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Role Ambiguity and Perceptions of Unfair Performance Appraisals: Mitigating Roles of 

Personal Resources 

 

Abstract 

Drawing from conservation of resources theory and attribution theory, this study adds to 

human resource literature by investigating the relationship between role ambiguity and 

employees’ beliefs that their performance is unfairly evaluated by their organization, as well as 

the buffering roles of relevant personal resources. In particular, the presence of unclear role 

descriptions may spur perceptions of unfair performance appraisals, but this process should be 

mitigated by organization-specific experience and Islamic work values. Data from Pakistani 

firms offer empirical support for these hypothesized effects. From a practical perspective, the 

findings indicate that human resource managers who fail to provide clear role descriptions to 

employees can mitigate accompanying concerns about the presence of unfair performance 

evaluations, to the extent that they encourage employees to leverage valuable personal resources. 

 

Keywords: role ambiguity, unfairness; organization-specific experience; Islamic work ethic; 

conservation of resources theory; attribution theory 



 

 3 

INTRODUCTION 

The frustration that employees experience when they believe they are treated unfairly can 

have critical negative consequences, both for themselves and their organizations (Bezrukova, 

Spell, & Perry, 2010; Dbaibo, Harb, & van Meurs, 2010; Ha & Ha, 2015; Rupp, McCance, 

Spencer, & Sonntag, 2008). For example, these beliefs might undermine employees’ 

psychological well-being (Sulu, Ceylan, & Kaynak, 2010), organizational commitment (Lemons 

& Jones, 2001), job satisfaction (Mayer, Nishii, Schneider, & Goldstein, 2007), and job 

performance (Greenberg, 1988) while also increasing their resistance to change (Folger & 

Skarlicki, 1999) or perceptions of the conflict between their work and family life (Judge & 

Colquitt, 2004). Unfairness perceptions also might be particularly salient in relation to 

employees’ beliefs about how their employer appraises their performance (Folger & Cropanzano, 

2001; Kalshoven, Den Hartog, & De Hoogh, 2011; Kavanagh, Benson, & Brown, 2007). The 

principal goal of this study is to create a better understanding of why some employees might be 

more likely than others to develop beliefs about unfair performance appraisals, defined herein as 

the perception that they are held accountable for issues or problems over which they have limited 

control (Folger & Cropanzano, 2001). 

Different factors may shape employees’ beliefs that they are being appraised unfairly, 

including a lack of compensation parity (Leung, Lin, & Lu, 2014), unfulfilled psychological 

contracts (Harrington & Lee, 2015), or poor quality relationships with organizational leaders 

(Reinke, 2003). These factors generally evoke stress, because they constitute negative work 

circumstances. The focus of this study is on an underexplored source of stress that may inform 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisal, that is, role ambiguity or a lack of clear information 

about job roles (Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970; Schmidt, Roesler, Kusserow, & Rau, 2014). 



 

 4 

Such role ambiguity is challenging for employees, because it generates fears about their ability to 

meet the performance requirements set forth by their organization (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, 

& Rosenthal, 1964; Zhou, Martinez, Ferreira, & Rodrigues, 2016). Previous research identifies 

various negative outcomes of role ambiguity, such as emotional exhaustion (Singh, Suar, & 

Leiter, 2012), depression (Schmidt et al., 2014), and reduced work performance (Zhou et al., 

2016). However, it has not considered how employees may respond to role ambiguity by 

blaming their organization for adopting unfair performance appraisals, as means to cope with this 

stressful situation, or how this process might be mitigated or contained by employees’ own 

valuable personal resources. 

To guide theoretical arguments about the effect of role ambiguity on the likelihood that 

employees develop beliefs and complain about unfair appraisal practices, which may be 

mitigated by their personal resources, we draw on conservation of resources (COR) and 

attribution theory. According to COR theory, employees’ attitudes and behaviors are guided by 

their desire to protect and conserve their resource bases (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001). A threat of 

resource loss, due to adverse work conditions, generates significant stress, so people seek to 

avoid future resource losses (Beham, 2011; Hobfoll, 2001). Notably, because of their fear that 

they may not able to fulfill their job duties in the presence of unclear role descriptions, 

employees may experience significant resource losses in the form of tarnished self-esteem 

(Dudenhöffer & Dormann, 2015), and seek to protect themselves by looking for external causes 

for their anticipated underperformance (Hobfoll, 1989; Mallin & Mayo, 2006). Thus, we theorize 

that the belief that their organization adopts unfair performance appraisals helps employees who 

confront role ambiguity in their effort to avoid self-depreciating thoughts (Dudenhöffer & 

Dormann, 2015; Hobfoll, 2001; Turner & Roszell, 1994). This argument is also consistent with 
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attribution theory, which predicts that exposure to unfavorable work conditions causes 

employees to attribute anticipated personal shortcomings to their organization, by developing 

beliefs that their organization treats them unfairly (Bradley, 1978; Schroth & Shah, 2000; 

Zuckerman, 1979).  

Furthermore, COR theory predicts a buffering role of employees’ personal resources 

(Hobfoll, 2001), such that the harmful effect of resource losses due to workplace adversity may 

be countered to the extent that employees have access to valuable personal resources (Abbas, 

Raja, Darr, & Bouckenooghe, 2014; Witt & Carlson, 2006). Employees’ organization-specific 

experience, based on the number of years they have worked for the organization, and their 

religion-based work values (i.e., Islamic work values in our empirical context of Pakistan) may 

represent personal resources that can mitigate the relationship between role ambiguity and 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisals. By investigating these two personal resources, we 

consider a parsimonious but comprehensive set of understudied factors that might offset the 

hardships that employees experience in the presence of unclear role descriptions (Kahn et al., 

1964; Showail, McClean Parks, & Smith, 2013). 

First, organization-specific experience indicates the extent to which employees have 

access to relevant organizational knowledge and network contacts, based on the number of years 

they have worked for their organization (Karatape & Karatape, 2010). Longer tenured employees 

are not always willing to exploit these knowledge advantages—some of them may be “slackers” 

who prioritize job security and undertake only the minimum amount of work effort needed to 

avoid getting fired (Hom, Mitchell, Lee, & Griffeth, 2012)—but it is reasonable to expect that, 

all else being equal, these long-term employees understand better how to meet organization-set 

performance standards, even in the presence of unfavorable work conditions (Ng & Feldman, 



 

 6 

2013; Valle, Harris, & Andrews, 2004). Second, Islamic work values reflect a set of moral 

principles that distinguish right from wrong and encourage hard work, peer collaboration, and 

high ethical standards (Ali & Al-Owaihan, 2008). This focus is guided by the important role of 

Islamic work values among Muslim employees, who regard Islam not solely as a religion but as 

a guide for how they should act in all realms, including the workplace (Murtaza, Abbas, Raja, 

Roqus, Khalid, & Mushtaq, 2016). 

Contributions 

In short, we seek to contribute to human resource research in three main ways. First, we 

consider an understudied outcome of role ambiguity: employees’ perceptions of the presence of 

unfair performance appraisals (Folger & Cropanzano, 2001). To the best of our knowledge, prior 

research has not considered the possibility that employees attribute their anticipated 

underperformance, due to unclear role descriptions, to external causes in the form of beliefs 

about unfair performance appraisals. We theorize that employees who feel threatened by the 

presence of unclear role descriptions, and thus their inability to meet their job requirements, seek 

to preserve their self-esteem resources by blaming their organization for not applying fair 

performance appraisal systems (Hobfoll, 1989; Mayo & Mallin, 2010; Zuckerman, 1979). 

Second, we investigate when this translation of role ambiguity into perceptions of unfair 

performance appraisal might be less likely to occur. In particular, employees’ access to valuable 

personal resources (e.g., organization-specific experience and Islamic work ethic) might buffer 

this harmful effect. Such personal resources help employees who suffer from role ambiguity 

mitigate the fear that their performance will be evaluated negatively (Zhou et al., 2016), such that 

the need to blame their organization for adopting unfair performance appraisals diminishes 

(Hobfoll, 1989; Mayo & Mallin, 2010). By noting the moderating roles of organization-specific 
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experience and Islamic work ethics, we extend previous examinations of the buffering roles of 

other personal resources, such as mastery and optimism (Ralston et al., 2010) or a learning 

orientation (Li & Bagger, 2008), on the negative effects of role ambiguity. 

Third, we provide practical insights into how HR managers can immunize employees 

against the potential negative outcomes of ambiguous role descriptions, in the form of negative 

feelings about how their firm appraises their performance. They should help employees hone 

their relevant personal resources. This issue is particularly relevant for organizations that operate 

in competitive environments that are so volatile or complex that they cannot reasonably offer 

clear role descriptions for all their employees (Kahn et al., 1964; Sohi, 1996). In turn, we clarify 

a pertinent organizational challenge: how to prevent information gaps in role descriptions from 

spilling over to invoke employees’ beliefs that their performance is being evaluated unfairly.  

Importance of study context 

Our study also is informative in that it focuses on an understudied, non-Western context 

that is relevant for the research objectives. Many countries in Asia, including Pakistan, are 

marked by high levels of uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2001). People in such cultures tend to 

feel uncomfortable in uncontrollable, unstructured situations, and they suffer significant stress 

when they lack access to the information they need to make good decisions about executing job 

tasks (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). The core issue of this study—the usefulness and 

impact of valuable personal resources for mitigating the relationship between role ambiguity and 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisals—thus is particularly salient in our study context, 

with its high levels of risk aversion and sensitivity to stress. It similarly should have relevance 

for other countries in the Asia-Pacific region with cultural profiles similar to Pakistan’s. 
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Furthermore, the Islamic work ethic construct is directly relevant in a predominantly 

Muslim country such as Pakistan. Previous research indicates the instrumental role of religion in 

the lives of many Muslims, such that it relates intricately to how they behave in the workplace 

(Ali, 1992; Khan, Mahmood, Akhtar, & Muhmood, 2014). Yet variation among Muslims, even 

in an Islamic country such as Pakistan, leads to their different exhibitions of Islamic work values 

(Ali, 2005; Murtaza et al., 2016). In a more general sense, employees’ Islamist-based perceptions 

of performance appraisals also offer useful insights, considering that Islam is the second largest 

and fastest growing religion in the world, and Muslim countries are major customers of and 

investors in both Western and non-Western societies (Johnson & Grim, 2013). The increasing 

global competition and religious diversity in workplaces requires that organizations around the 

globe, including those that operate in the Asia-Pacific region, must recognize how work values 

anchored in religion might influence employees’ beliefs about the organization (Uddin, 2003).  

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES 

Studying employees’ perceptions of organizational unfairness is pertinent, because such 

perceptions may lead to negative attitudes, including diminished group attachment (Phillips, 

Douthitt, & Hyland, 2001) or organizational commitment (Lemons & Jones, 2001), or negative 

behaviors, such as reduced collaboration with organizational peers (Pfeffer & Langton, 1993) or 

greater workplace deviance (Scott & Colquitt, 2007). Organizational unfairness—or its positive 

counterpart, organizational fairness—has been conceptualized broadly, to encompass different 

underlying dimensions, including distributive, procedural, interpersonal, and informational 

fairness. Distributive fairness is outcome oriented and compares inputs with outputs; procedural 

fairness captures fairness in relation to decision-making rules; interpersonal fairness reflects the 

respect that employees receive in interpersonal treatment; and informational fairness pertains to 
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the availability of pertinent information about organizational issues (Colquitt, 2001). We posit 

that these different dimensions of organizational fairness are not necessarily independent 

(Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001); rather, they might be causally linked. To 

specify this link, we consider how a specific manifestation of informational unfairness, in the 

form of unclear information about job roles, may inform a specific manifestation of distributive 

unfairness, namely, the belief that employees are being held accountable in performance 

evaluations for issues over which they have limited control.  

Employees tend to struggle to execute their job tasks when they sense that they lack 

critical information about what is expected of them (Boyar, Maertz, Pearson, & Keough, 2003; 

Kahn et al., 1964; Tubre & Collins, 2000). Such role ambiguity is stressful, because it 

undermines employees’ anticipated ability to perform adequately (Eatough, Chang, Miloslavic, 

& Johnson, 2011; Zhou et al., 2016) and accordingly poses a potential threat to their self-esteem 

or feelings of self-worth (Klein, Fencil-Morse, & Seligman, 1976; Schroth & Shah, 2000). To 

investigate the effect of employees’ role ambiguity on their perceptions of unfair performance 

appraisals, as well as how this negative effect might be mitigated, we draw from COR theory 

(Hobfoll, 1989) and attribution theory (Zuckerman, 1979). That is, we argue that anticipated 

underperformance due to role ambiguity leads to resource losses, in the form of lower self-

esteem, such that employees may seek to protect themselves by attributing their predicted 

underperformance to the presence of unfair performance appraisal systems in their organization. 

We also turn to COR theory to predict an important buffering role of employees’ personal 

resources for coping with the resource loss that may result from role ambiguity (Abbas et al., 

2014; Hobfoll, 2001). As pertinent personal resources, we consider employees’ organization-

specific experience and Islamic work values, both of which should decrease the uncertainty that 
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employees experience with regard to how to do their jobs effectively in the presence of unclear 

role descriptions (Beauchamp, Bray, Eys, & Carron, 2002; Schmidt et al., 2014).  

Our theoretical framework and its underlying hypotheses are in Figure 1. The baseline 

relationship pertains to the link between employees’ role ambiguity and their perceptions of 

unfair performance appraisals, as influenced by the two personal resources. As we detail with our 

hypotheses, role ambiguity should enhance perceptions of unfair performance appraisals, but this 

effect may be mitigated at higher levels of the two personal resources. 

 [Insert Figure 1 about here] 

Role Ambiguity and Perceptions of Unfair Performance Appraisals 

We predict a positive relationship between employees’ role ambiguity and their 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisals. According to COR theory, employees’ feelings 

about their organizational functioning are driven in important ways by their desire to protect their 

resources (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001). To the extent that employees encounter adverse work situations 

that threaten their ability to perform adequately, they seek to protect themselves against negative 

outcomes that may result from underperformance (Beham, 2011; Hobfoll, 2001). We similarly 

argue that an important mechanism that connects role ambiguity to employees’ enhanced 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisals is their motivation to conserve their self-esteem 

resources, by generating explanations for any underperformance that may result from unclear 

role descriptions (Dudenhöffer & Dormann, 2015; Hobfoll, 2001; Mallin & Mayo, 2006). If they 

believe that it is difficult to meet their performance targets because of uncertainty about what is 

expected from them, employees might focus on external reasons for the potential failure and 

blame the organization for its unfair performance appraisal practices (Folger & Cropanzano, 

1998). In so doing, they limit further resource losses, because they avoid the sense that they are 
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responsible for possible underperformance, which in turn provides a means to preserve their 

feelings of self-worth (Hobfoll, 2001; Mayo & Mallin, 2010). 

This argument also aligns closely with the logic of attribution theory, according to which 

people externalize anticipated negative outcomes, to avoid responsibility for personal failures 

(Bradley, 1978; Schroth & Shah, 2000; Zuckerman, 1979). For example, employees may blame 

their organization, to explain why they might not fulfill their job duties (Mayo & Mallin, 2010). 

Similar to COR theory, such self-serving attributions imply a motivation to protect feelings of 

self-worth (Zuckerman, 1979). Thus, role ambiguity, which is a threat to their effective task 

performance (Eatough et al., 2011; Zhou et al., 2016), should increase the likelihood that 

employees look for external reasons for anticipated underperformance, namely, by attributing it 

to the inadequate ways their organization evaluates their performance (Folger & Cropanzano, 

2001). This process shifts responsibility from the employee to the employer, thereby diminishing 

any damage to how employees see themselves (Bradley, 1978). Conversely, to the extent that 

employees believe their job duties are clearly explained, they should feel a lower need to protect 

their self-esteem by referring to unfair performance appraisal practices by their organization. 

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between employees’ role ambiguity and 

their perceptions of unfair performance appraisals. 

 

Moderating Role of Organization-Specific Experience 

 

This positive relationship may be moderated by organization-specific experience. 

According to COR theory, the positive relationship between resource-depleting work conditions 

and negative feelings toward the organization is weaker when employees have access to 

resources that can help them resolve the associated stress (Hobfoll, 2001; Ralston et al., 2010). 

Greater organizational experience may enhance employees’ ability to deal with information 

deficiencies that result from role ambiguity, because their longer tenure in the organization 
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should make them more confident that they can apply their relevant expertise to overcome the 

deficiencies, reflecting their familiarity with how their organization functions and evaluates their 

performance (Bradley, 2007; Valle et al., 2004). This confidence then may diminish employees’ 

fear that they will fail to meet performance expectations, even in the presence of unclear job 

descriptions (Ralston et al., 2010). Such an effect could decrease the value of beliefs about the 

unfairness of performance appraisals, as mechanisms to conserve self-esteem resources in the 

presence of role ambiguity (Hobfoll, 2001).  

Similarly, employees who have worked for their organization for a longer time may have 

been exposed to a wider set of work challenges in the past, including the presence of unclear job 

descriptions, and thus learned ways to resolve these challenges (Karatepe & Karatepe, 2010). In 

particular, longer tenured employees might draw from specific insights gained from their 

previous organization-related experiences with adverse work situations (Chao, O'Leary-Kelly, 

Wolf, Klein, & Gardner, 1994; Liu, Ge, & Peng, 2016), which should increase their ability to 

cope with those situations, without needing to blame the organization for its unfair appraisal 

methods. Previous research similarly indicates that organization-specific experience stimulates 

employees to go beyond their formal job descriptions and find adequate solutions to unfavorable 

work situations, such that the resulting insights mitigate the associated sense of uncertainty (Ng 

& Feldman, 2013). Thus, this personal resource also might stimulate employees’ ability to find 

ways to deal with role ambiguity, through discretionary problem-solving efforts, which may 

reduce their need to express concerns about unfair performance appraisals as a means to 

conserve their self-esteem (Hobfoll, 2001). 

Finally, employees with more organization-specific experience may have a strong desire 

to find ways to address workplace challenges, because these efforts may grant them enjoyable 
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feelings of personal accomplishment (De Clercq & Belausteguigoitia, 2007; Mathieu & Zajac, 

1990). Employees with more organization-specific experience tend to exhibit stronger 

commitment toward achieving challenging goals (Liu et al., 2016), such that they may be 

strongly motivated to deal with the challenge of information deficiencies (Karatepe & Karatepe, 

2010), and seek effective solutions, leaving them less likely to accuse the organization of unfair 

performance appraisal practices. Overall then, organization-specific experience should buffer the 

positive relationship between role ambiguity and perceptions of unfair performance appraisals. 

Hypothesis 2: The positive relationship between employees’ role ambiguity and their 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisals is moderated by their organization-specific 

experience, such that the relationship is weaker at higher levels of organization-specific 

experience. 

 

Moderating Role of Islamic Work Ethic 

The value of unfairness beliefs, as mechanisms to conserve employees’ feelings of self-

worth in the presence of role ambiguity, also may be lower when employees can rely on Islamic 

work values. Consistent with COR theory (Hobfoll, 2001), to cope with the challenge of 

insufficient information about how to do their jobs, employees benefit from the possession of 

work values that emphasize hard work and dedication (Kahn et al., 1964; Ralston et al., 2010). 

Islamic ethical values fuel employees’ resource reservoirs and enhance their persistence in 

seeking resolutions to challenging work situations (Ali, 2005), so they also may decrease the 

likelihood that employees rely on accusations about unfair performance appraisals as a means to 

maintain their self-esteem in the presence of role ambiguity (Hobfoll, 1989; Mallin & Mayo, 

2006). A strong Islamic work ethic also leads employees to acknowledge the value of creativity 

in their work efforts (Ali & Al-Owaihan, 2008; Kumar & Che Rose, 2010), such that they may 

be more likely to identify novel solutions that prevent unclear role descriptions from hindering 
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their work activities. This propensity should diminish the likelihood that they blame their 

possible underperformance, due to role ambiguity, on unfair performance evaluation criteria. 

Previous research also suggests that employees with strong Islamic work ethics tend to 

exchange personal experiences and workplace hardships with colleagues (Murtaza et al., 2016). 

Because they may more readily express concerns about the stress that they experience due to 

significant role ambiguity (Chen, Lin, & Lien, 2011; Schmidt et al., 2014), colleagues can better 

understand and help address those concerns. Such strong intrafirm network relationships also 

create more opportunities for employees to seek others’ advice about how to maintain adequate 

job performance, even in the presence of unclear role descriptions (Ali, 1992). Ultimately, it 

should become less likely or necessary for employees to accuse the organization of unfair 

performance appraisal practices to protect their feelings of self-worth (Hobfoll, 2001). That is, 

the knowledge gained from peer interactions (Murtaza et al., 2016)—such as recognition that 

others in the organization may face similar levels of role ambiguity and associated feelings of 

“being in the same boat”—should lower the likelihood that role ambiguity spurs blaming efforts, 

in the form of complaints about unfair performance appraisals. 

Similar to organization-specific experience, employees who can draw from Islamic 

ethical values also tend to seek solutions to challenging job situations (Yousef, 2000) and feel 

motivated to find ways to fulfill their job duties, even if they lack sufficient information about 

how to execute their job tasks (Hobfoll & Shirom, 2000). We thus expect that a strong Islamic 

work ethic also mitigates the potency with which role ambiguity spurs negative feelings, 

manifested in complaints about unfair performance appraisals, by increasing employees’ desire 

to resolve the adverse situation (Ali & Al-Owaihan, 2008). With their strong intrinsic motivation 

to exploit their skill set to deal with stressful situations (Ali, 2005), employees with a strong 
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Islamic work ethic likely experience positive feelings of accomplishment when they resolve the 

situation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In contrast, employees who score low on Islamic work ethics 

may derive limited enjoyment from working hard and tend to be more passive in their efforts to 

resolve stressful situations (Ali & Al-Owaihan, 2008), which should enhance the likelihood that 

they complain about unfair performance appraisal practices, as a way to conserve their feelings 

of self-worth in the presence of significant role ambiguity. 

Hypothesis 3: The positive relationship between employees’ role ambiguity and their 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisals is moderated by an Islamic work ethic, such 

that the relationship is weaker at higher levels of the Islamic work ethic. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Sample and Data Collection 

This study is part of a larger research project that seeks to understand the specific 

challenges and opportunities for female employees in Muslim countries, such as Pakistan. 

Accordingly, we collected data from female employees who work for six Pakistani-based 

organizations that operate in different areas (e.g., transportation, informational technology, 

finance). This empirical focus on women is not central to our theorizing, yet it is relevant for our 

research objective, namely, to gain a better understanding of how employees respond negatively 

to the challenge of receiving limited guidance about their job responsibilities. Previous studies 

indicate that the stress encountered by female employees due to role ambiguity may be more 

intense than for their male counterparts, due to the additional challenge they confront of 

combining their job and family responsibilities (Babin & Boles, 1998). Although women account 

for more than half of Pakistan’s total population, their representation in the workplace is 

relatively low (Khan et al., 2014), and the challenges they experience in the face of adverse work 

conditions may be particularly severe, absent the availability of adequate peer or organizational 
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resources that otherwise could mitigate the stress suffered by this underrepresented group of 

employees (Haque & Yamoah, 2014). Accordingly, the question of how their valuable personal 

resources might mitigate the translation of unclear role descriptions into beliefs about unfair 

performance appraisals is a topical issue for female employees in Pakistan. 

Access to the organizations was facilitated by the personal and professional contacts of 

one of the co-authors. The data were collected with a paper-and-pencil survey that contained 

existing measures in English, which is the official language in most professional Pakistani 

organizations, as well as the official language of instruction in higher education. The survey 

package included a cover letter that clarified the objective of the study and promised the 

complete confidentiality of responses, including assurances that the responses would only be 

accessible to the researchers, no individual-level data would ever be made public, and only 

aggregate information would be available to people outside the research team. Moreover, we 

emphasized that there were no right or wrong answers, and we asked respondents to answer the 

questions as honestly as possible. These measures should diminish social desirability or 

acquiescence biases (Spector, 2006). 

Before gathering the data, we ensured that all respondents were Muslim. As we noted 

previously, research has underscored the instrumental role of religion-based work values in the 

lives of many Muslims (Ali, 2005; Ali & Al-Owaihan, 2008) but also acknowledged the 

variation among Muslims in the extent to which they embrace Islamic work values (Murtaza et 

al., 2016). Thus, our focus is appropriate for investigating how Islamic work values might 

influence the relationship between role ambiguity and perceptions about unfair performance 

appraisals. Of 400 surveys distributed, we received 153 completed responses, resulting in a 
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response rate of 34%. Among these respondents, the average age was 26 years, 87% had 

master’s degrees, and they had worked for their organization for an average of 3 years. 

Measures  

The measures all used five-point Likert scales, ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 

(“strongly agree”). 

Perceptions of unfair performance appraisals. We measured employees’ perceptions of 

unfair performance appraisals with three items drawn from the fairness dimension of Kalshoven 

et al.’s (2011) multi-dimensional Ethical Leadership at Work (ELW) questionnaire. The items 

assessed employees’ beliefs that their employer holds them responsible for issues or problems 

over which they have limited or no control,1 such as “My employer holds me responsible for 

things that are not my fault” and “My employer holds me responsible for work that I have no 

control over” (Cronbach’s alpha = .78). 

Role ambiguity. We assessed role ambiguity with five reverse-coded items, also drawn 

from Kalshoven et al.’s (2011) ELW questionnaire, that capture whether employees’ role 

descriptions are clearly defined. For example, we assessed the following items: “My employer 

explains what is expected of me and my colleagues” and “My employer clarifies who is 

responsible for what” (Cronbach’s alpha = .72).  

Organization-specific experience. Organization-specific experience is the number of 

years that employees have worked for their current organization; it reflects their organizational 

tenure (De Clercq & Belausteguigoitia, 2007; Karatepe & Karatepe, 2006). 

Islamic work ethic. We applied a well-established, 17-item scale, used in previous studies 

(e.g., Ali, 1992; Murtaza et al., 2016), to measure employees’ Islamic work ethic. For example, 

                                                 
1 The items were worded to refer to employees’ perceptions about how they were appraised by their employer in 

general, in light of our theoretical focus on their beliefs about how they are treated by their organization. 
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they rated the following statements: “Dedication to work is a virtue,” “Laziness is a vice,” Good 

work benefits both one’s self and others,” and “Creative work is a source of happiness and 

accomplishment” (Cronbach’s alpha = .77). 

Control variables. We controlled for two demographic characteristics: employees’ age 

(in years) and education level (dummy variable, 1 = master’s degree). 

To assess the discriminant validity of the focal constructs, we applied a confirmatory 

factor analysis and compared constrained models, in which the correlations between each pair of 

constructs were set to equal 1, with their unconstrained counterparts, in which the correlations 

between constructs were freed (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). For all construct pairs, the 

constrained models showed significantly worse fit (Δχ2(1) > 3.84) than their unconstrained 

counterparts, in support of discriminant validity.2 Further, we performed two tests to check for 

common method bias. First, Harman’s single-factor test revealed that the first extracted factor 

explained only 20% of the total variance in the data, which suggests common method bias was 

not a concern (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). Second, a confirmatory factor analysis revealed that 

the fit of a model in which all items of the three multi-item constructs—perceptions of unfair 

performance appraisals, role ambiguity, and Islamic work ethic—loaded on a single factor was 

significantly worse than that of a three-factor model (Δχ2(3) = 177.09, p < .01). This result 

alleviated concerns about common method bias. In addition, previous studies note that 

conceptual models that rely on moderating effects are less subject to common method bias, 

because it is challenging for respondents to anticipate or recognize those effects (Brockner, 

Siegel, Daly, Tyler, & Martin, 1997; Simons & Peterson, 2000). 

RESULTS 

                                                 
2 For example, for the pairing of role ambiguity and perceptions of unfair performance appraisals (two constructs 

that speak to employees’ beliefs about negative aspects of their organization), the chi-square difference was 45.0 (df 

= 1), so these constructs capture different phenomena. 
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In Table 1, we provide the zero-order correlations and descriptive statistics; in Table 2, 

we offer the regression results. Model 1 included the control variables. Model 2 added the focal 

predictor variable of role ambiguity and the two moderator variables, organization-specific 

experience and Islamic work ethic. Models 3 and 4 added the two interaction terms, role 

ambiguity × organization-specific experience and role ambiguity × Islamic work ethic, 

respectively. Adding multiple interaction terms separately is appropriate, because the inclusion 

of multiple interaction terms into a single model might mask the true moderating effects (e.g., 

Covin, Green, & Slevin, 2006; De Clercq, Bouckenooghe, Raja, & Matsyborska, 2014; Zahra & 

Hayton 2008). For both interaction terms, we applied the well-established practice of mean 

centering the variables before calculating their product (Aiken & West, 1991).  

[Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here] 

Consistent with our argument in Hypothesis 1 that information deficiencies in role 

descriptions spur employees to complain about how their performance is evaluated, Model 2 

indicates that role ambiguity relates positively to perceptions of unfair performance appraisals (β 

= .35, p < .05). Models 3 and 4 also confirm the mitigating effects of organization-specific 

experience (β = -.20, p < .05) and Islamic work ethic (β = -.40, p < .05) on this relationship. That 

is, the likelihood that role ambiguity escalates into enhanced unfairness perceptions is lower 

when employees have worked for their organization for a longer time (Hypothesis 2) and hold 

Islamic work values (Hypothesis 3). 

To explain these interaction effects, we plotted the effects of role ambiguity on 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisals at high versus low levels of the two moderators in 

Figures 2 and 3, respectively, complemented with a simple slope analysis (Aiken & West, 1991). 

The results in Figure 2 reveal that the relationship between role ambiguity and perceptions of 



 

 20 

unfair performance appraisals is positive at low levels of organization-specific experience (β = 

.41, p < .01) but not significant at high levels (β = .01, ns). In Figure 3, the relationship between 

role ambiguity and perceptions about unfair performance appraisals is positive when employees’ 

Islamic work ethic is low (β = .51, p < .01) but not significant when it is high (β = -.30, ns). 

These results provide further support for Hypotheses 2 and 3. 

[Insert Figure 2 about here] 

DISCUSSION 

This study contributes to extant HR literature by elaborating how unclear role 

descriptions spur employees to complain about the presence of unfair performance appraisals, as 

well as how personal resources can function as buffers in this process. The lack of attention to 

this topic is somewhat surprising, because employees’ concerns about their inability to meet 

performance targets, in the presence of incomplete or vague job explanations, can be countered 

by their access to relevant resources (Ralston et al., 2010). With a foundation in COR theory 

(Hobfoll, 1989, 2001) and attribution theory (Bradley, 1978; Zuckerman, 1979), we investigate 

how employees’ organization-specific experience and Islamic work values act as personal 

resources that mitigate the translation of role ambiguity into perceptions of unfair performance 

appraisals. Our research findings offer empirical support for our theoretical arguments. We thus 

establish an expanded understanding of the negative reactions that might result from unclear job 

descriptions, as well as how this challenge might be overcome. 

The direct positive relationship between employees’ role ambiguity and complaints about 

unfair performance appraisals follows previous research on the harmful effect of resource-

draining work conditions for the development of negative feelings toward the organization (e.g., 

Eautough et al., 2011; Ngo, Foley, & Loi, 2005; Slatten, Svensson, & Sander, 2011). The 



 

 21 

positive relationship between role ambiguity and perceptions of unfair performance appraisals 

may be explained by employees’ desire to preserve their self-esteem resources by blaming any 

underperformance on the presence of unfair organizational practices (Dudenhöffer & Dormann, 

2015; Hobfoll, 2001). Similarly, role ambiguity, as a significant threat to job performance, may 

spur employees to search for external reasons for their anticipated shortcomings, such that self-

serving attributions assign blame for possible underperformance on the presence of unfair 

performance appraisal criteria (Schroth & Shah, 2000; Zuckerman, 1979). 

The positive relationship between role ambiguity and perceptions of unfair performance 

appraisals is mitigated by employees’ organization-specific experience though. This buffering 

resource reflects the COR argument that the desire to prevent resource losses, including damage 

to self-esteem in the presence of role ambiguity, can be better contained to the extent that 

employees can rely on valuable personal resources that diminish the associated adversity (Abbas 

et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 2001). Their ability to meet performance standards in the presence of role 

ambiguity improves when employees can rely on organization-specific skills and internal 

network relationships to overcome the uncertainty (Schmidt et al., 2014). Employees with longer 

organizational tenure tend to have preferential access to these features, so their need to rely on 

accusations of unfair performance appraisal practices to conserve their feelings of self-worth 

decreases (Chao et al., 1994; Valle et al., 2004). These employees also may derive personal joy 

from finding solutions to adverse work conditions (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990), and this motivation 

reduces the likelihood that they feel compelled to blame unfair performance appraisal practices 

for their poor performance, in their efforts to deal with the ambiguity. 

The positive relationship between employees’ role ambiguity and perceptions of unfair 

performance appraisals also is mitigated by their Islamic work ethic. The likelihood that 
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employees resort to unfairness perceptions in response to unclear role descriptions gets subdued 

when the associated resource depletion can be compensated for by an Islamic work ethic 

(Hobfoll, 2001). Employees with a strong Islamic work ethic work hard and likely find 

appropriate solutions to prevent unclear role descriptions from hindering their ability to meet 

performance targets (Ali, 2005), which reduces their desire to attribute possible 

underperformance to unfair performance appraisal practices (Hobfoll, 1989; Mallin & Mayo, 

2006; Zuckerman, 1979). Their propensity to gain insights from intensive interactions with 

organizational peers may mitigate this risk further (Murtaza et al., 2016). Finally, employees 

with strong Islamic work values experience personal satisfaction from meeting performance 

requirements in the presence of challenging work situations (Ali & Al-Owaihan, 2008). This 

positive motivation makes charges of unfair performance appraisal practices less likely. 

Notably, our theoretical focus on the buffering role of organization-specific experience 

and an Islamic work ethic centers around the incremental contribution of role ambiguity in 

spurring perceptions about unfair performance appraisals. We thus offer organizations a deeper 

understanding of the conditions in which resource depletion due to role ambiguity is less likely 

to drive employees to complain about unfairness. Empirically, this issue is manifest in the slope 

differences at different levels of personal resources. The interaction plots in Figures 2 and 3, and 

the corresponding simple slope analysis, indicate that increasing levels of role ambiguity do not 

significantly increase perceptions of unfair performance appraisals among employees with high 

organization-specific experience or strong Islamic ethical values. Even if employees sense that 

unclear role descriptions undermine their ability to meet their performance requirements, this 

belief spurs complaints about unfair appraisals only if they also lack organizational experience or 

cannot turn to Islamic work ethics. Overall then, this study establishes critical insights into when 
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role ambiguity is likely to enhance the propensity that employees complain about unfair 

performance appraisals to protect their feelings of self-worth. That is, we extend extant literature 

by specifying the combined influences of role ambiguity and two critical personal resources 

(organization-specific experience and an Islamic work ethic) on unfairness perceptions. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Some limitations of this study could be addressed by further research. First, by focusing 

on the effect of role ambiguity on perceptions of unfair performance appraisal, we conceptualize 

two dimensions of organizational fairness as part of a causal chain, in which limited information 

about job roles (informational unfairness) affects dissatisfaction about rewards (distributive 

unfairness). In so doing, we gain new insights from Kalshoven et al.’s (2011) multi-dimensional 

ELW questionnaire, relative to previous research on ethical leadership that typically relies on 

Brown, Trevino, and Harrison’s (2005) unidimensional Ethical Leadership Scale, without 

considering how some of its underlying dimensions may relate causally. However, future studies 

also could investigate whether the findings hold for more traditional measures of the four 

organizational unfairness dimensions (distributive, procedural, interpersonal, and informational; 

cf. Colquitt, 2001), rather than two selected aspects of Kalshoven et al.’s (2011) multi-

dimensional ELW questionnaire. Studies also might investigate the complex web of relationships 

that potentially exist among the four organizational unfairness dimensions. Such investigations 

might cross-validate our approach, by assessing the linkages of different dimensions across time, 

using scales from both organizational fairness (Colquitt, 2001) and ethical leadership (Brown et 

al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2011) literature. 

Second, we investigate how role ambiguity informs perceptions of unfair performance 

appraisals, with an assumption of causality. It seems unlikely that unfairness perceptions 
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influence the presence of unclear role descriptions, but longitudinal research designs could 

nonetheless specify the long-term, causal processes that link role ambiguity with unfairness 

perceptions, as well as the role of personal resources. In a related limitation, we did not directly 

measure the theorized causal mechanism that connects role ambiguity with employees’ 

perceptions of unfair performance appraisal, that is, the motivation to protect self-esteem or 

feelings of self-worth. Even though this mechanism is anchored in the well-established COR 

(Hobfoll, 1989) and attribution (Zuckerman, 1979) theories, further research could measure it 

directly. 

Third, we also did not directly measure the theorized mechanisms that underpin the 

moderating effects of organization-specific experience (e.g., access to organizational knowledge, 

network contacts) and Islamic work values (e.g., dedication, creativity, information exchange 

with like-minded peers). Additional studies could assess which of these mechanisms are most 

prevalent. In particular, for the first moderator we used a somewhat crude measure that does not 

distinguish the different mindsets or motives that may characterize employees who have worked 

for their organization for a long time. Further research could consider, for example, how the 

prevalence of intrinsic versus extrinsic motives explains the potency with which organization-

specific experience protects employees from the hardships caused by unclear role descriptions 

(Hom et al., 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

Fourth, by considering only two personal resources that mitigate the positive relationship 

between role ambiguity and perceptions of unfair performance appraisals, we have ignored 

alternative potential buffers and personal factors, such as employees’ passion for work (Baum & 

Locke, 2004), resilience (Youssef & Luthans, 2007), or creative self-efficacy (Tierney & Farmer, 

2002). Organizational factors also could determine the extent to which resource depletion due to 
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role ambiguity fuels complaints of unfairness. For example, person–organization fit (Kristof, 

1996), supportive organizational climates that promote creativity (Scott & Bruce, 1994), and 

trust in management (Michaelis, Stegmaier, & Sonntag, 2009) could reduce the likelihood that 

employees complain about unfair performance appraisal practices in response to their sense of 

role ambiguity. 

Fifth, our sample included female employees only and thus is not representative of the 

general workforce. However, our theorizing was not gender specific, and we would expect 

similar results if we included both male and female employees. Furthermore, our focus on female 

employees aligns with the argument that they may suffer especially from unclear job 

descriptions, because they already tend to experience significant challenges from the 

combination of their work and home demands (Babin & Boles, 1998). Thus, addressing how 

valuable personal resources can mitigate the hardships experienced due to role ambiguity is 

highly relevant for female employees. Nonetheless, continued studies could compare the relative 

strength of the moderating effects between female and male employees. Yet another factor that 

could be relevant to this study context is the gender of the supervisor who is responsible for 

creating the role ambiguity. In Pakistan’s cultural context, marked by expectations of a dominant 

role for men (Hofstede, 2001), the imposition of unclear role descriptions might be more 

acceptable if it comes from male supervisors. That is, the experienced hardship of role 

ambiguity, and the associated invigorating role of personal resources, may depend on the 

supervisor’s gender. Further, the mitigating effects of organization-specific experience and 

Islamic work ethic also may depend on whether employees and supervisors are of the same 

gender, as could be tested in further research. 
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Sixth, this study draws on a sample of Pakistan-based organizations, so cultural factors 

may be relevant. Our theoretical arguments are not specific to this country, but Pakistani culture 

scores relatively high on uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2001), implying that employees may 

be sensitive to the uncertainties that result from insufficient information about their role 

responsibilities. Accordingly, the buffering effect of personal resource access in mitigating the 

impact of role ambiguity on beliefs about unfair performance appraisals might be more 

prominent in our study context than it would be in more risk-prone countries. Moreover, it would 

be interesting to investigate gender effects at the macro-level, such as whether the hardships 

experienced in the presence of role ambiguity may be lower in cultures that emphasize feminine 

values such as caring, nurturing, and social support (Hofstede, 2001). More generally, it would 

be interesting to undertake cross-country comparisons that assess the relative importance of role 

ambiguity for spurring unfairness perceptions, and the potency of various underlying resources 

in this process, across different cultural contexts. Such comparisons also might investigate the 

potential buffering roles of work values inspired by religions other than Islam. 

Practical Implications 

For HR practitioners, our results reveal how the challenge stemming from unclear role 

explanations can have significant consequences for how employees feel about their organization, 

particularly in terms of whether they accuse the organization of being unfair in their performance 

appraisals. Incomplete information about how to do their jobs creates significant stress for 

employees, and organizations should seek to diminish the occurrence of this stressor. Some 

employees also may be hesitant to admit the ambiguities that they experience, to avoid 

perceptions that they look incompetent or weak (Kahn et al., 1964). Therefore, HR managers 

would be well-advised to identify and resolve any such confusion proactively. To this end, they 
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might create detailed descriptions of the means and ends of employees’ job requirements, as well 

as offering training programs to underscore expected performance outcomes and different ways 

to meet these requirements. 

This study also indicates that employees who have worked for their organization for a 

longer time may be better positioned to deal with the stresses of unclear role descriptions. 

Exposure to relevant organizational knowledge provides an important means to mitigate the 

problems of excessive role stress (Karatepe & Karatepe, 2010), in that this personal resource 

increases employees’ ability to find adequate solutions to resolve uncertain role descriptions. 

Organizations that operate in rapidly changing environments may not be able to provide detailed 

role descriptions (Sohi, 1996), such that they can benefit from relying on longer-tenured 

employees to help avoid creating an atmosphere in which performance appraisal practices 

function as excuses for possible underperformance. At the same time, HR managers should be 

aware that recent hires might be particularly sensitive to the hardships of unclear role 

descriptions. Socialization programs could help newcomers deal more effectively with concerns 

about how to meet their performance targets in such situations. 

Moreover, HR managers should recognize that the likelihood that role ambiguity 

escalates into complaints about unfair performance evaluation practices is diminished among 

employees with strong Islamic work values. Employees who score high on the Islamic work 

ethic tend to be hard working and strongly involved in information sharing with like-minded 

peers (Murtaza et al., 2016). Therefore, they may be better able to meet performance 

requirements, even in the presence of unclear job descriptions, and they also derive personal joy 

from this process (Yousef, 2000), such that they are less likely to blame their organization for 

adopting unfair performance appraisal practices as a means to conserve feelings of self-worth in 
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the presence of role ambiguity. Thus HR managers should assess and leverage the personal joy 

that employees may derive from actively supporting their colleagues who encounter challenging 

role situations. We do not mean to suggest that organizations should actively prioritize religion-

based work values, a practice that is illegal in many countries, nor should our findings be taken 

as evidence that people who score low on religion-based work values cannot defend themselves 

against the negative outcomes of role ambiguity. Instead, from a more general perspective, our 

study indicates that enhanced information sharing and feelings of support among employees who 

hold valuable work values can help them cope better with the stress that results from unclear role 

descriptions. When they engage in high-quality interactions with organizational peers for 

example, employees perceive less uncertainty about how to do their jobs, even in the presence of 

role ambiguity, so their inclination to complain about unfair treatment by their employer as a 

means to preserve self-esteem may diminish.  

Conclusion 

Drawing from COR theory and attribution theory, we contribute to research on role 

ambiguity by investigating an unexplored outcome, namely, the likelihood to complain about 

unfair performance appraisal practices, as well as the mitigating role of personal resources. The 

results indicate that the presence of unclear role descriptions enhances accusations of unfairness, 

but this relationship is mitigated when employees can draw on their organization-specific 

experience and Islamic ethical values. These personal resources immunize employees to the need 

to blame their possible underperformance, due to role ambiguity, on the presence of unfair 

performance evaluation practices. We hope then that this study can serve as a catalyst for further 

investigations of how organizations can mitigate the risk that unclear role expectations escalate 

into negative reactions, in the form of complaints about how employees are appraised. 
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 Figure 1: Conceptual model 
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Figure 2: Moderating effect of organization-specific experience on the relationship between role 

ambiguity and perceptions of unfair performance appraisals  
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Figure 3: Moderating effect of Islamic work ethic on the relationship between role ambiguity 

and perceptions of unfair performance appraisals 
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Table 1. Correlation table and descriptive statistics 

 

 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Perceptions of unfair performance appraisals 3.16 .99      

2. Role ambiguity 1.99 .61 .18*     

3. Organization-specific experience 3.01 1.88 .15 -.18*    

4. Islamic work ethic 3.77 .45 -.12 -.42** -.05   

5. Age 26.33 2.52 .19* -.13 .81** -.04  

6. Education .87 .34 -.04 .10 .05 .05 .08 

Notes: N = 153. 

**p < .01; *p < .05.
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Table 2. Regression results (dependent variable: perceptions of unfair performance appraisals) 

 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Age 

 

0.07* 

 

0.07 

 

0.06 

 

0.08 

 

Education 

 

-0.15 

 

-0.22 

 

-0.23 

 

-0.22 

 

H1: Role ambiguity  

 

 0.35* 

 

0.21 

 
0.10 

Organization-specific experience 

 

 0.03 

 

0.01 

 

0.02 

 

Islamic work ethic 

 

 -0.03 

 

0.05 

 

0.11 

 

H2: Role ambiguity  Organization-

specific experience 

  -0.20* 

 
 

H3: Role ambiguity  Islamic work ethic 

 

   -0.40* 

 

R2 

R2 change 

.04 .08 

.04+ 

.12 

.04* 

.11 

.03* 

Notes: N = 153. 

*p < .05; +p < .10. 
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