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Background
The performance of an individual employee and the organisation, in general, will be influenced 
by some critical decisions an individual employee makes at the point of executing his or her 
tasks. Employees have at times enhanced the performance of their organisations by going 
against the rules and policies, a concept known as pro-social rule breaking (Phil, Bryant, Davis, 
Hancock & Vardaman, 2010). The concept refers to a positive behaviour that is motivated by the 
love and concern for an organisation that entails intentional violation of formal policies and 
regulations in a bid to promote the welfare of the organisation or any of its stakeholders 
(Dahling, Chau, Mayer & Gregory, 2012).

Uganda provides an interesting context to examine the concept of pro-social rule breaking for a 
number of reasons. One of such reasons is an environment where not much scholarly work 
examining the concept has been performed. On the other hand, the work environment in the 
country also has some interesting characteristics that make pro-social rule-breaking behaviour 
important. Notably, the owners of the private sector firms that dominate the economy enjoy the 
freedom to control their labour force without much interference from government and labour 
unions. For instance, they have a free hand in setting the salaries because as of now there is no 
official minimum salary, the labour unions are weak and the labour courts are almost inactive, 

Orientation: This study explored the mechanisms that drive pro-social rule breaking among 
teachers in Ugandan private secondary schools.

Research purpose: The main aim of this study was to examine the contribution of work 
characteristics and risk propensity in promoting pro-social rule breaking among teachers in 
one of the Ugandan districts that has a high number of private schools.

Motivation for the study: As there is a scarcity of research on pro-social rule breaking in 
Uganda, this study sought to explore the concept and shed light on the mechanisms that 
influence this.

Research design, approach and method: A quantitative research process formed the basis for 
this study. Two hundred and forty-two teachers from 15 private secondary schools in Wakiso 
District formed the targeted sample size. A response rate of 87% was registered. A hierarchical 
regression analysis was conducted in order to assess the influence of each of the variables on 
the dependent variable, by using Statistical Package for Social Sciences.

Main findings: The regression results showed that work characteristics were a statistically 
significant predictor of pro-social rule breaking, but risk propensity was not. The results finally 
showed that there was no moderation effect of risk propensity on the relationship between 
work characteristics and pro-social rule breaking.

Practical implications: The schools should expect more pro-social rule-breaking tendencies 
when the tasks given to the teachers are complex and when the teachers operate with autonomy. 
The environment in which the private secondary school teachers in Uganda work, motivates 
them to sometimes break rules in a bid to perform better or minimise the complexity associated 
with work.

Contribution: This study expands on current theoretical knowledge on pro-social rule 
breaking and provides insights into the key drivers of the same among private secondary 
school teachers in the Ugandan context.
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therefore making the labour laws implementation difficult 
(Ssanyu, 2013). These weaknesses allow some of the firms to 
place too much pressure on employees, subjecting them to 
long-term discomfort, which can be detrimental to their 
health, and having them justify their worth if they are to still 
remain in employment. As a means of survival in such an 
environment, the employees may have to demonstrate more 
proactive behaviours (Caza & Cameron, 2008), one of which 
may be pro-social rule breaking as it has been discovered that 
such a behaviour has at times achieved positive results in 
such terms as improved performance or introducing notable 
changes that appeal to the employers (Youli, Xixi & Xi, 2014).

Private secondary schools represent one of such business set-
ups that operate in the Ugandan context, which has attracted 
a huge investment by local players. The statistics show that 
private schools outnumber the government schools (Uganda 
Ministry of Educations and Sports, 2014). It is also a business 
venture that is characterised by stiff competition because to 
attract students and by extension to realise favourable 
earnings, the schools have to produce students with good 
grades in the national exams both at Ordinary and Advanced 
Levels. Other secondary achievements in sports and other co-
curricular activities also give schools an added advantage. 
For the said success to be realised, the role of the teachers is 
vital. It is therefore expected that schools should provide 
social, emotional resources to enable the teachers to perform 
their duties effectively (Rothmann & Welsh, 2013). On the 
contrary, however, like in other private firms, teachers in 
many Ugandan private schools operate under intense 
pressure resulting from being assigned heavy teaching work 
load and at times allocated little resources in terms of teaching 
facilities and materials, yet expected to produce good 
performance. Further, the teachers are assigned different 
roles apart from teaching, which may include supervising 
students during music and drama festivities, study tours, 
school functions and other incidental assignments (Sekiyivu, 
2013). In the process of executing their duties, however, the 
teachers are faced with situations where strict following of 
the rules would either affect their health, performance or lead 
to a negative impact on their schools.

Surprisingly, however, despite the said environment, there 
are some major private schools that have always emerged the 
top in national exams, thus beating the government schools 
(Uganda Ministry of Educations and Sports, 2014). After the 
results are released, public inquiry by media and other 
interested stakeholders is performed, especially on top 
candidates and the teachers whose students emerge top in 
the subjects they teach. The private schools receive a 
considerable interest possibly in order to justify the fees they 
charge. During such inquiries, it has emerged that the 
outstanding teachers have shown unique behaviours that 
enable them to overcome the challenges that they may have 
to face in their workplace (Naluwemba, Sekiwu & Okwenje, 
2015). While the term pro-social rule breaking has not been 
used during the various narrations, it has been quite 
evidenced that it is one of the behaviours that has helped the 
outstanding performers achieve good results. The teachers 

have used such terms as ‘going against the grain’, or ‘devising 
their own mechanism’ to explain their strategies (Naluwemba 
et al., 2015), which gives a clear pointer that they are possibly 
involved in pro-social rule breaking. This, therefore, provides 
a good opportunity for a study to be conducted to examine 
the tendency of pro-social rule breaking among teachers in 
private secondary schools.

As to how pro-social rule breaking can be ignited, work 
characteristics theory can be informative (Bryant, Davis, 
Hancock & Vardaman, 2010). The theory prescribes work 
design principles which can be assessed in regard to the 
degree of employee autonomy, skill variety, task complexity, 
feedback and task significance (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). 
The way jobs are designed may at times present an employee 
with a dilemma, especially when the task is complex because 
of unanticipated outcomes. In attempting to accomplish such 
tasks, an employee may choose to ignore or defy some rules 
and procedures, thus engaging in pro-social rule breaking.

An individual’s attitude towards risk taking is another 
possible explanation why people engage in pro-social rule 
breaking. Notably, people are either naturally different, or 
may assess the prospects of taking a given risk, thus the 
differences in risk taking propensity (Nicholson, Frenton-
O‘Creevy, Soane & Willman, 2002). People with a higher level 
of risk propensity are likely to engage in behaviours that 
challenge organisational policies, rules and guidelines when 
they deem it necessary. This is so because such people are 
hopeful that the outcome would be positive, or that there are 
gains associated to their choice of action. On the other hand, 
people whose propensity towards risk is low, are unlikely to 
break rules especially when the outcomes are unclear.

In this study, an inquest was made to assess the drivers of 
pro-social rule-breaking behaviour among private school 
teachers in the Ugandan context, which appear to partly 
explain why performance in some of these schools has been 
good, but which has so far attracted little attention from 
scholars. This study was performed with the aim of examining 
the role that works characteristics and individual personal 
differences in regard to risk taking play in explaining pro-
social rule breaking.

The purpose of the study
This study sought to establish the relationship between work 
characteristics and risk propensity with an aim of establishing 
the mechanisms that drive pro-social rule breaking among 
teachers of secondary schools in Wakiso District. This is one 
of the districts that has a high population of private secondary 
schools in Uganda, where some of the schools that have been 
outstanding in national exams, are found.

Research objectives
The objectives of the research are to examine the relationship 
between work characteristics and pro-social rule breaking, to 
examine the relationship between employees’ risk propensity 
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and pro-social rule breaking and to examine the moderating 
effect of work characteristics and risk propensity on pro-
social rule breaking.

Significance of the study
The studies examining pro-social rule breaking in the 
Ugandan context appear to be sparse. This study, therefore, 
adds to the scholarly work that has contributed to the 
literature on the concept of pro-social rule breaking.

The study will also be important to the schools examined on 
the concept of pro-social rule breaking. Other future scholars 
interested to undertake a similar study may find this work as 
a useful literature review source.

Furthermore, schools within Uganda and Africa can benefit, 
because this study’s findings can set the stage for the 
establishment of a set of guidelines to improve overall school 
health.

Literature review
Pro-social rule breaking
There is a large volume of organisational literature that has 
dealt with the negative aspect of rule breaking at work. 
However, there have emerged a number of studies that have 
made inquiries on the positive aspect of rule breaking by 
employees. One such contribution was made by Morrison 
(2006), who coined the term pro-social rule breaking to 
describe the instances where an employee deliberately goes 
against a formal organisational policy, regulation or 
prohibition in a bid to promote the welfare of the organisation 
or one of its stakeholders. Such violation of a rule is thus 
instrumental in helping the organisation overall. The author 
went ahead to argue that such a violation may be viewed 
from three aspects where the aim would be to help the 
employee in question more efficiently perform their work 
duties, to help a fellow employee or to improve customer 
service (Afshar & Doosti, 2015).

In their contribution, Vardaman, Gondo and Allen (2014) 
demonstrated the importance of having people who 
demonstrate pro-social rule-breaking behaviour by arguing 
that regardless of the fact that organisational rules are aimed 
to be in line with the organisational goals, employees are 
sometimes in a situation where following a given rule may be 
costly to an organisation. For example, where a rule of saying 
that goods sold are never returned, and a sales person follows 
this to the letter, an organisation may lose a key customer, 
and as a means of avoiding this, the salesperson may decide 
to break such a rule.

Dahling et al. (2012) added that pro-social rule breaking is a 
form of constructive deviance that entails breaking rules for 
the right reasons. Notably, the organisational life reality 
places employees in scenarios where they have to make 
choices to either follow the rules or to deviate in the interest 
of effectively responding to the demands from customers, co-

workers or their tasks themselves. As such, it has been argued 
that at times an option to break the rules is more optimal. 
Such an argument deemed reasonable, especially when the 
employee’s contribution and performance are important 
when performance appraisal is performed. There are 
situations where an organisation may later discover that a 
given rule is well beyond its time and require that it is 
dropped after a series of positive results arising from breaking 
of such a rule by the employees.

Further, Youli et al. (2014) indicated that as a result, pro-
social rule breaking can be instrumental in improving the 
efficiency of employees, attracting and retaining customers 
and building social capital, which is enhanced through 
helping co-workers. Such positive outcomes are desirable 
because they contribute to the overall progress of an 
organisation and enhance the achievement of the set 
organisation. This, therefore, provides an interesting insight 
as to how far an employee can be given discretion of 
handling their tasks.

From the analysis of what constitutes pro-social rule breaking, 
it is possible to deduce that such behaviours are not contrary 
to some management principles, such as result-oriented 
management (Armstrong & Taylor, 2012), management by 
exemption and the principles of job autonomy. When 
implementing such principles, employees are given space to 
exercise various alternatives and continuously learn, a 
process that at times entails deviating from the norm. This 
has received a strong backing from the positive organisational 
scholarship approach that has emphasised such behaviour 
would be instrumental for both the organisation’s and the 
employees’ well-being (Caza & Cameron, 2008).

Risk propensity and pro-social rule breaking
The concept of risk entails taking chances with hope that the 
outcome would be favourable, although being aware they 
are not certain that the outcome may be negative. Individuals 
are said to engage in risk taking, but their level of doing so 
differs. This difference is what has come to be known as risk 
propensity (Nicholson et al., 2002).

Out of interest in expounding the concept of risk propensity, 
a number of views have emerged over time. One view is 
explained by the prospect theory, which is associated with 
the works of Kahneman and Tversky (1979). This theory 
proposes that risk taking is dependent upon a situation and 
the presumed prospects at a given time. A person, according 
to the theory, is likely to be risk averse when his or her 
belief that he or she is contented with a situation and be 
more risk taker when he or she feels that he or she is at a 
loss. Thus, a clear analysis of the theory is that a particular 
person can at different times demonstrate different levels of 
risk propensity. While the argument is supported, because 
at times a person takes more caution in different situations, 
the theory’s weakness is as to why different people almost 
in a similar situation would demonstrate varied degrees of 
risk propensity.
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Another perspective advanced the view that risk 
propensity was one of the two major components that 
elaborate the concept of risk, the other one being risk 
perception (Sitkin & Pablo, 1992). In this regard, risk 
propensity was viewed as a union between dispositional 
tendencies, cognitive inputs and past experience. Thus, a 
person’s risk taking level can be taken as an accumulation 
of behaviours, mental beliefs and what happens over time 
in the life of an individual. Thus, risk propensity is the 
tendency of a person to either take or avoid risk. Risk 
perception, on the other hand, was viewed as the feeling 
that one has, before undertaking risk, that a given move is 
more risky than another.

Nicholson et al. (2002) identified key dimension of risk 
propensity to cover two major features, namely specific and 
general. The scholars felt that an individual can demonstrate 
more of risk-taking behaviour in one aspect, be it physical 
such as health and safety risk, lifestyle, such as recreational 
and social risk, or livelihood, such as career and financial 
risk. In general, regarding risk propensity, the focus is on 
overall risk taking. This description will be used for the 
purpose of this study.

In this study, we argue, based on the prospect theory, that 
teachers with a high degree of risk taking, given the 
anticipated positive outcomes, are likely to demonstrate a 
high possibility of being engaged in pro-social rule breaking 
than the employees with a low risk propensity. Furthermore, 
a person who embarks on taking risk has a preconceived 
belief that taking a risk would amount to a positive gain 
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). Given the fact that pro-social 
rule breaking, is a deliberate action which motive is to help 
an organisation or its key stakeholders, it is possible to 
argue that an employee with high risk propensity is also 
likely to demonstrate high rate of pro-social rule-breaking 
behaviour.

Di Mauro et al. (2011) also provides a strong case that 
points  towards a relationship between risk propensity 
and  pro-social rule breaking. These authors attempted 
to  demonstrate what motivates different categories of 
employees in different sectors to exhibit more risk taking 
tendencies than others. In reference to the prospect theory, 
the authors argued that such employees as teachers or civil 
servants, who have a fixed income, may demonstrate lower 
levels of risk propensity than other people, for example, 
salespersons. In qualifying their argument, the authors 
indicated that the survival and earnings of such people 
as  salespersons heavily rely on their contribution and 
performance matters. This makes such employees ready 
to  take risks that may inculcate defying set rules, as 
demonstrated by the examples that pro-social rule breaking 
may be performed to advance customer service. Because an 
improved customer service would entail attracting and 
retaining more customers and thus improved sales, it is 
possible to infer that risk propensity predicts the level of 
pro-social rule breaking.

Another indication that shows the possibility of risk taking 
being an antecedent of pro-social rule breaking would be to 
examine what the risk takers do. In respect to this, Block, 
Sandner and Spiegel (2009) observed that risk takers in an 
organisation are involved in being creative and trying to 
come up with the means and methods of improving 
performance. Because such creativity can entail going beyond 
what is normally the practice or expected norm, we can argue 
that this is a pointer that the more risk an individual takes, 
the more they are likely to exhibit pro-social rule breaking.

Further, the literature linking risk propensity and innovative 
behaviours also provides a ground to argue that people with 
a high level of risk propensity are also likely to be involved in 
pro-social rule breaking. In respect to this, an insight is 
provided in the work of Hentschke (2005) whose aim was to 
demonstrate the relationship between risk propensity and 
innovation in organisations. The scholar emphasised that 
creative behaviours are important in promoting innovations. 
Such behaviours entail challenging the existing status quo of 
an organisation. Thus, the scholar argues that this is mainly 
performed by people with a high risk propensity as they are 
the ones who have high hopes that their defiance position 
would lead to positive outcomes. From that view, we can 
borrow from the aspect of challenging the status quo as 
defying the set rules and policies with an aim of getting work 
performed well or better organisational outcomes, to mean 
pro-social rule breaking.

One key study that attempted to directly assess the 
relationship was performed by Morrison (2006). The findings 
of that study indicated that risk propensity was vital in 
predicting pro-social rule-breaking behaviours. In the study, 
the participants who were found to be likely pro-social rule 
breakers were the ones who had a high level of risk propensity.

There are still other studies that provide convincing 
arguments that support the view that people with a higher 
risk propensity are more likely to be involved in pro-social 
rule breaking. For instance, according to Alshut (2014), 
entrepreneurial leaders are considered very instrumental in 
promoting the performance of an organisation. To be 
entrepreneurial, the scholar pointed out that this would 
involve risk taking and sometimes acting against the 
established norms. Because the aim of such a deviance is for 
the good of an organisation, it fits into the category of pro-
social rule breaking. Therefore, according to the argument, 
leaders who possess a high risk propensity are most likely to 
occasionally exhibit pro-social rule-breaking behaviours.

Therefore, it is possible to deduce that people with high risk 
propensity are more likely to demonstrate pro-social rule-
breaking behaviour.

Work characteristics and pro-social rule 
breaking
The concept of work characteristics is mainly examined 
from  the job characteristics theory of Hackman and 
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Oldham  (1976). The theory posits that there are five job 
characteristics which show the design of a job. The five 
characteristics include job variety, autonomy, feedback, 
task  identity and task significance. The degree to which a 
job  is designed to allow the said characteristics influence 
the  employee’s behaviours and motivation levels. Other 
scholars who have examined the concept of work 
characteristics appear to either concur or slightly modify the 
job characteristics theory concepts.

This study concentrates on only two dimensions of work 
characteristics, namely, task autonomy and task complexity, 
which mainly influence the decision-making process of an 
employee when executing his or her duties.

Task autonomy is viewed as one way of designing a job 
entailing degree to which an employee has discretion as to 
how to do his or her task (Langfred & Moye, 2004). A job that 
accords an employee a high degree of autonomy gives him or 
her freedom to schedule his or her work. Notably, task 
autonomy is more specific than job autonomy for it includes 
freedom like scheduling their work and determining the path 
they take to carry out the work. In a school set-up, autonomy 
would, for instance, entail allowing the teachers to decide on 
how they would execute their teaching role once the time 
tables and teaching load allocation has been performed. Such 
a design is mainly informed by the view that either the 
employees are considered to be competent enough and they 
know exactly what it takes to carry out their duty, or the end 
products are more important than the process. It has been 
observed that where autonomy has been granted, employees 
are more likely to perform well and derive happiness out of 
their work (Searle & Parker, 2013).

Task complexity, on the other hand, refers to the degree of 
easiness or difficulty of a given task or work (Ghitulescu, 
2006). Authors contributing to this debate, such as Campbell 
(1998), argue that task complexity can be viewed from two 
perspectives of objective and subjective complexity. 
Subjective complexity is formed in an individual’s mind 
where he or she perceives a given job as either easy or 
complicated. Objective complexity, on the other hand, is 
viewed as an actual evidence of a job that is being complicated 
in such terms as there were multiple potential ways to arrive 
at a desired end-state, where there is a possibility of multiple 
outcomes, conflicting interdependence among paths to 
multiple outcomes, and uncertainty of paths and outcomes 
(Li & Belkin, 2008). Other contributors such as Lee and Rao 
(2009), argue that a complex job is one that is comprised of a 
high degree ambiguity and uncertainty involving tasks. 
Further, the concept can mean the level of unfamiliarity and 
complicatedness (Gill, 2012).

Of interest in this study, is to examine how job contents and 
design influence employees to pro-social rule breaking. 
Teachers in many Ugandan private secondary schools 
operate in an environment that is sometimes very demanding. 
There are sometimes no adequate supplies such as the 
laboratory resources, working hours being adjusted and also 

close supervision by the managing teams and also students. 
Regardless of the condition, they are expected to show results 
based on students’ performance, especially in national 
exams. This is despite the fact that success in an exam is a 
contribution of various factors, which may not be within the 
teachers’ control (Naluwemba et al., 2015). The teachers are 
therefore comparable to football coaches who have to take 
final responsibility for the performance of the team. That 
being the case, it is interesting to find out how such a 
condition may affect the decisions they make.

One of the notable arguments that has been advanced is that 
job complexity motivates people to break some of the rules 
and therefore can be considered to be a key antecedent of 
pro-social rule breaking. In this respect, Marcus and Schuler 
(2004) argued that at times the job may be demanding in 
such terms as requiring an employee to produce much with 
little official support or even much within a short time. In 
order to accomplish such tasks, an employee may decide to 
ignore some procedures or policies as this would be a 
shortcut to have the work completed. From that view, we 
can argue that because the concept of job complexity entails 
a lot of non-clear approaches and possibility of different 
outcomes, so does the employee attempt to approach the 
task differently, which may mean deliberately ignoring 
some norms or procedures. However, when the task is 
straightforward, an employee is less likely to adopt creative 
measures and therefore not much of a motivation to break 
the laid down rules, procedures and norms. Thus, we also 
would expect that the more complex a job is, the more 
employees are likely to exhibit pro-social rule-breaking 
behaviours.

There is further evidence from various studies that work 
characteristic predicts pro-social rule breaking among the 
employees. One such study was conducted earlier in 1986 by 
Brief and Motoridro. In that study, the scholars examined a 
wide range of pro-social organisational behaviours among 
them, defying rules for the sake of the benefit of the 
organisation, which forms part of pro-social rule-breaking 
concept. Among the antecedents identified was the contextual 
and job related. Contextual factors included job complexity 
and ambiguity. As such, we can infer that there is justification 
that work characteristics such as work complexity can 
motivate employees to occasionally break the rules in a bid to 
achieve better outcomes.

Dahlin et al. (2010) also attempted to examine the antecedents 
and consequences of pro-social rule breaking. In one of the 
hypotheses, the nature of a task, especially ambiguity, which 
is a key characteristic of task complexity, was advanced as an 
antecedent of pro-social rule breaking. This was backed by 
the view that in a bid to reduce the role conflict emerging 
from the ambiguity, the employees would be motivated to 
break some of the rules. Their study pitted 179 respondents 
in the USA, and although the results did not show a 
significant relationship, the relationship between the two 
variables was positive.
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In another study that employed the theory of reasoned 
action, it emerged that job demands that entailed job 
complexity were vital for pro-social rule breaking (Dahling, 
Chau & Gregory, 2012). In explaining the outcome, it was 
advanced that a person may, for the sake of fulfilling a task 
that is not clear, opt to break rules, which otherwise, would 
have been difficult to accomplish if all the prescribed rules 
were followed.

As regards how autonomy, another work characteristic, 
enhances pro-social rule breaking, studies such as the one 
conducted by Morrison 2006, provide empirical evidence. 
The study showed that individuals with high level of 
autonomy feel that they have control over their work, and as 
such, they feel entitled to do what it takes, including deviating 
from set rules to do their work. Thus, people whose work 
give them a high degree of autonomy are also likely to exhibit 
pro-social rule-breaking behaviours.

The moderating effect of risk propensity and 
work characteristics on pro-social rule breaking
A moderating variable is either qualitative, which may 
include sex, race or such related, or quantitative for instance 
the salary level that affects the direction or the strength of a 
relationship between the independent variable and a 
dependent variable (Baron & Kelly, 1986). In this study, it is 
advanced that risk propensity among teachers will affect the 
relationship between work characteristics and pro-social 
rule breaking.

The empirical studies that have examined risk propensity as 
a moderator of the relationship between work characteristics, 
and pro-social rule breaking are sparse. However, the 
available literature suggests that such a relationship is 
possible. For instance, a close examination of the definition 
of pro-social rule breaking provides a valid reason to 
advance an argument that risk propensity would act as a 
moderator. The definition indicates that pro-social rule 
breaking is a deliberate act made consciously (Morrison, 
2006). This means that a person breaks the rules knowingly. 
Because there are differences in the rate at which different 
people display such a behaviour (Searle, 2011), one can 
deduce that other person-specific variables, including risk 
propensity, can explain the differences.

It has also been observed in a number of studies that people 
can be operating in a similar environment but demonstrate 
different behaviours, which are moderated by personal factors. 
For instance, such studies as one by Bateman and Crant in 
1993, and another one by Vreugdenhil in 2012 demonstrated a 
situation where person-specific variables moderated a 
relationship between two factors, which served to explain 
difference in behaviours between people. Therefore, a person’s 
risk propensity can be examined as one of such person-specific 
factors explaining the differences.

Further, people with a high degree of risk propensity are 
considered to be more positive and hopeful that whenever 

they engage in an act, decision or behaviour the end result 
would be positive. On the other hand, people with low level 
of risk propensity are very cautious about the decision they 
make. In such a situation even when operating in the same 
environment and being faced with the same opportunities 
and challenges, a relationship between work characteristics 
and pro-social rule breaking may be affected by the 
individual’s level of risk propensity (Nicholson et al., 2002). 
That being the case then risk propensity would qualify to be 
a moderating variable.

In another study the results showed that work characteristics 
influenced an individual’s pro-social rule-breaking tendency, 
it was also found that risk propensity was among the factors 
that moderated the relationship. The other factors that acted 
as moderators included personality, risk propensity and 
gender (Morrison, 2006). In particular, it was revealed that 
people with a high degree of risk propensity, given the work 
characteristics, demonstrated high levels of pro-social rule 
breaking.

From the above literature, three hypotheses can be made, 
namely:

•	 Risk propensity is positively related to pro-social rule 
breaking.

•	 Work characteristics are positively related to pro-social 
rule breaking.

•	 Risk propensity moderates the relationship between 
work characteristics and pro-social rule breaking.

Hypothesised model
The summary of the hypotheses, indicating the different 
variables is indicated in Figure 1.

Research method
Research design
A cross-sectional design that entails collecting data once and 
no repeat is made (Bryman & Bell, 2003) was used for the 
purpose of this work. Such a design, therefore, gives a 
snapshot of a sample of a population at a single point in 
time  (Weerasekera, 2003). It was employed because of the 
advantage of having data obtained fast and also the resources 
in terms of time and finances committed for this study.

Work 
characteris�cs

Autonomy
Task complexity

Pro-social rule
breaking

Organisa
onal
directed

Co-worker
directed

Customer
directed

Risk propensity

Finance risk

Career risk

Health risk

Social risk

Source: Bateman and Crant 1993; Brief and Motowidlo 1986; Marcus and Schuler 2004; 
Morrison 2006.

FIGURE 1: Hypothesised model developed after literature review.
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Research approach
A quantitative approach, which is a systematic, objective 
approach that involves collection of data that can be statistically 
analysed was employed for the purpose of this study. This is a 
popular approach when attempting to answer questions that 
seek to establish relationships between variables, test theories 
and hypothesis (Maxwell, 2012). It is suitable for large sample 
size, and its results are ordinarily generalisable to the population 
and because the aim of this study was to have the results 
generalised, this approach was deemed appropriate. Data were 
collected using questionnaires, which were distributed to the 
selected respondents and collected after 2 weeks as agreed.

Study population
The population for this study included 630 teachers from the 
15 selected schools in Wakiso District, Uganda.

Sampling design
Sampling method
The schools were selected based on the nine sub-county levels 
in Mityana District. Each sub-county had a private secondary 
school. The other six schools were randomly picked given the 
fact that some sub-counties had more schools than others. To 
obtain the respondents, on the other hand, stratified random 
sampling techniques were employed. This involved developing 
strata to ensure that each school represented was accorded a 
proportional share of the questionnaires.

Sample size
The actual sample size was determined using the Krejcie and 
Morgan (1970) table. The table indicates that for a population 
size of 630, the appropriate sample size is 242 and this formed 
the targeted sample. Table 1 shows the number of schools and 
the number of questionnaires distributed to each of the schools.

Of the 242 questionnaires that were distributed, 221 were 
retrieved, and upon crosschecking, 210 were deemed 
appropriate for the analysis, representing approximately 87% 
of the targeted respondents. The male participants formed 
the majority of the respondents to this study, forming 
approximately 62% of the respondents. The number of 
participants who were either married or single was equal. In 
terms of age, the majority of the participants were between 
the ages of 20 and 40 years. This category of participants 
formed approximately 84% of all the participants. The 
majority of the participants in this study had either an 
ordinary diploma (23.33%) or a bachelor’s degree (55.71%). 
The participants for this study were fairly represented in all 
the years considered, especially from 2 years onwards. The 
summary is provided in Table 2.

Measurement of variables
The questionnaire used for the purpose of this study 
contained sentences and respective choices where the 
respondents were required to respond to anchoring their 

answers on a five-point Likert scale, such that 1 = Strongly 
Disagree and 5 = Strongly Agree.

To measure work characteristics, the questions were 
developed borrowing from the works of Ghitulescu (2006) 
and Hackman and Oldham (1976).

To measure risk propensity, questions were adopted from the 
work of Groves and Păunensu (2008) who examined the 
variable.

Finally, a questionnaire was developed from the work of 
Dahling et al. (2012) to measure pro-social rule breaking.

TABLE 1: A list of participating schools and the sample of teachers selected.
School name Total number of teachers Sample size

Buloba High 92 35
Onwards and Upwards Sec. 51 20
Buloba Sec. 52 20
St Francis College 57 22
St. Theresa Sec. 38 15
God Cares Sec 20 8
Kawempe Royal Sec. 30 12
St. James Sec 25 10
Bright Future Sec 33 13
Bulenga Sec 39 15
Kikaya Senior Sec 35 13
Bulenga Light College 51 20
Ebenezer Sec. 38 15
Bright Future Academy 29 11
St Elizabeth Nkoowe 40 15
Total 630 242

Source: Wakiso District Education Board (2014). Updated list of Schools in Wakiso District. 
Wakiso, Uganda: Wakiso District Board
Sec, Secondary school

TABLE 2: The summary of descriptive characteristics of the respondents.
Descriptive characteristics Variable Frequency %

Gender of the respondent Male 131 62.38
Female 79 37.62
Total 210 100

Marital status of the  
respondent

Single 105 50
Married 105 50
Total 210 100

Age of the respondent 20–29 79 37.62
30–39 98 46.67
40–49 26 12.38
50–59 5 2.38
60 and above 2 0.95
Total 210 100

Education background of  
the respondent

Certificate 11 5.24
Ordinary diploma 49 23.33
Bachelor’s degree 117 55.71
Postgraduate diploma 20 9.52
Master’s degree 13 6.19
Total 210 100

Years of service of the 
respondent

Less than 1 year 18 8.57
1–2 years 22 10.48
3–4 years 36 17.14
4–6 years 42 20
8–10 years 63 30
10 years and above 29 13.81
Total 210 100
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Reliability analysis
Reliability refers to the consistency and the stability of the 
test results. In essence, a reliable instrument is one that allows 
a group of respondents the same questionnaire many times 
to respond with consistency. To ensure this, and to retain the 
questions that score above 0.7 Cronbach’s alpha (Nunnally, 
1978), a reliability analysis of the questionnaire by using 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was carried out. The results are 
shown in Table 3.

Data analysis procedure
The data analysis was performed by using Statistical Package 
for Social Sciences. The analyses conducted included the 
means and hierarchical regression.

Ethical considerations
Ethical principles expected of a researcher when conducting 
a study (Shamoo & Resnik, 2009) were adhered throughout 
the study. The principles require that a study should be 
conducted with utmost regard to high professional and 
ethical standards. In particular, a copy of introduction 
letter was sought, which described the nature of the study 
and also the recruitment of respondents on voluntary basis. 
The distribution of questionnaire involved handing the 
questionnaire to the respondent and allowing them a 
period of 2 weeks when researchers again picked the 
questionnaire and randomly inserting them to the various 
envelopes which ensured that anonymity was guaranteed.

Research findings
Regression analysis
A hierarchical regression analysis was performed to examine 
the contribution of independent variables in explaining the 
dependent variable. It was also used to test for the moderating 
effect of risk propensity on the relationship between work 
characteristics and pro-social rule breaking.

In conducting this analysis, each predictor variable was 
entered and its contribution towards explaining the dependent 
variable was examined. In Step 1, work characteristics were 
entered as an independent variable. The result indicated that 
work characteristics explained 20.4% (R2 = 0.204) variance in 
pro-social rule breaking. The beta values were also positive 
and the model was significant (β = 0.54, p < 0.05).

In Step 2, risk propensity was added, the results remained the 
same and therefore no change in R2 was registered (R2 
change = 0.00). This means that on its own, risk propensity 
did not explain variation in pro-social rule breaking. The 
contribution was also not significant (β = 0.017, p > 0.05).

In Step 3, the moderation (work characteristics and risk 
propensity means) was added. The results indicated that 
there was no change in R2 (R2 change = 0.00). The relationship 
was also not significant (β = 0.187, p > 0.05). This shows that 
there is no significant moderation between risk propensity on 
the relationship between work characteristics and pro-social 
rule breaking. Hypothesis 3, which had stated that risk 
propensity moderates the relationship between work 
characteristics and pro-social rule breaking, was therefore 
rejected.

Therefore, on the basis of the regression results, it was 
concluded that the results did not show the existence of a 
moderating effect of risk propensity on the relationship 
between work characteristics and pro-social rule breaking 
and thus there was no need to plot the moderation graph. 
The summary of the regression results is shown in Table 4.

Discussion
Work characteristics and pro-social rule 
breaking
This study aimed at examining the relationship between 
work characteristics and pro-social rule breaking, the 
relationship between risk propensity and pro-social rule 
breaking and finally the moderating effect of risk propensity 
on the relationship between work characteristics and pro-
social rule breaking, in particular, the applicability of prospect 
theory and job characteristics theory in influencing the 
behaviour of employees at work.

The result showed that work characteristics were a good 
predictor of pro-social rule breaking. This means that, 
where  work inculcates autonomy principle, the employees 
demonstrated a tendency to break rules that when broken, 
makes them execute their work more efficiently, make the 
services offered to the customers better and even enable them 
help their co-workers. In particular, the results, as expected, 
show that when the teachers are given high levels of 
autonomy they would break the rules if such breaking makes 
their teaching jobs more effectively. Similar results have been 
found in different contexts, where for instance, it has been 
previously found that individuals with high level of 
autonomy feel that they have control over how to accomplish 
their work activities and achieve organisational objectives 

TABLE 3: Reliability analysis.
Variable N Cronbach’s Alpha

Pro-social rule breaking 19 0.926
Risk propensity 21 0.699
Work characteristics 22 0.737

TABLE 4: Hierarchical regression results (N = 210).
Variables Dependent variable: pro-social rule breaking

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Constant 0.56 0.51 -0.14
Work characteristics (main effect)† 0.54* - 0.54
Risk propensity (moderator)‡ - 0.017 0.15
Moderation (WorkcXRiskp)§ - - 0.187
R2 0.204 0.204 0.205
R2 change - 0.000 0.000
F change 53.37* 0.69* 0.66*

*, Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
†, Predictors: (constant), work characteristics; ‡, Predictors: (constant), work characteristics, 
risk propensity; §, Predictors: (constant), work characteristics, risk propensity, WorkcXRiskp.
Note: Dependent variable: pro-social rule breaking.
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and therefore can easily deviate from the set rules if this 
enables them to perform better (Morrison, 2006), which 
supports the principles underlying job characteristics theory 
(Hackman,& Oldham 1976).

Similarly, the results also showed that the teachers whose 
work is complex in such terms as, being assigned unfamiliar 
tasks, being assigned tasks they have not performed before 
and being assigned tasks whose outcomes cannot be clearly 
predetermined, they tended to pro-socially break some rules 
to enable them to perform. Again, as expected, the results 
demonstrate what has been found in other studies conducted 
elsewhere. For instance, an earlier study by Brief and 
Motowidlo (1996) found that some contextual characteristics 
such as job complexity and ambiguity encourage defying 
rules for the sake of the benefit of the organisation. Similar 
observations were made by Marcus and Schuler (2004) who 
argued that at times the job may be too demanding and this 
may prompt the employees to ignore some procedures or 
policies if by doing so would be a shortcut to have the work 
succeeded. Dahlin et al. (2010) also found that ambiguity, a 
key characteristic of task complexity, enhances pro-social 
rule breaking, especially in a bid to reduce the conflict 
emerging from the ambiguity. Again Dahling et al. (2012) 
observed that job demands which would entail the job 
complexity are vital for pro-social rule breaking because a 
person for the sake of fulfilling a task that is not clear may 
opt to break the rules.

The findings provided a weak evidence that showed that the 
employees who demonstrate high level of risk propensity 
also demonstrated tendencies to break rules, which when 
broken positively enhances their work performance but 
failed to show statistical evidence in the regression results. 
In particular, the teachers who viewed that they normally 
take risks in such terms as financial, career, health and social 
risks exhibited more tendencies of breaking the rules that 
appear to stand on their way when performing their work. 
This was contrary to the expected outcome that what higher 
risk propensity as in accordance to the prospect theory 
entails a person taking a bold move to do what others may 
not do for they have a strong hope that the outcome would 
be in their favour.

The probable reason related to the weak relationship however 
would be that, because the teachers examined in this study 
are from private schools, and in the Ugandan context, the 
proprietors have a high say, and given the reluctance of our 
country to enforce the employment act, such as related to 
appointment letters and a normal process of terminating an 
employee, such teachers decline to take risks and if they do, 
they take at a limited rate where no much harm would be 
expected (Sekayizi, 2013). Another possible reason is that 
because the risks examined involve career and financial 
risks, and given the current levels of unemployment, one 
may not be willing to take higher levels of such risks. 
Therefore, it can be a good reason why many respondents 
may have failed to take risks.

The above findings appear to deviate from the previous 
studies that have shown that the degree of risk propensity 
explains why some employees are engaged in pro-social rule 
breaking more than others. Morrison (2006) for example 
found that risk propensity was important in predicting pro-
social rule-breaking behaviours. Similarly, Di Mauro et al. 
(2011), who employed prospect theory, observed that some 
job categories such as salesperson, and whose earnings rely 
on their contribution, tend to demonstrate high levels of risk 
propensity, which easily prompts them to defy some set rules 
in order to perform better such as to advance customer 
service in order to attract and retain more customers.

Further, Block et al. (2009) argued that risk takers demonstrate 
such behaviours as being creative and trying to come up 
with means and methods of improving performance, and 
this may entail deviating from the expected norms, which 
include pro-social rule breaking. Hentschke (2005) also 
related risk propensity to behaviours that break rules that 
stand on people’s progress. Further still, Alshut (2014) 
argued that entrepreneurial leaders, a concept associated 
with risk taking, are known to demonstrate tendencies of 
considered acting against the established norms but for the 
better of the organisation, which is a demonstration of pro-
social rule breaking.

The findings also failed to show that there was some 
influence of risk propensity on the relationship between 
work characteristics and pro-social rule breaking. This was a 
deviation from the expectation that employees whose jobs 
were designed as to allow more autonomy or whose jobs 
were complex would demonstrate higher tendencies of pro-
social rule breaking. This was again contrary to what was 
expected in this study that personal differences would 
explain a difference with the rate at which individuals 
engaged in a certain behaviour, in this case, pro-social rule 
breaking. The above findings are a deviation from the so far 
available literature that suggests such a possibility. For 
instance the study by Morrison (2006) had found that work 
characteristics were a good predictor of pro-social rule 
breaking and were also found to be influenced by other 
factors such as personality, risk propensity and gender 
(Morrison, 2006). Also giving a reasonable ground to believe 
that risk propensity would have been expected to moderate 
relationship between work characteristics and pro-social 
rule breaking is the reasoning that differences in behaviours 
have been recorded even where people operate in a similar 
work environment (Bateman & Crant, 1993; Searle, 2011; 
Vreugdenhil, 2012), and therefore explanations on individual 
differences such as risk propensity levels have been used to 
explain such a variation.

Recommendations
The leadership and supervisors placed in charge of running 
the schools should be observant of the members’ behaviours, 
especially in regard to breaking the set rules. If they discover 
that a given rule is continuously broken in order to improve 
performance, they may obtain an indication that such a rule 
is no longer useful or they flex the rule.
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The leaders should also design their jobs in such a way that 
they offer more autonomy to the teachers. This may for 
instance mean that, when the performance goals have been 
agreed upon, the teachers should be allowed the discretion to 
devise their own means of achieving goals. This may be useful 
because teachers may think out of the box as to which better 
way they can do to help the school, which may entail breaking 
some rules that are not useful at a given circumstances.

The leaders should adopt leadership practices that allow 
employees to think out of the box because when left on their 
own, such employees may decide to do what they deem best 
for the organisation even if it means breaking some rules that 
may not be beneficial.

Furthermore, this study may suggest that school management 
should be made aware of the importance of their behaviour 
and should be encouraged to show more autonomous-
supportive behaviour towards their teaching staff.

Conclusion
This study sought to examine the concept of pro-social rule 
breaking in the Ugandan context. The results support some 
of the findings in the previous study. It was found that work 
design that allows people autonomy and also the level of risk 
propensity are a good predictor of pro-social rule breaking. 
This, therefore, advances other studies that had found similar 
results in other parts of the world.

An interesting result that deviates from the expectation was 
also found, whereby risk propensity was not found to be a 
moderator of the relationship between work characteristics 
and pro-social rule breaking. This leads to the conclusion that 
people working in a similar environment were not found to 
have differences on their level of pro-social rule behaviours 
based on their levels of risk propensity, although on their 
own its right risk propensity promotes pro-social rule 
breaking. This raises the question as to whether it was only in 
the specific study or similar results would be witnessed in 
other parts of the country. Because similar studies are very 
sparse in the current literature on pro-social rule breaking, it 
might take time to confirm this study’s findings with 
supportive research performed in similar contexts.

Study limitations and future 
research opportunities
This study adopted a cross-sectional study design. While this 
design was appropriate given the projected time and 
resources, the findings of the study are just based on a 
snapshot. As such, the study was not comprehensive enough 
because the possible changes in respondents’ views were not 
incorporated. This may partly explain why some of the 
results have deviated from the studies conducted elsewhere.

The use of only one approach, the quantitative, where the 
participants were only restricted to pre-set answers cannot be 
considered to offer a comprehensive result, is also a limitation. 

Had other approaches, including qualitative, been 
incorporated, more insight would have been achieved. This 
would have incorporated teachers’ own personal accounts of 
what prompts them to be engaged in pro-social rule breaking.

Future researchers have an opportunity to carry out a similar 
study among private teachers in other Ugandan districts and 
also in government schools. This may expound the concept 
of pro-social rule-breaking behaviour, providing a contextual 
comparison.

There is also an opportunity to conduct a similar study by 
employing a longitudinal study design. Because the design 
involves repeat studies, it gives more comprehensive results.

Finally, a similar study can be conducted elsewhere to 
examine whether risk propensity would be a moderating 
variable between work characteristics and pro-social rule 
breaking.
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