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ABSTRACT 

A growing body of research has emerged in order to better understand unethical 

behavior at work. However, most theory and research has focused on identifying personal 

and situational characteristics that predict unethical behavior. However, in order to 

develop a more complete picture of the phenomenon, research also needs to examine the 

outcomes of unethical behavior at work.   

In this research, I adopt research and theory from criminal justice in order to 

better understand how employees react to unethical behavior at work. In particular, I 

differentiate between two types of unethical behavior, namely premeditated and 

impulsive unethical behavior. Based on the criminal justice literature, I define impulsive 

unethical behaviors as unethical actions where the thought to act did not arise prior to the 

immediate situation, whereas premeditated unethical behaviors represent unethical 

actions where the thought to act occurred prior to the immediate situation. I argue that 

premeditated acts will result in more severe reactions than acts that are impulsive in 

nature. Specifically, I sought to examine observers’ perceived unethicality and 

recommended punishment towards the two types of unethical behavior. Integrating 

attribution theory, I also explored three dimensions of attributions (i.e., controllability, 

stability, and intentionality) as mediating mechanisms. Then, utilizing ethical dissonance 

theory as an explanatory framework, I examined both wrongdoers’ and observers’ history 

of engaging unethical acts as potential moderators of the mediated effects. Finally, 

methods were presented for two studies. The first study utilized a field sample of adult 

workers, and the second study utilized a sample of university students.  
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Based on the results from the two studies, I found evidence that the type of 

unethical behavior that a wrongdoer engages in matters in terms of how they will be 

evaluated. I also found that observers see premeditated behavior as more intentional, 

which drives their evaluations. Finally, both observers’ and wrongdoers’ past history 

impact my hypothesized model at different points along the causal chain.  

I hope my results help instigate a shift in the behavioral ethics literature; one that 

begins to integrate research from the criminal justice literature and one that shifts focus 

away from examining every possible predictor of unethical behavior at work to what 

happens following the act itself.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The mounting public scorn and media criticisms regarding notable business 

scandals have led to a call for more social scientific research in the field of behavioral 

ethics (Treviño, 1986). In response, a growing body of empirical research has emerged in 

order to better understand unethical behavior at work (for review, O’Fallon & Butterfield, 

2005; Tenbrunsel & Smith-Crowe, 2008; Treviño, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006), defined 

as “any organizational member action that violates widely accepted (societal) moral 

norms” (Kish-Gephart, Harrison, & Treviño, 2010, p.2).  

Most theory and research in the area of business ethics has focused on identifying 

personal and situational characteristics that predict ethical behavior at work. For example, 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986; 2001) argues that individuals’ self-

regulatory capabilities can prevent them from engaging in unethical behavior through the 

self-condemnation people feel after acting in the way that goes against their moral 

standard. Extending social cognitive theory to behavioral ethics, Bandura (1991, 1999) 

introduced the concept of moral disengagement, and argued that the psychological 

disengagement of moral self-sanction from immoral action could further allow people to 

commit the action even though they cognitively recognize the moral issue associated with 

such action. Along a similar vein, self-regulatory resource models (Muraven & 

Baumeister, 2000; Baumeister, Muraven, & Tice, 2000; Vohs, Baumeister, & Ciarocco, 

2005) suggest that individual’s thoughts, behaviors, and emotions are controlled by 

consumable resources. Once resources are depleted, for example through sleep 

deprivation (Barnes & Hollenbeck, 2009; Barnes, Schaubroeck, Huth, & Ghumman, 



12 

 

2011; Christian & Ellis, 2011) or completing demanding tasks (Baumeister, Bratlavsky, 

Muraven, & Tice, 1998; Job, Dweck, & Walton, 2010), individuals are more likely to 

engage in unethical behavior.  

Despite increased understanding of the predictors of unethical behavior, there 

seems to be little reduction in unethical behavior at work, even among recent MBA 

students trained in business ethics (Giacalone & Promislo, 2013; Giacalone & Thompson, 

2006). Perhaps this is partly due to the fact that training in other areas of management 

such as motivation can result in increased levels of performance but also increased levels 

of unethical behavior (e.g., Schweitzer, Ordóñez, & Douma, 2004; Welsh & Ordóñez, 

2014). As such, this manuscript starts with the assumption that unethical behavior is a 

largely immutable fact of organizational life. Therefore, if we assume that unethical 

behavior will continue to occur, it is important to examine the outcomes of unethical 

behavior at work; in particular, reactions by other organizational members and the 

general public. However, not all unethical behavior is created equal and observers’ 

perceptions may be influenced by more than just “is this unethical or not”? 

This idea is not new, and began to receive traction in the literature years ago when, 

for example, T. M. Jones introduced his issue-contingent model (1991). According to the 

theory, an action is perceived to be more unethical if it causes significant harm to others 

(i.e., magnitude of consequence), there is agreement that the action is wrong (i.e., social 

consensus), it is likely that the action will result in harm (i.e., probability of effect), the 

consequences occur almost immediately (i.e., temporal immediacy), the observers 

experience shorter social, psychological, cultural, and physical distance to the victim (i.e., 

proximity), and the effects are concentrated heavily on a small number of people (i.e., 
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concentration of effect). Research on Jones’ model suggests that issues with high moral 

intensity are more salient, and therefore trigger the individual’s attention and are more 

likely to categorize the issues as ethically related. Jones’ model received support in early 

research, which showed that the characteristics of a moral issue could influence 

individuals’ moral awareness and ethical intentions, especially the magnitude of 

consequence and social consensus dimensions (Flanny & May, 2000; Frey, 2000; Morris 

& McDonald, 1995; Singhapakdi, Vitell, & Kraft, 1996). 

While Jones’ model focused on the characteristics of the case (Kish-Gephart et al., 

2010), recent research has started to focus on investigating the effect of wrongdoer’s 

characteristics on observers evaluations. For example, Fragale, Rosen, Xu, and Merideth 

(2009) looked at whether the status of a transgressor affects observers’ attributions for his 

or her actions and assigned punishment recommendations. Using two scenario based 

experiments, they manipulated the transgressor’s social status, including ethnicity, family 

connections, education and occupation, while holding characteristics of transgressor’s 

action constant. Fragale and colleagues found that observers attributed greater 

intentionality to higher status individuals’ transgressions and thus recommended more 

stringent punitive actions. Adopting a similar approach, Bowles and Gelfand (2010) 

discovered the moderating effect of the relative status of the observer on transgressor’s 

social status and the evaluation of workplace misbehavior relationship. Manipulating 

both transgressor’s and observer’s status, they found that higher-status observers evaluate 

fellow higher-status wrongdoers more leniently than lower-status wrongdoers. 

This study hopes to add to this literature focusing on reactions to wrongdoers. A 

wrongdoer is defined as someone who commits various transgressions or morally 
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questionable actions (e.g., Fragale et al., 2009; Laham, Alter, & Goodwin, 2009; 

Murgatroydand & Robinson, 1997). In this study, I define a wrongdoer as someone who 

engages in unethical behavior. Focusing on reactions to wrongdoers is important for 

several reasons. Investigating observer reactions could help to understand the incidence 

of peer reporting of unethical behavior, which is affected by perceived severity of the 

wrongdoing (Miceli & Near, 1985; Miceli & Near, 1988). In addition, employee 

promotions, demotions, and terminations are based largely on individual perceptions and 

discretion (e.g., manager’s assessment; coworker’s evaluation). Scholars of workplace 

deviance acknowledge that evaluations of norm-violating behaviors are fundamentally 

subjective (Bennett & Robinson, 2003). Finally, the severity of observer reactions could 

affect how the wrongdoer is perceived by others during the remainder of their career with 

the organization. In the criminal justice literature, people who receive the label of 

“criminal” or “delinquent” are more likely to have criminal careers because of the way 

others treat them and their resulting self-images (Carroll & Payne, 1977). Moreover, it 

could be very hard for employees with a “tainted” record to find a job (Pugh, Skarlicki, & 

Passell, 2003), leading to demoralization, suspicion, helplessness, and stress (Jacobson, 

1988; Ashford, Lee, & Bobko, 1989).  

In sum, I argue that, while it is important to identify antecedents of unethical 

behavior at work, it is equally important to understand people’s attitudes toward unethical 

actions, as well as their opinions about the appropriate punishment the wrongdoer should 

receive. Like Jones, this study examines characteristics of a specific case of unethical 

behavior. However, I hope to take the literature in a different direction by applying 

theories and concepts from the criminal justice literature, which categorizes various 
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violent crime, such as murder and rape, into either impulsive or premeditated (or 

preplanned) crimes (e.g., Brenner, 1953; Wechsler & Michael, 1937). I believe that 

unethical behaviors at work can also be categorized as premeditated or impulsive. I define 

impulsive unethical behavior as unethical actions where the thought to act did not arise 

prior to the immediate situation. Premeditated unethical behavior is defined as unethical 

actions where the thought to act occurred prior to the immediate situation (Heilbrun, 

Heilbrun, & Heilbrun, 1978). Based on the criminal justice literature, I argue that 

premeditated acts will result in more severe reactions than acts that are impulsive in 

nature. 

I then hope to uncover the mechanisms underlying this effect. Based on Weiner’s 

attribution theory (1980a, 1980b, 1985) and the folk theory of intentionality (Malle & 

Knobe, 1997; Mele & Moser, 1994), I argue that the distinction between impulsive and 

premeditated unethical behavior has a significant impact on observer’s attributions of 

stability, controllability, and intentionality, which will then affects observers’ reactions in 

terms of recommended punishment and perceived unethicality. Specifically, I argue that 

observers will attribute higher stability, controllability, and intentionality to premeditated 

versus impulsive unethical behaviors, which will then intensify reactions. In this study, I 

focus on cognitive and behavioral reactions in terms of perceived unethicality and 

assigned punishment. As shown in Figure 1, I propose that all three attributions mediate 

the relationship between unethical behavior and observers’ reactions. 

However, I recognize that unethical behavior does not operate in a vacuum, and 

both the wrongdoer and the observer may themselves have a history of engaging in 

unethical acts at work that can affect the relationship between wrongdoer’s current 
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unethical action and observer’s reactions. Based on attribution theory, I argue that a past 

history of unethical behavior by the wrongdoer will strengthen the effects of premeditated 

acts on perceptions of stability, controllability, and intentionality, leading to the mediated 

moderation model depicted in Figure 1. Then, based the theory of ethical dissonance 

which suggests that observers who have engaged in unethical behaviors will judge 

wrongdoers more harshly than those who have a “clean” history (Barkan, Ayal, Gino, & 

Ariely, 2012), I argue that the effect of stability, controllability, and intentionality on 

observer’s reactions will be stronger when the observer has no pervious history of 

unethical behavior (i.e., the “tainted” observer will be harsh toward all types of 

wrongdoers). As shown in Figure 1, this leads to the moderated mediation component of 

the model picture in Figure 1. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MODEL AND HYPOTHESES 

The Criminal Justice Literature 

Criminal law operates on a theory of proportionality between culpability and 

appropriate punishment (von Hirsch, 1990; Sullivan, 2009). In other words, criminal law 

helps to convict those who deserve punishment. The law holds that a defendant is 

criminally culpable if that individual “has” or “acts with” a culpable mental state, but 

merely “having” or “acting with” culpable intention is not a sufficient condition for 

culpability. The criminal law goes one step further and requires the “consciousness of the 

criminal intention” from the actor (Candeub, 2002). To fulfill this requirement, a 

distinction between premeditation and impulsivity has been introduced to the judicial 

system to help differentiate culpable intentions in various criminal violations, such as 

murder, rape, and embezzlement (Candeub, 2002; Garmon, 2011; Loewy, 1988; 

Mannheimer, 2011; Pauley, 1999).  

In the seventeen-nineties, five states abolished the death penalty for all crimes 

except murder (Lepore, 2009). As one of the most severe unlawful actions, murder was 

first defined, and made a common law crime, by judges (Pauley, 1999). In 1794, the first 

statute was enacted in Pennsylvania differentiating murder based on premeditation and 

establishing that the death penalty would be reserved for premeditated acts (Pauley, 

1999). Since then, most American jurisdictions have recognized at least two forms of 

intentional murder, the distinguishing feature of which is the presence of premeditation or 

impulsivity on the part of the murderer (Mannheimer, 2011). An additional statute 

provided that murders with premeditation are deemed murder in the first degree, while 

impulsive murders are considered murder in the second degree (see Kadish & Schulhofer, 
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1995; Romero, 1988). After dividing murder into degrees, many state legislatures also 

differentiated punishment for the two forms of intentional murder, with more severe 

punishments allocated to premeditated rather than impulsive murder, where the criminal 

acts in a “nondeliberate manner” (Mannheimer, 2011).   

Given the potentially severe levels of punishment assigned to the defendant, such 

as the death penalty or life imprisonment, murder cases require a higher level of scrutiny 

and the court needs to decide whether the crime should be considered first or second 

degree murder. For example, two men have a heated argument while drinking. One of 

them picks up a knife, which happens to be on the table, and stabs the other to death. If 

this case is brought to court, the defendant would likely be charged with either first or 

second-degree murder. Assuming the defendant intended to kill the victim, the jury 

considers factors such the length of time during which the actor could plan the act, the 

nature of the fight, the extent of drinking, or whether the defendant had a history of 

drinking or violence and should have known its effects to decide whether the action was 

performed under premeditation (first-degree murder) or it was carried through “the heat 

of passion” (second-degree murder; Garmon, 2011; Loewy, 1988). Although punishment 

varies between states, first-degree murder could result in the death penalty or life 

imprisonment without possibility of parole, and second-degree murder could result in 

imprisonment for a significant period of time (e.g., 8-24 years in Colorado; 20-40 years 

in District of Columbia; 10-99 years in Alaska).  

To be guilty of first degree, premeditated murder, the action must be identified as 

deliberated and/or planned. As illustrated in the cases above, both victims were killed by 

their friends. The perpetrator conducted the act impulsively in the first case, and the two 
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perpetrators planned the killing in advance in the second case. Premeditated murder 

(first-degree) received more severe punishment than impulsive murder (second-degree).  

Although emphasized in murder cases, distinguishing between premeditated and 

impulsive acts has become the norm for a variety of other crimes. For example, the main 

elements for determining the seriousness of the crime of rape are, according to the 

Sentencing Advisory Panel, the degree of harm to the victim, the level of culpability of 

the offender, and the risk posed to the society (e.g., Crime and Disorder Act of 1998). 

When judging rape crimes, certain characteristics of the offender can reduce the 

seriousness of the crime. For instance, a familiar offender, who is a friend of the victim, 

might be judged as less culpable than a complete stranger (Terblanche, 2006). However, 

any reductions in culpability and seriousness of the rape crime immediately disappear 

when the court is presented with evidence that the rape is premeditated (Terblanche, 

2006). In a study by Wilcox and Jackson (1985), rape that was not premeditated was 

perceived to be due more to chance, and the victim was judged as having less fault if the 

assault was premeditated. According to Amir (1967), evidence suggests that most rapes 

are planned by the attackers, sometimes several days or even weeks before the acts are 

carried out. In fact, many perpetrators exaggerate or even fabricate the role of their drug 

use or alcohol consumption as an attempt to excuse their participation in the rape and 

mitigate the severity of the punishment (Van Ness, 1985).  

While murder and rape are typically not a concern for organizations, employee 

theft occurs quite frequently, including embezzlement, stealing money and goods, and 

over-ordering supplies (Payne, 2014). Some have attributed certain types of employee 

theft to organized crime on the notion that organized crime families have conspired with 



20 

 

employees to develop the theft schemes (Albright, 2007), suggesting premeditated 

motives. Others contend that certain instances of employee theft (e.g., stealing cash from 

the register) are not premeditated acts but impulsive ones that perpetrators commit when 

an opportunity presents itself (Anderson, 2007). In general, organized crime is judged as 

more damaging to the organization and thus punished more severely than impulsive theft, 

as the impulsive behavior can be corrected more easily than planned crime that is often 

associated with a “corrupted” system, further supporting the distinction between 

premeditated and impulsive acts (Payne, 2014).  

In sum, various crimes have been categorized as premeditated or impulsive, 

which significantly affects the severity of the punishment allocated to the perpetrators. 

This is in line with criminal justice research investigating judge and jury decisions. The 

criminal justice literature has attempted to determine the extent to which a judge or 

juror’s discovery of certain characteristics of the transgression and the perpetrator alter 

liking for the perpetrator and recommended levels of punishment (for review see Austin, 

Walston, & Utne, 1976). One of the most important characteristics is the premeditated or 

impulsive nature of the crime. In early research, Rossi, Waite, Bose, and Berk (1974) 

collected responses from two hundred Baltimore residents, and found that planned crimes 

were rated as the most serious of all possible crimes. For example, among all the planned 

crimes, “planned killing of a policeman” was number one in terms of seriousness; a result 

that was later replicated by McCleary and colleagues (1981). When asking students to 

indicate under which conditions they would approve capital punishment, Petrinovich, 

O’Neill, and Jorgensen (1993) found that it was approved by 84% of the undergraduate 

students in the case of premeditated murder, while low levels of approval were found for 
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both “murder done while temporarily insane” and  “under no condition.” In fact, using 

1995 and 1997 national survey data, Gross (1998) found that showing that the perpetrator 

was in an “emotional state” or “temporarily insane” reduced approval for the death 

penalty from around 75% to 49% and 46%, respectively. In sum, the general population 

seems to perceive that planned crimes are more severe and deserve a higher level of 

punishment.  

Additional criminal justice research focusing on jurors’ decisions assumes that 

premeditated crimes are more severe than impulsive crimes, and even uses premeditation 

and impulsivity as a manipulation for crime severity (e.g., Kerr, 1978; McComas & Noll, 

1974; Vidmar, 1972). Using college students as mock jurors, studies have shown that the 

seriousness of the crime directly affects mock jurors’ recommended punishment (e.g., 

DeJong, Morris, & Hastrof, 1976; Samuel & Moulds, 1973; for a review, see Gerbasi, 

Zuckerman, & Reis, 1977). 

Similar results have been found with parole officers. For example, Carroll (1978) 

and Carroll and Payne (1976, 1777) found that parole decision makers relied heavily on 

evidence such as criminal history to assess the stability attribution of the crime. They 

found that parole decision makers attribute more stable causes (e.g., a psychopathic 

personality) to a carefully planned crime. The same crime committed impulsively and 

without a prior record tended to be attributed to more unstable causes (e.g., a heat of 

passion). Convicts were more likely to be paroled when the attributed cause of their 

crime was deemed unstable.  

Up to this point I have focused many of my arguments on actions that are illegal. 

However, illegal actions and unethical behaviors are intimately related (e.g., the case of 
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theft). According to Jones’s (1991) definition: “an unethical decision is either illegal or 

morally unacceptable to the larger community” (p. 367). Smith and colleagues (2007) 

further noted that it is appropriate to empirically examine behaviors that are both illegal 

and unethical. However, Jones also acknowledges that there are limitations to his 

definition and there are also nuances differentiating between the law and ethics. Laws are 

values and mores of society that have the force of its formal authority thus “legal” and 

“ethical” are not always synonymous. For example, students cheating behavior in an 

exam is clearly an unethical action but might not violate any law in the place where the 

behavior occurred. In Study 1, I focus on actions by employees that are both illegal and 

unethical (i.e., employee theft; see Payne, 2014), and in Study 2, I investigate the actions 

that are unethical but not illegal (i.e., cheating in an exam).   

Although most of my arguments are drawn from the criminal justice literature, 

similar arguments can also be found in the trust and justice literatures. For example, a 

growing body of research has started to examine the trustor’s different reactions to 

various offender’s trust violations and the effectiveness of responses that may be used in 

the aftermath of a trust violation (Ferrin, Kim, Cooper, & Dirks, 2007). Prior research has 

demonstrated that when individuals are treated unfairly, these victims will be motivated 

to seek explanations (Blount, 1995; Stouten, De Cremer, & Van Dijk, 2006). People tend 

to pay attention to information pertaining to intentionality and responsibility (Greenberg, 

1990; McCabe, Rigdon, & Smith, 2003; Rutte & Messick, 1995). In fact, trust has been 

referred to as condolence in trustee’s motives and intentions (Deutsch, 1960; Mellinger, 

1956), and researchers generally agree that not only expectations about behavior but also 

perceived motive (e.g., intent) constitute crucial elements in the concept of trust (Mayer, 
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Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis, 2007). Once a violation can be 

attributed to a transgressor’s bad intent, even positive restorative acts to communicate 

trustworthiness such as apologies or promises become less effective in repairing trust 

(Kim, Dirks, Cooper, & Ferrin, 2006; Kim, Ferrin, Cooper, & Dirks, 2004; Schweitzer, 

Hershey, & Bradlow, 2006). On the other hand, victims are more susceptible to an 

offender’s reparative actions when it is difficult to attribute intent (e.g., spur the moment 

action) (Struthers, Eaton, Santelli, Uchiyama, & Shirvani, 2008). 

In sum, based primarily on the criminal justice literature, I argue that observers 

will treat unethical behavior in the workplace differently depending on whether it is 

premeditated or impulsive. I focus on two outcomes in this study - perceived unethicality 

(a cognitive outcome) and assigned punishment (a behavioral outcome). I predict that 

observers will be more likely to view an act as unethical and recommend severe 

punishment when an employee has planned their actions ahead of time than an employee 

who has engaged in similar actions impulsively, leading to the following hypothesis:  

Hypothesis 1: Observers will (a) recommend more severe punishment and (b) 

perceive higher degree of unethicality when a wrongdoer’s unethical behavior is 

premeditated versus impulsive. 

The Role of Attributions 

As Weiner (1980a, 1980b) noted, people have a near-constant drive to explain 

why things occur because we want to know ourselves and penetrate our surroundings, 

which is known as the principle of mastery (White, 1959). Indeed, moral judgment 

research has indicated that young children, after the age of 4, utilize information about a 

person’s intentions when judging the morality of others after some bad act has been 
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performed (Piaget, 1965; Gutkin & Suls, 1973). Weiner (1985) noted that there are only a 

small number of applicable causes that can be categorized into the three components of 

the attributional process: locus of causality, stability, and controllability. Locus of 

causality refers to whether the cause of an event is perceived as internal or external to an 

actor. If the cause is perceived to be external to an actor, observers tend not to hold that 

actor accountable. If the cause is perceived as internal to the actor, as is the case in this 

study, the observer assesses stability and controllability. Unless otherwise noted, in this 

study, observers always attribute the wrongdoer’s behavior internally rather than 

externally (for a similar approach see Jackson & LePine, 2003). Stability refers to the 

extent to which the observer believes the cause of an event is likely to remain stable over 

time. Observers expect an action to continue to occur in the future when stability is high 

versus low. Controllability refers to whether the observer believes the actor can 

volitionally control the cause of his or her action.  

In this study, I argue that a crucial factor that influences the causal attributions 

made by observers regarding a wrongdoer’s unethical action is the state of mind the 

person held before and during the action. In the criminal justice literature, the law clearly 

recognizes that the objective crime, as a broken law (actus reus), is only part of the story 

(Carroll & Payne, 1976). The person is not legally responsible for his or her act if a state 

of mind (mens rea) is missing. Similarly, I argue that knowing the state of mind the 

wrongdoer held before conducting the unethical behavior could potentially affect causal 

attributions ascribed to the wrongdoer’s action.  

According to attribution theory, when the wrongdoer’s unethical behavior reflects 

a planned action that has been thought through even before conducting such action, his or 
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her behavior is assumed to be under his or her volitional control. Accordingly, observers 

should tend to make attributions of high controllability. Similarly, if the unethical 

behavior is perceived to be preplanned, observers are more likely to consider that similar 

action will be carried out in the future, leading to perceptions of stability. As evidence, 

after surveying 98 elementary school teachers, Brophy and Rohrkemper (1981) found 

that teachers assigned higher level of controllability to problem students who were 

perceived to engage in problematic behaviors intentionally. Reyna and Weiner (2001) 

showed that both mock and actual teachers use attribution information to guide their 

choice of responses to academic failure. Specifically, they found that controllable causes 

of academic failure give rise to punitive decisions, whereas lack of controllability elicits 

other responses (e.g., helping behaviors). 

In terms of stability, Carroll and Payne (1976, 1977) found that parole decision 

makers attributed a higher level of stability to planned crime than impulsive crime, which 

then affected final parole decisions. Similarly, consumer reactions to product failure (e.g., 

request for a refund and compensation) can be influenced by stability attributions. When 

product failure is attributed to stable factors (e.g., a low-quality company), consumers are 

more likely to indicate a preference for a monetary refund. On the contrary, when product 

failure is attributed to unstable factors (e.g., bad weather), consumers are more likely to 

prefer exchanging the product for a replacement (Folkes, 1984).  

Weiner’s (1979) original conceptualization of attribution theory included a fourth 

dimension- intentionality. Although Weiner (1985) felt that it was too close to 

controllability and did not include it in his original model, Malle and Knobe (1997), by 

introducing the folk theory of intentionality and expanding upon traditional 
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conceptualizations of the construct, have provided evidence that intentionality represents 

a valid component of the attributional process. According to the folk theory of 

intentionality, an intentional action includes a desire for an outcome, complete knowledge 

about how the action can lead to that outcome, an intention to perform that act, and clear 

awareness of performing that act. Therefore, for an observer to attribute high levels of 

intentionality, a wrongdoer has to be perceived to desire an outcome (e.g., monetary 

reward), have complete knowledge of how his or her action can lead to that outcome (e.g., 

a complete plan before the action), an intent to carry out the action (e.g., tried to actually 

perform the action), and clear awareness of performing that act (e.g., awareness of the 

moral violation).  

According to the folk theory of intentionality, with premeditated unethical acts, 

the actor has a desired outcome, the intent to carry out the action, and is clearly aware of 

performing the action. Most importantly, wrongdoers who perform the premeditated 

action understand the process to get the outcome they desire and are fully aware of the 

moral violation associated with the action. In contrast, with impulsive acts, the actor still 

possesses a desire for the beneficial outcome and an intent to carry out the action, but he 

or she does not have complete knowledge about how the action leads to that outcome. For 

example, in criminal cases, impulsive murderers often do not fully know that their action 

could actually kill the victim (e.g., in the second-degree murder case I described earlier, 

the perpetrator argued to the court that “he didn’t mean to kill his friend;” Quinn, 2014). 

Therefore, I argue that observers will attribute a higher level of intentionality to 

premeditated versus impulsive crimes.  
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Intentionality attributions have also been connected to reactions. For example, in 

the management literature, research on retributive justice has shown that intentionality is 

related to punishment recommendations. In general, the greater a wrongdoer’s presumed 

intentionality, the more the wrongdoer is viewed by others as responsible for the 

consequences of his or her action, and the more severe the punishment assigned by 

observers (e.g., Darley & Pittman, 2003; Kleinke, Wallis, & Stalder, 1992; Weiner, 1996). 

Using participants from Adelaide in Australia, Feather (1996) examined variables that 

were assumed to influence penalties imposed for offenses such as domestic violence, 

plagiarism, shoplifting, and resisting a police order. The results indicated that 

intentionality attributions significantly affected perceptions of the seriousness of the 

offense, the deservingness of the penalty, and the harshness of the penalty. In a more 

recent study, Fragale et al. (2009) asked participants to rate intentionality attributions for 

wrongdoer’s actions based on the folk theory of intentionality, and found a positive link 

between perceived intentionality attributions and observers’ recommended punishment.  

According to researchers, moral responsibility is a key piece connecting harm to 

observer’s moral judgments, and intention determines offender’s moral responsibility 

(Shultz & Schleifer, 1983; Shultz, Schleifer, & Altman, 1981). The protagonist is judged 

to possess high intention if his or her plan is known and harm is included in the plan 

(Shultz & Wells, 1985; Shultz, 1988). For instance, Carlsmith, Darley, and Robinson 

(2002) suggest that punishment recommendations are driven by punishers’ “moral 

outrage” toward the action and the wrongdoer (see also Lindenmeier, Schleer, & Pricl, 

2012), which can be affected by observer’s intentionality attributions (Russell & Giner-

Sorolla, 2011).  
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Therefore, based on attribution theory, I hypothesize the following:  

Hypothesis 2: Observer attributions of (a) stability, (b) controllability, and (c) 

intentionality will mediate the effects of premeditated versus impulsive unethical 

behavior on recommended punishment severity.  

Hypothesis 3: Observer attributions of (a) stability, (b) controllability, and (c) 

intentionality will mediate the effects of premeditated versus impulsive unethical 

behavior on perceived degree of unethicality.  

A History of Unethical Behavior by the Wrongdoer 

In the criminal justice literature, an offender’s criminal history plays an important 

role in sentencing in all jurisdictions (Robert, 1997). For example, twenty-four states 

require or permit criminal records to be considered in bail decisions (Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, 1993). In addition, an individual’s criminal record affects correctional 

classifications, disciplinary proceedings in prison, and parole eligibility dates (see Farrell 

& Swigert 1978; Horan, Myers, & Farnworth 1982; Hebenton & Thomas 1993). It even 

reduces offenders’ employment probability and has a significant depressing effect on 

income (as much as, 30%; Waldfogel, 1994).   

In line with the criminal justice literature, I predict that the past unethical behavior 

history of a wrongdoer will have an effect on the attributions observers attach to explain 

premeditated and impulsive unethical behavior. According to Gestalt theories (Ariely & 

Carmon, 2000), people summarize experiences to form an evaluation rather than simply 

averaging the intensity of their actual experiences. To do so, they rely on both static (e.g., 

current observed actions) and dynamic (e.g., past behaviors) properties of the experience 

profile – or “Gestalt characteristics” – to form their evaluations over time (see Kahneman, 
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Fredrickson, Schreiber, & Redelmeier, 1993; Carmon & Kahneman, 1996). The events 

that are particularly salient (e.g., actor’s past unethical behaviors) are often used by 

observers to make evaluations of the actor’s current behaviors (e.g., Eisen, 1979); an 

argument that has been supported by research examining the effects of past conviction 

record on defendants’ conviction rates (Wissler & Saks, 1985), customer reactions to past 

service or product failures (Vázquez-Casielles, del Río-Lanza, & Díaz-Martín, 2007; 

Folkes, 1984) and past crisis on corporate reputation (Coombs, 2004, 2007).  

Research has also shown that observers incorporate actors’ past behavior to make 

causal attributions regarding current behavior. Because observers tend to hold less 

information about the current action than the actor (Nisbett, Caputo, Legant, & Marecek, 

1973), they evaluate the action mainly on the basis of past salient information. For 

example, Eisen (1979) found that observers tend to perceive an action as significantly 

less distinctive and more stable if they are told that the actor has engaged in the act in the 

past. In the management literature, researchers have also shown that the same behavior 

exhibited by two individuals can be interpreted much differently depending on their past 

history. For instance, Fedor and Rowland (1989) found that consistent low performance 

tends to be attributed to internal factors, whereas inconsistent performance tends to be 

attributed externally. Reb and Greguras (2010) replicated this finding and suggested that 

other dimensions, such as controllability and stability, could also be affected by the target 

actor’s past behaviors.   

In the criminal justice literature, research by Carroll (1978) and Carroll and Payne 

(1976, 1977) highlights the importance of stability when making parole decisions. 

Decision makers relied heavily on criminal history to assess stability and prisoners were 
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less likely to be paroled when they had past criminal record regardless of whether the 

current crime was considered premeditated or impulsive; effects that were mediated by 

stability attributions. In the trust literature, integrity is regarded as stable and individuals 

found to be dishonest on one occasion are more likely to be deemed dishonest in general 

(Kim et al., 2004).  

Unfortunately empirical evidence regarding controllability perceptions when 

examining behavior over time is scant (Reb & Greguras, 2010; Tomlinson & Mayer, 

2009). Nonetheless, conceptually, trust researchers argue that repeated trust violations 

lead trustees to believe that the actor can fully control his or her action, even if that may 

not be the case (Ren & Gary, 2009). In order to repair trust, the offender needs to 

repeatedly demonstrate an intention to recommit to the broken relationship and to avoid 

similar violations in the future (Goffman, 1967). This enables the aggrieved party to 

conclude that the violation was an anomaly beyond the offender’s control. However, it is 

difficult to fully recover from multiple trust violations, even when offering a promise, an 

apology, and a consistent series of trustworthy actions (Schweitzer et al., 2006). I 

therefore argue that observers will attribute a high level of controllability to wrongdoers 

who have a record of unethical behavior record regardless of whether their current 

behavior is premeditated or impulsive.  

In terms of intentionality, the folk theory of intentionality emphasizes the 

importance of considering the action in a “replicable manner” (Malle & Knobe, 1997; 

Mele & Moser, 1994). Research has found that observers tend to assign a higher level of 

intentionality to an individual’s action when he or she has committed the same type of 
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behavior before, even when the action was originally viewed as unintentional (see Malle, 

2006 for review).  

Therefore, based on the above arguments, I predict the following: 

Hypothesis 4: The meditated effects of attributed (a) stability, (b) controllability, 

and (c) intentionality on the relationship between the types of wrongdoer’s 

unethical behavior and recommended punishment severity will be stronger when 

the wrongdoer has no pervious history engaging in the unethical behaviors than 

when the wrongdoer has one.  

Hypothesis 5: The meditated effects of attributed (a) stability, (b) controllability, 

and (c) intentionality on the relationship between the types of wrongdoer’s 

unethical behavior and perceived degree of unethicality will be stronger when the 

wrongdoer has no pervious history engaging in the unethical behaviors than 

when the wrongdoer has one. 

A History of Unethical Behavior by the Observer 

According to a New Jersey Juror Service Guideline, in order to be selected as a 

jury member, potential candidates are required to have no criminal record to prevent the 

potential effect of a juror’s past conviction experience on making an impartial judgment. 

In a recent study, Barkan and colleagues (2012) developed the theory of ethical 

dissonance to explain the effect of observers’ past misdeeds on their evaluation of others’ 

unethical behavior. According to the theory, individuals who experience ethical 

dissonance between their moral values and their behavioral misconduct overcompensate 

and judge others more harshly by strictly applying their ethical code. Ethical dissonance 
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refers to the inconsistency between one’s behavior and the need to maintain a moral self-

image.  

Consistent with the definition of cognitive dissonance, ethical dissonance is 

defined as “a psychological state in which an individual’s cognitions – beliefs, attitudes, 

and behaviors – are at odds” (Barkan et al., 2012, p.2). Acting unethically can motivate 

the person who experiences the inconsistency to try to resolve and reduce the tension 

(Elliot & Devine, 1994). Ethical dissonance has strong motivational properties, because 

(a) the unethical act presents behavioral commitment (Brehm & Cohen, 1962), (b) people 

are responsible for the unethical act (Wicklund & Brehm, 1976), and (c) the unethical act 

violates social standards for maintenance of a positive self-concept (Aronson, 1968). 

Ethical dissonance theory suggests that an effective way to resolve ethical dissonance is 

to distance the self from the ethical flaw, a phenomenon called “pot-kettle.”  In doing so, 

individuals tend to judge the ethically questionable behavior of others more harshly and 

present themselves to others as moral and “ultra-honest.” In fact, using five laboratory 

studies to test the theory, Barkan and colleagues (2012) found that ethical dissonance 

primed by recalling behavioral misconducts could trigger participants’ guilty feelings, 

causing them to rate others’ unethical behavior more harshly. Following this logic, I 

argue that observers will react much more harshly when they have a past history of 

unethical behavior, regardless of the attributions they ascribe to the wrongdoer’s behavior. 

As a result, I predict the following:  

Hypothesis 6: The meditated effects of attributed (a) stability, (b) controllability, 

and (c) intentionality on the relationship between the types of wrongdoer’s 

unethical behavior and recommended punishment severity will be stronger when 
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the observer has no pervious history engaging in the unethical behaviors than 

when the observer has one. 

Hypothesis 7: The meditated effects of attributed (a) stability, (b) controllability, 

and (c) intentionality on the relationship between the types of wrongdoer’s 

unethical behavior and perceived degree of unethicality will be stronger when the 

observer has no pervious history engaging in the unethical behaviors than when 

the observer has one. 
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CHAPTER 3 

STUDY 1 METHODS 

Sample 

Participants. 199 working adults were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 

(mTurk), an online research sampling tool that allows working adults to sign up to 

participate in research studies for pay, in exchange for cash rewards. Research has 

supported the validity of using such sampling techniques (Buhrmester, Kwang, & 

Gosling, 2011; Mason & Suri, 2012; Phillips, Gully, McCarthy, Castellano, & Kim, 

2013). Each employee that registers in the system must submit his/her name, address, 

phone number, country of residence, bank information, Social Security Number (SSN), 

and other demographic information for approval before he/she can participate in any 

study. The site also enables researchers to customize certain sample characteristics if 

desired. For this study, I requested a sample of working adults (ages 18 and above) who 

are currently holding full-time or part-time jobs in the United States. I did not specify any 

other demographic characteristics, nor did I request specific industries. In Study 1, 46.7 

percent were female, and 79.4 percent were Caucasian, and their average age was 35.27 

years old (SD = 11.69). Participants reported a mean work tenure of 14.77 years (SD = 

11.16) mean tenure of 3.33 years with their current organization (SD = 3.07), and 57.3 

percent of them held full-time jobs. 

Manipulations 

Observer’s past unethical behavior. I adapted my manipulation for observer past 

unethical behavior from Barkan et al. (2012). Instructions varied according to the 

experimental condition (observer with or without past unethical behavior). In the 

condition where observers had engaged in unethical behavior in the past, participants 
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were asked to recall an unethical behavior from their past. The instructions for the task 

were: 

“Please describe an unethical thing you have done, one that made you feel 

guilt, regret or shame. Other people engaging in this type of introspective task 

frequently write about instances where they acted selfishly at the expense of 

someone else, took advantage of a situation and were dishonest, or an event in 

which they were untruthful or disloyal.” 

In the “observer without past unethical behavior” condition, the instructions were: 

“Please think of how you spend your evenings typically and describe below a 

typical instance. Other people engaging in this type of introspective task 

frequently write about instances where they make dinner, play sports, watch 

TV, or read a book.” 

Participants were asked to engage in this task for a few minutes. The instructions 

were presented onscreen, and participants were instructed to type a few paragraphs and 

were informed that the contents were only be read by the researchers.  

Type of wrongdoer unethical behavior. Based on the definition, impulsive 

unethical behavior represents an action where the thought to act did not arise prior to the 

immediate situation (e.g., a wrongdoer stole money that he or she accidentally saw on the 

table), whereas premeditated unethical behavior represents an action where the thought 

to act occurred prior to the immediate situation (e.g., a wrongdoer brought prepared tools 

to steal money kept in a safe).  In this study, participants were asked to watch a short 

video of an employee stealing money from the company either in a premeditated or 

impulsive fashion (see Appendix 1 for transcripts).  
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Wrongdoer’s past unethical behavior. Wrongdoer’s past unethical behavior was 

manipulated in the background information provided to participants. In one condition, the 

wrongdoer (i.e., Pat) had no history of theft in their employment history. In the other 

condition, I provided a written record of a specific unethical incident (e.g., theft) the actor 

perpetrated in the past (see Appendix 1 for details).   

Procedure  

Once they arrived at the laboratory, participants were randomly assigned to one of 

eight conditions in a 2 (premeditated vs. impulsive unethical behavior) × 2 (wrongdoer 

with vs. without past unethical behavior history) × 2 (observer with vs. without past 

unethical behavior history) between-subject design. Participants were first asked to 

perform the task that manipulates their past unethical behavior, and then they were asked 

to watch a video of an employee at work. While watching the video, participants were 

asked to play the role of store manager. They were instructed to first read a short written 

description about a case, which provided background information about the scenario and 

manipulates the wrongdoer’s past unethical behavior. Then, they watched a short video, 

which manipulated the type of wrongdoer unethical behavior. Participants were then 

asked to complete a survey that included measures of the attribution variables (i.e., 

controllability, stability, and intentionality) and outcome variables (i.e., perceived degree 

of unethicality and recommended severity of punishment). Manipulation check questions 

were also included in the survey.  

Measures 

Attributions. Controllability and stability attributions were measured with nine 

items taken from Russell’s (1982) scale, with a few modifications to fit the purpose of 
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this study. This scale has also been used in other studies measuring observer attributions 

(e.g., Jackson & LePine, 2003). Six items were used to measure controllability. Example 

items include “The cause of Pat’s action was something that is controllable by Pat” and 

“The cause of Pat’s action was something that was intended by Pat.” Three items were 

used to measure stability, including “The cause of Pat’s action was something that is 

permanent,” “The cause of Pat’s action was something that is changeable,” and “The 

cause of Pat’s action was something that is stable over time.” Each of these items were 

measured on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Internal 

consistency reliabilities for each of these two scales were .81 and .70. 

Intentionality was measured using a 3-item scale adopted from Russell and Giner-

Sorolla (2011) with some modifications to fit the context. Items include “What Pat did 

was intentional;” “Pat was not aware of any harm that might be caused to other people or 

organization;” “Pat meant to do what he or she did.” These items were measured on a 5-

point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The internal consistency 

reliability was .75. 

Punishment severity. Participants were asked to answer to what extent they agreed 

with the following items, assessing their recommended punishment for the target in the 

scenario. Items include (1) I will impose an additional penalty above and beyond the 

repayment of the stolen money, (2) I will assign a severe punishment to Pat, and (3) I 

think paying back the money Pat stole would be a sufficient punishment. The three items 

were measured on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The 

internal consistency reliability was .81. 
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Perceived unethicality. I adapted the scale from Moore, Detert, Treviño, Baker, 

and Mayer (2012). Participants were asked to indicate how unethical they consider Pat’s 

action on a 10-point scale (1 = not unethical in the least; 10 = extremely unethical). A 

similar measure was used by Gino, Ayal, and Ariely (2013).  

Manipulation checks  

After finishing all the tasks, participants were asked to indicate how much they 

agree with the following two items on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 

strongly agree): “Pat’s action was completely impulsive” and “Pat had a plan before 

engaging in the action.” Participants agreed with the item “Pat’s action was completely 

impulsive” more strongly in the impulsive than the premeditated conditions (t(197) = 12.47, 

p < .01). Participants agreed with the item “Pat had a plan before engaging in the action” 

more strongly in the premeditated than impulsive conditions (t(197) = 14.86, p < .01). Then, 

participants were asked to indicate whether the target had a previous history of unethical 

behavior prior to the depicted action (1 = Yes; 2 = No). Ninety-nine percent of the 

participants correctly identified whether Pat had a previous history of unethical behavior.  

According to ethical dissonance theory, individuals who recall unethical actions 

will experience a tarnished self-image. Therefore, as a manipulation check, I measured 

self-image using a three-item state version of the self-esteem scale (Heatherton & Polivy, 

1991; see also Rosenberg, 1979). Following the work of Barkan et al. (2012), participants 

were asked to indicate how much they agreed with each of following three statements on 

a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): (a) “Right now, I feel good 

about myself”; (b) “Right now, I like the way I look”; and (c) “Right now, I feel I am a 

person of worth” (α = .86) after the recall manipulation. Participants evidenced lower 
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self-esteem in the “observer with past unethical behavior” condition (M = 4.07, SD = 1.43) 

than in the “observer without past unethical behavior” condition (M = 4.95, SD = 1.39), 

F(1, 197) = 19.00, p < .01. 

In addition to the manipulation checks, I examined the extent to which 

participants found the video scenarios to be realistic and engaging. The participants 

responded to each of the following items adopted from Jackson and LePine (2003) using 

a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree): “To me, the 

description of Pat seems realistic,” “In my opinion, it is very possible that a group might 

include a member like Pat,” and “I can easily imagine a group situation similar to the 

description I just read about Pat” (α = .79).  

Finally, the extent to which participants found the scenario engaging were 

assessed with another three items using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 

= strongly agree): “I thought the scenario about Pat was engaging,” “It was easy for me 

to focus my attention on the description of Pat,” and “The scenario about Pat kept my 

attention” (α = .75). Results indicated that Participants found the video scenarios to be 

both realistic (M = 4.38, SD = 0.54) and engaging (M = 4.37, SD = 0.47). 
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CHAPTER 4 

STUDY 1 RESULTS 

Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the variables of interest 

appear in Table 1. 

Test of Hypotheses  

Hypothesis 1 predicted that observers will (a) recommend more severe 

punishment and (b) perceive a higher degree of unethicality when a wrongdoer’s 

unethical behavior is premeditated versus impulsive. Results revealed that observers 

recommended higher level of punishment when the action was premeditated (M = 5.74, 

SD = 1.14) than impulsive (M = 5.43, SD = .96), F(1, 197) = 4.36, p < .05, Cohen’s d = .29. 

However, observers did not perceive the action to be more unethical in the premeditated 

(M = 9.14, SD = 1.36) versus impulsive conditions (M = 9.14, SD = 1.06), F(1, 197) = .01, 

ns, Cohen’s d = .00. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was partially supported.  

Hypothesis 2 predicted that observers’ attributions of (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality would mediate the effects of premeditated versus 

impulsive unethical behavior on recommended punishment severity. On the basis of 

recommendations within the literature (MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004), I 

tested the mediation hypotheses using Preacher and Hayes’s (2004, 2008) bootstrapping 

application with 10,000 resamples. Through the application of bootstrapped confidence 

intervals (CIs), it is possible to avoid power issues introduced by the non-normal 

sampling distributions of an indirect effect (MacKinnon et al., 2004). Specifically, I 

adopted Model 4 in SPSS PROCESS procedure provided by Hayes (2013). I tested 
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mediation separately for observers’ attributions of (a) stability, (b) controllability, and (c) 

intentionality in order to independently examine their effects.  

The procedure can generate the bootstrapped 95% confidence interval (CI) around 

the indirect effect, and the indirect effect is significant if CI doesn’t contain zero. 

Regarding stability, results indicated that the bootstrapped 95% confidence interval (CI) 

around the indirect effect contained zero (-.01, .15). Stability did not significantly 

mediate the effects of the independent variable on punishment severity. Regarding 

controllability, results indicated that the bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect effect 

included zero (-.09, .01). Controllability did not significantly mediate the effects of the 

independent variable on punishment severity. Regarding intentionality, results supported 

the significance of the indirect effect (B = .22, Boot SE = .09), and the bootstrapped 95% 

CI around the indirect effect excluded zero (.07, .42). Intentionality significantly 

mediated the effects of the independent variable on punishment severity. Thus, 

Hypothesis 2 was partially supported. 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that observer attributions of (a) stability, (b) controllability, 

and (c) intentionality would mediate the effects of premeditated versus impulsive 

unethical behavior on perceived degree of unethicality. For all three dimensions, the 

bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect effect included zero (stability [-.00, .12]; 

controllability [-.14, .02]; intentionality [-.00, .52]). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was not 

supported.  

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the meditated effects of (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality on the relationship between type of unethical 

behavior and punishment severity would be stronger when the wrongdoer had no 
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previous history engaging in unethical behavior. Moderated mediation occurs when the 

strength of the mediated effect depends on the level of a third variable (Preacher, Rucker, 

& Hayes, 2007). Following Preacher et al.’s (2007) recommendations, I computed the 

estimates, standard errors, and significance values of the conditional indirect effects for 

premeditated versus impulsive unethical behavior across the two conditions when the 

wrongdoer had or did not have previous history engaging in unethical behavior. 

Specifically, to test stage one moderated mediation, I used Model 7 in SPSS PROCESS 

(Hayes, 2013) with 10,000 resamples to place 95% confidence intervals around estimates 

of the indirect effects.  

As shown in Table 2, the interaction between type of unethical behavior and 

wrongdoer’s past history failed to significantly affect stability attributions (B =.17, SE 

= .16, t = 1.02, ns). In addition, the conditional indirect effects were not different from 

zero in both the condition where the wrongdoer had no previous history of unethical 

behavior (indirect effect = .01, Boot SE = .01, 95% CI = [-.07, .10]), and the condition 

where the wrongdoer had a previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = .07, 

Boot SE = .05, 95% CI = [-.00, .23]). Stability failed to significantly meditate the 

relationship between wrongdoer unethical behavior and recommended punishment 

severity regardless of the wrongdoer’s past history. Hypothesis 4a was not supported.  

As shown in Table 3, the interaction between the type of unethical behavior and 

wrongdoer’s past history failed to significantly affect controllability attributions (B =.05, 

SE = .20, t = .24, ns). In addition, the conditional indirect effects were not different from 

zero in both the condition where the wrongdoer had no previous history of unethical 

behavior (indirect effect = -.02, Boot SE = .03, 95% CI = [-.12, .02]), and the condition 
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where the wrongdoer had a previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = -.01, 

Boot SE = .03, 95% CI = [-.10, .04]). Controllability failed to significantly meditate the 

relationship between wrongdoer unethical behavior and recommended punishment 

severity regardless of the wrongdoer’s past history. Hypothesis 4b was not supported. 

As shown in Table 4, the interaction between the type of unethical behavior and 

wrongdoer’s past history significantly affected intentionality attributions (B = -1.20, SE 

= .19, t = -6.40, p < .01). As shown in Figure 2, when Pat did not have a history engaging 

in unethical behavior, scores on intentionality were significantly higher when Pat’s 

unethical behavior was premeditated (M = 4.17) versus impulsive (M = 2.71), t(101) = 

10.74, p < 01. In contrast, when Pat did have a history engaging in unethical behavior, 

scores on intentionality were not significantly different between the premeditated (M = 

4.18) and impulsive conditions (M = 3.93), t(94) = 1.97, ns. In addition, the conditional 

indirect effects were significantly (as indicated by the significance of the interaction) 

lower when the wrongdoer had a previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect 

= .07, Boot SE = .05, 95% CI = [.01, .19]) compared to when the wrongdoer had no such 

history (indirect effect = .37, Boot SE = .14, 95% CI = [.11, .67]). Hypothesis 4c was 

supported. Overall, Hypothesis 4 received partial support.  

Hypothesis 5 predicted that the meditated effects of (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality on the relationship between type of unethical 

behavior and perceived degree of unethicality would be stronger when the wrongdoer had 

no previous history engaging in unethical behavior. Regarding stability, the conditional 

indirect effects were not different from zero in both conditions, as the bootstrapped 95% 
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CI around the indirect effects included zero (wrongdoer with past history [-.00, .21]; 

wrongdoer without past history [-.04, .10]). Thus, Hypotheses 5a was not supported. 

Regarding controllability, results indicated that the conditional indirect effects 

were not different from zero in both conditions, with the bootstrapped 95% CI around the 

indirect effects included zero (wrongdoer with past history [-.15, .06]; wrongdoer without 

past history [-.20, .04]). Thus, Hypotheses 5b was not supported.  

As reported earlier, results indicated that the interaction between type of unethical 

behavior and wrongdoer’s past history had a significant effect on intentionality, but the 

conditional indirect effects were not different from zero in either condition, with the 

bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect effects included zero (wrongdoer with past 

history [-.01, .15]; wrongdoer without past history [-.15, .51]). Therefore, Hypothesis 5c 

was not supported. In sum, Hypothesis 5 received no support. 

 Hypothesis 6 predicted that the meditated effects of (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality on the relationship between type of unethical 

behavior and punishment severity would be stronger when the observer had no previous 

history engaging in unethical behavior. To test stage two moderated mediation, I used 

Model 14 in SPSS PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) with 10,000 resamples to place 95% 

confidence intervals around estimates of the indirect effects. As shown in Table 2, results 

indicated that the interaction between stability and observer’s past history did not 

significantly predict recommended punishment (B = -.39, SE = .25, t = -1.57, ns). The 

indirect effects were not significant for the condition where the observer had no previous 

history engaging in unethical behavior (indirect effect = .06, Boot SE = .05, 95% CI = [-

.01, .20]) or the condition where the observer had a previous history of unethical behavior 
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(indirect effect = -.01, Boot SE = .03, 95% CI = [-.02, .10]). Hypothesis 6a was not 

supported. 

As shown in Table 3, results indicated that the interaction between controllability 

and observer’s past history did not significantly predict recommended punishment (B 

=.12, SE = .21, t = .58, ns). The indirect effects were not significant for the condition 

where the observer had no previous history engaging in unethical behavior (indirect effect 

= -.01, Boot SE = .03, 95% CI = [-.10, .02]) or the condition where the observer had a 

previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = -.02, Boot SE = .03, 95% CI = [-

.12, .02]). Hypothesis 6b was not supported. 

As shown in Table 4, results indicated that the interaction between intentionality 

and observer’s past history significantly affected recommended punishment (B = -.35, SE 

= .16, t = -2.18, p < .05). As shown in Figure 3, the slope of the effect of intentionality on 

punishment severity was significant when the observer had no previous history engaging 

in unethical behavior (simple slope = 0.45, t = 4.13, p < .01) and non-significant when 

they did have a past history engaging in unethical behavior (simple slope = 0.11, t = 0.93, 

ns), t(195) = -2.14, p < .05. In addition, the conditional indirect effects were significantly 

(as indicated by the significance of the interaction) lower when the observer had a 

previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = .07, Boot SE = .09, 95% CI = [-

.11, .25]) compared to when the observer had no such history (indirect effect = .37, Boot 

SE = .13, 95% CI = [.15, .65]). Hypothesis 6c was supported. Thus, Hypothesis 6 was 

partially supported.  

Hypothesis 7 predicted that the meditated effects of (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality on the relationship between type of unethical 
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behavior and perceived unethicality would be stronger when the observer had no previous 

history engaging in unethical behavior. Regarding stability, results indicated that the 

conditional indirect effects were not different from zero in both conditions, as the 

bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect effects included zero (observer with past history 

[-.02, .15]; observer without past history [-.01, .15]). As shown in Table 5, results also 

indicated that perceived unethicality was not significantly affected by the interaction 

between stability and observer’s past unethical behavior (B = -.13, t = -.43, ns). 

Hypothesis 7a was not supported.  

Regarding controllability, results indicated that the conditional indirect effects 

were not different from zero in both conditions, with the bootstrapped 95% CI around the 

indirect effects included zero (observer with past history [-.21, .02]; observer without past 

history [-.17, .02]). As shown in Table 6, results showed that the interaction between 

controllability and observer’s past unethical behavior (B = -.03, t = -.11, ns). Hypothesis 

7b was not supported.  

Regarding intentionality, results indicated that the conditional indirect effects 

were not different from zero in both conditions, with the bootstrapped 95% CI around the 

indirect effects included zero (observer with past history [-.12, .36]; observer without past 

history [-.15, .36]). As shown in Table 7, results indicated that the interaction between 

intentionality and observer’s past unethical behavior (B = .01, t = .03, ns). Hypothesis 7c 

was not supported. In sum, results offered no support for Hypothesis 7.  

In conclusion, results indicated that intentionality mediates the effects of type of 

unethical behavior on recommended punishment; mediated effects that are moderated by 

wrongdoers’ history of unethical behavior at stage 1 and observer’s history of unethical 
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behavior at stage 2. I then tested the full model using Model 21 in SPSS PROCESS 

(Hayes, 2013). Specifically, I estimated the conditional indirect effect of type of unethical 

behavior on punishment severity through intentionality both when wrongdoers did and 

did not have a previous history of unethical behavior and when observers did and did not 

have a previous history of unethical behavior using unstandardized coefficients and 

bootstrapping with 10,000 resamples to place 95% confidence intervals around estimates 

of the indirect effects. As shown in Table 8, the largest indirect effect occurred when 

neither the wrongdoer nor the observer had a past history of unethical behavior, providing 

evidence of moderated mediation at two different points along the causal chain. Effects 

were significantly larger than when the wrongdoer had a past history of unethical 

behavior but the observer did not (z = 5.01, p < .01), when the observer had a past history 

of unethical behavior but the wrongdoer did not (z = 5.10, p < .01), and when neither had 

a past history of unethical behavior (z = 5.89, p < .01). Thus, results supported my 

hypothesized model with intentionality as the mediator and punishment severity as 

outcome.  

Supplemental Analyses 

To test the strength of intentionality as a mediator, I reran the analyses controlling 

for stability and controllability. Results indicated that intentionality significantly 

mediated the relationship between type of unethical behavior and punishment severity, 

and the bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect effect excluded zero (.05, .41). The 

interaction between type of unethical behavior and wrongdoer’s past history significantly 

affected intentionality attributions (B = -1.21, SE = .19, t = -6.42, p < .01). In addition, 

the conditional indirect effects were significantly (as indicated by the significance of the 
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interaction) lower when the wrongdoer had a previous history of unethical behavior 

(indirect effect = .06, Boot SE = .04, 95% CI = [.00, .19]) compared to when wrongdoer 

had no such history (indirect effect = .34, Boot SE = .14, 95% CI = [.07, .64]). Results 

also indicated that the interaction between intentionality and observer’s past history 

significantly affected recommended punishment (B = -.29, SE = .13, t = -2.23, p < .05). 

The conditional indirect effects were significantly (as indicated by the significance of the 

interaction) lower when the observer had a previous history of unethical behavior 

(indirect effect = .08, Boot SE = .09, 95% CI = [-.08, .27]) compared to when the 

observer had no such history (indirect effect = .33, Boot SE = .14, 95% CI = [.08, .63]). 

These results lend support to the primary role of intentionality in the model.   
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CHAPTER 5 

STUDY 2 METHODS 

The results of Study 1 provide initial support for my hypothesized model, using 

intentionality as the mediator and punishment severity as the outcome variable. However, 

a limitation of Study 1 is that the wrongdoer’s behavior and past history was manipulated 

by using hypothetical video scenarios. In Study 2, I hope to create an environment where 

participants have a closer connection to the unethical action because the act occurred in 

their own “organization.” Additionally, rather than using a recall task, Study 2 has 

observers report their own unethical behavior at “work.”   

Sample and Procedure 

In Study 2, 703 undergraduate students from University of Arizona completed the 

study in exchange for course credit. Participants were 46% female, 60% Caucasian, and 

were 21.8 years of age, on average. Data was collected from two sections of an 

undergraduate statistics class, taught by the same instructor using the same course 

materials.  

The study employed a 2 (type of wrongdoer unethical behavior: impulsive vs. 

premeditated) × 2 (wrongdoer past unethical behavior: with or without) between-subjects 

factorial design. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. At the 

beginning of the class immediately following the first exam, participants were told by the 

lecturer that a representative from the Academic Integrity Office was there to address an 

issue in the class. The confederate announced that “there has been an issue with cheating 

in class” and participants were asked to provide opinions on how they, “as students, 

would deal with the incident” (see Appendix 2). Participants were then provided with a 



50 

 

questionnaire package, containing all the manipulations and measures. Confidentiality 

was assured and no identifiable information was collected. Participants were debriefed 

after the completion of the study.  

Manipulations  

Type of wrongdoer unethical behavior. A written description of the wrongdoer’s 

cheating behavior (i.e., premeditated vs. impulsive) served as the manipulation. 

Specifically, for the premeditated cheating conditions, the student had thought about 

cheating before coming into the exam, and had designed a system to communicate the 

answers with another student. For the impulsive cheating condition, the student didn’t 

think about cheating until he/she found that the test was too hard, and he/she started to 

read the answer sheet from another student (see Appendix 2 for details).  

Wrongdoer’s past unethical behavior. A written description of the wrongdoer’s 

past academic integrity violation record was provided to the participants and served as 

the manipulation of wrongdoer’s past unethical behavior. In one condition, the student 

who cheated in the exam had no academic misconduct record. In the other condition, the 

student who cheated in the exam had a recorded academic integrity violation (see 

Appendix 2 for details). 

Measures 

Attributions and perceived unethicality were measured using the same scales from 

study one. The internal consistency reliability was .70 for stability, .71 for controllability, 

and .85 for intentionality.  

Punishment severity. A list of potential punishments for academic integrity 

violations was created based on common university practices. Participants were provided 
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with this list, and were asked to indicate to what extend they thought each of the listed 

punishments was appropriate. Participants answered the question on a 5 point scale (1 = 

Completely inappropriate; 5 = Completely appropriate). A weighted mean was 

calculated to represent observers’ recommended punishment severity.  

Observer’s past unethical behavior. Observer’s past unethical behavior was 

measured by a Cheat–Lie–Steal scale developed by Detert, Treviño, and Sweitzer (2008) 

to measure multiple types of unethical behaviors in college students. Participants were 

provided with a list of 13 unethical activities, and were asked to indicated how often they 

engaged in each of these activity in the past two years on a 5-point scale (1 = Never; 5 = 

Many times), for example, “coping from another student on a test” and “helping someone 

else to cheat on a test.” The scores were aggregated to represent observer’s past unethical 

behavior, and the internal consistency reliability was .81. 

Control variables. I controlled for participants’ moral identity, which could be 

related to their previous unethical behavior. The moral identity measure was adopted 

from Aquino and Reed (2002). The internal consistency reliability was .70. 

Manipulation checks 

At the end of the survey, participants were asked to indicate how much they agree 

with the following two items on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 

agree): “Pat’s action was completely impulsive” and “Pat had a plan before engaging in 

the action.” Participants agreed with the item “Pat’s action was completely impulsive” 

more strongly in the impulsive than the premeditated conditions (t(713) = 13.07, p < .01) 

and agreed with the item “Pat had a plan before engaging in the action” more strongly in 

the premeditated than impulsive conditions (t(713) = 28.54, p < .01). Then, participants 
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were asked to indicate whether the target had a previous history of academic integrity 

violation prior to the depicted action (1 = Yes; 2 = No). Results indicated that 98.6% of 

the participants correctly identified whether Pat had a previous history of unethical 

behavior prior to the depicted action or not.  

In addition to the manipulation checks, I examined the extent to which 

participants found the scenarios to be realistic (α = .76) and engaging (α = .84) at the very 

end. On average, participants found them to be both realistic (M = 4.14, SD = 0.72) and 

engaging (M = 4.01, SD = 0.45) on a 5-point scale.  
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CHAPTER 6 

STUDY 2 RESULTS 

Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the variables of interest are 

included in Table 9. 

Test of Hypotheses  

I controlled for observers’ moral identity when testing the hypotheses. Hypothesis 

1 proposed that observers would (a) recommend more severe punishment and (b) 

perceive a higher degree of unethicality when a wrongdoer’s unethical behavior was 

premeditated versus impulsive. Results revealed that observers recommended a higher 

level of punishment when the action was premeditated (M = 4.16, SD =.88) than 

impulsive (M = 3.82, SD = .85), Cohen’s d = .39. Type of unethical behavior significantly 

predicted recommended punishment severity (B = .68, SE = .20, t = 3.41, p < .01). 

Similarly, observers perceived the action to be more unethical in the premeditated (M = 

3.29, SD = .76) than impulsive conditions (M = 2.97, SD = .74), Cohen’s d = .43. Type of 

unethical behavior significantly predicted perceived unethicality (B = .34, SE = .07, t = 

5.15, p < .01). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported. 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that observers’ attributions of (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality would mediate the effects of premeditated versus 

impulsive unethical behavior on recommended punishment severity. Regarding stability, 

results indicated that the indirect effect was not significant, with the bootstrapped 95% 

confidence interval (CI) around the indirect effect containing zero (-.01, .16). Stability 

did not significantly mediate the effects of the independent variable on punishment 

severity, and H2a was not supported. 
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Regarding controllability, results indicated that the indirect effect was also not 

significant, with the bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect effect including zero (-

.02, .17). Controllability did not significantly mediate the effects of the independent 

variable on punishment severity. H2b was not supported. 

Regarding intentionality, results supported the significance of the indirect effect 

(B = .35, Boot SE = .09), and the bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect effect did not 

contain zero (.20, .53). Intentionality significantly mediated the effects of the independent 

variable on punishment severity, supporting H2c. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was partially 

supported. 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that observer attributions of (a) stability, (b) controllability, 

and (c) intentionality would mediate the effects of premeditated versus impulsive 

unethical behavior on perceived degree of unethicality. Regarding stability, results 

indicated that the bootstrapped 95% confidence interval (CI) around the indirect effect 

contained zero (-.00, .05). Stability did not significantly mediate the effects of the 

independent variable on perceived unethicality. H3a was not supported. 

Regarding controllability, results indicated that the bootstrapped 95% CI around 

the indirect effect included zero (-.02, .08). Controllability did not significantly mediate 

the effects of the independent variable on perceived unethicality. H3b was not supported. 

Regarding intentionality, results indicated that the bootstrapped 95% CI around 

the indirect effect excluded zero (B = .19, Boot SE = .03, 95% CI = [.14, .26]). 

Intentionality significantly mediated the effects of the independent variable on perceived 

unethicality. H3c was supported. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was partially supported. 
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Hypothesis 4 predicted that the meditated effects of (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality on the relationship between type of unethical 

behavior and punishment severity would be stronger when the wrongdoer had no 

previous history engaging in unethical behavior. As shown in Table 10, the interaction 

between type of unethical behavior and wrongdoer’s past history failed to significantly 

affect stability attributions (B = -.18, SE = .12, t = -1.52, ns). However, results indicated 

that the conditional indirect effect was significant when the wrongdoer had no previous 

history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = .12, Boot SE = .06, 95% CI = [.02, .27]), 

and was not significant when the wrongdoer had a previous history of unethical behavior 

(indirect effect = -.01, Boot SE = .06, 95% CI = [-.14, .12]). Results supported a 

conditional indirect effect, but failed to support first stage moderation. Therefore, H4a 

was not supported.  

As shown in Table 11, the interaction between type of unethical behavior and 

wrongdoer’s past history failed to significantly affect controllability attributions (B =-.14, 

SE = .10, t = -1.37, ns). However, results indicated that the conditional indirect effect was 

significant when the wrongdoer had no previous history of unethical behavior (indirect 

effect = .12, Boot SE = .06, 95% CI = [.01, .27]), and was not significant when the 

wrongdoer had a previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = -.00, Boot SE 

= .06, 95% CI = [-.14, .12]). Results supported a conditional indirect effect, but failed to 

support first stage moderation. Therefore, H4b was not supported. 

As shown in Table 12, the interaction between the type of unethical behavior and 

wrongdoer’s past history failed to significantly affect intentionality attributions (B =.03, 

SE = .13, t = .23, ns). Results indicated that the conditional indirect effect was significant 
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when the wrongdoer had no previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = .34, 

Boot SE = .09, 95% CI = [.18, .54]) and when the wrongdoer had a previous history of 

unethical behavior (indirect effect =.36, Boot SE = .09, 95% CI = [.21, .57]). Again, 

results failed to support first stage moderation and H4c was not supported. Thus, 

Hypothesis 4 was not supported.  

Hypothesis 5 predicted that the meditated effects of (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality on the relationship between type of unethical 

behavior and perceived degree of unethicality would be stronger when the wrongdoer had 

no previous history engaging in unethical behavior. As shown in Table 13, the interaction 

between type of unethical behavior and wrongdoer’s past history failed to significantly 

predict stability attributions (B =-.18, SE = .12, t = -1.49, ns). However, results indicated 

that the conditional indirect effect was significant when the wrongdoer had no previous 

history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = .04, Boot SE = .02, 95% CI = [.01, .08]), 

and was not significant when the wrongdoer had a previous history of unethical behavior 

(indirect effect = .00, Boot SE = .02, 95% CI = [-.04, .03]). Results supported a 

conditional indirect effect, but failed to support first stage moderation. Therefore, H5a 

was not supported. 

As shown in Table 14, the interaction between type of unethical behavior and 

wrongdoer’s past history failed to significantly predict controllability attributions (B =-

.14, SE = .10, t = -1.43, ns). However, results indicated that the conditional indirect effect 

was significant when the wrongdoer had no previous history of unethical behavior 

(indirect effect = .07, Boot SE = .04, 95% CI = [.00, .14]), and was not significant when 

the wrongdoer had a previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = -.00, Boot 
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SE = .04, 95% CI = [-.08, .07]). Results supported a conditional indirect effect, but failed 

to support first stage moderation. Therefore, H5b was not supported.  

As shown in Table 15, the interaction between type of unethical behavior and 

wrongdoer’s past history failed to significantly predict intentionality attributions (B =.03, 

SE = .13, t = .25, ns). Results indicated that the conditional indirect effect was significant 

when the wrongdoer had no previous history of unethical behavior (indirect effect = .19, 

Boot SE = .04, 95% CI = [.12, .28]) and when the wrongdoer has a previous history of 

unethical behavior (indirect effect =.20, Boot SE = .04, 95% CI = [.13, .29]). H5c was not 

supported. Taken together, Hypothesis 5 was not supported. 

Hypothesis 6 predicted that the meditated effects of attributed (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality on the relationship between type of unethical 

behavior and punishment severity would be stronger when the observer had no previous 

history engaging in unethical behavior. To test stage two moderated mediation, I used 

Model 14 in SPSS PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) with 10,000 resamples to place 95% 

confidence intervals around estimates of the indirect effects. As shown in Table 10, 

results indicated that the interaction between stability and observer’s past history did not 

significantly predict punishment severity (B = -.06, SE = .06, t = -1.09, ns). The indirect 

effects were not significant when the observer’s past history engaging in unethical 

behavior was one standard deviation above average (indirect effect = .02, Boot SE = .01, 

95% CI = [-.01, .20]) or one standard deviation below average (indirect effect = .02, Boot 

SE = .02, 95% CI = [-.00, .06]). Thus, Hypothesis 6a was not supported.  

As shown in Table 11, the interaction between controllability and observer’s past 

history significantly predicted punishment severity (B = -.46, SE = .23, t = -1.97, p < .05). 
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However, the indirect effects were not significant when the observer’s past history 

engaging in unethical behavior was one standard deviation above average (indirect effect 

= .01, Boot SE = .01, 95% CI = [-.00, .03]) or one standard deviation below average 

(indirect effect = .02, Boot SE = .01, 95% CI = [-.01, .05]). Thus, Hypothesis 6b was not 

supported. 

As shown in Table 12, the interaction between intentionality and observer’s past 

history failed to significantly predict punishment severity (B = -.26, SE = .17, t = -1.52, 

ns). The indirect effects were significant for the condition where the observer’s past 

history engaging in unethical behavior was one standard deviation above average 

(indirect effect =.24, Boot SE = .09, 95% CI = [.08, .43] ) and one standard deviation 

below average (indirect effect = .43, Boot SE = .12, 95% CI = [.22, .68]). H6c was not 

supported. Taken together, Hypothesis 6 was not supported.  

Hypothesis 7 predicted that the meditated effects of attributed (a) stability, (b) 

controllability, and (c) intentionality on the relationship between type of unethical 

behavior and perceived unethicality would be stronger when the observer had no previous 

history engaging in unethical behavior. As shown in Table 13, the interaction between 

stability and observer’s past history did not significantly predict perceived unethicality (B 

= .05, SE = .07, t =.79, ns). Indirect effects were not significant for the condition where 

the observer’s past history engaging in unethical behavior was one standard deviation 

above average (indirect effect = .02, Boot SE = .02, 95% CI = [-.00, .06]) or one standard 

deviation below average (indirect effect = .02, Boot SE = .01, 95% CI = [-.00, .05]). H7a 

was not supported. 
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As shown in Table 14, the interaction between controllability and observer’s past 

history did not significantly predict perceived unethicality (B = -.01, SE = .07, t = -.14, 

ns). Indirect effects were not significant for the condition where the observer’s past 

history engaging in unethical behavior was one standard deviation above average 

(indirect effect = .03, Boot SE = .02, 95% CI = [-.01, .08]) or one standard deviation 

below average (indirect effect = .03, Boot SE = .02, 95% CI = [-.01, .08]). H7b was not 

supported. 

As shown in Table 15, results indicated that the interaction between intentionality 

and observer’s past history did significantly predicted perceived unethicality (B = -.10, 

SE = .05, t = -1.94, p < .05). As shown in Figure 4, the slope of the effect of 

intentionality on perceived unethicality was significant for the condition where the 

observer’s past history engaging in unethical behavior was one standard deviation below 

average (simple slope = 0.40, t = 8.68, p < .01) and less significant when one standard 

deviation above average (simple slope = 0.27, t = 5.86, p < .01), t(701) = -2.60, p < .05. 

Indirect effects were significantly lower (determined by the significance of the interaction) 

for the condition where the observer’s past history engaging in unethical behavior was 

one standard deviation above average (indirect effect = .15, Boot SE = .04, 95% CI = 

[.08, .25]) compared to one standard deviation below average (indirect effect = .23, Boot 

SE = .04, 95% CI = [.15, .31]). H7c was supported. Therefore, Hypothesis 7 was partially 

supported. 

Supplemental Analyses 

I also ran the analyses without controlling for observers’ moral identity, and 

results largely remained the same. Hypothesis 2, 3 and 7 were again partially supported. 
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Regarding Hypothesis 2, results indicated that only observers’ attributions of 

intentionality mediated the effects of premeditated versus impulsive unethical behavior 

on recommended punishment severity, and the bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect 

effect excluded zero (.20, .55). Regarding Hypothesis 3, results indicated that only 

observers’ attributions of intentionality mediated the effects of premeditated versus 

impulsive unethical behavior on perceived unethicality, and the bootstrapped 95% CI 

around the indirect effect excluded zero (.13, .27). Regarding Hypothesis 7, the 

interaction between observer’s past history and intentionality attributions significantly 

affected recommended punishment severity (B = -.10, SE = .05, t = -1.96, p < .05), and 

the conditional indirect effect was significant in both conditions (observer with 1 SD 

below average unethical history: 95% CI = [.15, .31]; observer with 1 SD above average 

unethical history: 95% CI = [.08, .23]).  
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CHAPTER 7 

DISCUSSION 

I used two studies gathered from both working adults and college students to 

build and test theory about the effects of type of wrongdoer unethical behavior on 

observers’ perceptions and reactions; namely perceived unethicality and recommended 

punishment severity. Results from the two studies converge to show partial support for 

the idea that observers attribute to higher level of intentionality to wrongdoer’s 

premeditated unethical behavior, as compared to impulsive unethical behavior, which 

ultimately affects observers’ perceptions and reactions. In the online data collected from 

working adults, I found that the effect of type of unethical behavior on observer’s 

recommended punishment severity was mediated by intentionality attributions. This 

meditated relationship was further moderated by the wrongdoer’s past history and 

observers’ past history engaging in unethical behavior, with wrongdoer’s past history 

moderating the link between type of unethical behavior and intentionality attributions and 

observer’s past history moderating the link between intentionality attributions and 

recommended punishment severity. The indirect effect of type of unethical behavior on 

observers’ reactions was attenuated when either the wrongdoer or observer had a history 

of engaging in unethical behavior. In the college student sample, I found that the effects 

of type of unethical behavior on both perceived unethicality and recommended 

punishment were mediated by observers’ intentionality attributions. The mediated effects 

were moderated by observers’ past history, such that the indirect effects were 

strengthened when the observer had less of a past history of engaging in unethical 

behavior.  

Theoretical Implications 
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The behavioral ethics literature has primarily focused on predictors of unethical 

behavior at work. In a recent meta-analysis, Kish-Gephart and colleagues (2010) 

identified over 170 studies that investigated the determinants of individual-level unethical 

behavior at work; and the trend indicates that these types of studies are increasing in 

frequency. In an effort to take the behavioral ethics literature in a different direction, I 

expand the nomological network by exploring outcomes of unethical behavior. That is, I 

used unethical behavior as the predictor in my work, and I suggest that different types of 

unethical behavior have the potential to influence perceptions and reactions of key 

stakeholders such as employees and the general public.  

By bringing in ideas gleaned from the criminal justice literature, I combined two 

literatures that have been developing independently of one another. Scholars have noted 

that this divergence needs to be addressed (e.g., Smith, Simpson, and Huang, 2007). In 

doing so, I focus on one of the more commonplace notions in criminal justice- that 

premeditation influences how a defendant will be sentenced. However, while different 

observer reactions towards premeditated versus impulsive crime have been well 

documented (e.g., Pauley, 1999; Payne, 2014; Terblanche, 2006), research has not 

examined the effects of this distinction on observers’ perceptions and reactions toward a 

wrongdoer’s unethical behavior. I also focus on observers’ reactions, much like in 

criminal justice, where researchers focus on juror and parole officer reactions towards a 

criminal or suspect (Carroll & Payne, 1977; Landy & Aronson, 1969; Nemeth & Sosis, 

1973; Wissler & Saks, 1985).  

I believe that this study represents a first step in merging the criminal justice and 

behavioral ethics literatures. There are a number of other areas within criminal justice 
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that have implications for ethical behavior at work. For example, the criminal justice 

literature has examined the concept of recidivism, or the connection between a 

transgressor’s current and future criminal behavior (Gendreau, Little, & Goggin, 1996; 

Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). Yet in behavior ethics, scholars tend to look at 

unethical behavior at one point in time (For exception, see Welsh, Ordóñez, Snyder & 

Christian, 2014; Zhang, Cornwell, & Higgins, 2014). Research on recidivism could help 

us better understand when and why individuals may engage in successive unethical 

behaviors. Research focusing on sexual offenders noted that there are likely many 

problems associated with the offender, but not all of which are related to future 

transgressions. For instance, sexual offenders are at increased risk for anxiety and 

depression (Raymond, Coleman, Ohlerking, Christensen, & Miner, 1999), but such 

problems have not been associated with recidivism (Hanson & Bussière, 1998). Perhaps 

the psychological consequences of engaging in unethical behavior have little to do with 

whether or not the individual will act unethically in the future. Furthermore, meta-

analytic results in the criminal justice literature indicate that variables such as age and 

gender are significant and potent predictors of recidivism (see Gendreau et al., 1996). 

Therefore, despite the lack of support for age and gender as predictors of a single 

unethical violation (see Kish-Gephart et al., 2010), they might still serve as reliable 

predictors of repeated unethical violations.  

Going back to the definition of unethical behavior, or “any organizational member 

action that violates widely accepted (societal) moral norms” (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010, 

p.2), I note that the literature traditionally treats this variable as if all violations of moral 

norms are equal. My results suggest that this is not necessarily the case and certain 
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violations affect outcomes more strongly than others. This intimates at a new direction in 

the field of behavioral ethics, where researchers begin to recognize important differences 

between unethical actions. This could result in a more complete model, where certain 

antecedents and outcomes are associated with specific unethical actions. For example, 

ethical culture may be much more predictive of premeditated rather than impulsive 

unethical acts. If so, current population estimates regarding the link between ethical 

culture and ethical behavior (see Kish-Gephart, et al., 2010) may be underestimates of the 

true effect size between ethical culture and premeditated unethical acts.  

My results differentiating premeditated and impulsive unethical behavior can also 

add to the issue-contingent model (Jones, 1991), which has become one of the 

predominant theories in the behavioral ethics literature. Research on Jones’ model 

suggests that individuals are more likely to recognize and react more strongly towards 

issues with high moral intensity. Jones’ model received some support in early research 

(e.g., Flanny & May, 2000; Frey, 2000; Morris & McDonald, 1995; Singhapakdi, Vitell, 

& Kraft, 1996). However, the characteristics identified by Jones’ model focus mainly on 

the consequences of the action itself, such as concentration of effect. In this study, I focus 

on what happens prior to the occurrence of the action; namely, whether the thought to 

engage in the unethical act occurred prior to the immediate situation. Therefore, moral 

intensity may be a broader concept than originally conceptualized.  

This study also highlights the importance of attribution theory in understanding 

observers’ perceptions and reactions towards other’s unethical behavior. The genesis of 

attribution theory that emerged with Heider’s (1958) seminal work has evolved to 

become a dominant theory in social psychology. In fact, as social psychologists have 
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observed, causal perceptions arguably influence almost every aspect of a person’s 

behavior. Attribution theory has played less of a role in the behavioral ethics literature. In 

a recent review article, Harvey and colleagues (2014) highlight the gap between 

behavioral ethics research and attribution theory, noting that “there is almost no research 

on the role of attributions in the formation of ethicality perceptions” (P. 138). Echoing 

Harvey et al. (2014), my study fills this gap by incorporating attributions into the 

perception process of an observer, and supports attribution theory as a critical mechanism 

to explain observer’s perceptions and reactions towards other’s unethical actions.  

Interestingly, most attribution research has focused on locus of causality, stability, 

and controllability. Although locus of causality was not an issue in my work, results 

regarding stability and controllability were largely nonsignificant. Instead, my results 

pointed to the critical role of intentionality in the process. However, this is not to say that 

locus of causality, stability, and controllability have little role in behavioral ethics 

research. On the contrary, as noted by Harvey et al. (2014), attributions could help bring 

some clarity to a literature that is largely devoid of theory. For example, an employee 

who acts unethically may be able to avoid punishment if his supervisor thinks that he did 

so to benefit the group. Employees may be more likely to respond to mistreatment from a 

supervisor by acting in an unethical fashion (e.g., theft) if they evaluate that the 

supervisor could have controlled his or her behavior.  

Furthermore, although this study choose to focus on observer’s attributions, 

different types of unethical behavior could also affect cognitive and affective trust bonds 

between wrongdoer and observer, which has implications for other meaningful outcomes 

at work; an interesting direction that should be explored in future. In fact, researchers 
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have recently started to examine the trustor’s different reactions to various offender trust 

violations and the effectiveness of responses that may be used in the aftermath of a trust 

violation (Ferrin, Kim, Cooper, & Dirks, 2007). Research has shown that trust beliefs and 

intentions can be altered depending on the cause of the trust violation (e.g., Kim et al., 

2006). Following both premeditated and impulsive acts, an observer will see the cause as 

being internal to the person. However, in the case of impulsive behavior, it may be much 

easier to repair because it is less likely to be seen as something that will continue in the 

future. Therefore, premeditated unethical behavior may be more likely to harm trust 

perceptions in organizations. If trust does play a role, other outcomes at work, such as 

withholding OCBs and collaborative behavior that may benefit the wrongdoer (Robinson 

& Morrison, 1995), increased deviance behavior targeted towards the wrongdoer (Thau, 

Crossley, Bennett, & Sczesny, 2007), and reduced the leader-member exchange quality 

(Deluga, 1994), could all result from damaged trust from premeditated unethical behavior. 

However, I would like to point out that trust may not have played as much of a role in 

this study because the two parties involved were not able to establish a relationship 

beforehand. In future studies examining different types of unethical or deviant behavior 

at work, trust may represent a more important underlying mechanism. 

My findings also help understand how past unethical behavior of both observers 

and wrongdoers can affect reactions of observers. Wrongdoer past history engaging in 

unethical behavior moderated the relationship between type of unethical behavior and 

intentionality by increasing the propensity of observers to assign higher level of 

intentionality to both types of unethical behavior. In the criminal justice system, an 

offender’s criminal background plays a crucial role in determining the outcome in all 
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jurisdictions (Robert, 1997). This is also consistent with work done by Gestalt theorists, 

who suggest that particularly salient events are often used by observers to make 

evaluations of the actor’s current behavior. Our results add to this literature by showing 

how past history of the wrongdoer can work against him or her by incurring more severe 

punishment from the observer. 

Observer’s past history engaging in unethical behavior, on the other hand, 

moderated the relationship between intentionality attributions and observer’s 

recommended punishment severity. Controlling for observer’s background has been a 

common practice in law. For example, individuals with a criminal background are not 

allowed to serve as a jury member in New Jersey. By adopting the theory of ethical 

dissonance from recent research in moral psychology and ethical decision making, my 

results from Study 1 indicated that individuals who experienced ethical dissonance 

between their past behavioral misconduct and moral values applied a stricter ethical code. 

Observers, when asked to recall a past misconduct where they felt guilt, regret or shame, 

recommended harsh punishment for all wrongdoers.  

However, in Study 2, despite a significant interaction, results suggested that 

observers who reported engaging in a higher amount of unethical behavior in the past 

actually treated wrongdoers more leniently regardless of intentionality attributions. I 

speculate that the different forms of interaction might come from different manipulations 

of observer’s past unethical behavior used in the two studies. Specifically, in Study 2, 

participants were required to self-report how frequently they engaged in specific 

unethical behaviors in the past two years, including “copying from another student on a 

test” and “helping others on a test.” Unlike the participants in Study 1 who were asked to 
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report an unethical thing they have done that made them feel guilt, regret or shame, those 

in Study 2 who reported to frequently act unethically might have already rationalized or 

justified these behaviors, and thus morally disengaged. In fact, Barkan et al. (2012) also 

noted that, specific to moral behavior, moral disengaging and ethical distancing could 

both be valid, and distancing is elicited when solutions of moral disengagement such as 

rationalizations and justifications fail. Indeed, moral disengagement scholars suggest that 

following unethical behavior, people, who can justify their own misbehavior as morally 

appropriate, will be morally disengaged and thus be more lenient toward the similar 

unethical actions (e.g., Shu, Gino, & Bazerman, 2011). Converging with these arguments 

and findings, results from Study 2 indicated that 70% of the participants who self-

reported to frequently engaging into various unethical behaviors (i.e., one standard 

deviation above the mean) indicated that most of their classmates have cheated before. In 

Study 1, participants, who ask to recall a past wrongdoing that made them feel guilt, 

regret or shame, could not rationalize their ethical misconduct. Thus, instead of showing 

lenience toward other’s unethical behavior (causing further threat to the self), they had to 

solve the internal tension with a distancing response and demonstrate stricter (rather than 

lenient) criteria. Therefore, I argue that the rationalization and justification could be the 

key to determine the observed form of interaction, which should be further examined in 

future research.  

Practical Implications 

My results also have implications for employees, managers, and organizations. At 

the employee level, individual employees' behavior can be influenced by the unethical 

behavior of others at work. After being exposed to unethical behavior, employees may 
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change their own perceptions of what is or is not unethical as well as their understanding 

of the social norms of the organization. When the observed wrongdoing is interpreted as 

impulsive, employees may not perceive it as being as unethical or deserving of 

punishment as a premeditated act. As noted by Gino et al. (2009), in such situations, 

employees might be more prone to be “contaminated” by engaging the similar action 

themselves.  

Going back to the trust literature (e.g., Kim, Dirks, & Cooper, 2009), if we 

assume that unethical behavior represents a trust violation, this could affect how 

employees respond. If wrongdoers violated trust through an impulsive unethical act, they 

may be more likely to repair trust through actions such as paying a fine or offering some 

sort of restitution. For example, in Study 2, the student who cheated impulsively would 

be more likely to build trust amongst other students if he or she offered to tutor students 

for free the next semester.   

At the managerial level, managers are charged with warning, demoting, and even 

firing subordinates who engage in unethical behavior. It is thus particularly important for 

managers to understand their own bias in the process. In particular, my results indicate 

that mangers with a past history engaging in unethical behavior hold a systematic bias 

when asked to judge wrongdoer’s unethical action. This indicates that problems with 

unethical behavior in the organization are compounded when such behavior runs rampant 

and multiple parties have engaged in such actions. One way to ameliorate the problem is 

to carefully select individuals to handle unethical actions, even if those individuals come 

from outside the organization. 
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At the organizational level, my results suggest that organizations should be aware 

of the difference between the two types of unethical actions, and should even consider 

two separate official policies to more accurately and effectively regulate and punish 

unethical behavior at work. Even though wrongdoers in an organization might not receive 

legal sanctions, they are still likely to face judgment from coworkers. To maintain a 

positive justice climate (i.e., perception of how employees as a whole are treated in the 

organization), organizations should deliver more severe punishment (e.g., employment 

termination) to wrongdoers if evidence points out that the wrongdoing was preplanned or 

that he or she has a record engaging other unethical actions.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

I would like to note that, despite the significance of my results across two studies, 

there are a few limitations.  

In Study 1, despite my attempts to simulate workplace unethical behavior by 

creating a video scenario of stealing behavior in a convenience store, it is possible that 

individuals would respond differently in a more naturalistic setting where participants 

interact with the wrongdoer. However, I believe that this issue is of minimal concern. 

This is one of the first empirical studies intended to manipulate premeditation versus 

impulsivity in behavioral ethics, and findings were consistent with the criminal justice 

literature as well as research on retributive justice (e.g., Darley & Pittman, 2003; Kleinke, 

Wallis, & Stalder, 1992). In addition, I took steps to ensure that (a) participants were 

adults who held full-time or part-time jobs, and (b) the video scenario depicts behaviors 

that could happen in a real work setting. In fact, several mTurk workers emailed me 

afterwards expressing that they had a similar experience working in a convenience store. 
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For example, one mTurk worker stated that “I am 53, and have worked in a lot of 

different jobs, so I have seen a lot in my lifetime. In fast food places and convenience 

stores I worked, stealing happened ALL the time.” Finally, Study 2 used student 

observers to rate fellow student’s cheating behavior, which in their eyes was likely a 

highly realistic scenario.  

A second limitation is that the measure of recommended punishment severity 

tapped behavioral intentions, not actual behavior. However, this limitation should be 

viewed in light of research demonstrating strong relationships between intentions and 

behaviors (e.g., Albarracin & Wyer, 2000; Bentler & Speckart, 1979, 1981; Ouellette & 

Wood, 1998; Somers, 1999). For example, several studies have shown that intentions 

serve as better predictors of future behavior than attitudes or past behavior (Albarracin & 

Wyer, 2000; Ouellette & Wood, 1998). Moreover, intentions have been adopted as a 

popular outcome variable in attribution research (e.g., Jackson & LePine, 2003). 

Nonetheless, future research should investigate relationships with behavioral outcomes.  

Third, several of the variables in our study were self-reported at the same time 

during the data collection, suggesting that some relationships may be an artifact of same-

source bias. However, it is difficult to theoretically argue that the outcome variables 

would affect the mediating variables rather than the other way around. And even if one 

discounts the relationship between the mediating variables and dependent variables, the 

effects of the experimental manipulations on the mediating and dependent variables were 

mostly consistent with my theoretical predictions. With that being stated, future field 

research should try to adopt other methods (e.g., collect data at different points in time) to 

reduce common-source bias (see Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003).  
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Fourth, a number of my hypotheses were not supported in both studies. For 

example, results failed to support the meditated effects of attributed stability and 

controllability, which provides evidence that intentionality may be the primary mediator 

in explaining the relationship between a wrongdoer’s action and observers’ reactions and 

perceptions. Other hypotheses were supported in one but not the other study. More 

specifically, I hypothesized that observers would both recommend more severe 

punishment and perceive higher degree of unethicality when a wrongdoer’s unethical 

behavior is premeditated as opposed to impulsive. However, results from Study 1 did not 

provide support for the main effect of type of unethical behavior on perceived degree of 

unethicality. The absence of a relationship between type of unethical behavior and 

observers’ perceived unethicality in this study may have been due to the fact that stealing 

behavior manipulated in Study 1 was perceived as very unethical regardless whether it 

was premeditated or impulsive, resulting in a ceiling effect. The mean for unethicality 

was 9.14 (SD = 1.21) on a ten-point scale (1 = not unethical in the least; 10 = extremely 

unethical). When I manipulated wrongdoer’s action by using a milder manipulation (i.e., 

student cheating) in Study 2, the relationship was supported. Therefore, an interesting 

avenue for future studies would be to explore the moderating effect of case severity or 

moral intensity on the relationship between type of unethical behavior and observers’ 

reactions.   

Fifth, I hypothesized that the meditated effects of intentionality in the relationship 

between the type of wrongdoer’s unethical behavior and recommended punishment 

severity would be stronger when the observer had no previous history engaging in 

unethical behavior, which was supported in Study 1 but not in Study 2. Study 2 used 
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academic integrity violations to manipulate a wrongdoer’s past history. It could be that 

participants in Study 2 held an assumption that many students in their class cheated 

before. In fact, 51% of the participants indicated that they think many of their classmates 

have cheated on an exam, quiz, assignment, or paper. Future research could expand the 

model by integrating other variables that can influence an observer’s moral judgment, 

such as ethical climate. Ethical climate represent beliefs about what makes right behavior 

in an organization and thus, provide behavioral guidance for organizational members 

(Victor & Cullen, 1987; Martin & Cullen, 2006). For example, in an egoistic climate, 

employees perceive that the organizational environment emphasizes self-interest (Victor 

& Cullen, 1988) and encourages observers to judge actions based on personal 

instrumentality. Therefore, the relationship between type of wrongdoer’s unethical 

behavior and observer’s perceived unethicality might be weakened in an egoistic climate, 

where observers perceived self-beneficial wrongdoing as ethically appropriate.  

Finally, in this research, I only looked at observers’ reactions towards the 

wrongdoer; specifically perceived unethicality and recommended punishment severity. 

However, in many cases, individuals in the organization might not actually have the 

power to assign punishment. Instead, they may only witness punishment meted out by an 

authority figure. It would be interesting for future research to examine how observers 

react when they believe that the authority figure punishes the perpetrator too severely. 

From an organizational justice perspective, the observer might react to this unfairness by 

retaliating against the organization, perhaps in an unethical fashion.   

Conclusion 
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By integrating concepts from the criminal justice literature, I sought to determine 

how the interplay between a wrongdoer and an observer can impact how observers 

evaluate a wrongdoer’s unethical behavior. First, I found evidence that the type of 

unethical behavior that a wrongdoer engages in matters in terms of how they will be 

evaluated. Second, I found that observers see premeditated behavior as more intentional, 

which drives their evaluations. Third, both observers’ and wrongdoers’ past history 

impact my hypothesized model at different point along the causal chain. I hope my 

results help instigate a shift in the behavioral ethics literature; one that begins to integrate 

research from the criminal justice literature and one that shifts focus away from 

examining every possible predictor of unethical behavior at work to what happens 

following the act itself.   
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Figure 1. Hypothetical model 
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Figure 2. The effects of the interaction between types of unethical behavior and 

wrongdoer’s history on intentionality attribution (Study 1) 
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Figure 3. The effects of the interaction between intentionality attribution and observer’s 

history on recommended punishment severity (Study 1) 
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Figure 4. The effects of the interaction between intentionality attribution and observer’s 

history on perceived unethicality (Study 2) 
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Table 1.  

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Variables (Study 1) 

Variable M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 

1. Type of Unethical 

Behavior 
.51 .50 -        

2. Wrongdoer’s Past 

History 
.48 .50 -.00 -       

3. Observer’s Past History .45 .50   .01 -.11 -      

4. Stability 3.10 .59   .10    .17* -.01 -     

5. Controllability 4.14 .70 -.06 -.03 -.03 .17* -    

6. Intentionality 3.75 .90     .49**     .34** -.05 .11 .02 -   

7. Punishment Severity 5.59 1.06   .15*   .07     .19**    .20** .11   .24** -  

8. Unethicality 9.14 1.21 -.00    -.00 -.05 .12  .19* .07 .34** - 

Note: N = 199. Type of Unethical Behavior (0 = Impulsive Condition; 1 = Premeditation Condition); Wrongdoer’s Past History (0 = 

Wrongdoer without past unethical behavior record; 1 = Wrongdoer with past unethical behavior record); Observer’s Past History (0 

= Observer without past unethical behavior experience; 1 = Observer with past unethical behavior experience).  
  * p < .05.  
** p < .01. 
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Table 2.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Stability and Punishment Severity (Study 1) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Stability) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Punishment severity) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 2.95 .07 41.33** 2.99 .08 36.34**       

Type of Unethical Behavior .11 .08 1.37 .03 .12 .28       

Wrongdoer’s Past History .21 .08  2.49* .12 .12   1.01       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Type of Unethical Behavior 
   .17 .17   1.02       

Constant        4.19 .40 10.58** 3.67 .51 7.15** 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .27 .15 1.86 .25 .15 1.75 

Stability       .35 .12 2.81** .52 .16 3.16** 

Observer’s Past History       .41 .15 2.79** 1.61 .78 2.06* 

Stability ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.39 .25 -1.57 

R2   .04       .05   .09   .11  

Δ R2          .01      .02  

Note.  N = 199. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.  

  * p < .05.  
** p < .01. 
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Table 3.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Controllability and Punishment Severity (Study 1) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Controllability) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Punishment severity) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 4.20 .09 48.73** 4.21 .10 42.27**       

Type of Unethical Behavior -.09 .10 -.89 -.11 .14 -.81       

Wrongdoer’s Past History  -.04 .10  -.40 -.06 .14 -.45       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   .05 .20     .24       

Constant        4.43 .46 9.69** 4.69 .63 7.40** 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .33 .15 2.23*   .33 .15  2.22* 

Controllability       .19 .11 1.84 .13 .15 .89 

Observer’s Past History       .41 .15 2.78** -.09 .88 -.11 

Controllability ×  

Observer’s Past History 
            .12 .21    .58 

R2    .01      .01   .07   .07  

Δ R2         .00      .00  

Note.  N = 199. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.  

  * p < .05.  
** p < .01. 
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Table 4.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Intentionality and Punishment Severity (Study 1) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Intentionality) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Punishment severity) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 3.01 .09 33.75**  2.71 .09 28.92**       

Type of Unethical Behavior   .88 .10   8.51**  1.46 .13 11.17**       

Wrongdoer’s Past History    .34 .10   5.89**  1.22 .13   9.09**       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   -1.20 .19 -6.40**       

Constant        4.34 .33 13.05**  3.73  .43 8.67** 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .07 .17 .43 .10 .16   .60 

Intentionality       ..27 .09 2.94** .43 .12 3.68** 

Observer’s Past History       .43 .15 2.94* 1.73 .62 2.81** 

Intentionality ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.35 .16 -2.18* 

R2   .35      .47   .10    .12  

Δ R2         .11**        .02*  

Note.  N = 199. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.  

  * p < .05.  
** p < .01. 



83 

 

Table 5.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Stability and Perceived Unethicality (Study 1) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Stability) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Perceived Unethicality) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 2.95 .07 41.33** 2.99 .08 36.34**       

Type of Unethical Behavior .11 .08 1.37 .03 .12 .28       

Wrongdoer’s Past History .21 .08 2.49* .12 .12 1.01       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   .17 .17 1.02       

Constant        8.46 .47 17.91** 8.29 .62 13.45** 

Type of Unethical Behavior       -.03 .17 -.19 -.04 .17   -.22 

Stability       .24 .15 1.64 .30 .20  1.51 

Observer’s Past History       -.12 .17 -.67 .28 .94    .30 

Stability ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.13 .30   -.43 

R2   .04   .05   .02   .02  

Δ R2      .01      .00  

Note.  N = 199. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.  
  * p < .05.  
** p < .01. 
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Table 6.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Controllability and Perceived Unethicality (Study 1) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Controllability) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Perceived Unethicality) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 4.20 .09 48.73** 4.21 .10 42.27**       

Type of Unethical Behavior -.09 .10 -.89 -.11 .14 -.81       

Wrongdoer’s Past History -.04 .10 -.40 -.06 .14 -.45       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   .05 .20 .24       

Constant        7.84 .53 14.68** 7.79 .74 10.51** 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .02 .17 .13 .02 .17     .13 

Controllability       .32 .12 2.63** .34 .17 1.93 

Observer’s Past History       -.10 .17 -.61   .00 1.03     .00 

Controllability ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.03 .25    -.11 

R2   .01   .01   .04   .04  

Δ R2      .00      .00  

Note.  N = 199. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.  
  * p < .05.  
** p < .01. 
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Table 7.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Intentionality and Perceived Unethicality (Study 1) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Intentionality) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Perceived Unethicality) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 3.01 .09 33.75** 2.71 .09 28.92**       

Type of Unethical Behavior .88 .10 8.51** 1.46 .13 11.17**       

Wrongdoer’s Past History .61 .10 5.89** 1.22 .13 9.09**       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   -1.20 .19 -6.40**       

Constant        8.79 .40 22.04** 8.80 .52 16.84 

Type of Unethical Behavior       -.11 .20 -.57 -.11 .20   -.57 

Intentionality       .12 .11 1.11 -.13 .75 -.18 

Observer’s Past History       -.11 .17 -.61 -.13 .75 -.18 

Intentionality ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         .01 .20    .03 

R2   .35   .47   .01   .01  

Δ R2         .11**      .00  

Note.  N = 199. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.  
  * p < .05.  
** p < .01.  
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Table 8.  

Bootstrap Results for the Conditional Indirect Effects Treating Intentionality as Mediator and Punishment Severity as Dependent 

Variable (Study 1) 

Condition Indirect effect SE 

Boot LL 95% 

CI 

Boot UL 95% 

CI 

Wrongdoer without, Observer 

without past UB 
.62 .19    .25  1.01 

Wrongdoer with, Observer 

without past UB 
.11 .07    .01  .30 

Wrongdoer without, Observer 

with past UB 
.11 .15  -.18  .40 

Wrongdoer with, Observer with 

past UB 
.02 .02  -.02  .11 

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size 10,000. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; 

UL = upper limit. UB = Unethical Behavior. 
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Table 9. 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Variables (Study 2) 

Variable M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 

1. Moral Identity   3.00   .47 -         

2. Type of Unethical 

Behavior 
    .49   .50 .04 -    

    

3. Wrongdoer’s Past 

History 
    .48   .50 .00 .02 -   

    

4. Observer’s Past 

Unethical Behavior 
  1.69   .59 .08* -.09* .05 -  

    

5. Intentionality   3.96   .93 -.06 .32** -.01 -.09* -     

6. Controllability   3.97   .67 -.09* .05 -.06 -.15** .47** -    

7. Stability   2.99   .80 -.04 .06 .11** -.04 .15** .15** -   

8. Punishment Severity 10.32 2.72 -.08* .13** .22** -.20** .23** .23** .22** -  

9. Unethicality   3.99   .88 -.08* .19** .05 -.20** .36** .39** .20** .32** - 

Note: N = 703. Type of Unethical Behavior (0 = Impulsive Condition; 1 = Premeditation Condition); Wrongdoer’s Past History (0 = 

Wrongdoer without past unethical behavior record; 1 = Wrongdoer with past unethical behavior record). 
    * p < .05.  
** p < .01.  
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Table 10.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Stability and Punishment Severity (Study 2) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Stability) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Punishment severity) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 3.06 .20 15.72** 3.03 .20 15.51**       

Moral Identity -.07 .06 -1.05 -.07 .06 -1.11       

Type of Unethical Behavior .09 .06 1.44 .17 .08 2.09       

Wrongdoer’s Past History .18 .06 3.09** .27 .08   3.27**       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   -.18 .12 -1.52       

Constant        10.41 .77 13.51** 9.41 1.27 7.40** 

Moral Identity       -.37 .21 -1.81 -.38 .21 -1.84 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .53 .19 2.76** .54 .19 2.79** 

Stability       .70 .12 5.73** 1.03 .36 2.88** 

Observer’s Past History       -.81 .16 -4.95** -.20 .64 -.31 

Stability ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.20 .20  -1.00 

R2   .02       .02   .09   .10  

Δ R2          .00      .01  

Note.  N = 703. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.  * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 11.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Controllability and Punishment Severity (Study 2) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Controllability) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Punishment severity) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 4.38 .16 26.76** 4.35 .16 26.51**       

Moral Identity -.13 .05 -2.45* -.13 .05 -2.51*       

Type of Unethical Behavior .07 .05 1.37 .13 .07 1.94*       

Wrongdoer’s Past History  -.10 .05 -1.91 -.03 .07 -.40       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   -.14 .10 -1.37       

Constant        9.09 .95 9.62** 5.90 1.88 3.14** 

Moral Identity       -.33 .21 -1.58 -.31 .21 -1.49 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .55 .19 2.86** .52 .19 2.69** 

Controllability       .78 .15 5.32** 1.58 .43 3.67** 

Observer’s Past History       -.72 .17 -4.34** 1.11 .94 1.18 

Controllability ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.46 .23 -1.97* 

R2   .02       .02   .09   .10  

Δ R2          .00      .01*  

Note.  N = 703. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.   * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 12.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Intentionality and Punishment Severity (Study 2) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Intentionality) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Punishment severity) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 4.07 .22 18.65** 4.07 .22 18.57**       

Moral Identity -.13 .07 -1.89 -.13 .07 -1.87       

Type of Unethical Behavior .60 .07 9.04** .59 .09 6.36**       

Wrongdoer’s Past History -.02 .07 -.31 -.04 .09  -.38       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   .03 .13   .23       

Constant        10.34 .81 12.74** 8.65 1.38 6.28** 

Moral Identity       -.35 .21 -1.68 -.35 .21 -1.69 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .27 .21 1.30 .24 .21 1.15 

Intentionality       .55 .11 5.01** .99 .31 3.19** 

Observer’s Past History       -.79 .16 -4.80** .20 .67 .29 

Intentionality ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.26 .17 -1.52 

R2   .11       .11   .09    .09  

Δ R2          .00       .00  

Note.  N = 703. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.   * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 13.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Stability and Perceived Unethicality (Study 2) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Stability) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Perceived Unethicality) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 3.06 .20 15.72** 3.03 .20 15.51**       

Moral Identity -.07 .06 -1.05 -.07 .06 -1.11       

Type of Unethical Behavior .09 .06 1.44 .17 .08 2.09       

Wrongdoer’s Past History .18 .06 3.09** .27 .08   3.27**       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   -.18 .12 -1.52       

Constant        4.00 .25 15.77** 4.27 .42 10.21** 

Moral Identity       -.11 .07 -1.67 -.11 .07 -1.63 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .29 .06 4.56** .29 .06 4.53** 

Stability       .21 .04 5.19** .12 .12 1.03 

Observer’s Past History       -.26 .05 -4.89** -.42 .21 -2.02* 

Stability ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         .05 .07     .79 

R2   .02       .02   .11   .11  

Δ R2          .00      .00  

Note.  N = 703. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.   * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 14.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Controllability and Perceived Unethicality (Study 2) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Controllability) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Perceived Unethicality) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 4.38 .16 26.76** 4.35 .16 26.51**       

Moral Identity -.13 .05 -2.45* -.13 .05 -2.51*       

Type of Unethical Behavior .07 .05 1.37 .13 .07 1.94*       

Wrongdoer’s Past History  -.10 .05 -1.91 -.03 .07 -.40       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   -.14 .10 -1.37       

Constant        2.53 .29 8.62** 2.46 .58 4.21** 

Moral Identity       -.08 .06 -1.18 -.08 .06 -1.17 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .29 .06 4.74** .29 .06 4.71** 

Controllability       .47 .05 10.33** .49 .13 3.66** 

Observer’s Past History       -.20 .05 -3.84** -.16 .29 -.54 

Controllability ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.01 .07   -.14 

R2   .02       .02   .20   .20  

Δ R2          .00      .00  

Note.  N = 703. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.   * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 15.  

Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model of Intentionality and Perceived Unethicality (Study 2) 

 
First Stage  

(dependent variable = Intentionality) 

Second Stage  

(dependent variable = Perceived Unethicality) 

 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t 

Constant 4.07 .22 18.65** 4.07 .22 18.57**       

Moral Identity -.13 .07 -1.89 -.13 .07 -1.87       

Type of Unethical Behavior .60 .07 9.04** .59 .09 6.36**       

Wrongdoer’s Past History -.02 .07 -.31 -.04 .09  -.38       

Wrongdoer’s Past History × 

Types of Unethical Behavior 
   .03 .13   .23       

Constant        3.34 .26 13.14** 2.69 .44 6.19** 

Moral Identity       -.09 .07 -1.32 -.09 .07  -1.34 

Type of Unethical Behavior       .12 .07 1.92* .11 .06 1.73 

Intentionality       .31 .04 8.91**   .31 .03 9.01** 

Observer’s Past History       -.24 .05 -4.68** -.25 .05 -4.88** 

Intentionality ×  

Observer’s Past History 
         -.10 .05 -1.94* 

R2   .11       .11   .16    .17  

Δ R2          .00        .01*  

Note.  N = 703. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported.   * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Appendix 1. Transcripts for the Video Scenario Used in Study 1. 

VIDEO transcripts:  

Narrator:  

Recently, you opened a 24hr local convenience store, and hired ten cashiers to work in 

the store. Cashiers need to clean the store, serve the customers, and manage the cash 

counter during either day or night shifts. As the owner of the store, you are only present 

during day shifts, where you have help from a manager and assistant manger. For night 

shifts, the store is entirely under the charge of the cashier. To better supervise the cashiers 

at night and keep the store secure, you installed hidden video cameras. 

You keep all of the store sales in a locked iron cash case, and you deposit the cash into 

the bank every other Monday morning. Today is Monday, deposit day. You arrive at 

work and notice that the cash case is sitting on your desk in your office wide open and 

empty. Usually you put it in the safe next to your desk and lock the safe and the office 

before you leave. Last night there was $3000 in the case. Pat, the cashier who managed 

the store last night, has left, so you retrieve the tape from the hidden video camera in your 

office and hit play. You recognized the person in the video is Pat.  

You obtained all the employee files that have each employee’s employment. You pull out 

the files to check Pat’s record. Here is what you found.  

________________________________________________________________________

______ 

Employee Disciplinary Record 

Employee Name: Pat BORMAN 

Current Employment: January 20th, 2014 – current  

Incident Report:  

There was no record of theft or other forms of misconduct for this employment. 

 

 [Incident Report:  

February 14th, 2013 

The assistant manager on duty witnessed Pat taking a wrapped sandwich off the shelf into 

the break room. Pat proceeded to open the package and eat the sandwich. Pat never paid 

for the sandwich, and it cost $3.95.  

Actions: A formal warning was given in writing and verbally to Pat by the manager, and 

Pat paid back the $3.95.] 
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* Modifications for the conditions involving past unethical behavior by the wrongdoer 

appear in brackets.  

________________________________________________________________________

______ 

 

VIDEO (Surveillance camera effect):  

Condition 1: Premeditated 

The office appeared to be normal, with the door closed and the safe locked. After a few 

minutes (the video will run for about 30 seconds, and then it will be fast forwarded to the 

action scene), the camera catches Pat coming into the break room using a key. Pat is 

carrying a backpack, and walks directly to the safe. Pat then puts down the backpack, 

grabs a piece of paper from his jacket pocket (some numbers can be seen on the paper), 

and starts to unlock the safe. Pat reaches into the safe, pulls out an iron cash box, and puts 

the box on the table. Pat grabs a set of locking pliers out of the backpack, and cuts the 

lock on the cash box. Pat then opens the box, takes all the cash from it, and walks out the 

room.  

 

Condition 2: Impulsive 

You can see that the door of the office is open. The safe is also open. You can also see 

that there is an opened cash box sitting on the manager’s desk, with the money piled 

haphazardly next to it. After a few minutes (the video will run for about 30 seconds, and 

then it will be fast forwarded to the action scene), the camera catches Pat coming in with 

a document in his hand. He heads to the manager’s desk and puts the form on the desk. 

He then sees the cash and seems surprised. He picks up all the cash, put it in his jacket, 

and rushes out of the room.   

 

 

Links to the completed video scenarios: 

Premeditated stealing behavior  

Wrongdoer with record: http://vimeo.com/105504155  

Wrongdoer without record: http://vimeo.com/105490018  

 

Impulsive stealing behavior  

Wrongdoer with record: http://vimeo.com/105504156  

Wrongdoer without record: http://vimeo.com/105504157  

 

http://vimeo.com/105504155
http://vimeo.com/105490018
http://vimeo.com/105504156
http://vimeo.com/105504157
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Appendix 2. Academic Integrity Office Personnel’s Script Used in Study 2. 

Academic Integrity office personnel’s script (cover story) 

There has been an issue with cheating in class. We would like to know how you, 

as students, would deal with the incident. The packet that will be passed out provides a 

detailed description of the incident along with the survey. Please take your time and 

answer the questions honestly. It is completely anonymous, so do not write your name on 

the packet.  

 

Written description for the case used in Study Two.  

Condition 1: Premeditated 

Please carefully read through the description of the incident, and then answer the 
questions. Your responses are very important to us, and there are no right or wrong 
answers, just your own thoughtful responses. Your answers will be kept completely 
confidential and will not be shared with the instructor or anyone else. Please do NOT 
write your name or student ID number on any page of this package.  

When you have finished, please sit quietly until others finish. 

A student was caught cheating. To protect the student’s privacy, they will be referred to 

as “Pat.” Below is a description of what happened. 

During the exam, a teaching assistant witnessed Pat repeatedly looking at 

another student in the room, and also noticed that Pat seemed to be reading the answer 

sheet of that student. After the exam, the two students was confronted. Pat admitted to 

cheating on the exam, but had not planned to ahead of time. During the exam, Pat found 

that the questions were much harder than anticipated and did not want to fail the test, so 

Pat decided on the spur of the moment to copy of another student.   

We contacted the dean of students to examine Pat’s academic integrity record. 

We found that Pat had no recorded previous academic misconducts. [We found that Pat 

has already had one recorded incident of academic misconduct]. 
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Condition 2: Impulsive 

Please carefully read through the description of the incident, and then answer the 
questions. Your responses are very important to us, and there are no right or wrong 
answers, just your own thoughtful responses. Your answers will be kept completely 
confidential and will not be shared with the instructor or anyone else. Please do NOT 
write your name or student ID number on any page of this package.  

When you have finished, please sit quietly until others finish. 

A student was caught cheating. To protect the student’s privacy, they will be referred to 

as “Pat.” Below is a description of what happened. 

During the exam, a witness saw Pat repeatedly looking at another student in the 

room, and also noticed that the other student seemed to be making unique hand gestures, 

tapping the desk with their index finger, touching their right ear with their left hand, 

taking off their hat, rubbing their eyes, and stroking their chin.  After the exam, the two 

students were confronted. Pat admitted to cheating on the exam, and had planned it out 

ahead of time. Pat intentionally selected this section because Pat’s friend, who had a 4.0 

and a perfect score in class, was in the same section. Pat asked the other student for help 

before the exam, and designed the hand gestures to communicate the question number 

and answer. For example, three taps and a stroke of the chin meant the answer to 

question 3 was “d.” During the exam, Pat found that the questions were much harder 

than anticipated and did not want to fail the test, so Pat took full advantage of his secret 

coding method.  

We contacted the dean of students to examine Pat’s academic integrity record. 

We found that Pat had no recorded previous academic misconducts [We found that Pat 

has already had one recorded incident of academic misconduct]. 

 

* Modifications for the conditions involving past unethical behavior by the wrongdoer 

appear in brackets.  
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Appendix 3. Scales and Manipulation Check Scales Used in Study 1 and 2. 

Attributions. 

1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree 

Controllability 

1. The cause of Pat’s action was something that is controllable by Pat. 

2. The cause of Pat’s action was something that was intended by Pat. 

3. The cause of Pat’s action was something that no one else is responsible for.  

4. The cause of Pat’s action was something that is influenceable by Pat. 

5. The cause of Pat’s action was something that is not under control by others. 

6. The cause of Pat’s action was something that Pat was responsible for.  

Stability 

1. The cause of Pat’s action was something that is permanent.  

2. The cause of Pat’s action was something that is changeable. 

3. The cause of Pat’s action was something that is stable over time. 

Intentionality 

1. What Pat did was intentional. 

2. Pat was not aware of any harm that might be caused to other people or the 

organization. 

3. Pat meant to do what he or she did. 
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Punishment severity. 

1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree 

1. I will impose an additional penalty above and beyond the repayment of the stolen 

money (in study two: rescinding the fabricated data from the study and apologizing to 

the university). 

2. I will assign a severe punishment to Pat. 

3. I think paying back the money Pat stole (in study two: rescinding the fabricated data 

from the study and apologizing to the university) would be a sufficient punishment. 
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Perceived unethicality.  

1 = not unethical in the least to 10 = extremely unethical 

Please indicate how unethical you consider Pat’s actions on a 10-point scale (1 = not 

unethical in the least; 10 = extremely unethical).   
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Manipulation check. 

1 = Yes; 2 = No 

Please indicate whether the target has a history of engaging in unethical behavior prior to 

the action you just witnessed. 

1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree 

1. Pat’s action was completely impulsive. 

2. Pat had a plan before engaging in the action. 

Self-image. 

1. Right now, I feel good about myself. 

2. Right now, I like the way I look. 

3. Right now, I feel I am a person of worth. 

Realistic. 

1. To me, the description of Pat seems realistic. 

2. In my opinion, it is very possible that an organization might include an employee like 

Pat. 

3. I can easily imagine a situation similar to the description I just read about Pat. 

Engaging. 

1. I thought the scenario about Pat was engaging. 

2. It was easy for me to focus my attention on the scenario about Pat. 

3. The scenario about Pat kept my attention. 
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Punishment Severity Scale. 

To what extend you think each of the following punishments is appropriate in Pat’s case?  

  
Completely inappropriate  --- Completely 

appropriate 

1 Pat receives an oral warning. 1 2 3 4 5 

2 Pat receives a written warning. 1 2 3 4 5 

3 
Pat receives a zero for the entire 
exam. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 
Pat receives a zero for the entire 
course. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5 

A permanent record of the 
misconduct is added onto Pat’s 

official transcript. 

1 2 3 4 5 

6 
Pat must withdraw from the 

university for two semesters. 
1 2 3 4 5 

7 
Pat must permanently withdraw 

from the university. 
1 2 3 4 5 
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Observer’s Past Unethical Behavior Scale used in Study 2. 

Indicate how many times you have engaged in the following behaviors in the past two 

years. Your responses will be kept COMPLETELY CONFIDENTIAL (The numbers in 

each of the cells below represent the number of times observers selected that option). 

  Never Once Twice 
Three 

times 

4 or 

more 

1 Lying to my parents about my school performance 320 150 103 54 73 

2 
Exaggerating my accomplishments on my college 
ap- 

plication 

501 127 51 14 5 

3 
Using a false excuse to delay taking an exam or 

turning 
in an assignment 

450 140 66 27 16 

4 
Claiming to have turned in an assignment when I 

have 

not 

560 92 32 12 4 

5 Taking low-cost items from a retail store 559 79 31 15 15 

6 
Taking small amounts of money from my parents’ 

wallet without their permission 
556 58 43 21 19 

7 Copying from another student on a test 446 121 81 23 28 

8 
Collaborating or receiving substantial help on an 

assignment when the instructor asked for individual 

work 

215 181 135 62 106 

9 Helping someone else to cheat on a test 469 127 65 16 22 

10 
Copying material and turning it in as your own 

work 
407 142 75 30 42 

11 
Asking another student who has previously taken a 

quiz or exam for the questions or the answers prior 

to taking the test. 

258 159 112 57 111 

12 
Changing a response after a paper or exam is 

returned 

and then reporting a grade error to the instructor 

623 49 11 12 2 

13 

Other?  

Please be specific 

_______________________________ 
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Moral Identity Scale. 

Listed below are some characteristics that might describe a person: 

Caring, Compassionate, Fair, Friendly, Generous, Helpful, Hardworking, Honest, and Kind 

The person with these characteristics could be you or it could be someone else.  For a 

moment, visualize in your mind the kind of person who has these characteristics.  Imagine 

how that person would think, feel, and act.  When you have a clear image of what this 

person would be like, answer the following questions. 

 

 

 

 

  

I am actively involved in activities that communicate 

to others that I have these characteristics.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Being someone who has these characteristics is an 

important part of who I am.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

I would be ashamed to be a person who has these 

characteristics. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

The kinds of books and magazines that I read identify 

me as having these characteristics. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

I strongly desire to have these characteristics. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

I often wear clothes that identify me as having these 

characteristics.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

The types of things I do in my spare time (e.g., 

hobbies) clearly identify me as having these 

characteristics.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Having these characteristics is not really important to 

me.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

The fact that I have these characteristics is 

communicated to others by my membership in certain 

organizations.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

It would make me feel good to be a person who has 

these characteristics.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Not at all - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  Very Much
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