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Abstract 

The present study examined antecedents and consequences of both competitive and 

ethical psychological climates. Utilizing sense-making theory, we examined trait 

competitiveness as an antecedent of competitive psychological climate and moral 

disengagement as an antecedent of ethical psychological climate. Theorizing both 

competitive and low ethical climates as potential demands on employees, we examined their 

relationships with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. Drawing again on sense-

making theory, we further examined competitive climate as a mediator between trait 

competitiveness with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions and ethical climate as a 

mediator between moral disengagement with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. 

Data was collected from four retail and sales organizations within New Zealand. Based on a 

small sample of 38 employees, we did not find support for trait competitiveness or moral 

disengagement as predictors of competitive or ethical climate. Competitive climate was 

significantly and positively related to emotional exhaustion, but not turnover intentions. 

Ethical climate was significantly and negatively related to both emotional exhaustion and 

turnover intentions. In terms of mediation analyses, ethical climate acted as a mediator 

between moral disengagement with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions, although 

competitive climate did not mediate the relationships of trait competitiveness with emotional 

exhaustion or turnover intentions. Implications are discussed in light of these results, along 

with suggestions for future research.  

Keywords: Competitive climate; ethical climate; trait competitiveness; moral disengagement; 

emotional exhaustion; turnover intentions.   
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Introduction 

Retail and sales organizations significantly and increasingly contribute to the New 

Zealand economy (Retail NZ, 2019). Compared to the September 2019 quarter, the 

December quarter saw a $23 million increase in retail trade and accommodation (Stats NZ, 

2019a). As of November 2019, retail industry electronic card transactions alone saw a 2.6% 

increase, durable product spending also saw an increase of 5.4% from the previous month 

(Stats NZ, 2019b). Correspondingly, of the total New Zealand workforce, a considerable 

portion (9.6%) is employed within the retail industry (Retail NZ, 2019). Other than durable 

retail stores, sales revenue and employment within New Zealand also come from different 

types of sales organizations, such as carriers and tourism. For instance, compared to the 

September (2019) quarter, the December quarter saw a $41 million increase in transport, 

postal services and warehousing (Stats NZ, 2019a). Tourism within New Zealand has also 

seen an increase, showing a 4% increase (totalling $40.9 billion) in expenditure for the year 

by the end of March 2019, and a 3.9% increase in employment in tourism, from the previous 

year (Stats NZ, 2019c). Together, it demonstrates the importance and need for effective sales 

within retail and sales organizations, postal services, and tourism in New Zealand in order for 

these organizations to maintain a significant market share. 

Competitive rivalries among retail and sales organizations can result in competitive 

tactics and behaviour within organizations (Kilduff et al., 2010). This begs the question as to 

the impact of a competitive working environment on their employees. We then ask what 

shapes employee perceptions regarding the work environment, and as a result, how 

employees are influenced by their perceived work environment. Research into the climates of 

retail and sales organizations can paint a picture for employers to better understand the 

antecedents and outcomes of their work environment.  
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To help answer this, it would be beneficial to examine individual employee 

perceptions with regard to their work environment: psychological climate. A psychological 

climate is best understood as the perceptions of an employee regarding their work 

environment (James et al, 1978). Based on our interest in retail and sales organizations’ push 

toward financial growth in New Zealand, we intend to examine competitive and ethical 

psychological climates. Competitive and ethical psychological climates represent the 

perceived competitive nature and ethical standards of an organization from individual 

employee perspectives, respectively.  

Specifically, a competitive climate is present when employees perceive their rewards 

(e.g., recognition, status; Fletcher & Nusbaum, 2010) to be dependent upon their level of 

performance in comparison to their co-workers (Brown et al., 1998). Existing research on 

competitive climate is somewhat divided; while some scholars argue for the benefits of 

competitive climate, others argue that a competitive climate can be detrimental in a work 

environment (Arnold et al., 2009; Santora & Esposito, 2010; Turel & Gaudioso, 2018; Wang 

et al, 2018). Ethical climate, on the other hand, is defined as “the prevailing perceptions of 

typical organizational practices and procedures that have ethical content” (Victor & Cullen, 

1988, p.101). In other words, ethical climate is based upon employees’ perceptions with 

regard to ethical behaviour and values in their workplace. The majority of research in this 

area concludes that a perceived ethical climate has a positive impact on both employees and 

organizations (Martin & Cullen, 2006). Based on their review of ethical climate research, 

Martin and Cullen (2006) suggest that while ethical climate perceptions have been shown to 

impact various outcomes, there is a need for further research into how these perceptions 

evolve.  

Taking this into consideration, our investigation of competitive and ethical climate 

will examine their potential antecedents. Based on existing findings and proposed 
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suggestions, we intend to add to the existing literature by presenting two potential models, 

proposing that individual personality differences (i.e., trait competitiveness, moral 

disengagement) may influence what employees perceive in their work environment (i.e., 

psychological climates), which in turn relate to individual outcomes (i.e., emotional 

exhaustion, turnover intentions). Along with this, we will examine the mediating role of 

competitive and ethical psychological climate in separate relationships between individual 

personality differences and employee outcomes, in retail and sales organizations within New 

Zealand (see Figure 1). In doing so, this study makes several contributions.  

Figure 1 

The Theoretical Model. 

 

 

 

 

Existing research on the emergence of psychological and organizational climate 

perceptions include various approaches (e.g., structural, perceptual, interactive and cultural, 

Moran & Volkwein, 1992) and theories (e.g., attraction-selection-attrition, sense-making 

theory, Schneider & Reichers, 1983) to explain how employees form their perceptions 

regarding the climate in their workplace. With regard to psychological climate for example, 

Kuenzi and Schminke (2009) state that constructs such as age and gender are typically 

examined as individual level antecedents to psychological climate. Scholars have also 

examined various personality differences to climates, such as leaders’ levels of agreeableness 
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theory (Schneider & Reichers, 1983) which argues that individual personality can influence 

psychological climate perceptions, we propose that trait competitiveness is related to 

perceived competitive climate and that moral disengagement is related to ethical climate. As 

an individual makes sense of one’s environment, his/her personality and values impact the 

meaning one attaches to their work environment (Schneider & Reichers, 1983; James et al., 

2008). Based on the assumption that individual differences can influence how we make sense 

of an environment, we add to the existing research by examining the potential relationship 

between two individual tendencies (i.e., trait competitiveness, moral disengagement) and two 

psychological climates (i.e., competitive climate, ethical climate). While there is a significant 

amount of research examining climate perceptions and possible outcomes, examining 

antecedents of climate perceptions, such as personality, at an individual level can provide 

specific information on different types of employees. Also, to better understand the 

relationship between individual climate perceptions and certain behaviours and attitudes, it is 

first important to understand how and where these perceptions originated.    

Moreover, research examining various climates and related individual and 

organizational level outcomes is quite extensive. Decades of research has revealed that an 

environment can influence behaviour, attitudes and the well-being of employees in an 

organizational context (Woodard et al., 1994; Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009). Both 

psychological climate and organizational climate were originally conceptualised from a 

global perspective (Schneider, 1975; James et al., 2008; Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009). 

However, further development of these constructs led to specific climates representing 

particular aspects of a workplace (e.g., safety climate; Schneider & Reichers, 1983). The 

existence of different climates within an organization has therefore facilitated the 

examination of the relationship between facet-specific climates and facet-specific outcomes 

(e.g., safety climate-workplace accidents; customer service climate-customer satisfaction; 
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competitive climate-performance; ethical climate-unethical behaviour, Brown et al., 1998; 

Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009; Schneider et al., 2013; Kuenzi et al., 2019). However, scholars 

have proposed the need to consider alternative outcomes that are not necessarily specific to 

the climate of interest (Brown et al., 1998; Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009). For example, in their 

meta-analysis, Martin and Cullen (2006) found that consequences of ethical climate may 

include organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and psychological well-being. To add to 

these existing findings, we intend to examine whether both a competitive and ethical climate 

relate to general employee outcomes at an individual level (i.e., emotional exhaustion, 

turnover intentions).  

Finally, we also intend to examine competitive and ethical psychological climate as 

mediators in the relationship between personality tendencies and employee outcomes. 

Existing climate research has included an array of proposed mediation models, where climate 

acts as a mediator in various antecedent and outcome relationships. For example, in their 

review of organizational climate, Kuenzi and Schminke (2009) highlight that it is common to 

examine climates as mediators linking leadership styles and organizational outcomes. With 

regard to psychological climate, scholars have proposed the mediating effects of 

psychological climate as the underlying mechanism explaining the relationship between 

situational variables and outcomes (James et al., 1978; Parker et al., 2003). However, Swider 

and Zimmerman (2010) suggest climate perceptions as a mediator between personality and 

burnout and call for further examination in this area. Therefore, to respond to Swider and 

Zimmerman’s (2010) call and add to the existing literature, we intend to apply sense-making 

theory and propose two mediation models where we examine competitive and ethical 

psychological climate as the mediator between trait competitiveness and moral 

disengagement with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. Based on these proposed 
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models, we hope to provide useful insights for organizational practice and inspire future 

research in this area. 

Literature Review and Hypotheses 

Personality and Psychological Climate 

 This study aims to examine two individual personality characteristics, trait 

competitiveness and moral disengagement as potential antecedents to competitive climate and 

ethical climate, respectively. Below, we will use sense-making theory as the main theory to 

explain the relationship between personality traits and psychological climate perceptions.  

 Specifically, sense-making theory (Schneider & Reichers, 1983) proposes that people 

form meaning and make sense of their environment through related events or clusters. This 

theory is consistent with a perceptual approach (Moran & Volkwein, 1992), which argues 

that climate perceptions arise from the individual, who creates one’s own interpretations of 

the environment based on what is meaningful to oneself. Similar to the concept of schemas, 

where an individual creates representations of what one perceives (James et al., 1978), 

perceived psychological climate of a workplace is based on what is meaningful to an 

individual employee (James et al., 1988; Rentsch, 1990).  

Moreover, sense-making theory further argues that the traits and personalities of an 

individual may impact one’s interpretation of an environment through this sense-making 

process (Xu et al., 2019). Indeed, taken from the notion that individuals are perceivers and 

cognitive processors (Mahoney, 1977), Jones and James (1979) state that “psychological 

climate scores will reflect the individual characteristics involved in the processes of 

perceptions and concept formation as well as the characteristics of the situation being 

perceived” (p. 204). Therefore, based on sense-making theory, we aim to examine the 

relationships between two personality traits (i.e., trait competitiveness and moral 
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disengagement) and psychological climates (i.e., competitive climate and ethical climate) in 

the work environment.  

Trait Competitiveness and Competitive Psychological Climate 

 Trait competitiveness is defined as “the enjoyment of interpersonal competition and 

the desire to win and be better than others.” (Spence & Helmreich, 1983, p. 41). Categorized 

as a motivational trait (Elliot et al., 2018), those who are high in trait competitiveness tend to 

pay more attention to and compare personal achievements to the achievements of others 

(Krishnan et al., 2002). Traditionally, trait competitiveness has predominantly been 

associated with athletes (Houston et al., 2015). However, research on trait competitiveness 

has spanned to the workplace. For example, Krishnan et al. (2002) found a positive 

relationship between trait competitiveness and employee effort. As stated previously, we are 

interested in the relationship between trait competitiveness and competitive psychological 

climate.  

 Competition in the workplace has been used as a tool to drive and motivate 

employees. Sales-oriented organizations tend to establish a workplace environment that 

epitomizes high performance (Schrock et al., 2016). This observation reflects the 

characteristics of a perceived competitive climate. As previously stated, a competitive 

psychological climate is present when an individual perceives their rewards to be dependent 

upon their performance and the performances of those around them (Brown et al., 1998).  

Based on sense-making theory where employees attempt to understand their 

environment through related events and patterns (Schneider & Reichers, 1983) and the traits 

of employees influence their interpretation of their work environment through the sense-

making process (Xu et al., 2019), the perceptions of a competitive climate may emerge 

among employees with trait competitiveness. In other words, certain events in the workplace 

may arguably be more noticeable to an individual whose dispositional characteristics match 
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or are congruent with these events. On the other hand, an individual who does not attach a lot 

of value to or interest in competition may be less likely to see competitive events in the 

workplace as meaningful; as such, competition-related events or patterns in their work 

environment may go unnoticed. Empirically speaking, Elliot et al. (2018) found support for a 

positive relationship between trait competitiveness and a perceived competitive climate. 

Therefore, based on these arguments and findings, we propose the following hypothesis.  

 H1: Trait competitiveness will be positively related to competitive climate.  

Moral Disengagement and Ethical Climate  

 Moral disengagement was originally presented by Bandura (1999). Specifically, one’s 

behaviours are guided by ethical and moral standards; through a self-regulatory process, we 

engage and behave in accordance with certain standards of conduct (Bandura et al., 1996). 

Therefore, moral disengagement can be defined as the process whereby an individual disrupts 

or impedes the self-regulatory process (Bandura et al., 1996; Moore et al, 2012). Morally 

disengaging mechanisms include moral justification, euphemistic labelling, advantageous 

comparison, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, distortion of 

consequences, dehumanization and attribution of blame, which are detrimental to the self-

regulatory (Bandura, 1999). For example, the diffusion of responsibility is an action taken 

whereby one places the responsibility of a behaviour onto members of a group, thereby 

diffusing or lessening one’s own responsibility of that action (Moore et al., 2012; Bandura, 

1999). Such mechanisms can consequentially lead to immoral or unethical behaviour (Moore 

et al., 2012). Many scholars have sought to examine potential relationships between moral 

disengagement and various individual-level outcomes. For example, Christian and Ellis 

(2014) found that higher levels of moral disengagement lead to high levels of organizational 

deviant behaviour. Considering the association between moral disengagement with both 
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moral and ethical judgement, we will examine the relationship between moral disengagement 

and ethical climate.  

Ethical psychological climate encompasses the perceptions of an individual regarding 

the practices and procedures which may have ethical connotations (Victor & Cullen, 1988). 

Babin et al. (2000) examined ethical climate among marketing employees. Specifically, their 

ethical climate included peer behaviour, selling practices, norms and responsibility 

dimensions. Based on our examination of ethical climate in retail and sales organizations, our 

conceptualization and measurement of ethical climate will include peer behaviour and selling 

practices (Babin et al., 2000), where peer behaviours are the observed behaviours of co-

workers (e.g., in a retail and sales environment, this could be stealing sales) and selling 

practices are methods of selling that are encouraged by employers (e.g., selling addons).  

 Sense-making theory (Schneider & Reichers, 1983) also allows us to understand the 

potential relationship between moral disengagement and ethical climate. As explained by 

Schneider and Reichers (1983), people attribute and create meaning to workplace events to 

help them better understand their environment. Their own tendencies (e.g., moral 

disengagement) may influence the types of events in the environment that draw their 

attention. For example, when examining reported harassment in the workplace, Claybourn 

(2011) discussed that personal traits or characteristics can influence individual perceptions of 

an environment (social cognitive theory) and found that compared to people who rated lower 

in moral disengagement characteristics, those who rated higher in moral disengagement 

reported a greater experience of negative behaviours, such as bullying and harassment in their 

workplace. Based on sense-making theory and previous findings, we argue that those who 

rate high in moral disengagement are more likely to identify occurrences and events in their 

environment that are characterised as unethical, thereby perceiving a low ethical climate. 
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Therefore, according to these arguments and sense-making theory, we propose the following 

hypothesis:  

 H2: Moral disengagement will be negatively related to ethical climate. 

Psychological Climate and Individual Outcomes 

 It has long been understood that an environment can have a profound effect on 

behaviour (Woodard et al., 1994). Therefore, alongside the examination of the antecedents of 

two psychological climates, it is also important to examine the impact of psychological 

climate on individual outcomes. Specifically, we intend to examine emotional exhaustion and 

turnover intentions as potential outcomes of competitive and ethical climates.  

Competitive Climate and Outcomes 

 Many organizations use competition to motivate employee performance and promote 

organizational effectiveness and success (Krishnan et al., 2002). Given this, previous research 

in this area has focused on the positive impact of a competitive climate. For example, Zhu et 

al. (2018) found that a competitive climate was positively related to employee extrinsic 

motivation. In retail and sales organizations, employers attempting to increase revenue tend 

to encourage employee sales via competition among peers. However, it is unclear whether 

competition among employees in retail and sales organizations is beneficial for both 

employees and employers. Subsequently, scholars have therefore taken an interest in the 

potential negative impact of competitive climate on individual and organizational outcomes. 

For instance, Jelinek and Ahearne (2006) argued that intrafirm competition has the potential 

to promote jealous behaviours and create interpersonal problems among employees. 

Moreover, competitive climates may also produce a high level of pressure on employees. For 

example, competitive climate relates to high levels of employee distress (Fletcher et al., 2008; 

Turel & Gaudioso, 2018). To extend previous research, we intend to examine the 
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relationships of competitive climate with both employee emotional exhaustion and turnover 

intentions.  

Competitive Climate and Emotional Exhaustion. Maslach and Jackson (1981) 

define burnout as a “syndrome of emotional exhaustion and cynicism that occurs frequently 

among individuals who do ‘people work’ of some kind.” (p.99). The three aspects of burnout 

include emotional exhaustion, depersonalization (or cynicism), and diminished personal 

accomplishment (Babakus et al., 1999; Maslach & Jackson, 1981). However, emotional 

exhaustion is the main component and the driving force of burnout, particularly in stressful 

working environments (e.g., sales organizations; Gaines & Jermier, 1983). As such, this study 

focuses on emotional exhaustion. Specifically, emotional exhaustion is characterised as a 

substantial decrease in emotional and physical energy, where work demands are too high in 

relation to an individual’s psychological resources and consequently employees feel that they 

are unable to offer the expected and needed amount of effort (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; 

Babakus et al., 1999; Cho et al., 2017).  

 We propose a positive relationship between competitive climate and employee 

emotional exhaustion. Features of a competitive climate within retail and sales work 

environments, where employees are encouraged to outperform one and other (Santora & 

Esposito, 2010), competition is emphasized (Jones et al., 2005), and the pressure of reaching 

or surpassing sales targets and performance goals is highly prevalent (Miao & Evans, 2013; 

Allison et al., 2016), can all be labelled as high job demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). 

As such, working in a competitive climate, characterised by high job demands may lead to 

increased levels of employee emotional exhaustion (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017).   

To support this argument, previous research has demonstrated the detrimental impact 

of competition on burnout and emotional exhaustion. For instance, perceived feelings of 

pressure to perform in team selections and competitions among athletes have been associated 
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with increased levels of burnout and emotional exhaustion (Cohn, 1990; Cresswell & Eklund, 

2007). Similarly, a highly competitive climate within a retail or sales setting may also 

positively affect employees’ levels of emotional exhaustion. Therefore, we propose the 

following hypothesis:  

H3a: Competitive climate will be positively related to employee emotional exhaustion. 

Competitive Climate and Turnover Intentions. In a similar vein, a perceived 

competitive psychological climate, where employees feel their achievements and sales are 

constantly compared to other employees, may act as demands and also lead to high levels of 

turnover intentions. Cho et al. (2017) defines turnover intentions as “the likelihood of an 

employee leaving an organization” (p. 59). In other words, turnover intentions are the 

thoughts and plans to leave a job or role and to seek other employment options (Williams & 

Hazer, 1986; Miller et al., 1979). Similarly, high or unrealistic expectations to achieve and 

win in competition are one of the major reasons for athletes’ quitting or wanting to quit their 

chosen sport (Sagar et al., 2007; Mudrak, 2010; Merkel, 2013). Based on these arguments, we 

propose the following hypothesis based on retail and sales environments.  

  H3b: Competitive Climate will be positively related to employee turnover intentions. 

Ethical Climate and Outcomes 

The ethical climate of a work environment provides employees with an overall picture 

of the organization’s main priorities (Babin et al., 2000). Specifically, the selling practices of 

a work environment can highlight the level of importance employers place on the types of 

selling tactics employees are encouraged to use. For instance, aggressive selling practices, 

such as upselling or add-on selling, regardless of their customers’ and clients’ needs can be 

perceived as unethical in the eyes of employees. Observed peer behaviours, such as stealing 

sales (an identifiable unethical behaviour), also reflect the state of a perceived ethical climate 

of an organization. Existing research has demonstrated the relationships between ethical 
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climate and different outcomes, such as organizational commitment (Schwepker, 2001; 

Domino et al., 2015), job satisfaction (Schwepker ,2001; Domino et al., 2015; Mulki et al., 

2009), salesperson effort (Mulki et al., 2009), and unethical behaviour (Kuenzi et al., 2019). 

Building on previous research, we intend to examine the relationships of ethical climate with 

emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. 

 Ethical Climate and Emotional Exhaustion. Within retail and sales organizations, 

sales employees are expected to meet both the demands of their employer (or manager), as 

well as their customers and clients. In a perceived low ethical climate, where sales employees 

are faced with incompatible demands from managers (e.g., demanding sales regardless of 

customers’ needs) and customers (e.g., satisfactory purchase experiences meeting their 

needs), these employees are more prone to report higher levels of emotional exhaustion 

(Babakus et al., 1999; Singh et al., 1994). In light of this, we expect a negative relationship 

between ethical climate in retail and sales environments and employee emotional exhaustion. 

Specifically, in retail and sales environments, a low ethical climate characterised by a high 

level of demands and expectations to both upsell and sell add-ons to unsuspecting and naïve 

customers, may cause an increased level of emotional exhaustion (Bakker & Demerouti, 

2017; Babakus et al., 1999). Indeed, Yang et al. (2014) found that ethical climate was 

negatively associated to emotional exhaustion among a sample of foreign bank employees. 

Based on these arguments, we propose the following hypothesis.  

 H4a: Ethical climate will be negatively related to emotional exhaustion.  

 Ethical Climate and Turnover Intentions. As suggested by Martin and Cullen 

(2006), examining negative consequences, such as turnover intentions, as a result of ethical 

climate could provide further insight into the potential impact that ethical climate could have 

on an organization and their employees. Similar to H4a, we propose that ethical climate 

negatively relates to turnover intentions.   
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 As previously indicated, in this study we specifically examine individual perceptions 

of an ethical climate through observed peer behaviour and selling practices. We argue that 

certain selling practices, such as addon selling or upselling, that can be encouraged by 

management (Wotruba, 1990), can conflict with a sales employee’s ability to meet the actual 

needs of their customers. As such, when perceiving low ethical climate, employees may face 

an internal ethical struggle between their own values and their employer’s expectations and 

demands. Indeed, Yang et al. (2014) found that ethical climate was negatively associated to 

turnover intentions in foreign bank employees. Based on the theory presented and previous 

research, we propose the following hypothesis.  

 H4b: Ethical climate will be negatively related to turnover intentions. 

Psychological Climate as a Mediator  

 Scholars have also examined how organizational climates may serve as mediators to 

explain the relationships between various predictors and employee outcomes (Kuenzi & 

Schminke, 2009). However, existing research in this area, while growing, is still rather 

narrow in its focus. In terms of competitive climate research, Elliot et al. (2018) found that 

perceived environmental competitiveness mediated the relationship between trait 

competitiveness with performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals. Building on 

their research, Elliot et al. (2018) also call for further examination as to whether competitive 

psychological climate can act as a mediator in other personality and outcome relationships. In 

terms of ethical climate, previous research has examined ethical climate as a mediator 

between ethical leadership with unethical behaviour (Kuenzi, et al., 2019), turnover 

intentions (Demirtas & Akdogan, 2015), and employee misconduct (Mayer et al., 2010). In 

these examples, ethical climate was analysed either at an organizational or unit level of 

analysis, calling for further research examining ethical climate at the individual level. To 

extend this, we examine the mediating role of organizational climates linking personality 



15 

traits and employee outcomes. Specifically, we will first examine competitive climate as a 

mediator between trait competitiveness with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. 

We will then examine ethical climate as a mediator between moral disengagement with 

emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. 

 The sense-making process (Schneider & Reichers, 1983) provides an explanation for 

the mediating role that a competitive or ethical climate may play in the relationships between 

traits (e.g., trait competitiveness, moral disengagement) and employee outcomes (e.g., 

emotional exhaustion, turnover intentions). A climate provides employees with information 

regarding their environment, such as the importance of outperforming co-workers in a 

competitive climate, or the level of moral and ethical standards encouraged in an ethical 

climate. Via the sense-making process, an individual makes sense of their environment 

through clustered events and patterns (Schneider & Reichers, 1983). Individual differences 

and personalities (e.g., trait competitiveness) can alter the way someone may view, 

understand, and respond to an environment. That is, guided by their personalities, people 

form interpretations based on what is meaningful to them (James et al., 1978); the perceived 

climate then influences their responses. In other words, individual differences shape one’s 

sense-making process and interpretations of a work environment, which in turn, influence 

one’s responses (James et al., 1978; Campbell et al., 1970). It can then be argued that a 

perceived climate can act as a mediator between an individual’s personality and individual 

outcomes. Applying this to our study, we therefore propose the following hypotheses:  

H5: Competitive climate will act as a mediator between trait competitiveness and 

(H5a) emotional exhaustion and (H5b) turnover intentions.  

H6: Ethical climate will act as a mediator between moral disengagement and (H6a) 

emotional exhaustion and (H6b) turnover intentions.  
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Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 Approximately 300 sales employees and managers across four retail and sales 

organizations in New Zealand received an email advertisement regarding this study. These 

organizations consisted of jewellery, travel and courier companies. Once a participant 

showed interest in participating, the online survey was individually distributed to him/her, 

who was informed that his/her responses would be kept confidential. As an incentive, at the 

end of the survey, participants were given the option to enter a lucky draw to win one of three 

$100 vouchers. Forty-five respondents started the survey and a total of 38 people completed 

the survey in full and across the four participating organizations, this sample represented 23 

different teams. The age range of the 38 participants was between 19 to 63 years (M = 34.13, 

SD = 12.2). In this sample, 39.5% identified themselves as male (N = 15) and 60.5% as 

female (N = 23). In terms of ethnicity, 57.9% of the sample identified themselves as New 

Zealand European (N = 22), 5.3% Māori (N =2), 5.3% European (N = 2), 5.3% Asian (N = 2), 

2.6% Pacific Islander (N = 1), 2.6% Hispanic/Latino (N = 1), 13.2% Indian (N = 5), and 7.9% 

Other (N = 3, New Zealand European/Maori, Scottish, South African). 

 With regard to employment status, all 38 participants were permanent employees who 

spent an average of 42.34 hours (SD = 8.51) at work per week. Participants also reported their 

organizational tenure (M = 5.21, SD = 7.28). Finally, the sample was made up of 18.4% 

managerial staff members (N = 7) and 81.6% sales employees (N = 31).  

Measures 

Trait Competitiveness  

This was measured using three items from the Revised Competitiveness Index 

(Houston et al., 2002). These items were rated by participants on a 7-point scale (1 = Very 

Inaccurate to 7 = Very Inaccurate). Items included were ‘I am a competitive individual’, ‘I 
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enjoy competing against an opponent’, and ‘I get satisfaction from competing with others’ 

(Cronbach α = .92).  

Moral Disengagement  

This was measured with seven items from the Propensity to Morally Disengage Scale 

(Moore et al., 2012). All items were rated by participants on a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly 

Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree). One example item was ‘It is okay to spread rumours to 

defend those you care about.’ (Cronbach α = .83).  

Competitive Climate  

This was measured using a four-item measure from Brown et al. (1998), originally 

developed by Helmreich and Spence (1978). These items were rated by participants on a 7-

point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree). Items included ‘My manager 

frequently compares my results with those of other people’, ‘The amount of recognition you 

get in this company depends on how your sales rank compared to other sales people’, 

‘Everybody is concerned with finishing at the top of the sales rankings’, and ‘My co-workers 

frequently compare their results with mine.’ (Cronbach α = .67).  

Ethical Climate  

 This was measured using six items, which represented two of the four ethical climate 

dimensions from Babin et al. (2000). The two chosen dimensions were peer behaviour and 

selling practices to best fit with the practices of the participating organizations in this study. 

Peer behaviour (i.e., observed unethical behaviour of colleagues) included three items, such 

as ‘Employees here have performed unethical acts.’ Selling practices (i.e., encouraged selling 

behaviours) also included three items, such as ‘Employees here are required to be very 

aggressive in making “suggested sales” or selling “add-ons”’. All six items were reverse 

coded and then combined to measure ethical climate (Cronbach α = .75).  

Emotional Exhaustion  
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 Emotional exhaustion, one dimension of burnout, was measured using three items 

from the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). One example item was that 

‘I feel emotionally drained from my work.’ The three items were rated by participants with a 

5-point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree; Cronbach α = .95).  

Turnover Intentions 

 This was measured with a single item from a three-item scale (O’Driscoll & Beehr, 

1994). The item (‘thought about leaving your job’) was rated with a 7-point scale (1 = Never 

to 7 = Always).  

Analytic Strategy  

We first ran a correlation analysis among all variables. We conducted mediation 

analyses at the individual level. In order to test the direct and indirect (mediation) hypotheses, 

regression analyses were conducted using the PROCESS SPSS macro by Hayes (Model 4; 

2013). The PROCESS macro uses a 5,000 sample bootstrapping technique to more rigorously 

estimate the direct, indirect, and total effects of the relationships in a proposed mediation 

model. Specifically, we ran separate mediation models with trait competitiveness as a 

predictor, competitive climate as a mediator, along with emotional exhaustion and turnover 

intentions as individual outcomes. The same process was used to examine moral 

disengagement as a predictor, ethical climate as a mediator, along with emotional exhaustion 

and turnover intentions as outcomes.  

Results 

Descriptive statistics (i.e., means, standard deviations, and reliability statistics 

[Cronbach α]) and correlation results are presented in Table 1. Hypothesis 1 proposed that 

trait competitiveness was positively related to competitive climate. However, as shown in 

Table 2.1, no significant relationship was found between these variables (B = -.26, SE = .17, 

ns), therefore did not support Hypothesis 1. As shown in Table 2.2, there was no support for 
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Hypothesis 2, which predicted a negative relationship between moral disengagement and 

ethical climate (B = -.34, SE = .17, ns).  

 Hypotheses 3a proposed that competitive climate was positively related to emotional 

exhaustion. As shown in Table 2.1, we found a significant positive relationship between 

competitive climate and emotional exhaustion (B = .37, SE = .15, p = .02), showing support 

for Hypothesis 3a. Hypothesis 3b proposed that competitive climate was positively related to 

turnover intentions. The results, however, demonstrated no significant relationship between 

these variables (B = .31, SE = .26, ns), therefore we did not find support for this hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 4a and 4b proposed that ethical climate was negatively related to emotional 

exhaustion and turnover intentions. As shown in Table 2.2, there was a significant negative 

relationship between ethical climate and emotional exhaustion (B = -.69, SE = .17, p < .001), 

and turnover intentions (B = -1.02, SE = .28, p < .001).  

 Our model also included four mediation hypotheses, the results of these analyses are 

shown in Table 2.1 and Table 2.2. We used SPSS PROCESS macro procedure (Model 4) to 

conduct all mediation analyses (Hayes, 2013), with a 95% confidence interval and 5000 

bootstrapped samples. Firstly, we ran a mediation analysis for Hypothesis 5a, which proposed 

that competitive climate would act as a mediator between trait competitiveness and emotional 

exhaustion. As shown in Table 2.1, there was a direct effect (B = -.40, 95% CI [-.71, -.09]) 

but no indirect effect (B = -.10, 95% CI [-.27, .00]) found between trait competitiveness and 

emotional exhaustion, thereby failing to support Hypothesis 5a. Hypothesis 5b proposed that 

competitive climate acted as a mediator between trait competitiveness and turnover 

intentions. As shown in Table 2.1, we were unable to find a direct effect (B = -.54, 95% CI [-

1.10, .02]) or an indirect effect (B = -.08, 95% CI [-.32, .09]) between trait competitiveness 

and turnover intentions, thereby failing to support Hypothesis 5b.      
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 Hypothesis 6a proposed that ethical climate would act as a mediator between moral 

disengagement and emotional exhaustion. As shown in Table 2.2, we found a significant 

indirect effect between moral disengagement and emotional exhaustion via ethical climate, as 

shown by the confidence intervals, which did not include zero (B = .23, 95% CI [.01, .54]). In 

testing the direct effect between moral disengagement and emotional exhaustion, no 

significant relationship was found (B = -.04, 95% CI [-.40, .32]). These results demonstrate 

that ethical climate fully mediated the relationship between moral disengagement and 

emotional exhaustion, supporting Hypothesis 6a.  

 Finally, Hypothesis 6b proposed that ethical climate would act as a mediator between 

moral disengagement and turnover intentions. As shown in Table 2.2, we found a significant 

indirect effect between moral disengagement and turnover intentions via ethical climate, as 

shown by the confidence intervals, which did not include zero (B = .34, 95% CI [.01, .85]). In 

testing the direct effect between moral disengagement and emotional exhaustion, no 

significant relationship was found (B = -.17, 95% CI [-.78, .44]). These results demonstrate 

that ethical climate fully mediated the relationship between moral disengagement and 

turnover intentions, supporting Hypothesis 6b. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Measures 

Note. N = 38. Mean, standard deviation and reliability statistics (Cronbach α) for all variables. Correlation represented with Pearson correlation 

statistics. 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Measures Mean SD α 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

1. Trait Competitiveness 5.32 1.17 .92 -      

2. Moral Disengagement 2.33 1.02 .83 -.14 -     

3. Competitive Climate 4.52 1.24 .67 -.24 .12 -    

4. Ethical Climate 3.88 1.09 .75 .28 -.31 -.64** -   

5. Emotional Exhaustion 3.28 1.27 .95 -.46** .16 .45** -.59** -  

6. Turnover Intentions 3.16 2.02  -.36* .09 .27 -.53** .62** - 
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Table 2.1 

Mediation Effect of Competitive Climate (PROCESS, Model 4) 

Note. TC = Trait competitiveness; CC = Competitive climate; EE = Emotional exhaustion; TI 

= Turnover Intentions.  

 

Table 2.2 

Mediation Effect of Ethical Climate (PROCESS, Model 4) 

Note. MD = Moral disengagement; EC = Ethical climate; EE = Emotional exhaustion; TI = 

Turnover intentions.  

 

 

 

 

   95% Confidence Interval  

 B SE LLCI ULCI P 

Mediation Analysis with Emotional Exhaustion as Outcome 

TC to CC -.26 .17 -.61 .09 .15 

TC to EE -.40 .15 -.71 -.09 .01 

CC to EE .37 .15 .08 .66 .02 

Direct effect of TC on EE -.40 .15 -.71 -.09 .01 

Indirect effect of TC on EE via CC -.10 .07 -.27 .00  

Mediation Analysis with Turnover Intentions as Outcome 

TC to TI -.54 .28 -1.10 .02 .06 

CC to TI .31 .26 -.22 .84 .24 

Direct effect of TC on TI -.54 .28 -1.10 .02 .06 

Indirect effect of TC on TI via CC -.08 .10 -.32 .09  

   95% Confidence Interval  

 B SE LLCI ULCI P 

Mediation Analysis with Emotional Exhaustion as Outcome 

MD to EC -.34 .17 -.68 .01 .06 

MD to EE -.04 .18 -.40 .32 .83 

EC to EE -.69 .17 -1.03 -.36 <.001 

Direct effect of MD on EE -.04 .18 -.40 .32 .83 

Indirect effect of MD on EE via 

EC .23 .13 .01 .54  

Mediation Analysis with Turnover Intentions as Outcome 

MD to TI -.17 .30 -.78 .44 .58 

EC to TI -1.02 .28 -1.59 -.46 <.001 

Direct effect of MD on TI -.17 .30 -.78 .44 .58 

Indirect effect of MD on TI via 

EC .34 .22 .01 .85  
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Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

We first proposed that there would be a positive relationship between trait 

competitiveness and competitive climate. However, our analysis failed to support the 

relationship between trait competitiveness and competitive climate, perhaps due to the small 

sample size. Our second hypothesis, which proposed that there would be a negative 

relationship between moral disengagement and ethical climate, was also unsupported.  

 We further examined the relationships of competitive and ethical climate with 

emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. Our obtained results demonstrate a significant, 

positive relationship between competitive climate and emotional exhaustion, but not turnover 

intentions. Our findings support the proposed negative relationships between ethical climate 

with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions, supporting the results found by Yang et 

al. (2014) based on a sample of foreign bank employees.  

 Finally, we examined competitive climate as the mediator linking trait 

competitiveness with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions and ethical climate as the 

mediator linking moral disengagement with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. 

Our findings do not provide support for an indirect effect of trait competitiveness on 

emotional exhaustion or turnover intentions via competitive climate. While we did not 

propose a direct effect between trait competitiveness and these outcome variables, a 

significant negative relationship between trait competitiveness and emotional exhaustion has 

been found. However, there is no support for a direct relationship between trait 

competitiveness and turnover intentions.  

On the other hand, we did find support for a significant indirect effect for ethical 

climate, where ethical climate acts as a mediator between moral disengagement and 

emotional exhaustion, although there is no significant direct relationship between moral 
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disengagement and emotional exhaustion. These results demonstrate that ethical climate fully 

mediates the relationship between moral disengagement and emotional exhaustion. Similarly, 

we find that ethical climate acts as a mediator between moral disengagement and turnover 

intentions and that moral disengagement is not directly related to turnover intentions. These 

results demonstrate that ethical climate also fully mediates the relationship between moral 

disengagement and turnover intentions. 

Theoretical Implications 

This study theoretically contributes to the existing literature in several ways. The 

central focus of our research was psychological climate where we examined both potential 

antecedents and consequences of competitive and ethical climates. In doing so, we proposed 

two mediation models where both competitive and ethical climate were investigated as 

mediators in the relationships between personality tendencies (i.e., trait competitiveness and 

moral disengagement) with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions.  

First, we proposed and examined antecedents of competitive and ethical climates by 

focusing on personality tendencies (trait competitiveness and moral disengagement). While 

we were unable to find support for the relationships between trait competitiveness and 

competitive climate, or between moral disengagement and ethical climate (largely due to a 

small sample size), examining predictors of psychological climates in organizational settings 

is still important. The basis of perception arguably lies within the individual, as such, to best 

understand how an individual creates such perceptions, scholars require a better 

understanding of that individual. This area of research provides a starting point for 

researchers to then better understand why an individual’s perceptions then impact certain 

outcomes.  

 Second, filling the need for further research to examine alternative consequences that 

are not commonly associated with facet-specific climates (Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009) and 
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based on our argument that negative psychological climate perceptions create job demands on 

employees, we examined both emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions as consequences 

of competitive and ethical climates. By examining alternative consequences, scholars can 

potentially demonstrate a wider scope of effect that psychological climate perceptions may 

have within a single work environment or organization. To support this, our findings 

demonstrated that both competitive and ethical climates relate to emotional exhaustion. These 

results also demonstrate the applications of sense-making theory and the importance of 

considering how individual perceptions can impact an individual’s well-being. While we did 

not find support for the relationship between competitive climate and turnover intentions, we 

did find support for the negative relationship between ethical climate and turnover intentions. 

These findings support our arguments that climate perceptions can act as demands on 

employees, which may motivate them to seek alternative employment. Examining climate to 

outcome relationships can potentially provide a foundation for scholars to then examine how 

these relationships may be buffered, in an attempt to minimize the negative effect of a 

competitive climate and low ethical climate. 

 Finally, based on sense-making theory (Schneider & Reichers, 1983), we proposed 

that competitive climate and ethical climate act as mediators linking trait competitiveness and 

moral disengagement with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions, respectively. While 

we did not find support for the mediating role of competitive climate in the relationships of 

trait competitiveness with emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions, we did find support 

for ethical climate as a mediator in the relationships of moral disengagement with emotional 

exhaustion and turnover intentions. Specifically, our findings demonstrated a full mediation 

effect for both ethical climate mediation models. This contributes to the existing theory and 

literature arguing that psychological climate can act as a mediator between antecedent and 

outcome relationships, such as individuals and their attitudes, well-being, and behaviours 
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(James & Jones, 1976; James et al., 1978; Swider & Zimmerman, 2010). These findings 

suggest the wide applications of sense-making theory and how personality can indirectly 

affect individual outcomes via psychological climates.  

Practical Implications 

Based on the findings of this study, we offer several practical implications for 

employers in retail and sales organizations. Firstly, it is important for retail and sales 

employers to consider the possible ramifications that unwanted employee outcomes can cause 

based on employee psychological climate perceptions. In doing so, employers can attempt to 

avoid further unwanted outcomes.  

Specifically, emotional exhaustion has been shown to relate to organizational 

commitment (Cropanzano et al., 2003), absenteeism, turnover and job performance (Swider 

& Zimmerman, 2010). Retail and sales organizations depend heavily on their frontline 

employees to achieve certain goals in order to produce an organizational profit. Therefore, 

based on the observed positive relationship between competitive climate and emotional 

exhaustion and the negative relationship between ethical climate and emotional exhaustion, to 

avoid this outcome and its associated adverse consequences, it is important to decrease 

competitive climate and increase ethical climate. In terms of decreasing competitive climate, 

we recommend encouraging and rewarding employee collaboration toward achieving a 

common goal, as opposed to individual sales and competition among employees. Employers 

may also reduce competitive climate by increasing the recognition of other non-sale related 

achievements, such as store displays and the generation of new clientele.  

Alongside this, we confirm that ethical climate is also associated with decreased 

turnover intentions. Turnover intentions have been shown to be a strong predictor of actual 

turnover in organizational research (Brown & Peterson, 1993; Sager et al., 1988). Given the 

time and money invested in employee training, it is costly for organizations to lose 
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experienced employees. Therefore, to prevent employee turnover and decrease turnover 

intentions, employers may attempt to increase their ethical climate. In retail and sales 

organizations, employers may re-evaluate the selling practices and employee behaviour that 

the organization values, encourages, and rewards. It is important to first set in place 

acceptable forms of behaviour and standards that an organization expects their employees to 

display and abide by (Yang et al., 2014). Moreover, organizations may also evaluate 

managers and their style of leadership (Cohen, 1993). For example, an organization may 

assess all managers’ abilities to uphold and reflect their desired organizational ethical 

standards. To achieve this, training schemes could include increasing managers’ vigilance on 

unethical employee behaviour, such as ensuring that employees do not steal sales from each 

other. With regard to selling practices, employers should avoid the use of aggressive selling 

tactics to build an increased ethical climate. As an alternative, organizations could implement 

company-wide training schemes for selling, to increase employees’ skills to reach sales goals 

without compromising their ethical integrity. When doing so, organizations should be more 

consistent with their selling practices and employee behaviour across their organization 

(Yang et al., 2014), in the hopes to reduce both employee emotional exhaustion and turnover 

intentions.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Although this study has its merits, there are several limitations that are important to 

address and discuss. With these and our findings in mind, there are several directions that 

scholars and researchers can take in the future.    

 While there are many forms of data collection within Organizational Psychology, 

surveying is one of the most widely used and efficient methods (Anderson et al., 2001; 

Kuenzi & Schminke, 2009). As such, surveying was the chosen method for this study. 

However, surveying comes with certain disadvantages. As with many other studies, the 
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survey responses in our study were self-reported. This method is often questioned due to the 

potential issue of common method biases it poses (Podsakoff et al., 2003). However, based 

on our chosen constructs, self-reported data best reflects individual insights about themselves, 

their perceptions of their workplace, their well-being and attitudes (Anderson et al., 2001). 

Also, there are many ways to distribute survey questionnaires. An increasingly 

common option for researchers is to distribute their survey online. Because our samples 

spread across different organizations within New Zealand, distributing the survey online and 

recruiting potential participants via emails was the most practical choice. However, such 

methods of recruitment and data collection have been associated with relatively low response 

rates (Anderson et al., 2001). Indeed, we ended up with a very low response rate (~10%), 

leading to a rather small sample size (N=38). This small sample size was also caused by the 

limited time (one year) for pursuing a Masters’ Degree; a situational demand that was 

coincidentally and unfortunately complicated by COVID-19. If we were able to recruit a 

larger sample with sufficient statistical power to detect our proposed effects (Fritz & 

MacKinnon, 2007), the results of our findings might have been different. Future research 

should consider the best way to recruit participants and collect data based on their target 

participants, while bearing in mind the potential limitations of their chosen data collection 

method.  

Also, our initial intention and aim were to examine team climates within teams of 

participating organizations. However, due to the small sample size and small team sizes, this 

was no longer a viable option. Therefore, we were no longer able to examine team climate. 

Instead, we focused on the mediating role of psychological climate in the relationship 

between personality traits and employee outcomes. A larger number of teams would have 

allowed us to adopt the multilevel approach to examine the mediating role of team climate 
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that we had initially intended (McNeish, 2017). Future research should use a larger sample 

nested in a larger number of teams to examine the formation and outcomes of team climates.  

Although gathering multiple waves of data was the initial intention, we ended up with 

a cross-sectional design with a single wave of data. Due to various recruitment issues, we 

only began data collection just before Christmas 2019, which was the busiest time for retail 

and sales organizations. As a result, we had to extend the Wave-1 data collection for several 

months, as opposed to the initial planned one-month timeframe. Consequently, we were 

unable to include the planned follow-up waves due to the graduation schedule and COVID-

19. Future research should consider the implications and advantages of longitudinal studies. 

Designing a longitudinal study with the constructs examined here may highlight the possible 

long-term effects of competitive and ethical climates on both individual and organizational 

level outcomes.  

As a final suggestion, building on the current model, future research may want to 

examine the moderating role of incivility, such as co-worker, supervisor or customer 

incivility, in the relationships between ethical climate with emotional exhaustion and turnover 

intentions. Workplace incivility is highly relevant in retail and sales organizations due to the 

frequent, interpersonal and daily interactions that sales employees have (Arnold & Walsh, 

2015). While the existing literature includes a reasonable amount of research on workplace 

incivility, little research has examined this construct as a moderator in climate and outcome 

relationships. For instance, although different types of experienced incivility have been 

shown to directly impact emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions (Cho et al., 2016; 

Kern & Grandey, 2009; Sliter et al., 2010; Pearson & Porath, 2005; Cortina et al., 2001), the 

added presence of incivility in a perceived ethical climate may moderate the effect they have 

on these outcomes. The same can be suggested for the relationship between competitive 

climate and emotional exhaustion.  
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By taking into consideration the limitations of this study, as well as the suggested 

directions for future research, scholars can endeavour to continue to extend this area of 

research.  

Conclusion 

Given the important role of psychological climates in retail and sales organizations, 

this study focuses on the antecedents and outcomes of psychological climates at the 

individual level. Through this investigation, we highlight the need for retail and sales 

organizations to recognise the potential signs within their work environment indicating a 

highly competitive climate and/or a low ethical climate to avoid the detrimental impact that 

these may have on employee emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions. In particular, 

retail and sales employers must pay particular attention to employees’ perceptions of ethical 

climate in the workplace. By taking steps to increase ethical climate via ethical selling 

practices and peer behaviours, retail and sales employers may be able to avoid costly 

ramifications of a low ethical climate. Our study also calls for future research to examine 

other potential antecedents and outcomes of psychological climates in retail and sales 

organizations with a larger sample.  
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