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Abstract 

In the past decade, there has been an increase in research on unethical behavior in 

the workforce. One aspect that has been looked at is the role that an ethical code of 

conduct plays in reducing unethical behavior. However, research has mainly 

evaluated the impact of the mere existence of a code of conduct instead of the 

impact of different levels of code of conduct enforcement. We argue that unethical 

behavior is more likely to occur in environments with a lax enforcement of a code of 

conduct than in environments with a strict enforcement of a code of conduct. In a 

laboratory study (N = 94), participants were randomly assigned to one of three 

conditions that all had a code of conduct present but had varying levels of code 

enforcement: strong enforcement, weak enforcement, or no enforcement. At the end 

of the study, participants had the opportunity to take more money than their 

performance had earned, and thus engage in unethical behavior. Results showed 

that although stronger code enforcement led to a lower occurrence of unethical 

behavior, it did not lead to a lower magnitude of unethical behavior. This suggests 

that (a) organizations need to establish work environments where employees 

understand that there are severe consequences for engaging in unethical acts and 

(b) future research needs to be conducted to find out effective methods to reduce 

the magnitude of unethical behavior.  
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The Influence of Ethical Code of Conduct Enforcement on Unethical Behavior 

Corporate corruption is widespread in business organizations. According to 

the Association of Certified Fraud Examiners (2012), on average, an organization 

loses 5% of its revenues to fraud each year. Furthermore, 50% of organizations that 

experience fraud do not recover any of their losses. In addition to revenue loss, 

many other repercussions can occur from unethical behavior, such as a tarnished 

public image and a decrease in sales, stock price, market value, employee 

satisfaction, and retention (Josephson Institute Reports).  

In the 2013 National Business Ethics Survey, 41% of workers said they 

observed misconduct at their job in the past year. This misconduct is commonly a 

byproduct of the ethical work climate (Kish-Gephart, Harrison, & Treviño, 2010), 

which relates to the collective perceptions that employees have about the policies, 

procedures, and practices that a company expects, rewards, and supports 

(Schneider & Reichers, 1983). In other words, an ethical climate signifies what is 

considered “proper behavior” in an organization and is therefore a behavioral guide 

for employees (Martin & Cullen, 2006). In companies that have strong work 

climates, 20% of workers report seeing misconduct. However, in companies that 

have weaker work climates, 88% of workers report seeing misconduct (National 

Business Ethics Survey, 2013). These percentages demonstrate that an ethical work 

climate is a critical component of a companies’ ethical context (Martin & Cullen, 

2006; Treviño, Butterfield, & McCabe, 1998; Victor & Cullen, 1988).  

In the past decade, there has been a massive increase of research on 

unethical behavior in organizations. Between 1997 and 2005, approximately 170 
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studies focusing on this topic were published (O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005). 

However, these studies have resulted in mixed findings on the underlying cause of 

organizational members engaging in unethical behavior (O’Fallon & Butterfield, 

2005; Tenbrunsel & Smith-Crowe, 2008). Kish-Gephart, Harrison, and Treviño 

(2010) conducted a meta-analysis on 136 studies to assess the influence of 

organizational environments on unethical behavior. They discovered that one 

important component of an ethical work climate is an organization’s code of 

conduct (e.g. Manley, 1992; Webley, 1992).  

Organizations have used codes of ethical conduct since 1913, when J.C. Penny 

established standards for appropriate employee conduct (Treviño & Weaver, 2003). 

It is evident that codes of conduct are now commonly found in organizations (Helin 

& Sandstrom, 2007; McCabe, Treviño & Butterfield, 1996), and that codes of conduct 

are negatively correlated with unethical behavior (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). 

However, what remains uncertain is if merely having a code of conduct is enough to 

reduce unethical behavior or if a certain degree of enforcement of the code is 

needed to reduce unethical behavior. Kish-Gephart et al. (2010) made this 

ambiguity one of the foci of their meta-analysis and found that the existence of a 

code of conduct had a nonsignificant correlation (p = -.038, k = 19, n = 10,414) with 

unethical behavior. On the other hand, as the researchers predicted, there was a 

strong, negative correlation (p = -.479, k = 7, n = 6,092) between code enforcement 

and unethical behavior. This signifies that having a properly enforced code of 

conduct can truly limit the occurrence of unethical behavior (McCabe et al., 1996; 
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Treviño, 1992).  Kish-Gephart et al. (2010) stated the need for future research on 

how codes of conduct can be successfully enforced to reduce unethical behavior. 

In addition to the fact that past research lacks understanding of the 

correlation between code enforcement and unethical conduct, it is also important to 

note that there is one major prevailing limitation in past studies on unethical 

conduct in the workplace. This limitation is that these existing studies, including the 

meta-analysis done by Kist-Gephart et al. (2010), have all been based on self-reports 

rather than on directly observed unethical behavior. Our study seeks to overcome 

this limitation and improve the understanding of the impact of the ethical context of 

an organization on employee behavior. More specifically, we investigate how strictly 

enforced ethical codes of conduct influence the occurrence of unethical behavior.  

Hypothesis: Unethical behavior is more likely to occur in environments with a 

lax enforcement of a code of conduct than environments with a strict 

enforcement of a code of conduct.  

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were 94 undergraduate students attending the University of 

Arizona. These students were enrolled in management classes and participated in 

the study in exchange for class credit and the chance to earn up to $10. They signed 

up for the study through the online Management and Organizations Research 

Participation System. This system automatically filtered out students who 

previously participated in experiments that used similar tasks.  
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 The study consisted of two portions: an online survey portion and a 

laboratory portion. The online survey portion was used for another study at the 

University of Arizona, while the laboratory portion was the focus of this study. 

However, information about participants’ demographics that was collected through 

the online survey was used for the purpose of this study as well.   

 There were 51 male participants, 35 female participants, and 8 participants 

whose sex was unreported. The mean age of the participants was 21 years (SD = 

2.38). Approximately 1% were sophomores, 69% were juniors, 24% were seniors, 

and the remaining 6% were fifth year and above. 69% were white, 12.6% were of 

Hispanic origin, 9.2% were Asian American/Pacific Islander, 3.5% were of Middle 

Eastern origin, 1.2% was American Indian/Alaskan Native origin, and 4.6% 

indicated other. Twenty-seven participants were in the lax condition; thirty-five 

participants were in the strict condition; and thirty-two participants were in the 

control condition. Two participants, both in the control condition, took the materials 

at the end of the experiment and were therefore excluded from the analysis.  

Materials 

This laboratory study was held in Room 128 of McClelland Hall at the 

University of Arizona. Each participant was given a packet and an envelope 

containing eight $1 bills and eight quarters. The packet began with the Disclosure 

Form (appendix A), and the experiment code of conduct (appendix B). Next was the 

Wonderlic Personnel Test (Wonderlic, 1973), a timed 12-minute cognitive ability 

assessment containing 50 questions. The fourth document was a Need for Cognition 

task (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984).  This was a 5-minute, 18-item filler task titled, 
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“Critical Thinking Survey” (appendix C). The last item in the packet was the Matrix 

Task from Mazer et al. (2008). This task was titled “Adding to 10 Task” and 

contained 20 matrices of 12 three-digit numbers each (e.g. 4.72) (appendix D). 

Procedure  

Participants signed up for 1 of the 6 available laboratory sessions. Each 

session lasted 35 minutes and had 12 to 23 participants. When the experimenter 

opened the door for the study to begin, he checked in each participant on a roll sheet 

as he handed a packet and envelope to him or her. Each participant was then 

instructed to sit at any desk that had a pencil (alternating desks) in the first three 

rows of the classroom. Once everyone was seated, the experimenter instructed 

participants to read the disclosure form and the ethical code of conduct. Participants 

then completed the Wonderlic, the Need for Cognition Survey, and the Matrix Task. 

 The Wonderlic began with an instruction page that had three practice 

questions. The experimenter read the instructions and told the participants to 

answer the sample questions first and to not start the test until he instructed. At this 

point, the enforcement of the code of conduct was manipulated. Instead of listening 

to the experimenter’s instructions, the confederate opened the Wonderlic booklet 

and began working on the real test problems, allowing herself more time than the 

rest of the participants. In the lax enforcement condition, the experimenter points at 

the confederate and said, “Hey. I didn’t say to start yet. That’s against the rules. 

Please turn back to the instructions page.” The confederate apologized and the 

experimenter said, “That’s OK. Thanks.” In the strict enforcement condition, the 

experimenter more forcefully pointed at the confederate and exclaims, “Hey you! I 
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didn’t say to start yet. That’s against the rules. You have to leave.” The confederate 

replied, “Are you serious?” and the experimenter firmly stated, “Yes. You have to go.” 

The confederate asked, “Will I get credit?” to which the instructor replied, “No.” As 

the confederate began to leave the classroom, the instructor stopped her at the door 

with the roll sheet and asks softly what her name was. In the control condition, the 

experimenter did not say anything to the confederate when she began the 

Wonderlic test early.  

 After the Wonderlic test, the participants were asked to complete the Need 

for Cognition survey. The purpose for using this survey was to disconnect the 

Wonderlic test from the Matrix test in the minds of the participants.  

 The last task of the experiment was the Matrix task, which we used to 

measure unethical behavior. The task began with an instruction sheet and sample 

matrix. Participants were given four minutes and told that the goal was to find one 

pair of numbers that added exactly to 10 in each of the twenty matrices. Before they 

began the task, the experimenter stated, “When you are done, you will pay yourself 

50 cents for each matrix you solve. Just count the matrices you solved, write down 

the number on the instructions page, pay yourself from the envelope, and recycle 

the task sheet. You are then free to leave.” After the four minutes were up, these 

instructions were repeated.  Note that four minutes is not enough time to solve all 

twenty matrices. In pre-testing, participants were able to solve an average of 7.44 

(SD = 4.41) matrices. Without allowing the participants enough time to complete the 

task, they had the opportunity to say they had completed more matrices than they 

actually did, and in turn, overpay themselves.  
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 To measure unethical behavior performed in the matrix task, we first coded 

participants as being unethical if they took more money than they should have 

earned with the amount of matrices they solved (occurrence of unethical behavior). 

Then we calculated how many extra matrices they paid themselves for (magnitude 

of unethical behavior). 

 Throughout the experiment, participants believed that they were completing 

the tasks anonymously. They were never asked for identifying information and were 

instructed to crumble and recycle the matrices task at the end of experiment. 

However, each task, including the matrices, discretely had a distinctive number that 

the experimenter wrote next to the participants’ names when they checked into the 

study.  

Results 

 Analyses focused on the effect that code of conduct manipulation had on 

unethical behavior. Participants’ behavior was considered unethical if they took 

more money on the Matrix Task than what they had earned. Both the occurrence 

and magnitude of unethical behavior were measured. 

The code of conduct enforcement manipulation did not influence how 

participants performed on the Matrix Task. The mean number of matrices solved 

correctly was 6.67 (SD = 4.35) in the lax condition, 6.63 (SD = 3.91) in the strict 

condition, and 6.57 (SD = 3.91) in the control condition. These results are not 

significantly different, F (2, 89) = 00, p > .05. The code of conduct enforcement 

manipulation also did not affect participants’ performance on the Wonderlic Test. 

The average score was 23.93 (SD = 7.26) in the lax condition, 24.03 (SD = 5.71) in 
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the strict condition, and 24.03 (SD = 5.81) in the control condition. These results are 

not significantly different, F (2, 91) = .02, p = .98. The similar performance across all 

three conditions suggests that if there is a difference of overpayment between 

conditions on the Matrix test, it is due to over-claiming, rather than a difference in 

achievement. 

 In total, 48% of participants overpaid themselves. As seen in Figure 1, this 

overpayment, and thus engagement in unethical behavior, varied significantly 

across conditions. In the lax condition, where the confederate was clearly given a 

second chance after starting her test too early, 67% of participants overpaid 

themselves. In the strict condition, where the confederate was visibly kicked out of 

the study for starting her test too early, 31.4% of participants overpaid themselves. 

In the control condition, 50% of participants overpaid themselves. 

 

Figure 1. Percentage of participants who overpaid themselves by condition.  
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conditions was not significant, 2 (1, N = 57) = 1.62, p = .20, nor was the difference 

between the strict and control conditions, 2 (1, N = 65) = 2.32 p = .13. These results 

support the hypothesis that unethical behavior is more likely to occur with a lax 

enforcement of a code of conduct than with a strict enforcement of a code of 

conduct.  

 Among participants who overpaid themselves, the differences in magnitude 

of overpayment among conditions were not significant. In the lax enforcement 

condition, the average overpayment was 4.56 quarters (SD = 3.67). In the strict 

enforcement condition, the average overpayment was 6 quarters (SD = 5.10). In the 

control condition, the average overpayment was 5.4 quarters (SD = 4.87). These 

differences are not significantly different, F (2, 41) = 2.84, p = .07. 

 Analysis of all participants, whether they engaged in unethical behavior or 

not, also shows that the difference of the magnitude of overpayment between 

conditions is minimal. As illustrated in Figure 2, in the lax condition, on average, 

participants paid themselves for 1.52 (SD = 1.84) more matrices than they solved 

correctly. In the strict condition, on average, participants paid themselves for 1.57 

(SD = 3.60) more matrices than they solved correctly. In the control condition, on 

average, participants paid themselves for 1.35 (SD = 2.18) more matrices than they 

solved correctly. These results are not significantly different, F (2, 89) = .06, p = .95. 
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Figure 2. Magnitude of overpayment by code enforcement condition. 

Therefore, the hypothesis is only supported by the actual occurrence of unethical 
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code of conduct leads to less unethical behavior, this study can help organizations 

decrease corruption that may be occurring.  

 My study was able to build on the meta-analysis by Kish-Gephart et al. 

(2010) by carrying out some of its future research suggestions. However, instead of 

relying on self-reports or reports of others, I was able to manipulate the code of 

conduct enforcement and then directly observe and measure unethical behavior. 

For this reason, my study not only contributes to existing studies on unethical 

behavior in the workforce, but it also creates a new avenue for future studies.  

When looking at the percentage of participants who overpaid themselves, it 

is important to recognize that there is a 35.6% difference between the lax and strict 

conditions. In the lax condition, where cheating was seemingly accepted, 

participants were much more likely to cheat than in the strict condition, where 

cheating was clearly tied with harsh punishments. This is important because it 

proves that the level to which a code of conduct is enforced has a great impact on 

how people behave. The implication of this in the workforce is vital—companies  

need to establish environments where all employees know that there are severe 

repercussions for engaging in unethical acts. This provides an opportunity for future 

research to look into how a company can successfully implement a code of conduct, 

so that employees fully understand the importance of it.  

 It is also important to note that in the control condition, 50% of participants 

still overpaid themselves. This supports the finding by Kish-Gephart et al. (2010) by 

confirming that simply having a code of conduct, with no level of enforcement, is not 

significant enough to prevent unethical behavior.  
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Although results supported my hypothesis with the occurrence of unethical 

behavior measure, results did not support my hypothesis with the magnitude of 

unethical behavior measure. It is hard to speculate as to why this happened. One 

potential explanation is that some participants in the strict enforcement condition 

were aggravated by the instructor’s harsh treatment of the confederate and 

essentially took action to “get back” at the instructor. Accordingly, it would be very 

beneficial for future research to look into finding an effective method to reduce the 

magnitude of unethical behavior. 

An additional important finding in this study was that participants’ GPA and 

their magnitude of unethical behavior had a strong negative correlation. According 

to the U.S. Department of Education, in 2013-2014, 1.8 million students are 

expected to graduate with a bachelor’s degree from colleges or universities in the 

United States. Of those graduates, many will go through an interview process to 

attain a job where they are required to disclose their GPA. Our finding suggests that 

a higher GPA will lead to a lower level of unethical behavior and therefore, an 

applicant’s GPA should be considered to some extent in whether or not they are 

hired for employment. In line with this finding, research has discovered that in 

undergraduate programs, attaining a high GPA is the most common reason for 

cheating (Genereux & McLeod, 1995). Thus, as a student’s GPA increases, their level 

of cheating decreases. An important future direction for this topic is to find out if the 

negative correlation between engagement in unethical behavior and GPA continues 

after graduation. Consequently, to what extent should employers consider a 

participant’s college GPA in the hiring process? 
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As with all studies, this study carries some limitations with it. One limitation 

was the small amount of participants. The sample size (N = 94) allowed us to attain 

valuable results, but more participants could have strengthened the validity of this 

experiment. Another limitation was that the study did not directly replicate real-life 

work experiences. Participants’ demographics, especially age, did not mirror the 

demographics of the U.S. workforce. This is problematic because previous research 

has found that students have weaker ethical values than working professionals 

(Cole and Smith, 1996; Terpstra, Rozell & Robinson, 1993). Additionally, unlike 

most organizations, the punishment that the confederate received for cheating was 

highly visible. Furthermore, it was also very easy for participants to cheat and take 

more money than they earned. In a work environment, it is typically more difficult 

to steal from the company. However, it is important to recognize that although 

participants did not have their job on the line when they were deciding whether or 

not to cheat, they did have their education on their line (The University of Arizona 

has strict punishments for students who cheat). In future research, it will be 

important to execute studies that have a larger sample size and an environment that 

more closely reflects real-life work situations.  

In conclusion, by manipulating the level of code of conduct enforcement and 

then measuring unethical behavior on a subsequent task, this study was able to gain 

a significant understanding on how ethical codes of conduct directly influence 

behavior. While the results support existing studies by emphasizing the importance 

of an organization strictly enforcing its code of conduct, the results also open the 

door for a new direction of future research. It is critical that future studies take the 
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sole focus off of the occurrence of unethical behavior, and give equal attention to the 

magnitude of unethical behavior. 
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Appendix A 
 

Disclosure Form 
 

Disclosure Form 
 
We invite you to participate in a research project. This study is being conducted by 
academic researchers, thus we ask you to read each task carefully and complete it to 
the best of your ability. 
 
What you will do: First, you will complete a Wonderlic test. Then, you will 
complete a critical thinking survey. Last you will perform a number search task. 
 
Time required: This laboratory session will take 30-45 minutes. 
 
Risks: There are no anticipated risks associated with participating in this study, 
and—except for rewarding class credit—your participation will remain anonymous. 
 
Benefits: You will receive class credit for participating in the experiment. In 
addition, you will have the opportunity to earn up to $10 in bonuses. 
 
Confidentiality: All data you provide will be strictly confidential. 
 
Voluntary nature of participation and withdrawal: By participating in this 
survey you provide consent that the information can be used in this research 
project. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You can withdraw 
at any time. Participation in this study does not oblige you to participate in any 
further experiments. 
 
Contact: If you have any questions or concerns about this research, please contact 
us by sending an e-mail to the principal investigator, Jerel Slaughter, at 
jslaught@eller.arizona.edu. If you have questions concerning your rights as a 
research subject, you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection 
Program office at (520) 626-6721. 
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Appendix B 
 

Experiment Code of Conduct 
 

Experiment Code of Conduct 
 
This experiment has a code of conduct similar to the academic code of conduct. As 
you participate in the experiment today, please keep this code of conduct in mind. 
 
As a participant in this experiment, I will neither engage in nor tolerate: 

 Cheating, 
 Plagiarism, 
 Lying, or 
 Stealing. 
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Appendix C 

 
Critical Thinking Survey 

 
Critical Thinking Survey 

 
Please read each statement carefully and indicated how much you agree with it, by 
circling the appropriate response (number) below the statement. 
 
1 = strongly disagree 
2 = disagree 
3 = somewhat disagree 
4 = neither agree nor disagree 
5 = somewhat agree 
6 = agree 
7 = strongly agree 
 
1. I would prefer complex to simple problems. 
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
2. I like to have the responsibility of handling a situation that requires a lot of 
thinking.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
3. Thinking is not my idea of fun.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
4. I would rather do something that requires little thought than something that is 
sure to challenge my thinking abilities.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
5. I try to anticipate and avoid situations where there is likely chance I will have to 
think in depth about something.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
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6. I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
7. I only think as hard as I have to.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
8. I prefer to think about small, daily projects to long-term ones.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
9. I like tasks that require little thought once I’ve learned them.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
10. The idea of relying on thought to make my way to the top appeals to me.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
11. I really enjoy a task that involves coming up with new solutions to problems.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
12. Learning new ways to think doesn’t excite me very much.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
13. I prefer my life to be filled with puzzles that I must solve.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
14. The notion of thinking abstractly is appealing to me.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
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15. I would prefer a task that is intellectual, difficult, and important to one that is 
somewhat important but does not require much thought.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
16. I feel relief rather than satisfaction after completing a task that requires a lot of 
mental effort.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
17. It’s enough for me that something gets the job done; I don’t care how or why it 
works.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
 
18. I usually end up deliberating about issues even when they do not affect me 
personally.  
         
strongly disagree   1 2 3 4 5 6 7   strongly 
agree 
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Appendix D 
 

Adding to 10 Task 

 


