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Abstract 

Background: In recent years, some researchers have engaged in scientific misconduct such as fabrication, falsifica-
tion, and plagiarism to achieve higher research performance. Considering their detrimental effects on individuals’ 
health status (e.g., patients, etc.) and extensive financial costs levied upon healthcare systems, such wrongdoings have 
even more salience in medical sciences. However, there has been little discussion on the possible influence of medical 
researchers’ existing creative performance on scientific misconduct, and the moral psychological mechanisms under-
lying those effects are still poorly understood.

Methods: We build a moderated mediation model to test how medical researchers’ creative performance affects 
their scientific misconduct and explore the role of moral licensing and moral identity in this process. Based on situ-
ational experiments and projection techniques, 287 medical researchers in China participated in a survey.

Results: Medical researchers’ creative performance positively relates to scientific misconduct, and moral licensing 
plays a mediating role in the relationship between them. In addition, moral identity has a negative moderating effect 
on the mediating effect of moral licensing on creative performance and scientific misconduct.

Conclusion: Moral licensing plays a fully mediating role in the relationship between creative performance and sci-
entific misconduct. And moral identity negatively moderates the indirect effect of creative performance on scientific 
misconduct through moral licensing. The findings provide theoretical and practical implications for the prevention of 
medical researchers’ scientific misconduct.
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Background
As an important means of acquiring and creating knowl-
edge, scientific research has established ethical norms 
and codes of conduct. However, there have been frequent 
incidents of scientific misconduct in China and abroad 
for the last few decades [1]. Considering their detrimental 

effects on individuals’ health status (e.g., patients, etc.) 
and extensive financial costs levied upon healthcare 
systems, such wrongdoings have even more salience in 
medical sciences [2]. In this context, it is very urgent and 
important to investigate the factors influencing medi-
cal researchers’ scientific misconduct for its prevention. 
However, the possible influence of medical researchers’ 
existing creative performance has received little attention 
in studies of scientific misconduct, and the moral psy-
chological mechanisms underlying those effects are still 
poorly understood.
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Scientific misconduct is unethical behavior such as 
fabrication, falsification, or plagiarism carried out by 
researchers during their work [3]. Previous research 
has indicated that scientific misconduct is vulnerable 
to individual factors (such as individual characteristics, 
economic pressure, or excessive pursuit of personal repu-
tation) and environmental factors (such as an imperfect 
organizational system or unethical academic climate) [4, 
5]. Due to the universality and negative effects of scien-
tific misconduct, existing studies have mostly explored 
the negative affecting factors of scientific misconduct 
but ignored the positive influencers. Considering the 
continuity and innovative nature of scientific research, 
research on the effect of medical researchers’ exist-
ing creative performance on their following scientific 
misconduct is very important, especially for the deep 
understanding of the causes and processes of scientific 
misconduct.

Creative performance is defined as engaging in crea-
tive behaviors such as suggesting novel and useful prod-
ucts, ideas, or procedures that provide an organization 
with important raw material for subsequent develop-
ment and possible implementation [6]. This definition 
emphasizes that novelty and usefulness are the criteria of 
creative performance. Existing studies shared the prem-
ise that creativity is beneficial for organizations [7, 8], 
however, the research to unveil the dark side of creativ-
ity was called for in the review of creativity literature [9]. 
Additionally, Gino and Ariely found that creative indi-
viduals were more likely to engage in unethical behaviors 
since they were more capable of justifying their immoral 
behaviors [8].

Whereas following norms and moral standards 
requires conformity and convergent thinking, those 
with high creative performance possess a unique ability 
to engage in cognitive flexibility [10, 11] and divergent 
thinking [12]. Consequently, individuals with high crea-
tive performance may be more likely to think outside the 
box in a variety of situations, including those relevant 
to ethics [13]. Previous studies have found that greater 
creativity may promote dishonesty in two ways. On the 
one hand, it can help individuals find creative loopholes 
to solve difficult tasks they are facing, even if that entails 
crossing ethical boundaries. On the other hand, creativ-
ity may help individuals generate various credible rea-
sons to justify their own actions before engaging in them 
– even when those actions are unethical [8]. This means 
researchers who have creative performance may be posi-
tively associated with dishonest behavior, such as scien-
tific misconduct [14].

Prior research suggested that people with a high level 
of creative performance may believe that their creative 
efforts could contribute to the organization, which may 

lead them to have a feeling of moral superiority, and 
thus, they consider themselves moral persons deserving 
extra preferential treatment [15]. In addition, Zheng 
et  al. found that employees with high creative perfor-
mance are more likely to engage in workplace deviance 
[16]. Therefore, creative performance is an important 
factor that may lead to scientific misconduct. However, 
the moral psychological mechanism of creative perfor-
mance influences scientific misconduct needs to be fur-
ther developed.

The moral licensing theory has often been used to 
explain why employees change “from good soldiers to 
bad apples” in the workplace [17, 18], which suggests 
that people will get a sense of privilege (moral licens-
ing) from past positive behaviors that allow them to 
subsequently commit unethical behaviors [19]. In other 
words, moral licensing means that people who have 
engaged in ethical behavior before will allow them-
selves to engage in unethical behavior in the future. 
Moral licensing provides an important theoretical per-
spective for exploring the psychological mechanism of 
scientific misconduct induced by creative performance. 
Although the moral licensing process may be a criti-
cal underlying mechanism to explain whether creative 
performance will allow individuals to break moral 
standards and further trigger their unethical behavior, 
current research that links creative performance and 
moral licensing called for more empirical support [15].

The first aim of this study was to apply moral licens-
ing theory [18] to examine why and how medical 
researchers’ creative performance may increase scien-
tific misconduct. We propose that medical researchers’ 
creative performance increases their abilities to justify 
their potential scientific misconduct. In other words, 
high creative performance facilitates the self-serving 
justification process by increasing capacities to develop 
credible rationalizations for engaging in scientific mis-
conduct [8].

However, this prediction may not be true for all creative 
performance individuals; those who strive to maintain 
a positive and honest self-view maybe not susceptible 
to moral licensing [16]. Individuals vary on moral iden-
tity—the centrality of moral traits in one’s overall self-
concept [20]—shapes how individuals perceive, form 
attitudes and react to their ethical stance and actions 
[21]. Research has shown that individuals with high levels 
of moral identity tend to enact in accordance with their 
internal moral standards and in turn behave ethically 
[22]. Due to its internalized moral self-regulation power, 
moral identity has been shown to buffer the impacts of 
certain factors (e.g., depletion) on moral licensing [23]. 
Prior research has emphasized that moral identity is an 
important preventive source of undesirable outcomes 
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such as organizational cynicism, workplace silence, and 
deviance [24].

We conceptualize moral identity as the cognitive 
schema a person holds about his or her moral charac-
ter; it is a powerful source of moral motivation because 
people generally desire to maintain self-consistency[25]. 
Moral identity reflects the degree of individual recog-
nition of the general moral standards of society and 
describes the importance of moral values to individuals. 
Ormiston and Wong proposed that moral identity plays 
a moderating role in the process of individuals establish-
ing moral licensing [25]. Moral identity, as an important 
factor that highlights individual differences, may inter-
vene and determine the strength of moral licensing and 
then affect subsequent behavior [21]. Medical research-
ers with high moral identity may reduce the occurrence 
of scientific misconduct by inhibiting the establishment 
of moral licensing. Therefore, we further proposed that 
moral identity, a self-view regarding moral traits, is a 
key lever in determining when creativity performance is 
associated with moral licensing.

In summary, this study expands the research on the 
antecedent variables of scientific misconduct. Starting 
from the theoretical path of moral licensing, we analyze 
the impact of medical researchers’ creative performance 
on scientific misconduct and deeply examine the inter-
nal moral psychological mechanism of individuals. We 
advance the discussion of the influence factors of sci-
entific misconduct beyond the negative side, which is 
conducive to a more systematic understanding of the 
antecedents of misconduct in scientific research. At the 
same time, moral identity, as an individual characteristic 
that affects individual moral cognition and moral behav-
ior, provides a choice for the formation mechanism of 
moral cognition of scientific misconduct. Therefore, we 
examine the moderating role of different degrees of moral 
identity between medical researchers’ creative perfor-
mance and moral licensing. Finally, our study reveals the 
path through which creative performance leads to scien-
tific misconduct and the boundary conditions that affect 
the path by verifying the moderated mediation model, as 

shown in Fig. 1. Our findings enrich the theory of scien-
tific misconduct from a moral psychology perspective.

Methods
Design and sample
The study was mainly built on a quantitative design and 
survey research. The random sampling research design 
was adopted in this study. The participants were medi-
cal teachers, postgraduates, and doctoral students who 
have participated in scientific research from different 
universities in China. Based on a scenario-based experi-
ment and projection technique, this study set up the 
situational materials related to the research in advance 
and presented the corresponding questions from a third-
person perspective instead of asking questions directly 
to the participants. The professional platform “Sojump” 
was used for collecting the online questionnaire survey. 
We distributed questionnaires to 350 participants and 
received 287 valid questionnaires in total (response rate: 
88.3%). The sample consisted of 51.8% male and 48.2% 
female participants. The age distribution was mainly con-
centrated in the 18–30 years old range, accounting for 
63.8% of the total sample. The education level of the sub-
jects was mainly concentrated among postgraduate stu-
dents and doctoral students, accounting for 94.7% of the 
total sample.

Scenario‑based experiment and projection technique
We adopted the scenario-based experiment method and 
psychological projection techniques. The core of scenario 
simulation is to present the participants with stimulating 
materials with unclear meaning or not directly related 
to them and infer their true attitude and judgment by 
observing their response. Previous psychological stud-
ies have shown that projection technology can bypass 
the resistance and avoidance of participants at the level 
of consciousness, and it is suitable for understanding the 
participants’ true attitudes towards sensitive topics [3]. 
Unlike questionnaires that directly ask participants for 
their opinions and attitudes, the core of scenario simu-
lation is to provide respondents with a carefully crafted 

Creative 
performance

Scientific 
misconduct

Moral licensing

Moral identity

Fig. 1 The conceptual model
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description of a scenario that reflects the real situation, 
and then indirectly ask them for their attitudes based on 
the characteristics of the scenario. The scenario simu-
lation method can improve the sense of presence and 
reduce the social desirability of the participants, so it is 
widely used in the research of individual attitudes, behav-
ioral intentions, and decision-making [26]. This study 
also adopted this method.

In order to better compare the differences, the ques-
tionnaire adopts the method of within-group design. 
Each participant will answer questions at two levels 
of creativity performance, one of which the medical 
researcher is set as a person with high creativity perfor-
mance, and the other is set as a person with low creativ-
ity performance. At the beginning of the questionnaire, 
there is a description of the performance level of the 
medical researcher, as shown in the Additional file 1. The 
participants need to answer the questionnaires under the 
two creativity performance levels respectively, and the 
two questionnaires have the same questions. The order 
in which the creativity performance levels appeared was 
random, and the participants were randomly drawn to 
the questionnaires in different orders.

Measures
We followed the order in which the measurements are 
presented in the questionnaire.

According to Bai et al.’s [3] research, scientific miscon-
duct was adapted on the basis of their scale according to 
the characteristics of the subjects in this paper. As shown 
in Table  1, the scenarios included four kinds of scien-
tific misconduct, such as misuse of funds, false signa-
ture, repeated declaration, and false project marking. We 
asked three questions for each situation to test the par-
ticipants’ scientific misconduct from the perspectives of 
acceptance, consistency, and uniformity. Through meas-
uring participants’ judgments of scientific misconduct by 

medical researchers with different creative performances, 
it reflects their own attitudes towards scientific miscon-
duct. Cronbach’s α for the whole scale of scientific mis-
conduct was 0.788.

To measure creative performance, we adopted the 
three-item scale developed by Zhou and George [27]. 
Participants need to read the profile description of the 
creative performance level before answering questions 
and making judgments. The measure was manipulated 
to ensure that the participants’ answers were valid. Cron-
bach’s α for the whole scale of creative performance was 
0.854.

According to the suggestions of Yam et al. [18], we used 
psychological entitlement as an alternative to measuring 
the role of moral licensing [28]. Six questions suitable for 
this test were selected and adapted according to the situ-
ation. In order to measure the role of moral licensing, the 
questionnaire asked the participants to think about their 
choices on the previous items: “You made this judgment 
because: …” Cronbach’s α for the whole scale of moral 
licensing was 0.872.

Moral identity was measured using the 10-item scale 
developed by Aquino and Reed [20]. They divided the 
scale into two dimensions: internalization and symboli-
zation. Considering that if moral identity is measured at 
the beginning or in the middle, the positiveness of the 
items may interfere with other scales, so it is set to at 
the end of the questionnaire. Cronbach’s α for the whole 
scale of moral identity was 0.702.

Data analysis
SPSS 25.0 and the SPSS macro program PROCESS by 
Hayes [29] were utilized for data analysis. PROCESS can 
verify a variety of moderated mediation models based on 
the bootstrap method of deviation correction percentile. 
By sampling 5000 bootstrap samples, the robust stand-
ard error and bootstrap confidence interval of parameter 

Table 1 Scenarios of scientific misconduct

Scientific misconduct Scenarios

Misuse of funds During the reimbursement process of project funds, considering the physical and mental efforts he had taken participating in 
the project, the medical researcher reported some amounts that exceeded the actual expenses.

False signature The medical researcher is applying for a scientific research project that is jointly participated by several scholars in the institu-
tion. When submitting the paper application form, he arranged others to sign the application form for some collaborators 
without notifying them.

Repeated declaration As the medical researcher was successfully approved for a major national project last year, this year, he arranged a core 
member of his project team to submit a proposal to another research program based on the main content of that approved 
project, in order to obtain more research funding.

False project marking A scientific research project undertaken by the medical researcher is about to end, and it is found that there is a gap between 
the research results and the expected goals in the project declaration. He asked the project team members to mark this fund-
ing number in all papers and other results, even if some papers are not related to this project. In addition, he also planned to 
add the results of other projects that are of little concern when writing the final report to ensure a smooth conclusion.
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estimation were obtained. If the confidence interval did 
not contain 0, the result was statistically significant.

Results
Common method variance test
The present study used self-reports to assess all vari-
ables that may have common method variance problems 
to influence the results. The questionnaire of this study 
was controlled from the perspective of the third person. 
Meanwhile, the common method variance was tested 
by a Harman single-factor test. The results showed that 
there are seven factors with characteristic roots greater 
than 1, and the cumulative variation explained by the first 
factor was only 29.86% (less than 40%), indicating that 
there was no serious common method variance in this 
study [30].

Descriptive statistics
Table 2 details the means, standard deviations, and inter-
variable correlations of all variables. The results showed 
that creative performance was significantly positively 
correlated with scientific misconduct, creative perfor-
mance was significantly positively correlated with moral 
licensing, moral licensing was significantly positively cor-
related with scientific misconduct, and moral identity 
was significantly negatively correlated with moral licens-
ing and scientific misconduct.

Hypothesis testing
An independent t test was used to analyze the difference 
between the high creative performance group (M = 4.36, 
SD = 0.61) and the low creative performance group 
(M = 3.95, SD = 0.73) in the scientific misconduct score. 
The scores of the two groups were significantly differ-
ent, t (488.8) = 6.8, p < 0.001, d = 0.61. Compared with 
those with low creative performance, the scientific mis-
conduct scores of medical researchers with high creative 
performance were higher, which preliminarily verifies the 
hypothesis that creative performance is positively related 
to scientific misconduct.

Model 4 in PROCESS was used to test the mediating 
effect of moral licensing between the creative perfor-
mance of medical researchers and scientific misconduct. 
As seen in Table 3 showed that creative performance was 
positively related to moral licensing (coefficient = 0.56, 
p < 0.05), and moral licensing was positively related to sci-
entific misconduct with the addition of a mediating vari-
able (coefficient = 0.13, p < 0.01).

As seen in Table  4, the bootstrap 95% confidence 
interval of the total effect of creative performance on 
scientific misconduct and the mediating effect of moral 
licensing did not contain 0. After adding the medi-
ating variable of moral licensing, the bootstrap 95% 
confidence interval of the direct effect of creative per-
formance on scientific misconduct contained 0. There-
fore, moral licensing fully mediated the relationship 

Table 2 Pearson’s correlation coefficient values

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1Gender 1.48 0.50 1

2Age 2.16 0.91 −0.232** 1

3Education level 3.02 0.40 −0.078 0.264** 1

4Scientific misconduct 4.36 0.61 −0.064 −0.081 0.01 1

5Creative performance 5.07 1.17 −0.018 0.005 0.075 0.237** 1

6Moral licensing 4.31 1.21 −0.124* −0.009 0.041 0.278** 0.547** 1

7Moral identity 4.44 0.54 0.031 0.083 0.014 −0.149* −0.265** −0.608** 1

Table 3 Mediating effect analysis

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Effect SE p Confidence interval R2 F

LLCI ULCI

Moral licensing Constant 1.45 0.27 0 0.92 1.98 0.29 11

Creative performance 0.56 0.05 0 0.46 0.67

Scientific misconduct Constant 3.24 0.21 0 2.82 3.66 0.09 13.38

Moral licensing 0.13 0.05 0.2* 0.05 0.23

Creative performance 0.08 0.05 0.07 −0.01 0.17
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between creative performance and scientific miscon-
duct, and the mediating effect (0.074) accounted for 
46% of the total effect (0.159).

Next, Model 7 in PROCESS was used to test the mod-
erating effect of moral identity. The results in Table  5 
showed that the interaction between creative perfor-
mance and moral identity had a significant impact on 
moral licensing (coefficient = − 0.36, p < 0.01,95%CI = 
[−0.53, −0.19]). In other words, moral identity nega-
tively moderated the relationship between creative per-
formance and moral licensing. When the level of moral 
identity was low (M − SD), the mediating effect value of 
moral licensing was 0.08, 95%CI = [0.02, 0.15]; when 
the moral identity level was high (M + SD), the medi-
ating effect value of moral license was reduced to 0.03, 
95%CI = [0.00, 0.06]. This showed that moral identity 
negatively moderated the mediating effect of moral 
licensing on the relationship between creative perfor-
mance and scientific misconduct.

To further explain the essence of the interaction 
between creative performance and moral identity more 
clearly, we divided moral identity into high and low 
groups according to the average addition and subtrac-
tion of a standard deviation (Fig. 2). A simple slope test 
showed that for medical researchers with low moral 
identity, the creative performance had a significant pos-
itive impact on moral licensing (Bsimple = 0.65, t = 9.45, 
p < 0.01), while for medical researchers with high moral 
identity, the positive impact of creative performance on 
moral licensing was weakened (Bsimple = 0.26, t = 4.61, 
p < 0.001; Bsimple = 0.65 reduced to Bsimple = 0.26).

Discussion
Major research findings
This study investigated the influence of creative perfor-
mance, a positive behavior, on the scientific miscon-
duct of medical researchers, which is a useful attempt to 
explore the influence of positive factors on scientific mis-
conduct. By clarifying the psychological mechanism of 
individual moral licensing, we discuss the effect process 
of medical researchers’ creative performance on scientific 
misconduct. Our findings expand the research perspec-
tive on the influencing factors of scientific misconduct 
and enrich the research on the dark side effects of crea-
tivity. At the same time, this study provides a theoretical 
reference and useful information for the management of 
medical research institutions to prevent the occurrence 
of scientific misconduct and its negative impact.

The theoretical significance of this paper is as follows. 
First, we found that creative performance could lead 
medical researchers to commit scientific misconduct, 
effectively expanding the research on the dark side of 
creativity. The existing research on creative performance 
has focused on exploring the influencing factors of crea-
tivity from two perspectives: individual characteristics 
[31] and situational factors [32]. Although the focus of 
these studies was different, there was a common poten-
tial premise: individual creative performance improves 
problem-solving ability and makes it possible to discover 
new solutions and opportunities. In other words, creative 
performance is always beneficial. However, our research 
examined the negative influence of creative performance. 
We found that medical researchers with high creative 
performance could also bring negative influences such 
as scientific misconduct. The results enrich the research 
on the dark side of creative performance and provide new 
ideas for follow-up research.

Second, based on the path of moral licensing, this study 
examined the psychological mechanism of the effect of 

Table 4 Analysis of direct and indirect effects

Effects Boot
SE

Boot
LLCI

Boot
ULCI

Total effect 0.159 0.039 0.081 0.237

Direct effect 0.084 0.046 −0.007 0.176

Mediating effect 0.074 0.027 0.020 0.127

Table 5 Moderating effect analysis

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

Effect SE p LLCI ULCI

Creative performance 2.07 0.4 0 1.28 2.85

Moral identity 0.77 0.46 0.09 −0.14 1.69

Creative performance × 
moral identity

−0.36 0.09 0 −0.53 −0.19

L O W  C R E A T I V E  
P E R F O R M A N C E

H I G H  C R E A T I V E  
P E R F O R M A N C E
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Low moral identity High moral identity

Fig. 2 Creative performance × Moral identity interaction for moral 
licensing
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creative performance on scientific misconduct. The pos-
sible explanation is that medical researchers with high 
creative performance could establish moral licensing 
considering their previous contributions to the organiza-
tion, resulting in subsequent scientific misconduct. Most 
of the existing pieces of literature on research ethics are 
discussed from the perspective of phenomenon descrip-
tion or philosophical speculation, and there is a lack of 
deep discussion on the psychological mechanism before 
the emergence of individual research misconduct. How-
ever, most of the existing research results on the influenc-
ing factors of research misconduct focus on the influence 
of negative factors (such as moral decay and low quality, 
imperfect organizational system, etc.) [33, 34], ignoring 
that positive factors may also lead to the occurrence of 
misconduct in scientific research. Moral licensing could 
explain why employees change “from good soldiers to 
bad apples” in the workplace. Therefore, based on the 
moral licensing theory, this study examined the effect of 
medical researchers’ creative performance on scientific 
misconduct and described the psychological mechanism 
in detail, which is a further expansion of the research on 
the influencing factors of scientific misconduct.

Third, our findings enrich the boundary conditions of 
the inhibition mechanism of scientific misconduct. We 
highlighted that creativity performance was not always 
associated with scientific misconduct; instead, individual 
differences such as moral identity might influence the 
consequences of creativity performance. Moral identity 
not only moderates the relationship between creative 
performance and moral licensing but also moderates the 
mediating effect of creative performance on scientific 
misconduct. The results show that, compared with medi-
cal researchers with low moral identity, individuals with 
high moral identity are more likely to restrain the estab-
lishment of moral licensing. Therefore, when the medical 
researcher’s moral identity level is high, creative perfor-
mance may weaken their moral licensing level and then 
restrain the occurrence of scientific misconduct. Our 
research not only further clarifies the boundary condi-
tions of the inhibition mechanism of scientific miscon-
duct but also provides a theoretical basis for medical 
research institutions to avoid the continued occurrence 
of scientific research misbehavior.

Implications for management
As medical research institutions strive to decrease 
medical researchers’ scientific misconduct, our find-
ings provided several important implications for man-
agement practices. First, managers should understand 
the two sides of creative performance. In daily manage-
ment, managers should pay more attention to the medi-
cal researchers’ creative performance and guide them 

accordingly. Especially when medical researchers with 
low moral identity have high creative performance, man-
agers should timely intervene, strengthen communica-
tion with them, and reduce the possibility of their moral 
licensing and in turn, reduce the possibility of their scien-
tific misconduct.

Second, organizations should increase their focus on 
medical researchers’ moral identity. On the one hand, 
organizations should take moral identity as an important 
selection indicator when recruiting, and conduct assess-
ments through questionnaires and in-depth interviews, 
so as to select medical researchers with high moral iden-
tity; On the other hand, organizations should improve 
medical researchers’ moral identity by formulating ethi-
cal norms and cultivating ethical climate. Especially, 
organizations can consider launching training programs 
to foster the development of moral identity.

Limitations
It is important to consider the limitations of this study 
when interpreting the results.

First, this study examined the path of moral licens-
ing; however, to date, there is no mature scale that can 
be used to measure moral licensing. Some scholars have 
supported the use of 10 questions about moral credits 
developed by Lin [35]. This is a good starting point for 
the development of a moral licensing scale. Although 
some relevant experts have put forward guiding opin-
ions, scales have only been developed theoretically and 
not applied in a practical investigation, so more research 
is needed to combine the relevant theories into a mature 
scale. In addition, for the research in China, the develop-
ment of the scale needs to be combined with the national 
conditions, such as taking into account the moral orien-
tation in the Chinese cultural environment.

Second, the research took medical researchers as the 
object of study, and more perfect classification crite-
ria can be used in future research, such as focusing on 
researchers who have participated in major medical 
research projects in scientific research institutions, or 
focusing on the measurement of medical teachers, post-
graduates, doctoral students and other groups, accord-
ing to different levels of researchers, there may be more 
research results for reference. At the same time, based on 
the new findings obtained in this study, future research 
can be classified and studied in terms of the severity of 
misconduct in medical research to get more abundant 
results.

Conclusion
From a moral psychology perspective, this study took 
moral licensing as a mediating variable and moral iden-
tity as a moderating variable to construct a moderated 



Page 8 of 9Zhang et al. BMC Medical Ethics          (2022) 23:137 

mediation model to explore the impact of medical 
researchers’ creative performance on scientific mis-
conduct. The results show that moral licensing plays 
a complete mediating role in the relationship between 
creative performance and scientific misconduct. The 
higher the level of creative performance, the more 
likely medical researchers are to engage in moral licens-
ing, and they then have a higher likelihood of engaging 
in scientific misconduct. In addition, moral identity 
negatively moderates the indirect effect of creative 
performance on scientific misconduct through moral 
licensing. These findings provide inspiration and practi-
cal significance for the prevention of scientific miscon-
duct in medical research institutions.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1186/ s12910- 022- 00876-8.

Additional file 1. This file contains the questionnaire used in this study.

Acknowledgements
The authors thank all the participating teachers and students. We would like 
to express our gratitude towards them for their assistance.

Author contributions
NZ and CJ conducted conceptualization, review and editing, funding acquisi-
tion. MG participated in methodology, writing, original draft and formal 
analysis. ZX contributed to review and editing. All authors read and approved 
the final manuscript.

Funding
This work was founded by the National Natural Science Foundation of China 
71901031.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets generated and analyzed during the current study are not pub-
licly available but are available from the corresponding author on reasonable 
request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The research design was approved by the biomedical research ethics com-
mittee of Medical College of Hebei Engineering University. Data privacy 
and confidentiality were maintained and assured by obtaining participants’ 
informed consent to participate in the research. All participants provided 
written informed consent for participation. All methods were performed in 
accordance with the relevant guidelines and regulations.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 School of Economics and Management, Beijing Information Science & 
Technology University, No. 12 Qinghe Xiaoying East Road, Haidian District, 
Beijing 100192, China. 2 Medical College, Hebei University of Engineering, 
Guangming South Street 199, Handan 056038, Hebei Province, China. 

Received: 30 September 2022   Accepted: 14 December 2022

References
 1. Zhao S, Zhao J. Study on the factors inducing scientific research miscon-

ducts of doctoral students. R&D Manag. 2013;5(03):96–105.
 2. Michalek AM, Hutson AD, Wicher CP, Trump DL. The costs and underap-

preciated consequences of research misconduct: a case study. PLoS Med. 
2010;7(8):e1000318.

 3. Bai X, Qi Z, Peng D, Yan J, Liu Z. The attribution of research misconduct 
behaviors:viewpoints from national major S&T projects investigators. Bull 
Natl Nat Sci Found China. 2017;31(03):301–9.

 4. Nill A, Schibrowsky JA. The impact of corporate culture, the reward 
system, and perceived moral intensity on marketing students’ ethical 
decision making. J Mark Educ. 2005;27(1):68–80.

 5. Zhao J, Miao Y. Scientific misconduct: concepts, theoretical motivation, 
and determinants. Bull Natl Nat Sci Found China. 2016;30(03):243–9.

 6. Adam D, Christopher W, MK E. A. GJ. [Re]thinking outside the box: a 
meta-analysis of constraints and creative performance. J Organ Behav. 
2022;43(8):1330–57.

 7. Shalley CE, Zhou J, Oldham GR. The effects of personal and contextual 
characteristics on creativity: where should we go from here? J Manag. 
2004;30:933–58.

 8. Gino F, Ariely D. The dark side of creativity: original thinkers can be more 
dishonest. J Pers Soc Psychol. 2012;102(3):445–59.

 9. Anderson N, Potočnik K, Zhou J. Innovation and creativity in organiza-
tions: a state-of-the-science review, prospective commentary, and guid-
ing framework. J Manag. 2014;40(5):1297–333.

 10. Amabile TM. The social psychology of creativity: a componential concep-
tualization. J Pers Soc Psychol. 1983;45(2):357–76.

 11. Eysenck HJ. Creativity and personality: suggestions for a theory. Psychol 
Inq. 1993;4(3):147–78.

 12. Guilford JP. Is some creative thinking irrational? J Creative Behav. 
1982;16(3):151–4.

 13. Beaussart ML, Andrews CJ, Kaufman JC. Creative liars: the relationship 
between creativity and integrity. Think Skills Creat. 2013;9:129–34.

 14. Zhan X, Li Z, Guo Y. Does high creativity mean high damage? Research 
on the relationship between creativity and workplace incivility from the 
perspective of moral licensing. Nankai Bus Rev. 2020;23(06):190–9.

 15. Prooijen JV, Lange PV. Cheating, Corruption, and Concealment (The Roots 
of Dishonesty) || When being creative frees us to be bad: linking creativity 
with moral licensing. 2016;166–84. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ CBO97 81316 
225608.

 16. Zheng X, Qin X, Liu X, Liao H. Will creative employees always make trou-
ble? Investigating the roles of moral identity and moral disengagement. J 
Bus Ethics. 2019;157(3):653–72.

 17. Merritt AC, Effron DA, Monin B. Moral self-licensing: when being good 
frees us to be bad. Soc Pers Psychol Compass. 2010;4(5):344–57.

 18. Yam KC, Klotz AC, He W, Reynolds SJ. From good soldiers to psychologi-
cally entitled: examining when and why citizenship behavior leads to 
deviance. Acad Manag J. 2017;60(1):373–96.

 19. Sachdeva S, Iliev R, Medin DL. Sinning saints and saintly sinners: the 
paradox of moral self-regulation. Psychol Sci. 2009;20(4):523–8.

 20. Aquino K, Reed A. The self-importance of moral identity. J Pers Soc Psy-
chol. 2002;83(6):1423–40.

 21. Aquino K, McFerran B, Laven M. Moral identity and the experience of 
moral elevation in response to acts of uncommon goodness. J Pers Soc 
Psychol. 2011;100(4):703–18.

 22. Reynolds SJ, Ceranic TL. The effects of moral judgment and moral identity 
on moral behavior: an empirical examination of the moral individual. J 
Appl Psychol. 2007;92(6):1610–24.

 23. Gino F, Schweitzer ME, Nicole LM, Ariely D. Unable to resist temptation: 
how self-control depletion promotes unethical behavior. Organ Behav 
Hum Dec. 2011;115(2):191–203.

 24. Mesdaghinia S, Rawat A, Nadavulakere S. Why moral followers quit: exam-
ining the role of leader bottom-line mentality and unethical Pro-Leader 
behavior. J Bus Ethics. 2019;159(2):491–505.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12910-022-00876-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12910-022-00876-8
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316225608
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316225608


Page 9 of 9Zhang et al. BMC Medical Ethics          (2022) 23:137  

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

 25. Ormiston ME, Wong EM. License to ill: the effects of corporate social 
responsibility and CEO moral identity on corporate social irresponsibility. 
Pers Psychol. 2013;66(4):861–93.

 26. Aguinis H, Bradley KJ. Best practice recommendations for designing and 
implementing experimental vignette methodology studies. Organ Res 
Methods. 2014;17(4):351–71.

 27. Zhou J, George JM. When job dissatisfaction leads to creativity: encourag-
ing the expression of voice. Acad Manag J. 2001;44(4):682–96.

 28. Mulder LB, Aquino K. The role of moral identity in the aftermath of dis-
honesty. Organ Behav Hum Dec. 2013;121(2):219–30.

 29. Hayes AF. Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional pro-
cess analysis: a regression-based approach. New York: The Guilford Press; 
2013.

 30. Zhou H, Long L. Statistical remedies for common method biases. Adv 
Psychol Sci. 2004;12(6):942–50.

 31. Shalley CE, Gilson LL, Blum TC. Interactive effects of growth need 
strength, work context, and job complexity on self-reported creative 
performance. Acad Manag J. 2009;52(3):489–505.

 32. Zhang X, Bartol KM. Linking empowering leadership and employee crea-
tivity: the influence of psychological empowerment, intrinsic motivation, 
and creative process engagement. Acad Manag J. 2010;53(1):107–28.

 33. Redman BK, Merz JF. Evaluating the oversight of scientific misconduct. 
Account Res. 2005;12(3):157–62.

 34. Ma Y, Liu R. Empirical study on four-dimension influencing mechanism of 
academic misconduct in universities. Stud Sci Sci. 2011;29(04):494–501.

 35. Lin SJ, Jingjing M, Johnson RE, Ma J. When ethical leader behavior breaks 
bad: how ethical leader behavior can turn abusive via ego depletion and 
moral licensing. J Appl Psychol. 2016;101(6):815–30.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.


	Effect of medical researchers’ creative performance on scientific misconduct: a moral psychology perspective
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusion: 

	Background
	Methods
	Design and sample
	Scenario-based experiment and projection technique
	Measures
	Data analysis

	Results
	Common method variance test
	Descriptive statistics
	Hypothesis testing

	Discussion
	Major research findings
	Implications for management
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


