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Abstract 

There is no dearth of rules, policies and codes in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) of 

Pakistan, but of conduct. This decoupling of code and conduct and its consequences have 

mostly been studied at organizational level in non-academic settings. This paper extends 

the understanding of decoupling by studying its far reaching effects on individuals 

(employees; faculty and staff) in HEIs’ of Pakistan.  Data analyses from a survey of 215 

respondents from nine public universities of Lahore, Pakistan, reveal that decoupling 

seeds negative perceptions among employees toward the legitimacy of institutions’ 

efforts for ethics program and sources unethical behavior. This wave moves on and 

causes an increase in cynicism and psychological contract breach among employees, 

which ultimately exhaust them emotionally. Beside practical implications of the study in 

higher education, paper also provides theoretical contribution by offering a formula to 

calculate decoupling. Paper also provides limitations and guidelines for future study. 

Key words: Decoupling, Internal Legitimacy, Psychological Contract Breach, Cynicism, 

Emotional Exhaustion. 

1. Introduction 

A gap between said and done is termed as decoupling; and has always been a matter of 

concern for scholars of individual and organizational studies.  In response to external 

environment when organizations enable uniformed, lawful, formal structures whereas 

their day to day operations differ, is called decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). We can 

simply say that through decoupling organizations create disconnect between the 

established official structures to compensate pressure from external environment and 

their on ground operational validity. Thus such adoption of new policies remains 

figurative rather literal to satisfy the externals; outsiders, to move on the show. Bromley 

& Powell (2012) noted that decoupling as a concept seems to reappear owing to rising 

importance of accountability and transparency. Decoupling is used to elaborate variety of 

phenomena like how schools execute rules (Coburn, 2004), how governments distribute 



The Existential Paradox between Code and Conduct 

 548 

public resources (Tilcsik, 2010), how firms decide to implement acclaimed transparency 

standards (Behnam & MacLean, 2011).  

From the time Meyer & Rowan (1977) presented the notion, researchers generally looked 

at the effects of decoupling on an organization, and overlooked its effects on the 

individuals; employees. For example, Zajac and Westphal (2004) have brought-up 

empirical evidence that publicizing changes in policy exclusive of on-ground 

implementation boosts organizational sincerity  and acceptability among external 

stakeholders; outsider. Weaver, Trevino & Cochran (1999) reviewed Fortune one 

thousand companies to find out beneficial factors that result in adoption of organizational 

ethics programs just to satisfy outsiders rather implementing it. Another study by King 

and Lenox (2000) found the traces of figurative ethics observance instead of actual 

change in chemical industry. And, Evans et al. (2001) empirically examined the business 

management programs and have concluded that the academic setting has decoupled 

ethics education from their basic syllabi, though they proclaim to produce ethical beings. 

Prior research on decoupling has thrown substantial light on reasons and consequences of 

it, but mostly the focus remained on organizational level. This brought the shortage of 

scholarly examination to explore effects of decoupling on employees; individual 

members of organizations or insiders (MacLean & Behnam, 2010; MacLean & Litzky, 

2014). Therefore, we pursue to extend the literature on decoupling by studying; how 

disparity between code and conduct influences employees’ perceptions. Precisely we are 

interested in the context of academia that how decoupling affects individual-level 

perceptions and behaviors of faculty and staff in an academic setting.   We focus on 

studying the relationship between decoupling of formal ethics agenda, employee 

perceptions of internal ethics agenda legitimacy (IEAL), observed unethical behavior 

(OUB), which leads to psychological contract breach (PCB), organizational cynicism 

(OC), and employee emotional exhaustion (EE). We utilized a theoretical model 

developed by McLean et al. (2014) with an addition of emotional exhaustion variable, 

and test the model empirically by analyzing survey data of 215 individuals from public 

universities. Our analysis extended and validated the contribution of McLean et al.  

(2014) and added to research body on decoupling of organizations’ ethics program and 

the employees perceptions and emotional status.  

Now we explain variables of the study and rationality of hypothesized linkages among 

the variables. 

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis 

2.1 Decoupling and Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy (IEAL) 

Gaining and upholding legitimacy have long been acclaimed as imperative to 

organizational processes (Bitektine, 2011). Legitimacy is “a condition reflecting cultural 

alignment, normative support and consonance with relevant rules or laws” (Scott, 1995). 

Legitimacy embodies a key feature in comprehending organizational development and 

existence (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Zucker, 1987). Brown (1998) lucidly affirms: 

“legitimate status is a sine-qua-non for easy access to resources, unrestricted access to 

markets, and long term survival.” 

The perceptions of insiders; employees, are almost ignored in the prior research on 

decoupling and its relation to organizational legitimacy; instead, perception of outsiders 

remained in focus (Elsbach & Kramer, 1994; Suchman, 1995; Woodward & Edwards, 
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1996; Ruef & Scott, 1998; Deephouse & Carter, 2005; Certo & Hodge, 2007; King & 

Whetten, 2008; Bronn & Vidaver-Cohen, 2009). Though existing vast body of research 

on employees; confirming the influence of employees perception on their cognition and 

actions within the organization (Reger et al., 1994; Gioia et al., 2000; Foreman & 

Whetten, 2002) also suggests that employees may be reluctant to tolerate contradictions 

between code and conduct of an organization (Fiss & Zajac, 2006; Tilcsik, 2010).  

An inductive investigation pertaining to association of decoupling and legitimacy of an 

organizations internal ethics agenda, suggested ‘‘legitimacy façade’’ may occur as the 

resultant of decoupling (MacLean & Behnam, 2010). This study of MacLean & Behnam 

(2010) expressed that organizational formal ethics agenda develops positive outsiders’ 

perception, but at the same time decoupling or disconnecting that agenda from everyday 

practices of the organization negatively influence the insiders’ perceptions about the 

legitimacy of ethics agenda, therefore we hypothesize that: 

 H1: A negative relationship exists between decoupling formal ethics agenda and 

internal ethics agenda legitimacy. 

2.2 Decoupling and Observed Unethical Behavior (OUB) 

Decoupling an ethics agenda from day-to-day organizational activities generate a 

smokescreen that permits an organization to look moral while immoral behavior continue 

to thrive. Existing studies indicate the appearance of unethical behavior in organizations 

if ethics agenda is decoupled (MacLean & Behnam, 2010). Ignoring employees’ 

perceptions of organizational unresponsiveness on ethical concerns (Trevino et al., 1999) 

creates a cover-up to guard bad acts from enquiry and leads to regularization of unethical 

behavior (MacLean, 2003). Thus, we contend that: 

 H2: A positive relationship exists between decoupling formal ethics agenda and 

observed unethical behavior. 

2.3 Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy (IEAL) and Observed Unethical Behavior 

The display of employees’ organizational behaviors such as spirit to report deviance, 

eagerness to learn ethical standards, and observed unethical act (Weaver & Trevino, 

1999; Trevino & Weaver, 2001) are resultant of their perceptions. Inductive, qualitative 

case research verified that IEAL is associated with unethical behavior and negative IEAL 

leads to organizational misconduct as a norm (MacLean & Behnam, 2010). So we 

propose: 

 H3a: A negative relationship exists between internal ethics agenda legitimacy and 

observed unethical behavior. 

2.4 Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy (IEAL) and Organizational Cynicism (OC) 

OC is considered as an undesirable mindset of employees toward their organization 

(Andersson & Bateman, 1997; Bedeian, 2007). OC is “a belief that the organization lacks 

integrity’’ (Dean et al., 1998). It is an outcome of unmet hopes or disappointment (Kanter 

& Mirvis, 1989), disruptions of apparent agreements (Andersson, 1996), inequality or 

unjust procedural system, meager performance of organization, employees’ dismissals 

(Andersson & Bateman, 1997), and failure in organizational efforts for transformation 

(Wanous et al., 2000).  Bedeian (2007) highlighted that a disconnection between declared 

aims in public and the day-to-day experience wherein essence remain absent causes 

organizational cynicism.  
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A relationship between IEAL and organizational cynicism (OC) is advocated by current 

works of scholars. Study of MacLean & Behnam (2010) validated that employees adapt a 

cynical view of organizations ethics compliance system, if they find it absent and 

nonfunctioning from daily work procedures.  IEAL and OC’s relation is also theoretically 

strengthened by the research on development and deployment of values statements in 

organizations; Urbany (2005) found that employees, who perceived organizations values 

statements mainly figurative rather happening, were likely to demonstrate a perception of 

cynicism. Moreover, advancement in developing the concept of corporate distrust 

(Adams et al., 2010) also identifies that perceptions of legitimacy of an organization’s 

ethics agenda influences OC. Individuals with high level of corporate distrust are more 

cynical about their organizations (Adams et al., 2010). Therefore we infer that a 

relationship between IEAL and OC exists. In context of the above, we contend that OC 

would be high when one carries negative perception about the legitimacy of internal 

ethics agenda, so we expect that: 

 H3b: A negative relationship exists between internal ethics agenda legitimacy and 

organizational cynicism.  

2.5 Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy (IEAL) and Psychological Contract Breach (PCB) 

When employees develop implicit agreements with their organizations, we consider them 

under psychological contracts (Rousseau & McLean Parks, 1993). The range of such 

agreements move within the corridors of transactional (short-term, minimal expectations, 

no trust) to relational (long term, high degrees of trust) agreements. On the other hand the 

breach of such contracts happens when employee start perceiving that organization has 

failed to fulfill promises they made in reference to employee employer relation 

(Robinson, 1996). Furthermore, perception of PCB is a rational evaluations and more 

likely to respond to true or evident breach rather affective stimulus (Morrison & 

Robinson, 1997). MacLean & Litzky (2014) in their study found a strong positive 

relation between internal legitimacy and PCB. Keeping in view the said we foresee a 

probable relationship between IEAL and perceived PCB, reason behind that employees 

who observe lack in the legitimacy of organizations ethics agenda are more likely to 

develop a perception of PCB because the negative IEAL cognitively inclines employees 

to believe information that supports this lack of legitimacy. Thus 

 H3c: A negative relationship exists between internal ethics agenda legitimacy and 

perceived psychological contract breach.  

2.6 Observed Unethical Behavior (OUB) and Organizational Cynicism (OC) 

Association between OUB and OC is foggy, but unethical behavior is mostly considered 

as a portrayal of OC (Vardi & Weitz, 2003). Now, however, we claim the contrary: OUB 

may in fact predict OC. Latest research validates that employees experienced OC during 

corruption, are directed towards the organizational practices and the practices of its 

leaders (Pelletier & Bligh, 2006). Given that, it is proposed that OC can be rooted in 

feelings such as doubt, disillusionment, and absence of trust in the integrity of an 

institution (Abraham, 2000), and, it is probable that executions of extensive unacceptable 

behavior might influence such feelings and thus cause OC (MacLean & Litzky, 2014). 

So, we postulate that: 

 H4: A positive relationship exists between observed unethical behavior and 

organizational cynicism. 
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2.7 Psychological Contract Breach (PCB) and Organizational Cynicism (OC) 

Nonexistence of integrity, absence of trust in organization, high executive compensation, 

layoffs, failed change efforts, etc. are some of the precursors of OC, the similar factors 

also trigger PCB, because both concepts; though empirically distinct constructs are 

formed primarily by unmet expectations (Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly, 2003). A positive 

relation between PCB and OC was found by Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly (2003), Pate et al. 

(2003) and MacLean & Litzky (2014). So we assume: 

 H5a: A positive relationship exists between perceived psychological contract breach 

and organizational cynicism. 

2.8 Psychological Contract Breach (PCB) and Emotional Exhaustion (EE) 

Emotional exhaustion is a factor leading to Maslach’s (1993) burnout concept, and results 

in severe depletion of emotional and physical health, thus a central variable for 

understanding the burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). Furthermore PCB is an important 

perception of employees that generates negative emotional responses and there are 

several negative employment outcomes been linked with PCB. Rousseau (1995) 

contended that a perception of breach facilitates the eruption of negatively charged 

emotions in employees that lead to EE. Rousseau’s (1995) argument proposes that PCB is 

important when predicting emotional responses of employees at the job that could have 

impact over their health (Robbins et al., 2012). Furthermore Piccoli & Witte (2015) found 

a positive relation between PCB and EE. Therefore, we propose: 

 H5b: A positive relationship exists between perceived psychological contract breach 

and emotional exhaustion 

2.9 Organizational Cynicism (OC) and Emotional Exhaustion (EE) 

In academic debate of cynicism, cynics are labeled as a people distrustful and depressed 

(Wanous et al., 2000), who exhibit indifference (Kanter & Mirvis, 1989; Stivers, 1994), 

and would have experienced defeat, agony, and disappointment (Andersson, 1996). 

Cropanzano et al. (2003) contended that cynicism seems likely to be associated with 

negative emotions such as emotional exhaustion. While studying the mediating role of 

OC between leadership and employee exhaustion Gkorezis et al. (2015) highlighted the 

connection between OC and EE. Moreover OC involves reactions to ones’ expectations; 

EE as an outcome. Therefore we hypothesize that: 

 H6: A positive relationship exists between organizational cynicism and emotional 

exhaustion 

Following figure 1 displays a graphical representation of variables and their relationships. 
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Figure 1: The Framework (Conceptual Scheme) 

IEAL- Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy OUB- Observed Unethical Behavior 

PCB- Psychological Contract Breach   OC- Organizational Cynicism EE-Emotional 

Exhaustion 

3. Methodology 

Following section describes the data collection techniques, the sample and measures used 

to operationalize the model. 

3.1 The Sampling Strategy 

The target population for the study is the 9 public universities in Lahore, Punjab. The 

education sector was selected to meet the call by earlier researchers to investigate 

questions concerning decoupling and its impact on employee perception in different 

contexts e.g. non-American population (MacLean et.al 2014) and from different sector 

those in direct contact with the customers e.g. students (Eddleston et al., 2002; MacLean 

& Behnam, 2010; Powell & Colyvas, 2008).  

Moreover according to the Transparency International’s Global Corruption Report (GCR) 

2013, education sector in Pakistan is plagued with corruption and presence of a non-

uniform educational system has been identified as one of the biggest problems. On a 

scale of 1 to 5, where 1 means not at all corrupt, 5 means extremely corrupt, Pakistan’s 

education system score was 3.2, implying high corruption level (Transparency 

International, 2013). Corrupt practices worsen the quality and morality in education, 

trains unskilful and less knowledgable young professionals, and transfers distorted and 

misleading values to youth (Rumyantseva, 2012). Real danger and risk lies in that 

students start believing that personal success and progress is acquired, not through 

dedication, merit and hard work, but through cutting corners (Chapman & Lindner, 

2016), and these students tomorrow take places in positions where they have to take long 

lasting decisions. Such a situation in higher education requires immediate study of all 

possible factors that can infuse corrupt behavior and attitude within indviduals. Kingshott 

(2008) study postulated that increase in psychologiacl contract breach could lead to 

corruption because of the need for employees to recoup what they perceived are owed to 

them. Earlier study of Manz et al. (2005) explained that regulation of emotions might be 

one of the important factors to make morally valued choices even when the situations 

force them otherwise. As we hypothise that decoupling sources negative perceptions of 
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employees about PCB, and emotion exhaustion, so we are indirectly figuring out the 

varaibles that could cause corrupt behavior.  

Among the biggest risks of decoupling in education; specifically higher education, is the 

message it sends to the faculty and staff who are responsible to train and mentor the next 

generation. The real damage occurs when employees believe that what is said is not 

always meant to be in reality.  Such perception of organization where policies and rules 

are eye washers can cause, a decline in relationship between employees and institution, 

emotional upheaval within themselves, feeling of contract breach and raise cynicism, 

which will straight ahead impact the minds of the students, thus such breakdown in the 

link between saying and doing at organizational level if widely shared, has the potential 

to undermine civil society well into the future. 

 

Table 1: Demographic Data 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pakistan embodies a very appropriate case for this research: first the country has invested 

a huge amount of money on higher education in last 2 decades, and multiple initiatives 

are funded to inculcate a progressive and meaningful culture in higher education. 

Secondly the enrolment of students in higher education is increasing every year, and from 

0.5 million students in 2004-05, it has increased to 1.2 million by 2014-15 (HEC, 2016), 

which tells us the amount of human capital universities are about to pour into the market. 

3.2 The Study Sample 

 The target population for the study is the 9 public universities in Lahore, Punjab.  The 

sampling frame comprised all the teaching and non-teaching staff (approximately 20,000) 

working in various departments of all the 9 universities. We adopted a multi–stage 

Demographic Data Number Percent 

Gender (n=215) 

Male 

Female 

121 

94 

56.3% 

43.7% 

Marital Status 

Married 

Single 

111 

104 

51.6% 

48.4% 

Job type 

Teaching 

Non-Teaching 

195 

20 

90.7% 

9.3% 

Education level 

Graduates Post-

Graduates 

132 

83 

61% 

39% 

Age Group 

20-30 

31-40 

41-50 

Above 50 

 

96 

85 

26 

8 

 

44.7% 

39.5% 

12.1% 

3.7% 

Salary Range Per Month 

10-40k 

41-60k 

61-100k 

Above 100k 

 

115 

41 

50 

9 

 

54% 

19% 

23% 

4% 
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stratified cluster sampling design; considering universities as strata and the departments 

as clusters. At the first stage we selected 3 universities out of 9 public universities.  The 3 

selected universities had 23, 24 and 30 departments respectively. Again using simple 

random sampling, we selected 8 departments from each selected university which gave us 

24 clusters with 450 teaching and non-teaching staff.  We sent the questionnaire to all the 

members of selected departments/clusters. We received back 249 responses; out of which 

34 were incomplete, hence discarded.          

Therefore, with an actual sample of 215, our response rate was 48%. The demographic 

characteristics for our final sample of 215 shows almost equal participation from both 

male (56.2%) and female (43.7%), 91% teaching and 9 % non-teaching occupation, 

whereas 52% respondents were married 48% were single, 61% of the respondents were 

graduates and 39% were post graduates including MPhils and PhDs  Master degree 

holders, and 84% of the respondents were in age bracket of 20-40 years and 84% of the 

respondents received ethics training at least once in a year. Table 1 shows complete 

demographic information of our respondents.  

3.3 Measures 

All measures in the study were established multi-item scales taken from prior research.  

Decoupling is operationalized in a context in which Weaver et al. (1999) suggested that 

training, monitoring, and compliance are included in any ethics control systems. Thus, we 

first modeled decoupling as a formative multidimensional construct shaped by training, 

monitoring, and compliance dimensions. MacLean & Behnam (2010) validated that 

decoupling occurs when formal ethics program exists but as a ‘‘window dressing’’.  

Formal Ethics program was measured using training (0=no and 1=yes), monitoring (3 

questions, scale from 1 to 5), and observed compliance were measured using  4 questions 

on compliance (scale from 1 to 5; where 1 = strong disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The 

measures for monitoring and training were adapted from earlier studies of Trevin˜o and 

Weaver (2001) and; Weaver et.al (1999). The sample item for ethics monitoring is 

“Assessment of a person’s ethics is a formal part of performance appraisals”, and sample 

item for observed compliance is “Employees violating ethical expectations are strictly 

disciplined”. Formal ethics program (Ef ) was calculated using the formula :  

Ef = ( T+M) where 

T = the holding or non-holding of training in participants’ organizations 

M = the average of values of scores for 3 monitoring questions 

Taking decoupling as a gap between observed ethics (reported compliance) and formal 

ethics (the efforts undertaken by the respondents’ organizations for compliance that 

included training and monitoring); we calculated decoupling as a difference between 

mean the values of observed compliance and formal ethics program, i.e., De = Co-Ef    

Where, De stands for decoupling, Ef for formal ethics program, and Co for observed 

compliance; (which were calculated by the average values of 4 questions on compliance 

responded to, by the study sample).  Since, De =  Co-Ef  is the value of decoupling (gap)  

between the formal ethics and observed ethics; hence,  If   Ef  = Co   then the gap is zero 

i.e. there is no gap between observed compliance and formal ethics program, and the 

employees are fully complying with the formal ethics program.   If  Co-Ef   > 0, then the 

observed compliance in the company are more than the company’s expected formal 
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ethics program, which implies that the employees do not need a formal ethics agenda as 

such to manifest ethical behaviors; however,  if  Co-Ef   < 0, then the formal ethics 

program is  more than the observed compliance in the organization and   despite the 

presence of a formal ethics program, the  employees are not observing or exhibiting 

ethical behaviors. 

Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy items adapted from previous research (MacLean & 

Behnam, 2010; Foreman & Whetten, 2002;) that measured how the ethics agenda was 

cohesive with day to day activities of the organization. Responses were recorded on five-

point, Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) “My company’s ethics 

policies and practices guide me in my decision-making at work” is a sample item among 

seven (7) items.  

Observed Unethical Behavior measure was developed by Trevino & Weaver (2001) and 

Trevino et.al. (1998), questioning the respondents to point out the occurrences of 

unethical behavior they observed over the previous year (1 = never; 5 = frequently). As 

mentioned in earlier studies that when individuals report others behavior the chances of 

bias; social desirability is less likely (Trevino & Weaver, 2001; Trevino et.al., 1999; 

Trevino et.al., 1998). There are seven (7) items in the measure. Sample item is “Misuse 

of on-the-job time”.  

Psychological Contract Breach was measured through a five (5) item scale of Robinson 

& Morrison (2000). The responses were recorded on a 1–5 scale ranging from strongly 

disagrees to strongly agree. A sample items is “I have not received everything promised 

to me in exchange for my contributions” 

Organizational Cynicism measure was developed by Bedeian (2007), asking participants 

to point-out the whether they agree or disagree as (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly 

agree). The measure includes 12 items, sample item is “I doubt about Institution’s 

integrity”. 

Emotional Exhaustion, a six-item emotional exhaustion subscale of the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory (Maslach and Jackson, 1981) was used to measure emotional exhaustion. 

Sample item includes ‘I feel emotionally drained from my work’. Items were rated on a 

five-point scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’.  Table 2 shows the 

reliability of constructs (α value) of all scales used in this study. Study tool is available as 

Appendix A. 

Table 2: Reliability of Scales 

Reliability Analysis 

Measures Cronbach’s alpha 

Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy 

Observed Unethical Behavior 

Psychological Contract Breach 

Organizational Cynicism 

Emotional Exhaustion 

0.904 

0.882 

0.746 

0.883 

0.839 
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Figure 2:  Reported Decoupling in Public Sector Universities 

4. Results and Analysis 

We considered gender, marital status, job type, education and age of participants as 

control variables. The results express a significant negative relation of gender with 

decoupling, psychological contract breach (PCB), emotional exhaustion (EE), but a 

significant positive relation with organizational cynicism (OC). Furthermore type of job 

and participants age significantly correlates with internal ethics agenda legitimacy 

(IEAL) and observed unethical behavior (OUB) respectively. Other control variables do 

not present a significant relation with our main study variables.  

The study was aimed at exploring the effects that decoupling might have on employees; 

and the data was gathered from public sector higher education institutions. Decoupling 

was calculated by the difference between the observed ethics compliance and the 

prevalent ethics programs in the respondents’ organizations. The data were divided as 

very high decoupling (values ranging from -5.0 to -2.0), high (-1.99 to -.59), low (-.58 to 

-.01) and no decoupling (.00 to 5.0). Accordingly, 47% of the respondents were of the 

view that their organizations had high decoupling, i.e. the ethics program was ineffective 

in promoting compliance. 32% of the respondents observed high non-compliance of the 

ethics, despite the training and monitoring efforts. Only 10% of the employees reported 

that employees at their organizations were observing ethics (see Figure 2).  

To find the impact of afore-measured decoupling, examined the size and significance of 

association between our variables using bivariate Pearson’s correlation.  The data for the 

purposes was checked for various assumptions; and, it was found to be linear and had no 

significant outliers. For normality, we used the Shapiro-Wilk Test and found the 

distribution to be normal, as the significance value of the Shapiro-Wilk Test was greater 

than 0.05 for all variables. Proceeding further, we found significant associations and 

support for majority of our proposed hypotheses. Decoupling has negative relationship 

with Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy (ѓ= -.211 at p=.002<.05), and positive 
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relationship with Observed Unethical Behavior (ѓ = .162 at p=.017<.05) thus supporting 

H1 and H2 respectively. IEAL has significant negative relationship with OUB (ѓ = -.251, 

p=.000<.05), significantly carries negative relation with Organization Cynicism (ѓ= -

.233, at p=.000<.05). Higher IEAL lowers perceived Psychological Contract Breach, 

however the relationship was not found to be significant (with ѓ= -.091,at p=.181), so our 

H3a and H3bare supported, but H3c is not well supported..  OUB has a negative relation 

with OC (with ѓ=-.046, at p=.505) thus H4 is not accepted. PCB has a significant positive 

relationship with Emotional Exhaustion (with ѓ=.800 at p=.000<.05) which supports our 

H5a. On the other hand, a positive association was found between PCB and OC (ѓ=.014, 

p=.836), however, it was not significant. Similarly, we did not find support for the 

association between OC and EE (ѓ= -.009, p=.89), hence H5b and H6 are not supported. 

Table 3 represents the details of relation between variables. 

Table 3: Bivariate Correlations 

 

Variables 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1 Gender 1           

2 Marital Status .121 1          

3 Job Type -.089 -.010 1         

4 Education -.022 .058 -.008 1        

5 Participants Age .042 
.356*

* 
-.019 .032 1       

6 Decoupling 

-

.197*

* 

-.034 -.065 -.048 -.019 1      

7 

Internal Ethics 

Agenda 

Legitimacy 

.074 .082 
.185*

* 
-.037 .055 

-

.211*

* 

1     

8 

Observed 

Unethical 

Behaviour 

-.072 .045 -.085 .055 
.272*

* 
.162* 

-

.251*

* 

1    

9 
Psychological 

Contract Breach 

-

.320*

* 

.053 .011 -.074 .080 .003 -.091 -.028 1   

10 
Emotional 

Exhaustion 

-

.382*

* 

.057 -.057 -.030 .049 -.038 -.082 .006 
.800*

* 
1  

11 
Organizational 

Cynicism 

.212*

* 
.005 -.070 .062 .029 -.100 

-

.233*

* 

-.046 .014 -.009 1 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

The results of current study are almost aligned and validate various relationships of 

variables earlier proposed by MacLean & Litzky (2014), (see Figure 3). The inclusion of 

emotional exhaustion in the framework extended our understanding of the far reaching 

effects of decoupling one step further. Emotional exhaustion is a factor leading to 

Maslach’s (1993) burnout concept, and results in severe depletion of emotional and 

physical health (Maslach & Leiter, 2008), and as results show that  psychological 
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contract breach significantly relates to emotional Exhaustion whereas organization 

cynicism does not. Therefore, if employees perceive that organization is not fulfilling its 

commitment, it might result in severe emotional and physical damage to individual 

employee that could result in either demotivation or unethical and corrupt behavior 

(Manz et.al. 2005). 

 

 

Figure 3: Results of the Study 

*p<0.05, one-tailed;  **p<0.01, one-tailed; ***p<0.001, one-tailed Bold numbers represent the 

accepted hypotheses 

Our study presents a model that expands and enhances our know how of the far reaching 

consequences of decoupling at an individual level. Most research in the area of 

decoupling has explored organization-level effects(reference); whereas this paper 

displays compelling individual-level consequences of decoupling that negatively trigger 

the perception of employees such as perception about decline in legitimacy of 

institution’s policy, increase in observed unethical behavior, intensification of institution 

cynicism, escalation of belief that organizations does not fulfill the commitment it makes, 

and thus proliferate the emotional exhaustion within employees. All these consequences 

damage the productivity and its quality, and in case of educational institution, all of it 

results in producing cynic, hopeless, and valueless generation.  

While implementing the ethical agenda or to assure the compliance of ethical agenda, 

training and monitoring both are important variables but monitoring has stronger impact 

on compliance, therefore an effective monitoring system helps in curtailing decoupling. 

5.1 Theoretical Implication 

This paper extends the works of MacLean & Litzky (2014) by empirically testing the 

effects of decoupling on individuals, but it is a first empirical study to test the effect of 

decoupling on individual-level perceptions and behaviors in the higher education sector 

of Pakistan. The study validates that decoupling does not only effect the organization as 

prior studies focused (Westpha et al., 1997; Zajac & Westphal, 2004), but has strong 

association with the perception of organizational members; employees/ individuals, from 

which we can infer that it ultimately effect the work performance and productivity of 

employees.  
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5.2 Practical Implication 

The study proposes numerous areas of worry and concern on the part of organizational 

leaders in general and leaders in educational institutions in particular. For instance this 

study affirms the importance of recognizing the risks of figurative implementation of 

ethics agenda and its serious implications on the perception and behavior of employees. 

Though showoff by making policies and procedures for organizational formal ethics 

agenda bring in legitimacy from outsiders but a poor implementation of such set of 

policies may negatively affect employees and perhaps the organization itself in a longer 

run.  

In case of public sector educational institutions the fear is not of losing students e.g. 

customers, but the real concern is that employees of an organization carry negative 

perception and behavior toward their institution and definitely it will transfer into the 

students and would have a long lasting negative impact over a society, therefore the study 

results and its practical implications appear important and essential. 

We can infer from the results of the study that avoiding decoupling or its perception 

among employees requires an alignment between policies and organizational activities. It 

means that if one claims to have ethics monitoring system in place, then that system must 

be able to trace (un)ethical behavior; conduct training programs, integrate such trainings 

with ethical agenda; and have compensation systems e.g. reward/ punishment that reflects 

to ethics appraisal.  The true integration of ethics agenda into other performance 

management mechanisms will increase legitimacy among employees and would have 

positive far reaching consequences on the perception and behavior of employees. 

Lastly it is pertinent to mention that leaders ought to be careful to “contradiction of code 

and conduct” especially when it comes to their own behaviors.  If leaders use the ethics 

agenda to guard themselves and just providing lip service to ethics, then it transmits 

absence of alignment between saying and doing, which may influence employees to 

perceive that the institution is decoupling its ethics agenda from practices. 

5.3 Limitations 

In the academic setting, students are most important stakeholders, thus, future study can 

examine the impact of decoupling on the perception of students. This study does not look 

into the causal relationships between the variables; therefore future longitudinal study can 

fill this gap. Secondly, researchers can investigate mediation and moderation role of 

decoupling. Thirdly we selected public sector higher education institutions for our study; 

researchers can examine the effect of decoupling in other public sector organizations in 

Pakistan, which would help in generalizing the results.  

5.4 Conclusion 

Purpose of this research was to enrich the literature and our understanding about 

decoupling formal ethics agenda and its effect on employees’ perception, specifically in 

higher education sector. By doing this we better comprehend the possible results of 

adopting formal ethics agenda, that is figurative in nature and lack pragmatic system for 

controlling unethical behavior, thus the study  reveals more harmful rather progressive 

consequences of decoupling on the individuals.  

The study affirms that, it is immensely pertinent for any educational institution to comply 

with the set policies and procedures. Designing and establishing policies for the sake of 



The Existential Paradox between Code and Conduct 

 560 

satisfying the external stakeholder or to fulfill the requisites imposed by higher authority 

while not implementing those polices in true spirit would seed negative perceptions in 

employees toward legitimacy of all actions taken by the institution, thus would 

consequently detach task motivation and employees. 
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Appendix A:  Survey Questionnaire for Behavioral Research 

 

Greetings! 

Thank you for allowing us to communicate with you. The goal of this 

questionnaire is to help us better understand the impact of GAP between ethics 

policy and its implementation on employees’ perception. We sincerely request 

you to fill the questionnaire because your responses are highly valuable to our 

work. We assure to maintain the confidentiality of your responses.  

 

Using the given scales kindly respond to the following statements. 

 

S

r 

Ethics Monitoring 

Considering your Institution please indicate the extent 

to which you agree or disagree with the following 

statements. 

Items 

S
tr

o
n

g
ly

 D
is

ag
re

e 

D
is

ag
re

e 

U
n

ce
rt

ai
n

 

A
g

re
e 

S
tr

o
n

g
ly

 A
g

re
e 

1 Assessment of a person’s ethics is a formal part of 

performance appraisals. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2 People are formally evaluated on the ethics of their 

behavior. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3 Chairmen/Dean is asked to formally assess the ethical 

performance of their subordinates. 
1 2 3 4 5 
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Sr 

Ethics Compliance 

Considering your Institution’s policy regarding 

ethical conduct, please indicate the extent to 

which you agree or disagree with the following 

statements. 

         

  Items S
tr

o
n

g
ly

 D
is

ag
re

e 

D
is

ag
re

e 

U
n

ce
rt

ai
n

 

A
g

re
e 

S
tr

o
n

g
ly

 A
g

re
e 

1 Employees violating ethical expectations are 

strictly disciplined. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2 Employees failing to abide by policies will be 

disciplined. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3 People not conforming to ethical standards are 

disciplined. 
1 2 3 4 5 

4 Even employees minor violations of ethical 

expectations are disciplined. 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

Sr 

Observed Unethical Behavior 

Over the past year, how often have you 

observed the following types of behavior in 

your organization? Record your answer by 

selecting one of the five options given. 

 

Items N
ev

er
 

R
ar

el
y

 

O
cc

as
io

n
al

ly
  

F
re

q
u

en
tl

y
 

V
er

y
 f

re
q
u

en
tl

y
 

1 Taking longer than necessary to do a job 1 2 3 4 5 

2 Misuse of on-the-job time 1 2 3 4 5 

3 Concealing/ Hiding errors  1 2 3 4 5 

4 Falsifying time/quality/quantity reports 1 2 3 4 5 

5 Calling in sick just to take a day off 1 2 3 4 5 

6 Lying to Chairman/ Dean 1 2 3 4 5 

7 
Stealing from the Institution; by any means i.e. 

factual stealing, cuts in purchases etc 
1 2 3 4 5 
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Sr 

Internal Ethics Agenda Legitimacy 

Following statements are to assure the extent to 

which ethics compliance program is operational 

in your Institution. Record your answer by 

indicating to which extant you agree or disagree 

with following statements.  

 

Items S
tr

o
n

g
ly

 D
is

ag
re

e 

D
is

ag
re

e 

U
n

ce
rt

ai
n
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g

re
e 

S
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o
n

g
ly

 A
g

re
e 

1 My Institution’s ethics policies and practices 

guide me in my decision-making at work. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2 My Institution’s ethics policies and practices 

help me do my job more effectively. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3 Our ethics program is a valuable Institutional 

resource. 
1 2 3 4 5 

4 Our ethics program adds to the effectiveness of 

our organization. 
1 2 3 4 5 

5 Our ethics program is appropriate to public 

education sector. 
1 2 3 4 5 

6 Students, staff, faculty, parents, and other 

outsiders consider our ethics program 

acceptable. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7 My Institution’s ethics policies and practices 

support employees in their day-to-day work. 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

S

r 

Perceived Contract Breach 

The purpose of statements given below is to find out 

the extent to which you believe that your organization 

fulfills the promises whether written, verbal or 

understood. Record your answer by indicating to 

which extant you agree or disagree with following 

statements 

Items S
tr

o
n
g
ly

 D
is

ag
re

e 

D
is

ag
re

e 

U
n
ce

rt
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n
 

A
g
re

e 

S
tr

o
n
g
ly

 A
g
re

e 

1 I feel that my organization has violated the 

contract between us. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2 I feel betrayed by my organization. 1 2 3 4 5 

3 My employer has broken many of its promises to 

me even though I have upheld my side of the 

deal. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 I feel extremely frustrated by how I have been 

treated by my organization. 
1 2 3 4 5 

5 I have not received everything promised to me in 1 2 3 4 5 
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exchange for my services. 

 

S

r 

Organizational Cynicism 

Indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree 

with the following statements. 

Items 

S
tr

o
n
g

ly
 D
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re
e 
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e 

U
n
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ai
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A
g
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e 

S
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o
n
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ly
 A

g
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1 I have no confident that institution will do what is 

right when interacting with its staff 
1 2 3 4 5 

2 I wonder about the real purpose behind 

institution’s decisions 
1 2 3 4 5 

3 I doubt about institution’s integrity 1 2 3 4 5 

4 I have reservations whether the institution is 

forthright regarding its actions 
1 2 3 4 5 

5 I suspect the institution is deliberately evasive/ 

vague in things it says 
1 2 3 4 5 

6 I am sure institution officials do not put 

institution’s interest ahead of their own 
1 2 3 4 5 

7 I don’t have complete faith in the institution’s 

good intention 
1 2 3 4 5 

8 When institution says it is going to do something 

I know it is not meant in real 
1 2 3 4 5 

9 I am confident that the institution public rhetoric 

does not reflect its actual intentions 
1 2 3 4 5 

1

0 

I wonder at the difference between reality and the 

institution’s claim 
1 2 3 4 5 

1

1 

I have question whether institution’s officials are 

interested in institution problem 
1 2 3 4 5 

1

2 

I have suspected that the institution’s public 

statements reflect more spin that reality 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

S

r 

Emotional Exhaustion 

Following statements are to measure your 

emotional association with your present job. 

Record your answer by indicating to which extant 

you agree or disagree with following statements.  

Items S
tr

o
n
g

ly
 D
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ag
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 A
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e 
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1 I feel emotionally drained from my work. 1 2 3 4 5 

2 I worry that this job is hardening me emotionally. 1 2 3 4 5 

3 I feel burned out from my work. 1 2 3 4 5 

4 I feel tired when I get up in the morning and have 

to face another day on the job. 
1 2 3 4 5 

5 I feel frustrated by my job. 1 2 3 4 5 

6 Working with people all day long requires a great 

deal of effort. 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

Demographic information 

 

Gender:     Male       Female Marital Status:      Single      Married

 Job:     Teaching        Non-Teaching 
Tick the 

highest 

level of 

education 

complete

d 

Intermediat

e Indicate 

the 

frequency 

of ethics 

training 

that 

occurs in 

your 

Institutio

n 

Weekly 

Age 

Grou

p 

Belo

w 20 

Tick your 

income 

range in 

thousand

s (000) 

Belo

w 13 

Bachlors 

2Yr 

Monthly 20-30 13-20 

Bacholrs 4 

Yr 

Quarterl

y 

30-40 20-40 

Master Bi-

Annually 

40-50 40-60 

MPhil Only one 

time 

Abov

e 50 

60-

100 

PhD Never  Abov

e 100 

 

This is the end of the questionnaire. Thank you for your participation. 


