
ARTICLE

Promotive and prohibitive ethical voice in groups:
the effect of faultlines and role ambiguity
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Despite the role of ethical voice in promoting ethics in working units, scant attention has been

devoted to the emergence and boundary conditions of collective ethical voice. In accordance

with the integration between regulatory focus theory and social identity theory, this research

explores the antecedents and moderators of promotive ethical voice and prohibitive ethical

voice in working units. Hierarchical regression analysis of field data on 632 employees and 62

leaders at three Chinese organizations supports the hypotheses. Faultlines negatively relate

to promotive ethical voice and prohibitive ethical voice in groups. Role ambiguity moderates

the effect of two forms of ethical voice on citizenship behaviors and task performance in

groups. Based on regulatory focus and social identity theory, this study contributes to existing

research by revealing faultlines to be barriers of collective promotive and prohibitive ethical

voice. Additionally, this research provides a novel lens to understand the underlying inter-

action mechanisms through which role ambiguity regulates the effect of ethical voice on

performance in groups.
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Introduction

A number of well-known companies have reported une-
thical behaviors and financial fraud every year, damaging
their reputation and public trust (Kim and Vandenberghe,

2020). This has led to calls from researchers and practitioners for
the prevention of unethical conduct (Kim et al. 2023; Zheng et al.
2022). As a response to ethical reform within organizations,
groups, as the most basic unit of an organization, need to
understand their members’ ethical views as expressed in daily
communication. One way that groups can develop such under-
standing is through the ethical ideas that group members present.
This is referred to as group ethical voice, which is defined as
group members speaking up about their concerns regarding the
violation of ethical norms and their suggestions about sustaining
ethical norms (Chen and Treviño, 2022; Ogunfowora et al. 2022).

In recent years, research interest in group ethical voice has
increased dramatically (e.g. Chen and Treviño, 2023; Kim et al.
2023; Ogunfowora et al. 2022; Kim and Vandenberghe, 2020;
Huang and Paterson, 2017). However, somewhat surprisingly,
with a few exceptions (Chen and Treviño, 2022), the literature on
group ethical voice has typically focused on broader or overall
perspectives that do not clarify the different perspectives within
group ethical voice. In this study, we heed the call of Ogunfowora
et al. (2022) to specify the dimensions of group ethical voice based
on promotion and prevention (or prohibition) type regulatory
focus. In particular, this effort helps to develop a theoretical
framework that considers the causes and boundary conditions of
group promotive and prohibitive ethical voice.

Based on the promotion and prevention distinction advanced
by regulatory focus theory, group ethical voice can be classified
into two forms: promotive voice (speaking to what ethical
behaviors should do) and prohibitive voice (speaking to what
unethical behaviors should not do) (Chen and Treviño, 2023). As
group members’ regulatory focus on ethical voice depends on
how they connect with group identity and whether the group
supports their regulatory focus (Newheiser et al. 2015), we pro-
pose an integration of social identity theory and regulatory ethical
focus. In this regard, we explore the antecedents of our two forms
of group ethical voice based on the social categorization per-
spective of social identity theory by testing the role of activated
group faultlines, which are defined as perceived dividing lines that
categorize group members into different subgroups based on
similarities or differences in personal attributes (e.g., age and
gender) (Lau and Murnighan, 1998). Furthermore, we also
explore the boundary condition of the relationship between two
forms of group ethical voice and group-level organizational citi-
zenship behaviors (GOCB) and group task performance based on
the basic motivation of social identity theory (uncertain con-
sideration) by examining the moderating role of group role
ambiguity, which is defined as a lack of necessary information
about a given group position (Cicero et al. 2010) (Fig. 1).

Overall, our study makes several contributions to the research
on (non)emergence of group ethical voice based on social identity
theory. First, we explain why group members fail to display
ethical voice from the perspective of group faultlines. Despite the
importance of group ethical voice, it is often perceived as risky
and difficult to speak up on ethical grounds in the group context
because of the fear of invalidation (e.g. “no one will listen”,
“nothing will change”) or danger (e.g. “any voice can be pun-
ished”) (Satterstrom et al. 2021). This fear reflects a lack of intra-
group psychological connection (Satterstrom et al. 2021).
According to social identity theory, invalidation of voice and
danger of voice as manifestations of a lack of intra-group psy-
chological connection are reflections of intra-group psychological
boundaries and group (non)identification (Chamberlin et al.
2017). Empirical studies on social identity theory have demon-
strated that the higher the level of group identification, the more
likely group members are to speak out on ethical grounds, i.e.,
engage in an ethical voice (Chamberlin et al. 2017; Burhan et al.
2023; Johnson et al. 2023). However, no studies have considered
the (non)emergence of ethical voice from the perspective of intra-
group psychological boundaries, especially subgroup psychologi-
cal boundaries. It is still unclear how group members interact
with each other and think about each other from ethical per-
spectives based on subgroup categorization processes. Without
such understanding, leaders may hardly to know why group
members’ voice in ethical ground is narrowly focused (the focus
on few subgroup members rather than entire group members).
According to social identity theory, social categorization pro-
cesses explain the barriers of voice as the formation of inter-
subgroup boundaries (inter-subgroup hostility) based on sub-
group categorization, along with the alignment of members’
multiple attributes (e.g., age and gender) (Ulrich et al. 2021; Chen
and Wang, 2021), which can be referred to as group faultlines
(Wu et al. 2021). Qi et al. (2022b) indicated that group faultlines,
a typical informal group structure, are an integral part of intra-
group activities and provide a setting for information expression
and analysis. In this study, we focus on the relationship between
group ethical voice and group faultlines. Our study not only
provide evidence for the connection between social categorization
processes in social identity theory and regulatory focus theory but
also clarify why group members’ ethical voice is constrained from
the perspective of intra-group boundaries.

Second, our research breaks new ground by testing a boundary
condition (group role ambiguity) regarding the influences of two
types of group ethical voice. Group role ambiguity represents
group members’ perception of group uncertainty (Carlson and
Ross, 2022). Social identity theory suggests that environmental
stability and certainty represent individuals’ basic motivation to
connect with the collective identity (Wu et al. 2021) and whether
they care about group ethical voice. Whether team members view
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Fig. 1 The theoretical model.
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higher levels of environmental (un)stability and (un)certainty
from the perspectives of gains or losses regulates the individual
group member’s regulatory focus (Jiang et al. 2020). Hambrick
et al. (2005) support this view, stating “executives vary widely in
their abilities and in the suitability of their talents for the specific
environmental conditions they face” (p. 475). Limited past studies
have explored the moderating role of uncertainty on regulatory
focus (Jiang et al. 2020). They mainly focus on macro organiza-
tion or industry background through objective secondary data
and are inspired more by the person-environmental regulatory
(mis)fit perspective than by social identity theory. However, these
studies provide conflicting discussions regarding either positive or
negative person-environmental regulatory (mis)fit. The incon-
sistent findings fail to result in solid conclusions about the
interaction between regulatory focus and uncertainty. By applying
group role ambiguity based on social identity theory, we extend
the research focus from the macro organizational or industry level
to the micro group level. This is because, based on the level-
matched principle, group-level behaviors are more strongly
related to the perception of group identity than they are to other
levels of identity (e.g., personal identity or organization identity)
(e.g., Qi et al. 2023). In addition, we challenge the basic argument
of person-environmental regulatory (mis)fit (e.g., Jiang et al.
2020), which states that uncertainty may enhance the benefits of
regulatory focus to some extent and confirm the “dark side” of
uncertainty by testing group role ambiguity. Overall, we con-
tribute to the integration of social identity and regulatory focus
theory by extending the boundary conditions of group ethical
voice from the person–environment regulatory (mis)fit perspec-
tive to the uncertainty perspective of social identity theory.

Literature review and research hypotheses
Group ethical voice. The study on the dimensions of ethical voice
rests on two forms of regulatory focus: promotive regulatory
focus and preventive regulatory focus. The former is defined as
expressing new views to facilitate organizational functioning,
while the latter is defined as expressing concerns about harmful
actions to prevent organizational damage (Zheng et al. 2021).
Regarding the ethical perspective, prohibitive-target ethical voice
aims to focus attention on avoiding ethical issues, and promotive-
target ethical voice is related to voicing suggestions for improving
ethical functioning (Ogunfowora et al. 2022).

Given the apparent promotive and prohibitive distinction in
the ethical voice literature and regulatory focus theory, we
propose that group ethical voice can be either promotive or
prohibitive. Group promotive ethical voice can be framed as
group members providing new ethical ideas to improve the
group. In contrast, group prohibitive ethical voice refers to
expressing concerns about the negative ethical-related outcomes
of the group (Chen and Treviño, 2022). During intragroup
communication, each type of voice focuses on different informa-
tion content. In ethical promotive voice, a positive tone is taken
and positive information is advocated in communication (Chen
and Treviño, 2023; Zheng et al. 2022). For example, the equality
of female workers should be highlighted in group work. In ethical
prohibitive voice, however, a negative tone is used and potential
violations are highlighted in communication to reduce group
costs (Kim and Vandenberghe, 2020). For example, gender
discrimination should be avoided in group work.

Group faultlines. Faultlines represent a kind of group structure
that captures the joint effect of multiple characteristics in defining
subgroups (Ma et al. 2022). The strength of a group faultline
increases when multiple demographic characteristics converge,
thus further generating clear subgroups with a high level of

between-subgroup differences and within-subgroup similarities
(Shemla and Wegge, 2019). For instance, demographic faultlines
can take the form of age-gender divides between senior females
and junior males. When the strength of a group faultline is
activated, subgroup boundaries become salient, and it then
becomes easy for group members to perceive subgroup bound-
aries (Xie et al. 2015). Previous studies have revealed that group
faultlines influence group processes and outcomes (e.g. Qi et al.
2022a; Wu et al. 2021; Yao et al. 2021). For example, they causes
intragroup conflicts, leading to poor group performance and low-
quality group learning and decision-making.

As Carton and Cummings (2012) emphasize, identity
subgroups emerge when faultlines are created by demographic
characteristics. In this study, we focus on two dimensions of
demographic attributes that are likely to create subgroups
within a group, namely, age and gender. This is because age and
gender, as the most salient and easily activated attributes of
group members (Leicht-Deobald et al. 2021), are central to
individuals’ perceptions of similarities or differences (Li and
Jones, 2018) because they are related to stereotypic beliefs (Qi
et al. 2022a).

Group faultlines and group ethical voice. According to the
propositions of social identity theory, collective regulatory focus is
related to the prototypical collective identity (Newheiser et al.
2015). Group members’ preferences for promotion and preven-
tion are affected by their attitudes toward in-categorization or
out-categorization (Faddegon et al. 2008). In this regard, it is
reasonable to develop an integrated theoretical framework
reflecting the relationship between group faultlines and group
ethical voice.

In groups with strong faultlines, polarization between members
from different subgroups may occur (Ulrich et al. 2021). This
leads to “behavioral disintegration” (Ndofor et al. 2015), which
activates social discrimination and further regulates individuals’
perceptions and actions (Ma et al. 2022). As employees prefer to
link themselves and others to the prototypes of the collective
identity to which they belong (Choi and Hogg, 2020), group
members within salient subgroups with strong faultlines tend to
define themselves according to in-subgroup norms and adjust
their own ethical voice based on subgroup porotypes (Antino
et al. 2019). They may validate their ethical voice by isolating
them from those voices held by members of out-subgroups. As a
result, they easily neglect ethical voice originating from out-
subgroup members. Even out-subgroup ethical voice raises their
concern, and they may have a negative attitude or resistance
toward them derived from out-subgroup hostility (Wu et al.
2021). This is in line with the social categorization perspectives of
social identity theory that claim that out-subgroup members who
are different from the individuals are seen as an invalid point
reference for information processing (Rees et al. 2022). As ethical
discussions are aggregated at the subgroup level, the range of
ethical voice potentially available to the group is constrained.

In contrast, in groups with weak faultlines, the boundaries
between the in-subgroup and out-subgroup are not obvious and
being hard to detect because of the cross-alignment of multiple
demographic attributes (Qi et al. 2023). Group members can
easily find “common ground” among each other, which can
reduce the bias and discrimination between subgroups (Yao et al.
2021). Furthermore, as subgroup identity with weak group
faultlines is not salient, group members can transform their
attention from subgroup identity to group identity and define
themselves and others according to group norms rather than
subgroup norms (Xie et al. 2015). As a result, group cohesion is
stronger than the subgroup cohesion, and group members may
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consider group promotive and prohibitive voice as a means of
contributing to the entire group.

Hypothesis 1: group faultlines are negatively related to group
promotive ethical voice.

Hypothesis 2: group faultlines are negatively related to group
prohibitive ethical voice.

The moderating role of group role ambiguity. Based on reg-
ulatory focus theory, promotive and prohibitive voice have dif-
ferent group targets: promotive voice is related to group growth
and advancement, while prohibitive voice is related to group risk
avoidance (Huang and Paterson, 2017). Although their con-
ceptual distinctions imply that they have different outcomes,
some studies have found that both forms of voice can be con-
structive and have the same effect on the development of the
organization (Chamberlin et al. 2017). Consistently, empirical
studies on the relationship between voice and job performance
have been decidedly equivocal, reporting opposite effects for
promotive and prohibitive voice on job performance in some
cases (e.g., Liang et al. 2012) and the same effect (positive) in
others (Chamberlin et al. 2017). There are conceptual reasons to
believe that the influence of voice is contingent on certain factors.
Our study extends this idea to propose that the effect of group
ethical voice (promotive and prohibitive) on group performance
(GOCB and group task performance) is contingent on group role
ambiguity because group role ambiguity determines the meaning
of group identity (Elstak et al. 2014).

Group role ambiguity is accompanied by a feeling of
uncertainty (Cicero et al. 2010), which regulates individuals’
attention to group development and group risk avoidance. In
groups with a high level of role ambiguity, group members are
less likely to define themselves as a part of the group because it is
difficult for the group to satisfy their basic need for uncertainty
reduction (Carlson and Ross, 2022; Elstak et al. 2014). From this
perspective of ethical voice, uncertainty increases the difficulty of
employees’ ethical information-elaboration work (Ahmadi et al.
2017). In this situation, employees may take more time to
consider the risk of in-role or extra-role behaviors and rational
processing of information about ethical voice before taking
action. Thus, group role ambiguity is likely to suppress employ-
ees’ level of attention to group ethical voice.

Regarding the interaction between group role ambiguity and
group promotive ethical voice, we propose that group role
ambiguity and group promotive ethical voice can be seen as
prototypical of collective uncertainty and collective identity
enhancement, respectively. During times of uncertainty, the need
for uncertainty reduction takes precedence over the need for
identity enhancement (Elstak et al. 2014). During such time,
employees must pay more attention to how to survive in the
organization regardless of the valence of the group. As Choi and
Hogg (2020) emphasize, individuals must know who they are
before they think about how good they are. Consistent with this,
Hogg (2021) indicate that uncertainty is the most important risk
or issue that individuals draw attention to because it threatens
one’s self-concept, which defines what individuals need to do.
Therefore, group role ambiguity, which represents a high level of
uncertainty, inhibits employees’ attention to group promotive
ethical voice. As a result, the positive effect of group promotive
ethical voice on GOCB and group task performance is hampered.

In addition, both group role ambiguity and group prohibitive
ethical voice focus on the negative aspects of the group (e.g.,
potential violations and high-level risk). This kind of consistence
may increase the negative feelings that individuals experience
from environmental uncertainty (Knippenberg et al. 2016).
Negative feelings, along with group role ambiguity, inhibit

individuals’ psychological attachment to the group in such a
way that group members feel as if they do not have a predictable
future because certainty is a determinant of how individuals take
actions and what they expect from the group (Cicero et al. 2010).
In this regard, group role ambiguity undermines individuals’
sense of identity, sense of belonging to the group and their sense
of contributing to the group. Social identity theory suggests that
uncertainty makes it difficult for individuals to assimilate
themselves into a prototype that represents the group, thereby
failing to validate their own self-concept (Hogg, 2021). Cesario
et al. (2004) also indicate that when employees experience
negative perceptions of ambiguous knowledge, the fit between
environmental uncertainty and individuals’ prevention-oriented
behaviors increases the strength of these negative feelings.
Therefore, a high level of group role ambiguity intensifies the
negative effect of group prohibitive ethical voice. As a result,
employees are less likely to engage in group task performance
and GOCB.

In contrast, in groups with lower levels of role ambiguity,
uncertainty is not psychologically significant for employees, and
attention may thus be redirected to group ethical voice. Employ-
ees do not spend their time on uncertainty reduction and may
easily deal with ethical voice elaboration. According to social
identity theory, a collective identity of certainty sustains the group
identification of individuals, further leading to group-oriented
behaviors (Choi and Hogg, 2020).

Hypothesis 3a: group role ambiguity moderates the relation-
ship between group promotive ethical voice and GOCB such that
the positive relationship between them is weakened when
employees perceive a high level of group role ambiguity.

Hypothesis 3b: group role ambiguity moderates the relation-
ship between group promotive ethical voice and group task
performance such that the positive relationship between them is
weakened when employees perceive high level of group role
ambiguity.

Hypothesis 4a: group role ambiguity moderates the relation-
ship between group prohibitive ethical voice and GOCB such that
the positive relationship between them is weakened when
employees perceive high level of group role ambiguity.

Hypothesis 4b: group role ambiguity moderates the relation-
ship between group prohibitive ethical voice and group task
performance such that the positive relationship between them is
weakened when employees perceive high level of group role
ambiguity.

Method
Participants. We conducted data collection from three Chinese
organizations. The theoretical model assessed a set of online
questionnaires that had been individually distributed with the
support of a human resource manager. Along with our chosen
variables, we clarified our responsibility based on the rule of
confidentiality obligations (Qi et al. 2022a).

To reduce common method bias, we measured independent,
mediating and moderating variables separately at previously
recommended intervals (Chen and Treviño, 2022) and collected
data on independent and dependent variables from different
participants. We invited 779 employees at Time 1 to report the
perceived age and gender subgroups, as well as their own
demographic information. At time 2 (2 weeks later), all
participants completed the questionnaire on group promotive
and prohibitive ethical voice. We administered the Time 3 survey
two weeks after time point 2 and asked participants to report their
perception of group role ambiguity. 77 group leaders who directly
manage the respondents were also invited to evaluate their
followers’ GOCB and group task performance. To match the
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responses of employees with those of their leaders, we invited
both to record the last four digital phone numbers of target
employees (Qi et al. 2022a).

The final sample includes 632 group members (81% response
rate) and 62 leaders (81% response rate) from 62 groups. On
average, each group includes 10.19 members, ranging from 7 to
19. Participants in the final sample average 36.43 years old. 23.1%
were less than 30 years old, 50.8% were 30–39 years old, 21.7%
were 40–49 years old, 4.4% were more than 49 years old. 44.9% of
participants were female.

Measures. The back-translation procedure was adopted to
translate the original English items into Chinese (Qi et al. 2023).
The following measures included in the questionnaires were
recorded using six-point response scales.

Group promotive and prohibitive ethical voice. We applied Chen
and Treviño (2022) designed 6 items to evaluate the degree to
which participants perceived promotive (3 items; Cronbach’s
α= 0.81) and prohibitive (3 items; Cronbach’s α= 0.85) ethical
voice. The sample items for promotive and prohibitive were
“How much did group members emphasize an opportunity for us
to care for others?” and “How much did group members
emphasize that we should stop doing something wrong or
harmful?” respectively. The Rwg and ICC for promotive and
prohibitive were acceptable (group promotive ethical voice:
Rwg= 0.73; ICC(1)= 0.19; ICC(2)= 0.71; prohibitive ethical
voice: Rwg= 0.71; ICC(1)= 0.22; ICC(2)= 0.75). Therefore, the
group-level scale was calculated by averaging individuals’
responses.

Activated group faultlines. As discussed in the section on group
faultlines, we calculated group faultlines as pertaining to two
attributes: age and gender. Next, we followed Antino et al.’s
(2019) steps to construct activated group faultlines. First, Shaw’s
(2004) FLS algorithms were adopted to obtain the faultline
strength scores for age and gender. Second, a four-item instru-
ment from Jehn and Bezrukova’s (2010) study was adopted to
reveal employees’ perceptions of the age and gender subgroups.
Third, the scores obtained from the calculation of the FLS algo-
rithms and survey of perceived subgroups were further multi-
plied. Finally, the multiplied score was averaged to represent the
activated identity faultlines.

Group role ambiguity. Participants responded to four items bor-
rowed from Cicero et al.’s (2010) designed instrument (e.g., I
know in almost every moment what to do in the group). Cron-
bach’s α of this scale was 0.82. The Rwg of the construct was 0.84.
The ICC(1) and ICC(2) were 0.11 and 0.54, respectively.

Therefore, the group-level scale was calculated by averaging
individual responses.

Group-level organizational citizenship behaviors. GOCB was
evaluated by five items adopted from Euwema et al. (2007) study
(e.g. “this person in my group is willing to put in extra time on
the job”). Cronbach’s α of this scale was 0.85. The Rwg of the
construct was 0.83. The ICC(1) and ICC(2) were 0.25 and 0.78
respectively. Therefore, the group-level scale was calculated by
averaging individuals’ responses.

Group task performance. Group task performance was evaluated
by three items adopted from Lam et al.’s (2002) study (e.g. “This
group member is very competent”). Cronbach’s α of this scale was
0.82. The Rwg of the construct was 0.90. The ICC(1) and ICC(2)
were 0.12 and 0.57 respectively. Therefore, the group-level scale
was calculated by averaging individuals’ responses.

Control variables. We controlled group size because group size
plays an important role in the interaction and performance of
group members (Chen et al. 2019). In addition, our study also
adopted age diversity and gender diversity as control variables
because these variables not only reflect the most salient and easily
activated characteristics of group faultlines (Leicht-Deobald et al.
2021) but are also determinants of employees’ moral perception
and actions (Yao et al. 2021; Pearsall et al. 2008).

Results
Descriptive statistics and the inter-correlation between variables
are displayed in Tables 1. The results of confirmatory factor
analysis (Table 2) suggest that the five-factor model (x2/df= 1.94;
CFI= 0.98; TLI= 0.97; RMSEA= 0.04; SRMR= 0.04) was more
appropriate than other alternative models. In addition, ANOVA
was conducted to test between-organization variance for all
variables. The results shown that group faultlines (F2,59= 1.92,
p > 0.05), group promotive ethical voice (F2,59= 0.41, p > 0.05),
group prohibitive ethical voice (F2,59= 1.88, p > 0.05), group role
ambiguity (F2,59= 1.18, p > 0.05), GOCB (F2,59= 1.08, p > 0.05),
group task performance (F2,59= 0.17, p > 0.05). Therefore, we did
not control for organization in all hypotheses.

In terms of the impact of group faultlines on group promotive
and prohibitive ethical voice, Table 3 shows that group faultlines
have a negative effect on both the promotive type (β=−0.59;
p < 0.01; ΔR2= 0.13, Δf= 8.64, p < 0.01) and prohibitive type
(β=−0.55; p < 0.05; ΔR2= 0.09, Δf= 6.18, p < 0.05). Therefore,
Hypotheses 1 and 2 were supported. Hypothesis 3 predicts that
group role ambiguity has a negative moderating influence on the
relationship between group promotive ethical voice and GOCB/
group task performance. Our results substantiate this hypothesis

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Age diversity 0.50 0.11
2 Gender diversity 0.39 0.17 −0.17
3 Group size 10.19 2.23 −0.15 0.04
4 Group faultline 0.47 0.34 0.13 0.12 −0.13
5 Promotive voice 4.57 0.55 −0.07 −0.03 0.02 −0.37**
6 Prohibitive voice 2.56 0.60 0.18 −0.11 0.02 −0.29* 0.13
7 Group role ambiguity 2.44 0.33 −0.12 0.04 0.11 −0.18 0.29* 0.12
8 GOCB 4.65 0.48 −0.06 −0.26* −0.09 −0.27* 0.30* 0.04 −0.16
9 Group task performance 4.49 0.32 0.11 −0.22 0.04 −0.25 0.39** 0.32* 0.23 0.14

Note. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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(Table 4), revealing that the influence of group promotive ethical
voice varies by the level of group role ambiguity (GOCB:
β=−0.47; p < 0.05; group task performance: β=−0.37;
p < 0.01). To analyze the interaction effect in more detail, this
study plotted the interaction displayed in Figs. 2 and 3. The
results show that the simple of slope is positive and significant
(GOCB: β= 0.34; p < 0.01; group task performance: β= 0.23;
p < 0.01) at a low level of group role ambiguity, while it is non-
significant (GOCB: β= 0.02; p > 0.05; group task performance:
β=−0.02; p > 0.05) at a high level of group role ambiguity,
indicating that employees that use promotive ethical voice in a
group with high role ambiguity are less likely to engage in GOCB
and task performance. In addition, Hypotheses 4 predicts that
group role ambiguity has a negative moderating influence on the
relationship between group prohibitive ethical voice and GOCB/
group task performance. Table 5 shows that this hypothesis was
supported (GOCB: β=−0.73; p < 0.05; group task performance:
β=−0.47; p < 0.05). According to the plotted interaction effect in
Fig. 4, group prohibitive ethical voice is related to group task
performance only when the level of group role ambiguity is low
(β= 0.24; p < 0.01) rather than high (β=−0.08; p > 0.05).
Therefore, those that use prohibitive ethical voice in a group with
high role ambiguity are less likely to engage in group task per-
formance. However, group prohibitive ethical voice is non-
significantly related to GOCB regardless of whether the level of
group role ambiguity is high or low (Fig. 5).

Discussion
Based on an integration between regulatory focus theory and
social identity theory, this study develops an overarching theo-
retical model to advance our understanding of the antecedents
and contingency factors of two forms of group ethical voice.
Consistent with our hypotheses, the findings reveal that group
faultlines have a negative effect on group promotive and

prohibitive ethical voice. In a group with a high level of role
ambiguity, the positive effect of promotive voice on GOCB/group
task performance and the positive influence of prohibitive voice
on group task performance are inhibited.

Theoretical implications. Our study advances our knowledge of
the predictors and boundary conditions of group ethical voice on
the basis of regulatory focus and social identity theory. First,
previous studies on the relationship between regulatory focus and
social identity theory have focused mainly on group identification
perspectives and individuals’ “upward voice” (voice that helps the
group or a leader) (Burhan et al. 2023). None of them have
addressed subgroup categorization and voice that targets fellow
group members. Compared with individual upward voice, group
ethical voice has a better reflection of group ethical environment
and interaction between group members in the ethical ground.
Group faultlines, representing subgroup categorization, have
greater predictive power for group ethical voice than most pre-
dictors of individual upward voice, because they reflect the
information interaction between group members (Qi et al.
2022a). The findings on the relationship between group faultlines
and group ethical voice support the findings of the faultline lit-
erature that group faultlines are a “harmful” group structure in
inhibiting group performance (Wu et al. 2021). The stronger
group faultlines are, the stronger the psychological boundaries are
between subgroup members and the less likely members are to
speak out for ethical promotion or prevention purposes. This is
because out-subgroup ethical voice is inhibited by out-subgroup
hostility when faultlines are strong. To date, most faultline studies
have examined the effects of group faultlines on group perfor-
mance (e.g., Bezrukova et al. 2009; Qi et al. 2022b; Wu et al.
2021), but they have failed to further explore whether group
faultlines may lead to barriers to group ethical voice. Without
such an understanding, it may be impossible to explain why
individuals’ ethical-related behaviors is limited in a smaller unit
(e.g. subgroup) rather than a larger unit (e.g. group) and why
individuals’ ethical-related behaviors cannot be extended from
lower level unit to a higher level unit. Our study fills these gaps,
demonstrating that collective promotion focus and prevention
focus are related to in-group rather than out-group members.
Overall, our study advances the theory of group ethical voice by
examining intra-group structure and voice and thereby going
beyond the traditional approach of examining the relationship
between superordinate group identification and reactions to
superordinate voice. Our study demonstrates that group ethical
voice is not restricted to the unified or shared perception of the
entire group; it is also influenced by self-categorized subgroup
norms (Faddegon et al. 2008).

Table 3 Hierarchical regression analyses with group
faultlines, group ethical voice, group behaviors.

Predictor
variable

Group promotive
ethical voice

Group prohibitive
ethical voice

Age diversity 0.03 −0.11
Gender diversity −0.01 0.01
Team size −0.11 1.22
Group faultlines −0.59** −0.55*
ΔR2 0.13 0.09
ΔF 8.64** 6.18*

Note. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.

Table 2 Comparisons of measurement model.

X2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Promotive ethical voice, prohibitive ethical voice, role ambiguity, GOCB, task performance 243.00 125 0.98 0.97 0.04 0.04
GOCB and promotive ethical voice combined 885.44 129 0.84 0.82 0.10 0.09
GOCB and prohibitive ethical voice combined 1132.27 129 0.79 0.76 0.11 0.09
GOCB and task performance combined 961.34 129 0.83 0.80 0.10 0.09
GOCB and role ambiguity 1163.30 129 0.79 0.75 0.10 0.10
Promotive ethical voice and role ambiguity combined 941.69 129 0.83 0.80 0.10 0.10
Prohibitive ethical voice and role ambiguity combined 1130.54 129 0.80 0.76 0.11 0.10
Task performance and role ambiguity combined 963.38 129 0.83 0.80 0.10 0.09
Promotive ethical voice and prohibitive ethical voice combined 1190.13 129 0.78 0.74 0.11 0.11
Promotive ethical voice and task performance combined 940.92 129 0.83 0.80 0.10 0.09
Prohibitive ethical voice and task performance combined 950.60 129 0.83 0.80 0.10 0.09
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Although group promotive and prohibitive ethical voices have
clear conceptual distinctions, our study found that both forms of
voice can be driven by the same set of antecedents. This supports
Morrison’s (2014) argument that factors that promote or hinder
individuals from speaking out about supportive ideas can be the
same as those that promote or hamper individuals from voicing
issues that need to be solved.

Second, our study is a response to calls for moderators of
ethical voice (Chen and Treviño, 2022) and regulatory focus
perspectives (Liu et al. 2023) by exploring the role of group role
ambiguity. Although previous studies have demonstrated the
benefits of group ethical voice for group performance (Kim et al.
2023; Kim and Vandenberghe, 2020), not all groups with a strong
group ethical voice may reach the same level of positive group

performance. That is, the extent to which group ethical voice
responds to group performance may be influenced by how much
members care about this voice. Building on the proposition of
social identity theory that uncertainty reduction drives indivi-
duals’ focus on collective activities (Choi and Hogg, 2020), we
support this view to demonstrate that these collective activities
can include group ethical voice and that group role ambiguity, a
type of uncertainty, influences employees’ regulatory focus on the
ethical voice. In this regard, the lower the level of group role
ambiguity, the more likely members are to focus on group ethical
voice. These findings are in line with the argument of Hogg et al.
(2007) that individuals pay more attention to unambiguous group
prototypes than to vague group prototype. This is because
uncertainty reduction is the most basic and important individual
need (Elstak et al. 2014). Once an individual has resolved
uncertainty, they may redirect their attention to fulfilling other
needs, such as the need for group ethical development.

However, our results contradict those of certain studies in the
field of uncertainty and regulatory focus. Those studies assert the
role of uncertainty in enhancing the benefits of regulatory focus
to some extent. For example, Jiang et al. (2020) argue that
environmental dynamism provides more changes in development
and thus enhances the positive effect of CEO promotion focus on
the magnitude of strategic change. Bruch et al. (2007) indicate
that leaders who use a prevention-oriented voice are endorsed
in situations of high uncertainty. There are some reasons for the
difference in findings between our study and the above literature.
First, we have different levels of concern and differently involved
participants. Previous studies consider macro-organizational
uncertainty as leaders’ situational regulatory focus, which plays
an important role in influencing the leadership process (Jiang
et al. 2020). However, these studies do not extend the micro-team
level to explore whether group uncertainty regulates members’
regulatory ethical focus. This inattention is a limitation not only
because leaders’ regulatory focus may be different from that of
group members’ (Kark and Dijk, 2007) but also because lower-
level collective identity (e.g., group identity) is closer to employ-
ees’ daily work and thus exerts a stronger effect on employees’
behaviors than higher-level collective identity (e.g., organization
identity) does (Qi et al. 2023). In this study, we apply social
identity theory to explain how group uncertainty works in the
process of applying group ethical voice. Second, our research
focuses on aggregated group members’ perception of uncertainty
rather than relying on objective company sales data, as in
previous studies. Compared with objectively measured uncer-
tainty based on industry data, individuals’ perceived uncertainty
exerts a stronger influence on their behaviors because of the
perception-action match principle (Qi et al. 2023).

By exploring the interaction between group role ambiguity and
group prohibitive ethical voice, our findings show that prohibitive
ethical voice has no significant relationship with GOCB across

Table 4 Hierarchical regression analyses with interaction between group faultlines and group promotive ethical voice.

Variables Group citizenship behaviors Group task performance

Group promotive ethical voice 1.33** 1.01***
Group role ambiguity 1.71* 1.77**
Group role ambiguity * group promotive ethical voice −0.47* −0.37**
Team size −0.01 0.01
Age diversity −0.62 0.29
Gender diversity −0.69* −0.34
ΔR2 0.08 0.11
F 6.59* 9.49**

Note. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** P < 0.001
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high and low levels of group role ambiguity. This contradicts
previous studies’ conclusion positing either the positive or
negative influence of prohibitive regulatory focus on GOCB
(Wallace et al. 2009; Chamberlin et al. 2017). A possible reason
for this is that prohibitive voice and GOCB focus on distinct
phenomena. GOCB is driven by a positive tone or voice that
contributes to group morale. In contrast, prohibitive voice is
related to conservative behaviors that are in-role and safety-
oriented (Chamberlin et al. 2017).

Practical implications. Along with theoretical relevance, our
study also provides practical implications. Group promotive and
prohibitive ethics have strong effects on group behaviors. Orga-
nizations need to pay more attention to how to motivate
employees to engage in group ethical voice and how to guide

ethical speakers to engage in positive group performance. Our
study provides two strategies with which to pursue this goal. First,
group leaders need to monitor and control group composition
based on the attributes of members (e.g., age and gender). Given
the costs of group friction and the undermining of group ethical
behaviors that can result from strong group faultlines, leaders
may adjust group configuration by exchanging members between
groups to reduce the strength of group faultlines (Yao et al. 2021).
In doing this, subgroup members may feel the boundaries
between subgroups is not fixed. As a result, the rules of in-
subgroup favoritism and out-subgroup hostility can be changed
along with new members joining and old members leaving.
However, it is not always feasible to create a group whose
members are of the same age and gender. Alternatively, group
leaders can highlight relational values and mutual understanding
between subgroups through weekly informal collective chatting
based on the inter-(sub)group relational model of social identity
theory (Rast et al. 2018; Burhan et al. 2023). Rast et al. (2020)
indicated that highlighting positive relationships between differ-
ent categories may reduce conflicts and enhance cooperation
between them. In addition, based on the common in-group
model of social identity theory (Qi et al. 2022b), leaders can shift
group members’ attention from subgroup identity to group
identity by highlighting the values and benefits of shared group
identity for all group members. Bezrukova et al. (2009) asserted
that group identification may consolidate groups and facilitate
understanding between members, thereby enhancing group
performance.

Second, group ethical voice is not always efficient, especially in
cases of role ambiguity. Therefore, organizational leaders need to
remain sensitive to group role settings (Davies et al. 2022). There
are several strategies to avoid group role ambiguity in the
workplace context. First, as job descriptions clarify individuals’
work content in each department (Vervecken and Hannover,
2015), human resource departments should formulate compre-
hensive and clear job descriptions to ensure that every group
member knows what their role means and what they need to do
in that specific role. Second, group leaders should be clearly aware
of the nature of each member’s working role and ready to clarify
or reiterate the role requirements when members get lost in the
group. As role ambiguity is often happened in the job role change
(Fuller and Hester, 2010), group members need to be informed in
a timely manner if and when their roles change.

Limitations and future studies
First, the data on group faultlines and group ethical voice are
collected from the same data source, which may lead to potential
common method variance. However, we collected data on these
variables at different time points to control for common method
variance. Even so, we still recommend that future studies use

Table 5 Hierarchical regression analyses with interaction between group faultlines and group prohibitive ethical voice.

Variables Group citizenship behaviors Group task performance

Group prohibitive ethical voice 1.72* 1.23*
Group role ambiguity 1.41 1.27*
Group role ambiguity * group prohibitive ethical voice −0.73* −0.47*
Team size −0.02 0.01
Age diversity −0.75 0.10
Gender diversity −0.75* −0.35
ΔR2 0.07 0.06
F 4.46* 4.57*

Note. * p < 0.05.
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multiple sources and multiple methods to confirm our results.
Second, our sample comprises Chinese employees and leaders. It
is unclear whether our findings can be generalized to other cul-
tural workplaces. Under the influence of Chinese culture, the
Chinese workplace is highly sensitive to uncertainty (Hofstede
et al. 1990). This may explain why the moderating effect of group
role ambiguity is significant. We suggest that future studies
replicate our theoretical model by using Western samples in low
uncertainty avoidance cultures. Third, our study develops a the-
oretical model based on social identity theory and only selects a
single moderator and a single antecedent of group ethical voice.
There may be other social variables that can be linked with group
ethical voice literature. For example, leader group prototypicality
may embody group identity values to employees and regulate
employees’ focus on group norms and ethics (Kark and Dijk,
2007). Future studies can consider other variables (e.g., leaders’
group prototypicality) regarding social identity theory to further
extend our theoretical model.

Conclusion
Our study expands the literature on group ethical voice by con-
sidering the role of group faultlines as a new antecedent of group
ethical voice and revealing the moderating role of group role
ambiguity in the relationship between group ethical voice and
group performance. By exploring the roles of group faultlines and
group role ambiguity, we suggest that to avoid barriers to group
ethical voice, group leaders should regulate group structure and
highlight group values to reduce the harm caused by the align-
ment of members’ attributes and clarify working role descrip-
tions. We hope that our study will spur further exploration of the
antecedents and moderators of group ethical voice and enhance
understanding of the emergence and processes of group
ethical voice.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or during the current study
are not publicly available due to confidentiality of the respon-
dents’ information but are available from the corresponding
author on reasonable request.
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