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1. Introduction
Unethical behavior is regarded as a “chronic disease” in 
the construction industry, which often occurs during the 
construction process, while unethical pro-organization-
al behavior (UPB) goes beyond individual self-interests 
(Zhang et al., 2020a). To ensure the successful completion 
of engineering construction projects, construction team 
members frequently demonstrate proactive behaviors ex-
ceeding their formal job responsibilities, often overlooking 
ethical considerations while prioritizing the collective in-
terests of the construction team. UPBs within construction 
teams are primarily categorized into two manifestations: 
benefit-seeking and risk-averse manifestations. These in-
clude collusion with designers and supervisors to maxi-
mize gains (benefit-seeking manifestation) and the exploi-
tation of contractual loopholes to evade or transfer con-
struction-related risks (risk-averse manifestation). In other 
words, UPB is motivated by the interest of the organiza-
tion, but leads to serious problems of social detachment 
(Tang et al., 2020). Being a prevalent and intensive social 
phenomenon but regarded as “standard formula” (Lin 

et al., 2023; Glebovskiy, 2019), UPB may have a detrimental 
impact on the construction industry which can lead to im-
moral practices, such as purchasing substandard products 
at low prices, engaging in uncivilized or even barbaric con-
struction practices to meet tight deadlines, and disregard-
ing legal regulations by polluting the environment through 
“greenwashing” behaviors. Moreover, UPB of construction 
teams may lead to severe engineering accidents and dis-
asters. The harm caused by UPB in the construction indus-
try far exceeds that in other sectors where such behavior 
occurs. As a result, whenever these behaviors are reported 
in the news, it causes social attention and triggers an ex-
tensive discussion (Owusu et al., 2019; Tang et al., 2020). 

UPB is the unethical behavior of employees to poten-
tially benefit the organization (Umphress et al., 2010), and 
this individual behavior can also evolve into more general 
collective behavior due to external circumstances or in-
stitutional pressures. Recognizing the situational depen-
dence, as highlighted by Sticco et  al. (2021), Chan and 
Ananthram (2020) argued that current research should de-
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volve into the deconstruction of the prevalence of UPB. 
Some research has concentrated on individual instances 
(Chan & Ananthram, 2020; Wang et  al., 2022), but it is 
imperative to encompass broader institutional, organiza-
tional, and macro-background levels as well as examin-
ing the interplay of these influencing factors on UPB (Fehr 
et  al., 2019). Institutional isomorphism mechanism can 
better reflect the external institutional factors and envi-
ronmental pressure, and organizational routines can rep-
resent the organizational level influence, which all have a 
direct or indirect impact on UPB. At present, UPB research 
is mainly conducted based on different perspectives (ob-
server and actor) (Cheng et  al., 2022; Tang et  al., 2020) 
and different actors (leadership and employee) (Ahmed & 
Khan, 2023; Fehr et al., 2019) to separate UPB from spe-
cific situations. Construction teams are temporary organi-
zations established for specific projects, and the mutual 
trust between team members is an important factor affect-
ing the smooth operation of construction teams. There-
fore, construction teams require organizational routines 
grounded in reciprocity and mutual benefit. Within such 
routines, construction teams achieve improved operation-
al efficiency and amplified benefits (Du et al., 2016), which 
in turn cultivate a stronger sense of identification among 
team members. Notably, this heightened sense of identifi-
cation may trigger the occurrence of UPB. The institutions 
and specifications in the construction industry, character-
ized by their dynamic temporal adaptability, exert signifi-
cant influence on the organizational routines of construc-
tion teams, thereby potentially affecting the emergence of 
UPB. However, there is a limited amount of research that 
specifically delves into UPB within a particular industry, es-
pecially within the construction industry. Most notably, the 
underlying reason for construction teams’ continuous UPB 
remains unclear. 

Jepson et al. (2022) argue that the institutional theory 
underscores the idea that organizations and individuals 
are rooted in the institutional system. Institutional isomor-
phism refers to the process or state where organizations 
converge in structure, practices, and values due to shared 
environmental pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Influ-
enced by the social and institutional factors, organizations 
operating within a specific field or environment tend to 
converge over time, resulting in the occurrence of isomor-
phism among organizations (Sutheewasinnon et al., 2016). 
Institutional isomorphism is the core of the entire insti-
tutional analysis, and organizational routines are the ba-
sic analysis units and memory of organizational behavior 
(Becker et al., 2005), while behavioral individuals, organi-
zations, and institutions each form a nested system that 
can be used to explore the cross-hierarchical connection 
mechanism of unethical behavior based on the “individ-
ual-situational interaction model” (Shadnam & Lawrence, 
2011). In summary, institutional factors can influence or-
ganizational routines, with institutional isomorphism being 
the central focus of the analysis. Organizational routines 
serve as the basic units for analyzing organizational behav-

ior, and UPB as a common type of organizational behavior. 
Analyzing the impact of institutional factors on UPB can be 
facilitated through the mediating effect of organizational 
routines, as depicted in Figure 1. The construction indus-
try, as a sector where UPB behavior is prevalent (Lin et al., 
2023; Xiong et al., 2023), requires urgent research into its 
underlying reasons and potential mechanisms. Given that 
the construction industry is significantly influenced by rel-
evant institutional factors, an analysis of the impact of in-
stitutional factors on UPB in construction teams can be 
conducted based on the aforementioned path.

Therefore, this research aims to investigate the influ-
ence of institutional isomorphism on unethical pro-or-
ganizational behavior of construction teams. It identifies 
institutional factors and the organizational inducements 
behind the UPB of the construction team and examined 
their interactions using the structural equation model 
(SEM) (Lin et al., 2023; Ahmed & Khan, 2023). This would 
help analyze the multi-level incentive connections of UPB 
of construction teams and expand the inducement analysis 
of UPB (Fehr et al., 2019; Xiong et al., 2023), which could 
systematically describe and solve the theoretical difficul-
ties of the nested relationship between the inducements 
of UPB.

2. Theoretical basis and research hypothesis
2.1. Institutional isomorphism and unethical 
pro-organizational behavior
Institutional theory holds that individual actors are em-
bedded in social institutions, emphasizing that institutional 
forces greatly influence behavioral decision-making (Chan 
& Ananthram, 2020). Institutional logic is the basic rule to 
guide organizational field activists (Zhang et  al., 2020b). 
Consequently, behavioral individuals are not context-un-
embedded but must adapt to their external institutional 
environment (Chan & Ananthram, 2020). DiMaggio and 
Powell (1983) named this institutional adaptive reaction 
as institutional isomorphism. It also determines that in-
stitutional isomorphism defines the basic rules (Wu et al., 

Figure 1. Effect path
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2023). That is, in the construction team, once enough ac-
tors do things in a certain way, other actors will imitate 
and institutionalize this action; therefore, project members 
will become increasingly similar and homogeneous when 
dealing with unethical behavior (Jepson et al., 2022).

Institutional isomorphism mainly imposes pressure on 
unethical behavior through three mechanisms: coercive 
isomorphism, mimetic isomorphism, and normative iso-
morphism (Chan & Ananthram, 2020; DiMaggio & Pow-
ell, 1983). Coercive isomorphism arises from external in-
fluences, such as formal and informal pressure, as well as 
social and cultural traditional constraints, and it induces 
individuals to internalize these influences and conform to 
a predetermined behavior through a coercive obedience 
mechanism (Krause et al., 2019). It was found that a great 
deal of unethical behavior is caused by coercive isomor-
phism (Asiri et al., 2020). The Global Infrastructure Anti-
Corruption Center (GIACC) and Transparency International 
(TI) found that numerous unethical behaviors in engineer-
ing construction were conducted to crack the competition 
and business pressure. Particularly in China, the transition 
between the old and new systems leads to the “institution-
al hole” (Yang, 2004), where the imperfect legal system and 
the short-lived market structure making the formal sys-
tem does not play its due role. Therefore, actors face ex-
ternal market and business pressure from corruption and 
other unethical behaviors. It can be seen that there is a 
correlation between coercive isomorphism and the UPB 
of the construction team, but whether it has a significant 
effect on the UPB of the construction team is uncertain. 
Based on the above discussion, the following hypothesis 
was proposed.

Hypothesis 1: Coercive isomorphism has a significant and 
positive impact on the UPB of the construction team.

Mimetic isomorphism is a simple and effective re-
sponse to uncertainty (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) and 
is defined as the copying behavior of business partners. 
Feng (2019) pointed out that individuals exhibiting certain 
behaviors are susceptible to promoting collective ethical 
transgressions due to the influence of moral conformity 
and the presence of negative moral imitation and refer-
ence index. Ashforth and Anand (2003) found that numer-
ous project contractors would help themselves maintain 
industrial competitiveness by imitating their peers, such 
as price manipulation and colluding behavior in bidding, 
and evolve from sudden individual behavior to implicit un-
derstanding in the construction industry through mimet-
ic isomorphism mechanism. Mimetic isomorphism is peer 
imitation against uncertainty, whereas normative isomor-
phism is forced change by external forces (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983). It can be seen that there is a correlation be-
tween mimetic isomorphism and the UPB of the construc-
tion team, but whether it has a significant effect on the 
UPB of the construction team is uncertain. Based on the 
above discussion, the following hypothesis was proposed.

Hypothesis 2: Mimetic isomorphism has a significant and 
positive impact on the UPB of the construction team. 

Normative isomorphism refers to the phenomenon in 
organizational theory where organizations adopt similar 
norms and values due to external pressures, regulatory 
requirements, or shared professional practices, leading to 
a convergence of organizational behavior and practices 
(Wu et al., 2023; Álvarez-Etxeberria et al., 2023). Normative 
isomorphism ultimately results in individuals from similar 
backgrounds approaching problems in a similar manner, 
and socialization at work will reinforce and solidify this ef-
fect (Amoako et al., 2021). Under such circumstances, the 
construction process has numerous hidden rules, which 
will strengthen individuals’ unethical behavior through the 
industry’s default rules (Liu et al., 2023). It can be seen that 
there is a correlation between normative isomorphism and 
the UPB of the construction team, but whether it has a sig-
nificant effect on the UPB is uncertain. Based on the above 
discussion, the following hypothesis was proposed.

Hypothesis 3: Normative isomorphism has a significant 
and positive impact on the UPB of the construction team.

2.2. Mediating effect of  
organizational routines
Scott (2005) determined that institutional power shapes 
the organizational system, and organizational routines are 
the external inputs into the “black box” of behavior, the 
sources of external learning and the analysis units to inves-
tigate the driving force of micro behavior, that is, organi-
zations need to gain social recognition by showing their 
“identity” with the institutional environment. Coercive iso-
morphism pressure affects the organizational behavior of 
the construction team through mandatory means and uses 
the corresponding power to strengthen the formation and 
routine of the organizational behavior (Asiri et al., 2020). 
Mimetic isomorphism pressure stems from the imitation 
and learning of other organizations in the construction in-
dustry, which establishes organizational operational rou-
tines by replicating successful strategies (Feng, 2019; Wu 
et al., 2023; Moreau, 2021). Normative isomorphism pres-
sure leads the construction team to feel that synchronizing 
with the external institutional environment, which lead to 
further social recognition and be internalized into organ-
izational specification routines (Álvarez-Etxeberria et  al., 
2023). It shows that the three mechanisms of institutional 
isomorphism, coercive isomorphism, mimetic isomorphism 
and normative isomorphism, all have different degrees of 
influence on organizational routines.

As for unethical pro-organizational behavior, organiza-
tional routines can subtly turn the informal rules and social 
values of the parties involved into self-discipline behav-
ior and affect the UPB of each agent in the construction 
team. Given that the organization is embedded in the ex-
ternal institutional environment, the organization needs to 
adapt to the external institutional environment, and the 
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external pressure can stimulate the organization’s unethi-
cal behavior (Toinpre et al., 2018). The individual behavior 
in the organization is in the network of behavior conven-
tions woven by organizational routines, which is the basic 
and individual-level construction block of the individual 
behavior of the organization (Gao et  al., 2015). Organi-
zational routines have the capacity to convert individual 
behavior into mechanical and highly programmed opera-
tions. On the one hand, organizational routines can create 
external conditions that encourage implementing unethi-
cal behavior. On the other hand, these routines can also 
create conditions that affect the cost of unethical behav-
ior (Fehr et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2023a). It can be seen 
that there is a correlation between organizational routines 
and the UPB of the construction team, but whether it has 
a significant effect on the UPB of the construction team 
is uncertain.

The following assumptions were made to this end:

Hypothesis 4: Coercive isomorphism significantly and 
positively impacts organizational routines.

Hypothesis 5: Mimetic isomorphism significantly and pos-
itively impacts organizational routines.

Hypothesis 6: Normative isomorphism significantly and 
positively impacts organizational routines.

Hypothesis 7: Organizational routines have a significant 
and positive impact on the UPB of the construction team.

External institutional isomorphism influences unethical 
behavior through the mediating effect of internal organi-
zational routines. Organizational routines are the tools and 
intermediaries for the implementation of unethical behav-
ior (Den Nieuwenboer et al., 2017), and the “top-down” 
institutional logic research also emphasizes that the insti-
tutional isomorphism at the macro level will impact the in-
dividual micro-behaviors in the organization field through 
corporate organizational routines (Chan & Ananthram, 
2020; Zhang et al., 2020b). Glebovskiy (2019) determined 
that the homology phenomenon of unethical behavior 
needs special attention in emerging economies, manifest-
ed in the institutional isomorphism of crime through the 
homogeneous behavior within the organization, especially 
organizational routines. Moreover, Arellano Gault (2017) 
emphasized that, in the process of triggering unethical be-

havior, benchmarking external institutional isomorphism is 
necessary to make unethical behaviors such as corruption 
appear as normal phenomena under organizational log-
ic. In specific situations, such as organizational routines, 
it is implemented with seemingly normal activities. Dur-
ing project implementation, many unethical acts, including 
project corruption, result from the joint action of institu-
tional environment and organizational practices. It shows 
that institutional isomorphism can affect the UPB of con-
struction teams through the organizational routines, but 
the mechanism and degree of influence are still uncertain. 
Thus, the following hypothesis was proposed.

Hypothesis 8: Organizational routines play a partial me-
diating effect between institutional isomorphism and un-
ethical pro-organizational behavior.

To analyze the “chemical reaction and chemical equa-
tion” of the unethical behavior and understand external 
situations causing the unethical behavior of the construc-
tion team, the present study constructed a theoretical 
framework of “institutional isomorphism-organizational 
routines-unethical pro-organizational behavior” and its 
conceptual model is shown in Figure 2.

3. Research methods
In general, the use of questionnaire survey can alleviate 
the psychological burden of respondents and yield more 
objective and authentic data. Standardizing the question-
naire for all participants facilitates comparative analysis of 
individuals under similar circumstances. Employing sur-
vey questionnaires for data collection is both efficient and 
cost-effective. The present study obtained data through 
a combination of on-site and online surveys, utilizing a 
five-point Likert scale for measurement, where 1 indicates 
complete disagreement and 5 indicates complete agree-
ment.

In addition, this study employs the Partial Least Square-
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) method for anal-
ysis, which provides a convenient and efficient means to 
assess the reliability and validity of measurement mod-
els and data. PLS-SEM possesses the flexibility to handle 
a variety of data types, remains applicable to small sam-
ple sizes and data with multicollinearity, and does not re-
quire strict assumptions about data distribution. PLS-SEM 

Figure 2. Effect model of unethical pro-organizational behavior of construction team
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analysis can be utilized to observe path coefficients and 
their significance between variables, thereby yielding rel-
evant evaluation indexes. SmartPLS 3.3 software is fully 
capable of conducting PLS-SEM analysis, and it was uti-
lized in this study.

3.1. Study samples and research process
The survey mainly focused on the construction enterprise 
project team members and managers. The team firstly 
carried out research from December 2019 to June 2020. 
In the early stage, it mainly conducted face-to-face on-
site research on construction enterprises in Jiangsu, Zheji-
ang and Shanghai. In later stages, given the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the questionnaire was mainly aimed 
at some major cities in China, such as Shanghai, Wuhan, 
Jinan, and Shenzhen. The online research was conducted 
on managers and essential members of the construction 
project department. The respondents were all construc-
tion industry practitioners, with their working years en-
compassing a representative range of tenure periods. Fac-
tors including job nature, company size, operational qual-
ifications, and regional distribution were incorporated to 
ensure that respondents were representative.

During the survey process, 400 questionnaires were 
distributed, and 368 were recovered, with a recovery rate 
of 92%. Besides, 16 invalid questionnaires were excluded, 
and 352 valid questionnaires were sent out, with an effec-
tive rate of 95.65%. Among them, 80 paper questionnaires 
were distributed and 80 were recovered, with a recovery 
rate of 100%. Excluding two invalid questionnaires, the ef-
fective rate was 97.5%. The elimination of paper question-
naires mainly considered whether there were vacancies, 
“multiple unification” and apparent regular arrangement. 
A total of 320 online questionnaires were distributed, 288 
were recovered, with a recovery rate of 90%. 14 invalid 
questionnaires were removed, and 274  valid question-
naires were obtained, with an effective rate of 95.13%. 
Among the 352 valid questionnaires collected by this re-
search, the working years and job nature distribution of 
the corresponding respondents are shown in Table 1 and 
Table 2, respectively.

3.2. Measurement method
The three core constructs measured in this study, insti-
tutional isomorphism, organizational routines, and UPB, 
were derived from mature scales domestically and inter-
nationally and appropriately revised in combination with 
specific analysis scenarios. Thus, the “context de-embed-
ding” between the analysis scenario of the scale and the 
scale itself could be avoided. Furthermore, it could also fit 
the actual situation of the Chinese construction industry. 
All items in this scale were measured by a five-point Likert 
scale, of which 1 means completely disagree and 5 means 
fully agree.

The independent variable is institutional isomorphism, 
which comprises three dimensions of coercive, mimet-
ic, and normative isomorphism. The scale developed by 

Henisz and Delios (2001) was adopted, considering the 
specific situation of the domestic construction industry, in-
cluding eight coercive isomorphism items, five normative 
isomorphism items, and six mimetic isomorphism items. 
The dependent variable is UPB. The scales were devel-
oped by Umphress et  al. (2010) and Zhang (2019); they 
include leadership unethical pro-organizational behavior 
(LUPB) and employee unethical pro-organizational be-
havior (EUPB). Moreover, the LUPB included six question 
items, and the EUPB included five question items. The me-
diation variables are the organizational routines, and the 
scale developed by Xu and Cai (2016), which involved two 
parts, implicit routine and explicit routine, was adopted. 
Implicit routine showed explicit rules and behavioral pat-
terns of the organization, containing five items. Explicit 
routine showed implicit rules and behavioral patterns of 
the organization, containing four items. The manifestations 
of implicit routines include non-concretized rules, shared 
understandings, and strategies that are difficult to effec-
tively imitate. Explicit routines are embodied in normative 
documents, internal manuals and instructions that can be 
concretized and transmitted directly (Matherne III & Li-
tchfield, 2012).

3.3. Data analysis
Partial Least Square-Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-
SEM) is a powerful statistical technique widely employed 
in social sciences and related fields to analyze complex 
relationships among latent constructs. PLS-SEM offers a 
robust methodology for investigating both measurement 
and structural models simultaneously, making it a versatile 
tool for researchers seeking to understand intricate rela-
tionships within their data (Kante & Michel, 2023).

In PLS-SEM, the measurement model assesses the 
reliability and validity of latent constructs (Zhang et  al., 
2023b). It allows researchers to understand the relation-
ships between observed indexes and the underlying con-
structs they represent. PLS-SEM focuses on maximizing the 

Table 1. Distribution of working years of respondents

Working years,  
Year

Number  
of people

Percentage, 
%

1–5 109 30.97
6–10 98 27.84

11–15 84 23.86
>15 61 17.33

Table 2. Distribution of position nature of respondents

Position nature Number  
of people

Percentage,  
%

Business 13 3.69

Technical 137 38.92

Management 162 46.02

Administrative and support 4 1.99

Other 33 9.38
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explained variance of dependent constructs, making it es-
pecially useful for models with small sample sizes or non-
normal data distributions (Sukhov et al., 2023). PLS-SEM 
supports both formative and reflective latent constructs, 
allowing for a comprehensive analysis of complex mod-
els. Researchers can assess the strength and significance 
of paths between constructs, enabling the identification of 
key drivers in the theoretical framework.

In this study, SmartPLS 3.3 software was used to calcu-
late the structural equation model, obtain the path coeffi-
cients, and verify the relationship between the latent vari-
ables and the measurement indicators. In addition, before 
the interpretation and analysis of the results, it is necessary 
to calculate the reliability and validity of the measurement 
model and evaluate the rationality of the design of the 
measurement model, that is, whether the latent variables 
can be reflected by the measurement indicators.

4. Results and analysis
4.1. Reliability and validity test
The reliability was tested by the Combined Reliability (CR) 
and Cronbach’s α value, and the aggregate validity was 
measured by the average extracted variance value (AVE). 
The difference validity was tested by comparing the cor-
relation coefficient between factors with the square root 
of AVE. The measurement results are shown in Table 3.

The results show that all AVE values exceeded 0.5, and 
CR values were greater than 0.8. The minimum value of 
Cronbach’s α was 0.855. The KMO values were all above 
0.7. The significance values of Bartlett’s sphericity test were 
all less than 0.01. Therefore, the observed questionnaire 

structure and data were highly reliable, indicating reliable 
measurement results.

The differential validity test requires that the square 
root of the AVE value of the latent variables should be 
higher than the correlation coefficient of other latent vari-
ables, following the Fornell-Larcker quasi-side. Table  4 
shows that all results met the requirements, passing the 
differential validity test.

4.2. Hypothesis test
After evaluating the reliability and validity of the model, 
calculating the weight and factor load and conducting the 
T-test becomes necessary. The bootstrapping method was 
used to analyze the load coefficient, external weight, and 
path coefficient in this model. The number of samples for 
each group of resamples was set to be similar to the ini-
tial number of samples, and the number of resamples was 
300. According to the results of the multicollinearity test of 
the model (Table 5), all VIF values in the model were less 
than 10, indicating that the model presented no multicol-
linearity problem.

The results of PLS-SEM test are presented in Table 6 and 
Figure 3. When the T values exceed 1.96 and the p values 
are below 0.05, this indicates statistically significant results. 
The results show that, in terms of the impact of institution-
al isomorphism on organizational routines, coercive iso-
morphism (β = 0.146, T = 2.113, p = 0.037), normative iso-
morphism (β = 0.186, T = 3.157, p = 0.002), and mimetic 
isomorphism (β = 0.496, T = 4.524, p = 0.000) significant-
ly impact explicit routine. For implicit routine, excluding 
mimetic isomorphism (β = 0.049, T = 0.545, p = 0.583), 
coercive isomorphism (β  = 0.178, T  = 2.982, p  = 0.003)  

Table 3. Results of reliability and validity test

Construct Variable AVE CR Cronbach’s α
KMO Bartlett’s 

TestVariable Construct

Institutional 
isomorphism

Coercive 0.680 0.944 0.932 0.907 0.948 0.000
Normative 0.735 0.933 0.910 0.874
Mimetic 0.685 0.929 0.907 0.900

Organization routine Explicit 0.638 0.898 0.858 0.872 0.895 0.000
Implicit 0.699 0.902 0.855 0.791

UPB LUPB 0.870 0.976 0.970 0.921 0.956 0.000
EUPB 0.816 0.957 0.943 0.888

Notes: “Coercive” refers to coercive isomorphism, “Explicit” refers to explicit routine, and others are similar. Additionally, the same ab-
breviated expression exists in other tables in this paper.

Table 4. Results of differential validity test

Correlation coefficient Coercive Normative Mimetic Explicit Implicit LUPB EUPB

Coercive 0.824
Normative 0.737 0.857
Mimetic 0.673 0.803 0.828
Explicit 0.618 0.692 0.745 0.799
Implicit 0.350 0.359 0.318 0.410 0.836
LUPB 0.174 0.158 0.123 0.092 0.496 0.933
EUPB 0.178 0.153 0.135 0.109 0.552 0.880 0.904
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and normative isomorphism (β  = 0.192, T  = 2.638, p  = 
0.018) had a significant influence on the implicit routine. 
Hypotheses 4  and 6 were supported, and Hypothesis 5 
was partially supported.

Table 5. Results of multicollinearity test

VIF value Explicit Implicit LUPB EUPB

Coercive 2.284 2.284 2.357 2.357
Normative 3.508 3.508 3.613 3.613
Mimetic 2.937 2.937 3.550 3.550
Explicit 2.558 2.558
Implicit 1.233 1.233

Table 6. Results of PLS-SEM test

Path β coefficient T value p value

Coercive → Explicit 0.146 2.113 0.037
Coercive → Implicit 0.178 2.982 0.003
Normative → Explicit 0.186 3.157 0.002
Normative → Implicit 0.192 2.638 0.018
Mimetic → Explicit 0.496 4.524 0.000
Mimetic → Implicit 0.049 0.545 0.583
Coercive → EUPB 0.068 0.789 0.374
Coercive → LUPB 0.069 0.823 0.319
Normative → EUPB −0.027 0.229 0.776
Normative → LUPB 0.033 0.242 0.707
Mimetic → EUPB 0.088 1.018 0.258
Mimetic → LUPB 0.069 0.664 0.459
Explicit → EUPB −0.229 3.139 0.000
Explicit → LUPB −0.239 3.256 0.000
Implicit → EUPB 0.602 5.010 0.000
Implicit → LUPB 0.539 4.961 0.000

Note: *** indicates p < 0.01, ** indicates p <0.05, ns indicates not significant

Figure 3. Path coefficient and significance levels
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In terms of the impact of institutional isomorphism on 
unethical pro-organizational behavior, coercive isomor-
phism (β  = 0.069, T = 0.823, p = 0.319), normative iso-
morphism (β = 0.033, T = 0.242, p = 0.707) and mimetic 
isomorphism (β = 0.069, T = 0.664, p = 0.459) had no sig-
nificant impact on LUPB. Besides, coercive isomorphism 
(β = 0.068, T = 0.789, p = 0.374), normative isomorphism 
(β = −0.027, T = 0.229, p = 0.776) and mimetic isomor-
phism (β = 0.088, T = 1.018, p = 0.258) also had no sig-
nificant impact on EUPB. Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 were not 
supported.

Regarding the mediating effect of organizational rou-
tines, the explicit routine had a significant negative im-
pact on LUPB (β = −0.239, T = 3.256, p = 0.000) and EUPB 
(β = −0.229, T = 3.139, p = 0.000). Meanwhile, the implicit 
routine significantly positively affected LUPB (β = 0.539, 
T = 4.961, p = 0.000) and EUPB (β = 0.602, T = 5.010, p = 
0.000). The results indicate that institutional isomorphism 
impacted UPB through the mediating effect of organiza-
tional routines. Thus, Hypothesis 7 was partially supported.

4.3. Indirect effect analysis
The results indicate a significant indirect effect between in-
stitutional isomorphism and UPB. The specific indirect ef-
fect reflected the relative proportion and strength of the 
path in the indirect total impact, measuring the level of 
the mediating effect.

Table 7 shows that, in the construction team, a series 
of significant paths exist between institutional isomor-
phism and LUPB. Coercive isomorphism significantly af-
fected LUPB via implicit routine (β = 0.096, T = 2.893, p = 
0.004). Normative isomorphism significantly affected LUPB 
via explicit (β = −0.044, T = 2.590, p = 0.010) and implicit 



Journal of Civil Engineering and Management, 2026, 32(2), 162–173 169

routines (β = 0.102, T = 2.344, p = 0.019). Mimetic isomor-
phism significantly affected LUPB via explicit routine (β = 
−0.117, T = 2.948, p = 0.003). N-I-L and M-E-L were two 
important mediating paths in this part. 

In terms of the impact of institutional isomorphism 
toward EUPB, coercive isomorphism significantly affected 
EUPB through implicit routine (β = 0.107, T = 2.921, p = 
0.004). Normative isomorphism significantly affected EUPB 
through explicit routine (β = −0.042, T = 2.648, p = 0.008) 
and implicit routine (β = 0.114, T = 2.345, p = 0.019). Mi-
metic isomorphism significantly affected employee uneth-
ical pro-organizational behavior through explicit routine 
(β = −0.112, T = 2.863, p = 0.004). Furthermore, N-I-E and 
M-E-E were two important mediating paths in this part. 
Thus, Hypothesis 8 was supported.

4.4. Results summary
As can be seen from the aforementioned results, it is evi-
dent that hypotheses 4, 6, and 8 were supported, while 
hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 were not supported. Additionally, 
hypotheses 5 and 7 received partial support, as indicated 
in Table 8.

The impact of institutional isomorphism on organiza-
tional routines is significant, as evidenced by the influence 
of three types of institutional isomorphism on explicit or-
ganizational routines. However, these three types of in-
stitutional isomorphism do not have a direct impact on 
UPB, as the mediating effect of organizational routines is 
required. In terms of the influence of organizational rou-
tines on UPB, explicit routine has a negative impact, while 
implicit routine has a positive impact. Overall, the most im-
portant influencing pathways are M-E-L and N-I-E.

Table 7. Summary of the indirect effects

Path Specific indirect path Path symbol β coefficient T value p value

Institutional isomorphism to LUPB Coercive → Explicit → LUPB C-E-L −0.034 1.919 0.056
Coercive → Implicit → LUPB C-I-L 0.096 2.893 0.004
Normative → Explicit → LUPB N-E-L −0.044 2.590 0.010
Normative → Implicit → LUPB N-I-L 0.102 2.344 0.019
Mimetic → Explicit → LUPB M-E-L −0.117 2.948 0.003
Mimetic → Implicit → LUPB M-I-L 0.026 0.539 0.590

Institutional isomorphism to EUPB Coercive → Explicit → EUPB C-E-E −0.033 1.921 0.055
Coercive → Implicit → EUPB C-I-E 0.107 2.921 0.004
Normative → Explicit → EUPB N-E-E −0.042 2.648 0.008
Normative → Implicit → EUPB N-I-E 0.114 2.345 0.019
Mimetic → Explicit → EUPB M-E-E −0.112 2.863 0.004
Mimetic → Implicit → EUPB M-I-E 0.029 0.542 0.588

Table 8. Hypothesis support state

Hypothesis 
symbol Path β coefficient p value Local support state

Support state

Support Partial support Not support

Hypothesis 1 Coercive → EUPB 0.068 0.374 No √
Coercive → LUPB 0.069 0.319 No

Hypothesis 2 Mimetic → EUPB 0.088 0.258 No √
Mimetic → LUPB 0.069 0.459 No

Hypothesis 3 Normative → EUPB −0.027 0.776 No √
Normative → LUPB 0.033 0.707 No

Hypothesis 4 Coercive → Explicit 0.146 0.037 Yes √
Coercive → Implicit 0.178 0.003 Yes

Hypothesis 5 Mimetic → Explicit 0.496 0.000 Yes √
Mimetic → Implicit 0.049 0.583 No

Hypothesis 6 Normative → Explicit 0.186 0.002 Yes √
Normative → Implicit 0.192 0.018 Yes

Hypothesis 7 Explicit → EUPB −0.229 0.000 No √
Explicit → LUPB −0.239 0.000 No
Implicit → EUPB 0.602 0.000 Yes
Implicit → LUPB 0.539 0.000 Yes

Hypothesis 8 Specific indirect path √
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5. Discussion
5.1. Influence of institutional isomorphism  
on organizational routines
Based on the above results, the following discussion can 
be made. First, coercive isomorphism and normative iso-
morphism have a significant impact on organizational rou-
tines, while mimetic isomorphism only has a significant 
impact on explicit routines. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 
found that due to the influence of three institutional iso-
morphism mechanisms, actors end up making their or-
ganizations increasingly similar as they attempt to change 
them, which in turn affects organizational routines. Re-
searchers have explored the institutional isomorphism pat-
terns behind the procurement policies of construction pro-
jects based on new institutional theory. It has been found 
that coercive isomorphism is the most powerful driver in 
procurement within construction projects, necessitating in-
stitutional change to mitigate risks and maximize opportu-
nities (Loosemore et al., 2021). In terms of UPB regarding 
land use, enterprises are confronted with institutional and 
market pressures from the isomorphism perspective (Troi-
si, 2022). This indicates that the construction team is faced 
with institutional pressures and challenges such as exter-
nal competition and imperfect systems. Nigam et al. (2016) 
pointed out that the change and formation of organiza-
tional routines are related to both external institutional 
change factors and internal individual routines. To survive 
and develop, the construction team will generate explicit 
organizational routines through processes, rules and oth-
er forms, which are conducive to the accumulation of rel-
evant experience and knowledge, as well as reduce the 
search cost and uncertainty of this behavior. 

However, as UPBs are unacceptable to society, it di-
rectly leads to the fact that implicit routines often form or-
ganizational secrets and are not known by outsiders, which 
cannot be learned through direct observation and imita-
tion, especially the resources and channels for implement-
ing the behaviors cannot be obtained through imitation. 
Chinese construction teams rely on local knowledge net-
works developed through long-term practices. These typi-
cal implicit routines are deeply rooted in the social prac-
tices and capital of specific construction teams, making 
the operational logic difficult to replicate through external 
observation. The Chinese construction industry is signifi-
cantly influenced by policies, and the internal implicit rou-
tines within construction teams dynamically adapt to local 
institutional environments. While demonstrating compe-
tence in replicating static and explicit organizational rou-
tines, mimetic isomorphism fails to capture the dynamic 
implicit decision-making logic. Moreover, although mimet-
ic isomorphism may prompt construction teams to imi-
tate superficially successful strategies, it cannot access the 
core resources that sustain these implicit routines. Conse-
quently, mimetic isomorphism has no significant influence 
on tacit practices.

From an alternative analytical perspective, institution-
al voids or regulatory ambiguities within the construction 

industry may undermine the efficacy of coercive and nor-
mative isomorphism, as both mechanisms rely on external 
institutional pressures and established norms. Under such 
conditions, mimetic isomorphism emerges as the predom-
inant mechanism, and it proves ineffective in influencing 
deeply implicit routines.

5.2. Influence of institutional  
isomorphism on UPB
Second, the direct influence of institutional isomorphism 
on UPB is not significant. Research has shown that em-
ployee psychological empowerment has a significant im-
pact on their own UPB, highlighting the importance of em-
ployee psychological processes (Ahmed & Khan, 2023). Al-
though institutional isomorphism provides an institution-
al environment “outside the wall”, UPB often starts from 
“inside the wall” inside the construction organization, and 
the external institutional function cannot directly arouse 
the motivation of the behavioral subjects to maintain or 
return the organization, and it cannot directly exert the in-
ternal driving force on the individual behaviors of the con-
struction team to implement pro-organizational behaviors. 
Umphress et al. (2010) found that when internal individuals 
have a strong sense of organizational identity and posi-
tive reciprocity belief, they are highly likely to take UPB in 
order to obtain future rewards from the organization. Or-
ganizational factors become the intermediary transmission 
tool of the whole behavior, which leads to the insignificant 
relationship between the unethical pro-organizational be-
havior of the construction team and the external institu-
tional environment, and it helps toward explaining why 
even in developed countries, there are “ineffective external 
institutional constraints” on the UPB of the construction 
team. Despite being regulated by external institutions, UPB 
can still occur in the procurement of construction projects 
in developed countries (Loosemore et al., 2021).

5.3. Mediating effect of  
organizational routines
Third, several mediating paths exist between the institu-
tional isomorphism and the UPB of the construction team. 
In terms of the mediating effect of implicit routine, the co-
ercive and normative isomorphism influence the UPB of 
the construction team through implicit routine, which indi-
cates that in the face of strong external institutional pres-
sure, the construction team leaders and their employees 
will adopt some hidden and proven conventional means at 
the organizational level. M. Chen and C. Chen (2021) found 
that performance pressure caused by external institutional 
environment is positively correlated with UPB, and its me-
diating effect is collective moral justification, which can be 
regarded as a kind of implicit routine. Implicit routines of 
Chinese construction teams encompass tacit understand-
ing and common cognition among members, which en-
hance the sense of identity and belonging of construction 
team members, and then lead to the emergence of UPB.
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In terms of the mediating effect of explicit routine, both 
normative and mimetic isomorphism affect UPB through 
explicit routine, and there is a negative mediating effect, 
indicating that the two types of institutional isomorphism 
mainly negatively reduces the UPB by explicit routine, that 
is, due to the unethical behavior attribute of the behav-
ior, even in the face of normative requirements or mimet-
ic motivation, it is also rare to search for implementation 
plans in explicit routines. In China’s construction industry, 
a quintessential external manifestation of explicit routines 
is the relevant normative document of construction teams. 
The explicit routines, typically subjected to rigorous review 
processes and requiring strict compliance, constrain the 
initiative of construction team members and inhibit the 
emergence of UPB. This further indicates that in the face of 
the external institutional isomorphism pressure, the behav-
ioral subject of the construction team still mainly imple-
ments the UPB of the construction team by strengthening 
the mediating effect of implicit routine and weakening the 
effect of the explicit routine. Some scholars have explored 
the relationship between institutional influencing factors 
and internal organizational factors from the perspective 
of institutional isomorphism. It was revealed that mimetic 
isomorphism can affect the innovation-supportive culture 
within the context, subsequently influencing organizational 
behavior, and only affecting individual organizational be-
havior (Hwang & Choi, 2017).

Existing studies have explored the mechanisms under-
lying UPB across diverse contexts, yet limited attention 
has been given to the construction industry. Moreover, re-
search on UPB within construction teams from institution-
al and organizational perspectives remains underexplored. 
By fully incorporating industry-specific characteristics, this 
study reveals that UPB in construction teams is a behav-
ioral outcome collectively constrained and influenced by 
external institutional pressures, organizational environ-
ments, and individual traits. Based on the preceding dis-
cussion and analysis, the moderating roles of institutional 
isomorphism and organizational routines in shaping UPB 
of construction teams are identified. The findings present 
a novel insight. In the construction industry, institutional 
isomorphism exerts a weaker direct influence on UPB of 
construction teams, and its regulatory effect on UPB oper-
ates through the impact on organizational routines.

6. Conclusions
This research analyzed the influence path and degree of 
institutional isomorphism and organizational routines on 
UPB of construction teams through the questionnaire sur-
vey of construction enterprises and Partial Least Square-
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). The conclusions 
are as follows: 

Coercive and normative isomorphism significantly im-
pact organizational routines, while mimetic isomorphism 
only significantly impacts explicit routines. Given that the 
UPB is socially unacceptable, it directly leads to implicit 

routines that often form organizational secrets, which can-
not be learned through direct imitation.

The influence of institutional isomorphism on UPB is 
not significant. Although institutional isomorphism pro-
vides an external institutional environment, UPBs often 
start from within the construction organization. The exter-
nal institutional function cannot directly arouse the mo-
tivation of the behavioral subjects to benefit the organi-
zation.

Several mediating paths exist between the institutional 
isomorphism and UPB of the construction team. Coercive 
and normative isomorphism influence UPB through implic-
it routines. Moreover, normative and mimetic isomorphism 
affect UPB through explicit routines, showing a negative 
mediating effect.

7. Practical implications

The research conclusions reveal the action path of UPB 
theoretically and provide obvious practical implications, 
especially in the governance of UPB. 

Institutional isomorphism does not positively impact 
UPB, which helps to crack the excuse that the deteriora-
tion of the external “cabinet” in UPB leads to the increas-
ing prevalence of the behavior. Thus, the cognitive break-
through of the external determinism of UPB can explain 
why even in areas with imperfect external institutional en-
vironment, there are still some pro-social construction en-
terprise organizations, especially in the case of high inci-
dence of corruption cases, the level of social responsibility 
of the entire construction industry is still significantly im-
proved.

Organizational routines play a “key intermediary” role 
in UPB, mainly embodied in the implicit routine of con-
struction enterprises guiding and strengthening UPB. The 
organizational team is the intermediary bridge between 
the external institutional environment and the individu-
al behaviors, and its ethical situation and consistent work 
style directly affect the development of UPB. 

Therefore, in the anti of construction team’s UPB ac-
tivities, the focus should be on the organization of con-
struction enterprises and strengthen the construction of 
the enterprise integrity system. Furthermore, by improv-
ing the governance level of UPB, the cost of such behavior 
can be raised, reducing individuals’ motivation and occur-
rence probability to conduct UPB and strengthening the 
construction of the institutional environment.

In the process of operation, construction teams should 
consciously transform the organizational routines, experi-
ences, and requirements that have been cultivated over 
time into internal normative documents, with the objec-
tive of effectively mitigating UPB. In addition, construction 
teams should make long-term decisions from a strategic 
perspective, establish correct ethical guidance, and effec-
tively avoid ethical defects caused by organizational sys-
tem design problems.
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