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Abstract

In recent years, there has been an increase in the interest of workplace deviant behavior (WDB) among industrial
and organizational psychologists. Many scholars believe that WDB decreases overall organizational productivity.
The main purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship of both agreeableness and conscientiousness
(two factors of big five model of personality traits) with deviant behavior. The study also looked at the role of
two demographic factors (gender and age) on deviant behavior in workplace. Data were collected from 212
subjects who were working as civil servants in Malaysia using a set of questionnaire that measures the variables
studied. The results showed that personality traits predicted workplace deviant behavior. There were negative
relationships between agreeableness and conscientiousness with workplace deviance. Although the findings of
the present study showed differences in WDB between subjects with different age levels, it was unable to find
differences in WDB between subjects with different gender. Implications for future research are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Workplace deviant behavior (WDB) is an important topic for organizational researchers and practitioners
because of its increasing occurrence and potential consequences (Spector and Fox, 2005). In recent years, it has
also generated high interest among industrial organizational psychologists because of its pervasiveness in
organizations. Billions of dollars were lost each year as a result of workplace deviance. The prevalence of
workplace deviance is therefore costly to both organizations and individuals (Bennett and Robinson, 2003).
When employees engage in workplace deviant behavior, these behaviors can have detrimental effects on the
organizations. For instance, organizations lost up t0$200 billion dollars per year from employee theft, $4.2
billion for violence, and $5.3 billion for employees’ recreational web surfing (Greenberg, 1997).

Employees who are targets of deviance may experience more turnover, damaged self-esteem, increased
insecurity at work, also psychological and physical pain. Therefore, the discussion above illustrated that the
impact of these behaviors are important and serious thus need to be investigated by organizational researchers
(Bennett and Robinson, 2003). However, a large proportion of research on behavior at work has focused on
desirable behaviors such as organizational citizenship or prosaically behaviors (Robinson and Bennett, 1995). A
large number of empirical studies done to date have focused on causes or predictors of workplace deviance,
some of them have examined potential antecedents of workplace deviance (Omar et al., 2011). Although, much
of the past research that examines predictors of workplace deviance has focused on situational factors (job stress,
job satisfaction, organizational justice) investigating the personal factors such as personality traits as predictors
of WDB is also important (Farhadi et al., 2011).

Based on the potential antecedents of deviant behavior, Bennett and Robinson (2003) conceptualized deviant
behavior as a reflection of individual personality. They believed that deviant behavior as a reflection of
personality refers to predicting negative behavior from stable individual differences. Also, theory of planned
behavior (Ajzen, 1991) stated that individual differences can be used to explain the function of behavior which
influences the occurrence of deviant behavior in workplace (Cullen and Sackett, 2003). According to mentioned
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theory (e.g., XXX), personality can influence the occurrence of deviant behavior. Specifically, personality can
influence the belief components associated with the attitude towards a given negative behavior.

Despite numerous studies in this area that have been carried out in Western countries, only a few have been
conducted in Asian countries particularly, Malaysia. The study reported in this paper was conducted with
Malaysian samples to explore the relationship of personality traits and WDB in a non-Western society with its
own specific culture. In particular, the current study have focused on agreeableness and conscientiousness, two
factors of big five model of personality traits, as predictors of WDB. We also examined the differences of two
demographic factors (gender and age) among subjects on engaging in deviant behavior.

1.1 Conscientiousness and Workplace Deviant Behavior

Many researchers have stated that among the Big Five, conscientiousness most effectively predicts a variety of
criteria in the workplace. Conscientiousness plays an important and central role in determining performance
levels at work (Vardi and Weitz, 2004). Therefore, it must be taken into consideration when attempting to
predict and explain factors related to such criterion in workplace (Vardi and Weitz, 2004).

Conscientiousness, which is the third trait in the Five Factor Model of personality, is described by traits such as
trustworthiness, competence, achievement striving, responsibility, self-discipline, dutifulness and efficiency
(Costa and McCrae, 1992; Goldberg, 1990). People who score high on this dimension are regarded as well
organized, good planners, and achievement oriented (Vardi and Weitz, 2004). In addition, conscientious
individuals report higher grade point average, greater job satisfaction, greater job security, and more positive as
well as committed in social relationship.

On the other hand, some prior studies have shown conscientiousness is negatively related to deviant behavior in
organizations (Farhadi et al., 2011; Berry et al., 2007; Dalal, 2005; Salgado, 2002). For example, Farhadi et al.
(2011) carried out a pilot research on 162 employee of an organization to examine the predictor role of
conscientiousness on workplace deviance. They found a negative relationship between conscientiousness and
workplace deviant behavior. A study carried out by Bowling and Nathman (2010) showed that there was
negative relationship between conscientiousness and counterproductive work behavior (the correlation between
conscientiousness and CWBs was -0.35).

Furthermore, Barrick and Mount (1991) and Judge et al. (1997) showed that there is a negative relationship
between turnover and absenteeism (a type of WDB) with conscientiousness, respectively. Thus, based on the
aforementioned studies, the current study aims to extend the literature by further investigating the relationship
between conscientiousness and WDB. Therefore, the following hypothesis is suggested:

Hypothesisl: There is a negative significant relationship between conscientiousness and workplace deviant
behavior.

1.2 Agreeableness and Workplace Deviant Behavior

Agreeable individuals are described as pleasant, tolerant, helpful, trusting, forgiving, considerate, and they tend
to be cooperative (Bowling and Eschleman, 2010). Graziano and Eisenberg (1997) found that employees ranked
high on agreeableness are more likely to display less hostility and aggression toward others during work time.
Likewise, Mount et al. (2006) found that agreeableness had a direct negative relationship with interpersonal
counterproductive behaviors and job satisfaction partially mediated the relationship between agreeableness and
workplace deviance. In addition, three meta-analytic results have shown agreeableness trait is negatively related
to negative behavior in organizations (Berry et al., 2007; Dalal, 2005; Salgado, 2002). Consequently, the current
study aims to extend the literature by further investigating the relationship between agreeableness and WDB.
Therefore, the following hypothesis is suggested:

Hypothesis 2: There is a negative significant relationship between agreeableness and workplace deviant
behavior.

1.3 Demographic Variables and Workplace Deviant Behavior

With regard to demographics factors with workplace deviant behavior, findings have been inconsistent. Some
findings found differences in workplace deviant behavior between employees with different demographic
background, whereas some studies could not find any differences. One study indicated that gender were more
strong predictors of interpersonal aggression (Hershcovis et al., 2007). Gender and age were found to be related
to workplace deviant behavior while tenure was not. A meta-analysis done to review antecedent of deviant
behavior in organization found that age, sex and marital status were all valid predictors of different deviant
behavior with age as the most powerful predictor of deviant behavior (Lau and Sholihin, 2005). Thus the current
study intends to investigate the difference in workplace deviant behavior among subjects with different gender
and age level. Two hypotheses were developed and they are:
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Hypothesis3: There is a significant difference in workplace deviant behavior among male and female subjects.

Hypothesis4: There is a significant difference in workplace deviant behavior among subjects with different age
level.

2. Method
2.1 Research Design

This study used a non-experimental quantitative research design. A set of questionnaire was used at a single
point of time. The present study was designed to examine the existing relationship between agreeableness and
conscientiousness as independent variables with workplace deviant behavior as dependent variable. This
exploratory study was used to determine and describe the degree of relationship between dependent and
independent variables in descriptive and quantitative terms.

2.2 Participants and Procedure

This study was conducted in a public organization in Malaysia. The participants in this study were 212 civil
servants who were selected randomly from an organization in Malaysia. To decrease bias in sampling, a random
sampling method was used. The sample consisted of 93 males and 119 females ranging in age from 18 to 65
years.

2.3 Instruments
A set of questionnaire that consists of four sections was used to measure the study variables and they are:

Workplace Deviant Behavior measurement: Employee deviant behavior was measured using Bennett and
Robinson’s (2000) Workplace Deviance Scale. This19-item measure with a 7-point Likert-type response scale
was used to measure the extent to which participants have engaged in workplace deviance during the past year.
Item responses ranged from l=never, 2=once a year, 3=twice a year, 4=several times a year, S=monthly,
6=weekly, and 7=daily. Examples of the workplace deviance items included: “Played a mean trick on someone
at work”, “Made fun of someone at work”, “Cursed at someone at work™. Cronbach’s alpha for the 19 workplace
deviance items was 0=0.91.

Personality traits measurement: This construct was measured using a set of Mini-Markers developed by Saucier
(1994). This 16-item measure with a 9-point Likert-type response scale was used to measure the agreeableness
and conscientiousness. Item responses ranged from l=extremely inaccurate, 2=very inaccurate, 3=moderately
inaccurate, 4=slightly inaccurate, 5=?, 6=slightly accurate, 7=moderately accurate, 8=very accurate, and
9=extremely accurate. The Cronbach’s alpha for the 16-items was a= 0.85.

Demographic Questions: Two demographic items were included in the survey. Items assessed participants’
gender and age level.

2.4 Statistical Analysis

The data were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). The data file was uploaded into
SPSS 16, and the variables were categorized as nominal, ordinal or scale as appropriate. In addition, the
variables were labeled appropriately to make the SPSS output easier to interpret. Reliability coefficients were
computed for main variables. This study utilized such technique as descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha,
Pearson’s correlational analysis, one way ANOVA and independent sample t-test to investigate the relationships
between the independent and dependent variables.

3. Results and Discussions

Descriptive and zero-order correlations are presented in Table 1. As shown, there were negative and strong
relationships between two factors of personality traits (agreeableness and conscientiousness) with workplace
deviant behavior. A Pearson correlation coefficient will be utilized to test hypothesis 1 that states that there is a
negative significant relationship between conscientiousness and workplace deviant behavior.

Table 1. Means, standard deviation and correlations among observed variables

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3
WDB (1) 36.90 17.10

Agreeableness (2) 41.40 5.70 -0.36%* 0.85
Conscientiousness (3)  39.10 6.60 -0.36%* 0.57* 0.85

*p<0.01
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Results from the analysis (refer Table 1) showed that there is a negative significant relationship between
workplace deviant behavior and conscientiousness (r = -0.36, p < 0.01). This means that the lower the
conscientiousness reported by the subjects, the higher the tendency for them to be involved in workplace deviant
behavior. Thus hypothesis 1 was supported.

Conscientious individuals tend to be good corporate citizens and invest exceptional effort at work without
expecting rewards. Also, according to Goldberg (1990), the key adjective markers of the conscientiousness are:
organized, neat, orderly, practical, and prompt. Thus, as shown in the present study it was possible to conclude
that those who are low on conscientiousness do not perform well at work and may be more disposed to engage in
a variety of behaviors that may be deviant or even harmful to the organization or members in organizations.

With regard to agreeableness, the second hypothesis predicted a negative relationship between agreeableness and
workplace deviant behavior, such that participants higher in agreeableness would be less likely to engage in
workplace deviant behavior. The results of the present study were able to support this hypothesis (see Tablel).
Significant negative relationship was found between participants’ levels of agreeableness and their reported
levels of WDB. This finding is consistent with Mount et al. (2006), Salgado (2002), and Graziano and Eisenberg
(1997), who agreed there is a negative relationship between agreeableness and deviant behavior.

This consistency can be explained by several reasons: first, agreeable individuals are described as pleasant,
tolerant, helpful, trusting, forgiving, considerate, and they tend to be cooperative (Bowling et al., 2010). In
addition, previous research showed a clear negative relationship between deviant behavior and positive behavior
in organizations [e.g., Dalal, 2005; Bennett and Robinson, 2000). Therefore, based on the previous research it
can be reasonable existing significant negative relationships between agreeableness and WDB.

The third hypothesis states that there is a significant difference on workplace deviant behavior among samples
with different gender. Independent sample t-test was used to compare the WDB for women and men samples
(see Table 2). This present study found that there was no significant differences between the WDB scores among
women and men (t = -0.34, p> 0.05). Therefore, this present study was unable to support hypothesis 3.

Table 2. Independent sample t-test for comparing the women and men’s WDB scores

Variable N Mean SD df t
Overall WDB Male 93 1.92 0.92 210 -0.34
Female 119 1.97 0.89

From Table 2, it can be seen that there is no difference in the mean between the two groups which means that for
both male and female subjects, the occurrence of deviant behavior among them are the same. This finding does
not support previous findings (Hershcovis et al., 2007; Henle, 2005), whereby in their findings they found that
gender can predict and is related to negative behavior in workplace.

One-way ANOVA analysis was used to test whether there was any difference between subjects with different
age categories in workplace deviance behavior in hypothesis 4. Based on the analysis shown in Table 3, there
was a significant difference in WDB between samples with different age levels (F=3.6, p<0.01). Therefore,
based on this finding, the present study was able to support hypothesis 4. (refer Table 3).

Table 3. One way analyses of variance (ANOVA) for comparing the WDB with different age level

Source SS df MS F
Between groups 11.20 4 2.80 3.60%*
Within groups 159.70 207 0.772

Total 171 211

On the whole, despite the differences in cultures, nationalities, values, attitudes, economic and political
background in Malaysia, the findings of the present study support the research done in other Western countries.
Correlational analyses identified significant negative relationships between conscientiousness and agreeableness
with WDB. This study found significant result in deviant behavior among sample with different age level.
However, it did not found significant result between gender differences. The present study provides evidence
that WDB be influenced by personality traits. The result of the present study is in line with previous empirical
research on the relationship between personality traits and WDB.
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4. Conclusion

In conclusion, consistent with the previous research this study found that conscientiousness and agreeableness
yielded significant relationships with workplace deviance behavior. It means that employees with less
conscientiousness and agreeableness characteristic engage in deviant behavior more often than their more
conscientious and agreeable counterparts. In general, the present study considers personality traits would
contribute to predict deviant behavior in workplace. Findings of the present study demonstrate that the issues
associated with WDB and personalities in Asian culture, particularly Malaysia, were mostly in line with previous
studies in Western society.

For future research on WDB, we would highly suggest that the researches are to be done in a large number of
respondents. Like any other organizational behaviors, WDB is best seen when performed collectively which will
contribute highly to the validity of the data. In addition, more research is needed to examine the relationship
between other personality traits such as extraversion, and emotional stability with workplace deviant behavior.
Also, it is suggested that future researchers to consider both situational and personal factors in their studies as
predictors of negative behavior in organizations.
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