworker fair behavior
Direct effects of mediator on DV
Coworker fair behavior ➔ Workgroup OCB
Coworker fair behavior ➔ Workgroup cooperation
Coworker fair behavior ➔ Workgroup deviance
Coworker fair behavior ➔ Workgroup performance
Total effect of IV on DV
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup OCB
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup cooperation
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup deviance
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup performance
Direct effect of IV on DV
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup OCB
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup cooperation
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup deviance
Overall justice climate ➔ Workgroup performance
Workgroup OCB R2 = .128 F(1, 191) = 14.06*
Workgroup cooperation R2= .12 F(1, 191) = 13.00**
Workgroup deviance R2= .09 F(1, 191) = 9.93**
Workgroup performance R2= .10 F(1, 191) = 10.23**

SE

T

0.552**

0.052

10.68

0.233**
0.193*
− 0.606**
0.388**

0.094
0.093
0.171
0.107

2.46
2.09
− 3.54
3.62

0.319**
0.309**
− 0.331
0.208**

0.069
0.067
0.126
0.079

4.64
4.61
− 2.63
2.63

0.190*
0.202*
0.003
− 0.009

0.086
0.084
0.155
0.097

2.22
2.41
0.022
− 0.089

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
Table 6  Study 2: indirect effects and bootstrapping results (= 10,000
bootstraps)
Dependent variable

Workgroup OCB
Workgroup cooperation
Workgroup deviance
Workgroup performance

Indirect effect

0.129
0.107
− 0.334
0.216

95% bootstrapped
confidence interval
Lower

Upper

0.028
0.011
− 0.540
0.102

0.237
0.217
− 0.162
0.352

General Discussion
In this paper we sought to extend the justice climate literature by examining how justice climate is related to workgroup outcomes and when these relationships are accentuated. We were interested in examining the relationship
between justice climate and climate-specific (i.e., fair)
behavior and in exploring fair behavior as a mediator of
the relationship between justice climate and workgroup
behavior. Finally, we considered whether context, specifically workgroup structure, would moderate the relationship between justice climate and fair behavior.
The results provide strong support for our hypotheses. Study 1 demonstrated justice climate predicted fair
coworker behavior and fair coworker behavior predicted

workgroup cooperation, workgroup OCB, and workgroup
deviance. Further, coworker fair behavior mediated the
relationship between justice climate and workgroup cooperation, OCB, and deviance. Study 2 demonstrated support
for the moderated mediation model for these same outcomes as well as workgroup performance and the superiority of this model over other conceptualizations.
Previous research on justice climate demonstrates the
relationship between climate and group outcomes. Yet,
how climate influences these outcomes was unclear. Drawing on research on other types of climate, social learning,
and social information processing, we suggest the effect of
justice climate on the more proximal climate-specific behavior is important. Specifically, we suggest fair climates are
associated with fair employee behavior. Further, this fair
coworker behavior may influence workgroup behavior in two
ways. First, coworker fair behavior contributes to the social
exchange relationships among workgroup members and is
associated with behavior that reciprocates the fair treatment
(e.g., increased cooperation and performance, and decreased
deviance). Second, coworker fair behavior affects members’
identification with the group, fostering group-beneficial
behavior (e.g., cooperation, helping).
Our research provides a look inside the “black box” and
provides insight regarding how and why justice climate is
associated with group outcomes (Mayer and Kuenzi 2010).
This research (Study 2) also addresses the importance of
context in the relationship between climate and outcomes.
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Table 7  Study 2: conditional
indirect effects and index of
moderation mediation results

Conditional indirect effects
Mediator = coworker fair behavior
DV = workgroup OCB
+ 1 SD of workgroup structure
Mean of workgroup structure
− 1 SD of workgroup structure
Index of moderated mediation
DV = workgroup cooperation
+ 1 SD of workgroup structure
Mean of workgroup structure
− SD of workgroup structure
Index of moderated mediation
DV = workgroup deviance
+ 1 SD of workgroup structure
Mean of workgroup structure
− 1 SD of workgroup structure
Index of moderated mediation
DV = workgroup performance
+ 1 SD of workgroup structure
Mean of workgroup structure
− 1 SD of workgroup structure
Index of moderated mediation

Contextual variables have not been considered in the justice climate literature and are infrequently considered in
the broader organizational climate literature. Yet, we know
context matters (Johns 2006). Indeed, Study 2 demonstrates
workgroup structure moderates the relationship between
justice climate and coworker fair behavior. Although climate researchers have considered moderators such as climate
strength, our research suggests researchers need to consider
attributes of the organizational context that may affect how
climate influences climate-specific behavior. Our research
demonstrates that workgroup structure moderates the firststage of our conceptual model. Specifically, we focused on
the first-stage due to our theoretical framework that discussed how behavior can be constrained to varying levels
based on workgroup structure. Nonetheless, future researchers may explore different theoretical frameworks which may
explain how workgroup structure can potentially operate as
a second-stage moderator.
Our research also provide insight about the centrality of
coworker fair behavior in the relationship between justice
climate and workgroup performance. Specifically, workgroup researchers have called on researchers to further clarify the relationship between workgroup context and group
effectiveness (e.g., Gladstein 1984; Hoegl and Gemuenden
2001; Roberson and Colquitt 2005). To this end, our findings
add to the workgroup literature as we found that coworker
fair behavior plays a significant role as a mediator for the
effects on workgroup performance, cooperation, citizenship
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Effect

Boot SE

LCI (95%)

UCI (95%)

0.159
0.127
0.096
0.031

0.067
0.052
0.042
0.021

0.032
0.029
0.027
0.003

0.297
0.234
0.196
0.087

0.137
0.110
0.083
0.027

0.065
0.051
0.041
0.019

0.017
0.016
0.018
0.002

0.273
0.219
0.184
0.078

− 0.397
− 0.319
− 0.241
− 0.079

0.125
0.010
0.085
0.045

− 0.664
− 0.531
− 0.454
− 0.193

− 0.174
− 0.148
− 0.109
− 0.015

0.263
0.211
0.159
0.052

0.081
0.063
0.056
0.029

0.113
0.095
0.071
0.010

0.430
0.342
0.292
0.124

behavior, and deviance. These findings suggest coworker fair
behavior is an important conduit for the influence of justice
climate on workgroup outcomes.
Although we focused on the centrality of coworker fair
behavior, there are likely other mediating paths that future
researchers may investigate. For example, justice researchers
have suggested that justice evaluations (e.g., justice climate)
tend to function as a form of social control of power that
prevents the misuse of power (Bies and Tripp 1995). The
fair use of power is also central proposition of ethical leadership (Brown et al. 2005). As such, it is likely that justice
climate may prompt supervisory ethical leadership. Notably,
research has also demonstrated that ethical leadership has a
significant impact on workgroup outcomes (e.g., Mayer et al.
2010). Consequently, another potential mediator between the
justice climate and workgroup outcome relationship may be
supervisory ethical leadership.
In addition to the theoretical implications of this research,
there are practical implications as well. Previous research
demonstrates the influence of managers on the development
of climate (Chen et al. 2018; Isaksen 2007; Shalley and Gilson 2004; Offermann and Malamut 2002; Zohar 2002; Zohar
and Luria 2004; Zohar and Tenne-Gazit 2008). Thus, one
practical implication is that managers who are able to create
fair climates are likely to reap a host of benefits. Our studies,
like prior work, links fair climates to group processes and
performance. We find an additional benefit of fair climates—
employees treat one another in a fair manner. Thus, it is

Justice Climate and Workgroup Outcomes: The Role of Coworker Fair Behavior and Workgroup…

important for managers to know that the fair climates they
have the ability create impact how fairly employees treat one
another. Subsequent to this fair treatment of one another,
deviant and unethical behavior can be reduced in the workgroup. As many large corporations are creating formal programs and offices dedicated to managing ethics (Weaver and
Trevino 2001), managers should be mindful of the central
role of fairness regarding the management of ethics.
A second practical implication relates to the critical
role of coworker fair behavior. Our results suggest overall
justice climate matters only to the extent that employees
treat one another fairly (i.e., coworker fair behavior fully
mediates the relationship between overall justice climate
and workgroup outcomes). Thus, interventions that focus
on how fairly employees treat one another are important.
This argues not just for supervisor justice training, but for
employees to understand how to and the value of treating
fellow coworkers fairly.
Third, our results also demonstrate that the effects of
a fair climate are likely dependent on the broader context
within a unit. Specifically, although organic structures are
often championed in a marketplace that requires creative
thinking, organic structures also necessitate fair climates
more than mechanistic structures. When the structure in a
unit is more organic there is increased freedom and ambiguity for employees and thus they rely more on whether the climate is fair or not in determining how they treat their fellow
employees and this treatment of coworkers is related to the
group’s performance. Managers should be acutely aware of
whether their employees operate in an organic structure and
if so should take all efforts to ensure a fair climate.
Of course, all research has limitations and these studies
are no exception. First, although we collected data from different sources, the data are cross-sectional. Thus, our findings reflect correlation not causality. Indeed, we expect there
is a reciprocal relationship between justice climate and fair
coworker behavior. Fair climate drives fair coworker behavior and that fair behavior further instantiates fair climate.
However, theory and empirical research suggests, that at a
given point in time, perceptions of climate is the antecedent
of climate-specific behavior., MacKinnon et al. (2012) have
argued that directional claims can be made (1) when there is
a significant amount of theoretically-driven research on the
topic and (2) causality has been established by past experimental and longitudinal studies. Regarding justice climate
research, there has been a substantial amount of research
(for reviews see Kuenzi and Schminke 2009; Schneider et al.
2017; Whitman et al. 2012) and directionality regarding the
effect of justice climate on group-level outcomes has been
established with experimental and longitudinal studies (e.g.,
Thornton and Rupp 2016; Walumbwa et al. 2010). Thus, this
limitation is somewhat mitigated as our hypotheses are consistent with extant theory and previous work. Nonetheless,

our findings preclude any definitive causal inferences and
the issue of reverse causality is a possibility.
Second, climate research demonstrates supervisors, coworkers, and organizational policies and procedures are influential in the development of climate. However, once climate
is formed, coworker behavior may also contribute to shared
perception of “how things are done around here.” This raises
the question of distinctiveness of our assessment justice
climate and of coworker fair behavior. Our CFAs demonstrate that the constructs are indeed distinct, and the fit of
our measurement model is superior when the constructs are
modeled in this way. Furthermore, our supplemental mediation analyses held when using a recommended technique
that can account for this particular concern (Antonakis et al.
2010; Shaver 2005).
We also conducted Harman single factor tests. This technique has been considered a potential remedy for common
method variance (Podsakoff et al. 2003). As noted by Podsakoff and his colleages, “the basic assumption of this technique is that if a substantial amount of common method variance is present, either (a) a single factor will emerge from
the factor analysis or (b) one general factor will account
for the majority of the covariance among the measures” (p.
889). Subsequently, justice and ethics scholar have relied
on this technique with respect to multilevel research when
variables demonstrate a high correlation (e.g., Letwin et al.
2016). Regarding Study 1, the results revealed that 7 factors
emerged with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 and that no factor accounted for the more than 27% of the total variance
explained. Regarding Study 2, the results revealed that 11
factors emerged with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 and that
no factor accounted for the more than 23% of the total variance explained. We also had different raters regarding the
key variables in our model, another suggestion for reducing
the concern of common method variance (Podsakoff et al.
2003). The combination of our CFAs, supplemental mediation analyses, Harman factor tests, and using different raters
mitigate the concern of common method variance and variable distinctiveness (Antonakis et al. 2010; Podsakoff et al.
2003; Shaver 2005; Williams et al. 1989).
Third, our results are consistent with the theoretical
underlying processes on which we based our predictions
(e.g., social information processing, social learning, social
exchange, group engagement), but we did not test these processes directly. The evidence for these processes exists in
other domains (e.g., Latham and Saari 1979) and the justice
literature demonstrates the influence of both social information processing (Naumann and Bennett 2002; Priesemuth et al. 2013; Thornton and Rupp 2016), social learning
(Ambrose et al. 2013; Masterson 2001), social exchange
(Masterson et al. 2000) and identification (Blader and Tyler
2009). Still, future research should examine these processes
directly.
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Fourth, we focus on coworker fair behavior as the primary
mediator. We conceptualize coworker fair behavior as the
building block for group processes and group performance.
Our analyses support this conceptualization. Yet, there may
be other mediators we have overlooked that could influence
the role coworker fair behavior plays in the relationship
between justice climate and workgroup outcomes.
Finally, although our sampling approach has the strength
of collecting data from employees in a wide variety of units
in different types of organizations, there may also be value in
collecting data from multiple units within a single organization. Collecting data in a single organization may hurt generalizability but could ensure that all units operated under
a relatively consistent organizational culture. In addition,
the fact that we collected data from only five employees
per group could present a problem when the group size was
large because we could not survey all employees in the work
group.

Conclusion
Research on justice climate demonstrates its impact on
employee attitudes and behavior. We try to better understand how and why climate influences group outcomes and
the role context plays in those relationships. Just as prior
work on climate has focused on climate-specific behaviors,
we suggest that justice climate should follow suit. Our studies suggest that linking justice climate to climate-specific
behavior helps explain why justice climates are related to
group outcomes.
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