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 While organizational and societal costs of organizational wrongdoing are 

steadily increasing there is little research into understanding the underlying factors 

contributing to the creation, continuance, or cessation of such activity.  This study 

investigated the dimensionality of witness’s talk about organizational wrongdoing, 

and examined the influence of several predictors on respondent’s position on these 

dimensions.  Because there is a paucity of research aimed at understanding how 

organizational members communicatively respond to unethical activity in the 

workplace, this study attempted to characterize and test predictors of such talk.  A 

study using a sample of 95 organizational members who had witnessed real or alleged 

organizational wrongdoing was utilized for understanding how respondents “talked 

about” the activity and their rating on individual and situational factors.  These 

individual and situational factors were considered potential predictors of particular 

types of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing.  

Factor analysis results suggest there are five types of witness talk about 

organizational wrongdoing based upon frequency of use.  These types are (a) 

Sensemaking, (b) Confronting, (c) Joking, (d) Rationalizing/Distorting, (e) and 
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Excusing.  This study proceeds to analyze several individual and situational factors’ 

relationships with these dimensions.  Results indicate that none of the individual or 

situational variables predicted use of Sensemaking.  However, it was found that use 

of Sensemaking talk and respondent’s age were predictors of Confronting.  

Organizational identification ratings inversely predicted use of Joking.  None of the 

hypothesized individual or situational factors predicted Rationalizing/Distorting or 

Excusing.  Based upon the results, theoretical contributions of the study and 

directions for future research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW   

Organizational wrongdoing “includes behavior which is morally wrong as 

well as behavior which is illegal, unethical, wasteful, inefficient, neglectful, an abuse 

of power, or violates organizational rules or professional standards” (McClain & 

Keenan, 1999, p. 256).  Such activity has become a very real problem for society 

today.  One study found that from 1975 to 1984, 62% percent of Fortune 500 

industrial corporations were involved in one or more incidents of corrupt behavior, 

including price fixing, bribery, violation of environmental regulations, and tax fraud 

(Etzioni, 1990).  New York Times newspaper headlines from the first nine months of 

1999 such as, “More Deaths Are Attributed To Faulty Firestone Tires,” “Lender 

Accused of Deceptive Practices,” “Salomon Smith Barney accused of Bias against 

Blacks,” and “Wyeth-Ayerst is Accused of Monopolizing Estrogen Market” all 

indicate organizations at least being accused of engaging in various types of 

wrongdoing.  While newspaper accounts of corporate wrongdoing are certainly 

dramatic, they represent only a small portion of the wrongdoing that actually occurs 

(Spollen, 1997).   

Near and Miceli (1995) contend that “organizational wrongdoing has become 

a part of everyday life” (p. 679), while Dworkin and Near (1987) and Finney and 

Lesieur (1982) argue that wrongdoing in some form is common to organizations.  

Clinard (1990) estimated that corporate wrongdoing cost American society up to 

$200 billion a year, while typical street crime cost only $3-4 billion.  In addition to 

the monetary costs cited above, accounts of organizational wrongdoing deteriorate 
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trust and relationships between corporations and society (DeGeorge, 1981; Ermann & 

Lundman, 1992).   

As organizational and societal costs of organizational wrongdoing steadily 

increase, the research imperative for understanding the underlying factors 

contributing to the creation, continuance, or cessation of wrongdoing and general 

unethical activity becomes critical.  A communication perspective provides a unique 

approach to such research.  Organizational scholars have yet to comprehensively 

describe or explain the talk that occurs around perceived acts of wrongdoing.  Yet, it 

is such talk which may provide an opportunity to understand an individual’s 

perceived association with an unethical act.  For example, Scott and Lyman (1968) 

argue that talk provides the key to understanding those aspects of society, including 

wrongdoing, which are susceptible to “valuative inquiry” (p. 46).  Such talk, often 

described as accounts, indicates an individual’s perceived relationship with a 

wrongdoing activity (Hamilton & Sanders, 1992; Scott & Lyman, 1968).   

In addition to revealing an individual’s own relationship with wrongdoing, 

talk may also influence the perceptions of others in regard to wrongdoing through 

social influence processes (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  Thus, by exploring the way 

people talk in the context of organizational wrongdoing, we may better understand 

certain aspects of wrongdoing, including why/how it is allowed to continue, 

how/why/when it is stopped, and its potential effects on organizational members.  In 

addition to understanding antecedents and outcomes of organizational wrongdoing, a 

communication focus will help scholars understand the processes that create or stop 
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organizational wrongdoing.  In order to reduce the occurrence of organizational 

wrongdoing and account for how individuals cope with it within an organizational 

context, it is imperative that we comprehensively explore this type of talk.   

From a theoretical perspective, a communication approach to this important 

organizational issue fosters deeper insight into organizational- individual relationships 

particularly when the values or practices of these two entities are in conflict.  Scholars 

have long recognized the incongruence between maintaining one’s personal values 

within an organizational context, which places the organization’s needs and goals 

ahead of those of the individual (c.f., Argyris, 1957, 1985).  This incongruence may 

be magnified when individuals must comprehend, contend, and cope with 

circumstances perceived as antithetical to their own ethics but as supported by the 

organization.  Additionally, a study of “witness” talk about wrongdoing will 

contribute to understanding social influence processes in an ethical context, by 

exploring how individual va lues may be affected by group or managerial 

communication.  Further, ethical decision-making theories and models could be 

enhanced by including witness talk about wrongdoing and its impact on moral 

intensity and sensemaking as well as explaining individual responses to ethical 

concerns (c.f., Jones, 1991; Trevino, 1986).  At the applied level, this study could aid 

practitioners’ understanding of the factors leading to wrongdoing’s continuance and 

its cessation. 
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Conceptualization of Key Predictors 

Before proceeding it is necessary to conceptualize key constructs related to 

this topic.  “Organizational wrongdoing” is conceptualized as an individual’s belief 

that an act, policy, or practice of an organization to which he/she belongs is 

considered “wrong” or would be considered wrong because it is counter to his/her 

morals, ethics, or values.  Four important characteristics of this conceptualization 

include that (a) the (alleged) wrongdoing is a perceived phenomenon from the 

witness’s perspective, (b) it is believed to be sponsored by the organization or 

organizational agents rather than individuals acting on their own, (c) it violates an 

ethical, moral, or legal code according to the system of beliefs of the witness and (d) 

the term “belongs” implies membership or employment with the organization.  Each 

of these characteristics will be discussed next. 

First, the individual perspective assumes that the individual determines 

whether an organizational act, policy, or practice, is wrong through his or her own 

morals, ethics, or values.  As McLain and Keenan (1999) suggest, “… individuals 

will differ in judgment of wrongdoing and its seriousness” (p. 256).  Obviously, what 

is perceived as wrong by one individual may be considered legitimate by another.  A 

key to this conceptualization is the notion of perception.  As Redding (1972) points 

out in this broad definition of the term, communication occurs when a person 

encounters “events, processes, or behaviors that cause any member of an organization 

to experience meaning from his perceptions of phenomena” (p. 26).  It is important to 

note that confirming evidence of suspected wrongdoing is not included in this 
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conceptualization.  Regardless of whether wrongdoing is occurring from a legal 

perspective, if a person perceives that it is occurring in his/her organization, it is 

likely to affect his/her talk about that topic.  This opens up the possibility that 

organizational wrongdoing may be rumored or believed to be occurring at one point, 

though it may turn out that there is not enough evidence to support such claims or 

they were found to be not true.  So, even alleged or rumored wrongdoing of unethical 

activity will be considered, for it is communicative reactions to such allegations 

which this study is interested.  Indeed, it is that type of talk which this essay is 

concerned. 

Another characteristic of the definition is that the wrongdoing is considered 

by the individual to be sponsored or unchallenged by the organization.  In other 

words, the wrongdoing must be perceived as helping the organization reach its goals 

or as part of the way the company does business and as having either direct or indirect 

support from some component of management.  Research has demonstrated that 

wrongdoing committed by an individual agent (e.g., one-on-one sexual harassment)1 

is responded to differently than wrongdoing supported by the entire organization (c.f., 

Dandekar, 1990; Knapp, Faley, Ekeberg, & DuBois, 1997; Near & Jensen, 1983) 

largely because the organization possesses many power bases not usually held by an 

individual or minority group.  These power bases, which include possession of key 

                                                 
1 While an individualized incident of sexual harassment does not fit this study’s conceptualization of 
organizational wrongdoing, sexual harassment that is part of an organizational culture or climate and is 
condoned or overlooked by powerful members of the organization could be considered “organizational 
wrongdoing.” 
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resources, supervisory control, and sheer number of people, create unique pressures 

likely to influence member talk about wrongdoing.  This element of the definition 

aids in delineating the range of activities that could be considered wrong.  An 

employee stealing a pen would not be considered “wrong” by this definition because 

it is in no way part of the way the company conducts business.     

Third, the perceived wrongdoing must violate or at least call into question an 

ethical, moral, or legal code according to the system of beliefs of the witness.  When 

such a violation occurs, it is likely to create some sort of imbalance (Scott & Lyman, 

1968) or dissonance within an individual.  This study is at least partially interested in 

how the individual resolves this dissonance through communication or talk.  It is this 

talk which this study is most interested.  This element of the definition also supports 

the focus on the individual and his/her own system of beliefs as determining 

wrongdoing.  

Finally, the definition focuses on individuals who belong to the organization 

at which wrongdoing is occurring or has occurred.  Unlike those who have left the 

organization or are outside it, these individuals are more likely to perceive some 

association with a wrongdoing.  This study is interested in understanding how this 

association is manifested in talk.   

“Witness talk about wrongdoing” as a broad construct has yet to be 

categorized by organizational scholars.  Such talk may be similar to other constructs 

including dissent, accounts, and whistle-blowing, though each of those concepts 

focuses on particular strategic responses to various triggers.  I define “witness talk 
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about wrongdoing” as interactive behavior originated by organizational members who 

have been triggered by some stimulus to employ active voice on the subject of alleged 

or actual wrongdoing and whose conversation is used in understanding, assessing, 

influencing, defining one’s position, or reacting to such wrongdoing.  This 

conceptualization includes members’ attempts to make sense of wrongdoing, their 

solicited responses to wrongdoing, and their proactive conversations about 

wrongdoing, which could involve attempts to influence others’ attitudes about the 

wrongdoing.  “Interactive behaviors” refers to the notion that a focal individual is 

communicatively interacting with or conversing with at least one other person.  

Seeing potential wrongdoing in the workplace, hearing rumors about alleged 

wrongdoing, being asked a question about wrongdoing by another organizational 

member, and feeling the need to define one’s position relative to wrongdoing could 

all be potential triggers of such interaction.  This interaction is “active.”  While 

silence about an issue may speak volumes about an employee’s attitudes about 

organizational wrongdoing, the focus of this definition is on actual behaviors in the 

form of verbal activities.  Finally, the goal of such talk is to understand, assess, 

influence, define one’s position, or react to alleged wrongdoing. 

It is important to address the issue of whether someone who conscientiously 

disagrees with wrongdoing will still talk about it in such a way as to support or 

encourage its continuance.  Hochschild (1979, 1983) uses the term “surface acting” to 

describe how an employee simulates a socially appropriate emotion while their true 

emotions remain hidden.  He gives the example of a flight attendant who "acts" brave 
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despite fear that arises when a plane is facing problems.  Individuals in the workplace 

often demonstrate behaviors that are not consistent with their inner dispositions 

(Goffman, 1959; Snyder & Copeland, 1989), including going along with 

organizationally-proscribed activities that they would normally question (Janis, 

1972).  Thus, although a person may have strong ethical or moral reservations in 

regard to organizational wrongdoing, their talk may be perceived as indifferent or 

even supportive of wrongdoing.  For example, employees may use rationalization 

strategies similar to those used by Beech Nut workers who justified selling “phony” 

apple juice with arguments that other juice companies produced the same low quality 

product (Sims, 1992).  Despite knowing that what they were doing was wrong, their 

“talk” could be perceived as supporting wrongdoing.   

Witness talk about wrongdoing is similar, and yet discernible from, the 

notions of whistle-blowing (Near & Miceli, 1985), principled organizational dissent 

(Graham, 1986), and accounts (Scott & Lyman, 1968).  Each of these concepts offers 

a limited range of responses to organizational wrongdoing.  For example, Graham 

(1986) describes principled organizational dissent as the effort to “protest and/or 

change the organizational status quo” (p. 2).  The difference between this definition 

and the focus of this paper is that talk about wrongdoing may include opinions, 

statements, and messages that serve to legitimatize or continue wrongdoing in 

addition to those used to disagree with wrongdoing.  Thus, dissent may be one aspect 

of talk about wrongdoing though talk about wrongdoing does not assume that dissent 

strategies are being used.  Similarly, the whistle-blowing literature offers but one type 
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of response to wrongdoing.  Finally, the accounts literature does not consider the 

context of the organization and its myriad of influences on witness talk about 

wrongdoing.  Further, it is directed at employees who have a relationship with a focal 

activity, rather than those who may merely witness or hear second-hand information 

about wrongdoing.   

Literature aimed directly and indirectly at understanding how individuals talk 

about organizational wrongdoing is incomplete in fully addressing this question.  This 

literature has not been empirically generated, offers partial lists of responses, and 

considers conceptually different triggers of talk instead of organizational wrongdoing.  

Thus, we are left with a theoretical hodgepodge rather than an empirically generated, 

representative list of types of talk about wrongdoing.  It is for these reasons that a 

typology or dimensional breakdown of talk about wrongdoing is warranted.   

A taxonomy of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing would organize 

instances of such talk into various types.  There are likely hundreds, possibly 

thousands, of ways in which an employee could talk about organizational 

wrongdoing.  However, such a list is too unwieldy to be of theoretical value to 

organizational and communication scholars.  Thus, one goal of this study is to reduce 

the large number of ways one could talk about organizational wrongdoing to a more 

manageable set of categories, types, or sorts.  There are several ways in which such 

data reduction could be managed, including grouping talk based upon conceptual 

similarity, frequency of use, and semantic differential.  The present study will 

consider types of witness talk about wrongdoing to be bundles of interactive 
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statements that are similar in frequency of use.  Labeling the statements as 

“interactive” conveys that they are used in conversations with, in this case, other 

members of the organization.  

Theory of Talk about Organizational Wrongdoing  

Already, ample literature suggests that communication plays a key role in at 

least one aspect of organizationa l wrongdoing, notably its attempted cessation.  

Organizational scholars interested in communication surrounding wrongdoing have 

largely focused on whistle-blowing, which has been described as a communicative act 

(King, 1997; Stewart, 1980) utilized to end wrongdoing.  Near and Miceli (1985) 

define whistle-blowing as “the disclosure by organization members (former or 

current) of illegal, immoral, or illegitimate practices under the control of their 

employers, to persons or organizations that may be able to effect action” (p. 4).  

Whistle-blowing has been studied from a variety of perspectives (see Near & Miceli, 

1995, for a full review).  The bulk of whistle-blowing research can be organized into 

two general areas: (a) determinants of whistle-blowing activity, (b) and the 

consequences of whistle-blowing.  Despite the contributions of such research, the 

study of whistle-blowing offers but one perspective into understanding the 

communication surrounding organizational wrongdoing.   

For example, whistle-blowing cases are often dramatic and attract a great deal 

of media attention, but they are still a relatively rare occurrence (Near & Miceli, 

1992).  Near and Miceli (1986, 1996) argue that no whistle-blowing scenario is 

typical and characterize such cases as “the little whistle blower against the big 
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corporation” (1996, p. 137), which suggests that whistle-blowers are outliers rather 

than typical employees.  It has been recognized that the forces leading someone to 

speak out against organizational wrongdoing are likely not as strong as those forces 

holding back the same individual (McLain & Keenan, 1999; Milgram, 1974).  This 

competing pull of individual and organizational forces is often played out in favor of 

the organization’s interests (Finet, 1994; Milgram, 1974).  This may explain why 

Rothshcild and Miethe (1999) report that about one third of U.S. employees have 

observed unethical or illegal conduct in the workplace though less than half of those 

individuals speak out against the wrongdoing.  In their study of whether employees 

will blow the whistle if encountering wrongdoing, Johnson and Pany (1981) found 

that internal auditors estimate that just 42 percent of accountants will report bribery, 

while only 25 percent were estimated to report embezzlement.  These findings 

suggest that accountants who encounter organizational wrongdoing may not adhere to 

the code of ethics which is critical in their training.  Furthermore, even employees 

within democratically-structured organizations have not demonstrated an increase in 

contesting work practices with which they disagree (Gorden, Holmberg, & Heisey, 

1994).   

Considering the minority nature of the whistleblower, it is time to turn 

attention to the majority of organizational members who are also exposed to 

wrongdoing.  While these individuals could also blow the whistle, they are likely to 

choose some other course of action.  McLain and Keenan (1999) assert that “many 

individuals respond to the observation of wrongdoing by participating” (p. 264).  
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However, there is very little empirical evidence to aid in understanding either this 

participatory behavior or communicative behavior that indicates disagreement with 

wrongdoing but does not reach the level of whistle-blowing.  By focusing on a 

significant number of organizational members other than those who blow the whistle, 

we may be able to further understand the total sum of talk and its effect regarding 

wrongdoing. 

Another critique of the whistle-blowing literature is derived from Knapp et al. 

(1997) who point out that the “whistle-blowing literature does not provide for a 

continuum of responses – the individual either reports the behavior/incident/practice 

or does not” (p. 697).  While whistle-blowing has been the primary outcome variable 

in studies of responses to organizational wrongdoing, it is time to consider 

alternatives to whistle-blowing including the wide range of options or potential 

responses at an employee’s disposal.  For every whistle-blower, there are likely 

dozens, and possibly hundreds of other employees who witnessed or knew about the 

unethical activity that led one individual to blow the whistle.  Questions arise about 

how these individuals talked about the wrongdoing.  It is their talk which is most 

likely to affect wrongdoing on an ongoing basis.   

Waldron (1999) suggested that recent business trends such as downsizing, 

team-based organizing, and decentralization have increased the communication 

options and upward influence opportunities available to members at all levels within 

the organization.  If this assertion is true, there are likely a number of communicative 

options in addition to whistle-blowing available to organizational members 
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encountering wrongdoing.  Such talk can serve to legitimize the wrongdoing and thus 

allow it to continue unchallenged.  Conversely, this talk can also plant the seeds for 

whistle-blowing or other dissent mechanisms by questioning wrongdoing and 

initiating the process for its discontinuance. 

In addition to the focus on a small number of individuals, whistle-blowing 

research has also generally failed to examine the talk that precedes, surrounds, and 

influences the actual act of whistle-blowing.  Blowing the whistle can represent one 

of the final stages in an individual’s on-going concern about unethical activity (Miceli 

& Near, 1991) which raises questions about the antecedents and consequences of 

whistle-blowing, including the hypothesized influence of co-workers on the whistle-

blowing process (Greenberger, Miceli, & Cohen, 1987).  Greenberger et al. suggest 

that whistle-blowing research which fails to consider the attitudes and behaviors of 

co-workers or managers in determining the attitudes and beliefs of potential whistle-

blowers is deficient because of the influence these individuals likely possess.  

Through social influence processes (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978), talk emanating from 

co-workers and supervisors is likely to have a dramatic effect on not only potential 

whistle-blowers but on other organizational members as well.  Through a richer 

understanding of co-workers talk about wrongdoing, we can better understand how 

such talk influences other organizational members in regard to wrongdoing.  McLain 

and Keenan (1999) argue for the development of a comprehensive set of distinct 

response options to organizational wrongdoing, which to this point has been lacking.  

This study will begin to address these deficiencies by attempting to understand the 
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critical, underlying dimensions that characterize witness talk about organizational 

wrongdoing.     

There are four additional reasons why an expansion of “talk about 

wrongdoing” within organizations is warranted.  First, from an organizational and 

societal perspective, such talk may serve to continue or legitimize wrongdoing or it 

may serve to begin or continue its dissolution.  An increasing number of studies into 

whistle-blowing have fostered understanding about the latter process and its 

consequences.  However, scant empirical attention has been given to other types of 

talk surrounding wrongdoing.  Graham (1986) points out that whistle-blowing stories 

depict only those employees who take what is often thought of as a final step in 

principled organizational dissent while neglecting other employees who knew just as 

much as the whistle-blower but chose not to follow that course of action.  She raises 

the question relevant to this study, “What made the difference?” (p. 9).  Other types 

of talk are important because they may serve to allow wrongdoing to continue or they 

may lead to conditions that enable an employee to effectively blow the whistle.   

Wrongdoing that is allowed to continue can have increasingly detrimental 

effects on an organization (Miceli & Near, 1984; Miceli, Rehg, Near, & Ryan, 1999).  

Alexander (1999) found that organizations engaging in crimes against shareholder-

related parties such as customers suffer reputational penalties which lead to losses in 

shareholder wealth. Baucus and Baucus (1997) found that firms caught in illegal 

activities suffer through lower longer-term performance.  Specifically, they found that 

convicted firms generate lower accounting returns (return on assets and return on 
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sales) in the first year and over the five years after a conviction, which the authors 

argue could stem from lower revenues or higher costs.  Interestingly, Baucus and 

Baucus found that stakeholders consider all illegalities committed by a focal 

organization as equally wrong and do not distinguish between them based on severity.  

A conviction based upon organizational illegalities may “stain a firm’s image, send a 

warning signal to stakeholders, or prompt stakeholders to reassess relationships with 

the firm, regardless of its seriousness” (p. 146).  Because of such negative 

consequences, it is important to understand those communicative aspects that allow 

wrongdoing to continue and prevent its cessation (McLain & Keenan, 1999).  

Likewise, it is critical to understand talk that questions wrongdoing and begins to 

plant seeds directed toward ending wrongdoing.   

Second, wrongdoing occurring within their organizations can have detrimental 

effects on individual employees, particularly their attitudes about their job, 

profession, work group, and organization.  An organizational member who perceives 

wrongdoing may begin to believe that his/her personal values are in conflict with 

those of the organization.  Such value incongruence may lead the member to talk out 

against the wrongdoing which could result in negative repercussions from 

management or co-workers (Near, Dworkin, & Miceli, 1993).  Furthermore, value 

incongruence may lead to feelings of dissonance for the organizational member 

(Wakhlu, 1986), which may lead to him experiencing losses in job satisfaction, 

commitment, and identification with the organization.  These are important outcomes 

considering that job satisfaction-dissatisfaction, identification, and organizational 
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commitment are critical variables associated with absenteeism, intent to leave, and 

turnover (Cohen & Hudecek, 1993; Scott et al., 1999; Staw, 1984).   

Also, organizations engaged in wrongdoing can cause employees to 

experience incongruence in incorporating individual values with organizational 

values.  Value incongruence has been found to have a significant negative 

relationship with an employee’s job performance and number of organizational 

citizenship behaviors (Goodman & Svyantek, 1999).  Finally, witness talk about 

organizational wrongdoing may differ for individuals depending upon their audience.  

They may “go along” with the wrongdoing in the workplace while voicing their 

displeasure to friends and family.  This condition could foster role conflict which 

leads to reduced job satisfaction (Keller, 1975), personal dissonance, stress, and lower 

commitment to the organization.  Kassing (1998) argues that “assessing 

organizational dissent provides insight into how employees combat psychological and 

political restraints imposed by modern organizations” (p. 184).  Similarly, assessing 

talk about wrongdoing may provide insight into how individuals resolve the likely 

internal conflicts that accompany coping with an organization involved in unethical 

activities.   

A third rationale for this study is that current models used to describe talk 

about dissatisfactory conditions, including organizational wrongdoing, possess either 

conceptual or empirical limitations.  One of the key limitations for examining talk 

about wrongdoing using exit-voice-loyalty-neglect (EVLN) and dissent models is that 

the trigger leading to a response is often conceptually different than organizational 
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wrongdoing.  Operationalizations of both EVLN and dissent models have either 

considered general job dissatisfaction (c.f., Withey & Cooper, 1989) or more specific 

triggers, such as psychological contract violations (Turnley & Feldman, 1999).  It will 

be argued in this paper that organizational wrongdoing is a unique trigger in that it 

involves different legal, ethical, moral, and societal elements than either general job 

dissatisfaction or those triggers offered as causing job dissatisfaction.  This claim will 

be discussed further in the literature review section of this paper. 

McLain and Keenan (1999) claimed that the effectiveness of research into 

responses to organizational wrongdoing will be limited if no acceptable framework of 

wrongdoing talk exists.  In response to such shortcomings, McLain and Keenan 

(1999) propose their model of potential responses to organizational wrongdoing.  

However, their model was not empirically generated but rather exists based upon 

what the authors believe will happen in response to wrongdoing.  As has been 

mentioned, whistle-blowing models do offer one specific way in which employees 

may communicatively respond to wrongdoing, though they focus only on those 

employees who go so far as to blow the whistle.  Problems with such models led Ford 

and Richardson (1994) to argue that research, not new models is needed. This study 

will satisfy that demand by using empirical means to define the critical dimensions of 

employee talk about wrongdoing. 

Finally, the present study is warranted primarily because there is an absence 

of insight into the totality of witness talk regarding organizational wrongdoing.  This 

study will fill that void through development of a theoretical understanding of the 
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types of talk about wrongdoing and the various factors that drive such talk.  Until 

such a process is undertaken, we will never have a complete picture of how individual 

members co-exist with unethical activity in the workplace.  Furthermore, by 

examining different predictors, and individual characteristics, we can better 

understand what leads an individual to talk in a particular way about wrongdoing.   

Dissertation Overview 

The preceding chapter provided a general overview of the topics to be 

discussed at greater length in the following chapters.  The purpose of this research is 

to understand the key types of talk that characterize witness talk about organizational 

wrongdoing, and to assess some critical factors which may predict those dimensions.  

The argument presented here suggests that organizational members may respond or 

talk about wrongdoing in a variety of ways though previous research has focused on a 

narrow range of options.   There are two goals of this study.  First, I will determine 

the types of talk that members enact in discussing organizational wrongdoing.  This 

will be accomplished by seeking patterns of frequency of use of talk behaviors in the 

context of organizational wrongdoing.  For example, it may be discovered that some 

talk is used more predominantly than others.  Additionally, it could be found that 

frequently used types of talk suggest certain conceptual similarities. 

The second goal of the study will be to understand which of a number of 

situational factors (e.g., nature of the wrongdoing, number of people involved), social 

predictors (e.g., what co-workers and supervisors have said about the wrongdoing), 

and individual predictors (e.g., targets of identification, locus of control) predict the 
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enactment of these various types of witness talk about wrongdoing.  The argument 

presented here emphasizes that little is known about talk about wrongdoing within 

organizations, and that such talk is potentially important to whether wrongdoing 

continues or ends.   

The subsequent chapters in this dissertation provide a more detailed review of 

wrongdoing literature, discuss ways in which organizational members talk about 

dissatisfactory conditions in the workplace, and present a study to assess talk about 

wrongdoing.  Specifically, in Chapter 2, wrongdoing and ‘voice” literatures are 

reviewed toward development of the primary research question driving this study.  

This chapter also introduces additional research questions and hypotheses by 

discussing key situational, individual, and organizational factors that have been 

previously researched as influencing various forms of employee dissent.  In Chapter 

3, research methods used to address research questions are presented, including 

samples, procedures for data collection, key variables, and methods of analysis.  

Next, Chapter 4 presents the results of data analysis with attention directed toward 

explaining the key types of witness talk about wrongdoing, and the factors that 

contribute to various types of talk. Last, Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the results 

by interpreting the findings and stating conclusions derived from the study.  Also, 

contributions of the study as well as strengths and limitations are reviewed to provide 

a foundation for implications and future directions for this line of research.   
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CHAPTER 2: ORGANIZATIONAL WRONGDOING AND 

THEORIES OF RESPONSE 

This chapter will begin by discussing how organizational wrongdoing has 

been conceptualized in the past.  Many terms have been recognized as labels for 

organizational wrongdoing.  These terms have been pulled from literature focusing on 

organizational ethics, corporate law, and organizational legal standards and penalties.  

A review of this literature will demonstrate the importance of clearly defining whose 

perspective is being used in determining organizational wrongdoing.  Next, I will 

introduce literature which considers the relationship between wrongdoing and 

language and communication.  Communication will be revealed as a factor that plays 

a role in both the continuance and cessation of wrongdoing.   

To further explore interactions between organizational wrongdoing and 

communication, I will review the literature examining the various triggers causing 

someone to respond to dissatisfactory work conditions, including wrongdoing, in the 

workplace.  This literature includes exit-voice- loyalty-neglect (EVLN) and dissent 

theories, whistle-blowing processes, and the concept of accounts.  Although not each 

of these areas focuses on wrongdoing as a trigger, they each shed light on those 

unsettling conditions in the workplace which cause someone to speak out.  These 

same bodies of literature will be used to explore the different ways in which 

organizational members communicatively respond to negative work conditions, 

including wrongdoing.  A number of response options will be presented though it will 
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be argued that a comprehensive set of response options to wrongdoing has not been 

developed. 

The second section of this chapter will focus on factors believed to influence 

the way in which an organizational member talks about wrongdoing.  Again, 

literature covering EVLN, dissent, whistle-blowing, and accounts, will be utilized.  

Factors believed to influence talk about wrongdoing include individual perceptions of 

situational predictors, such as a cost-benefit analysis, level of awareness of the 

wrongdoing, justification for the wrongdoing, socia l influence predictors, and various 

characteristics of the wrongdoing.  Individual or personal predictors that will be 

included are three targets of identification (profession, organization, and group), 

tenure, age, and locus of control.  After each group of factors is discussed, research 

questions which include those predictors will be presented. 

Conceptualizations of Organizational Wrongdoing 

Conceptualizations of organizational wrongdoing, and related terms, have 

diverged along the notion of whose perspective is determining wrongdoing.  Scholars 

in management (c.f., Baucus & Baucus, 1997), economic law (c.f., Alexander & 

Cohen, 1996), and business ethics (c.f., Ermann, 1986) have examined wrongdoing 

from a legal perspective.  Their conceptualization of the term relies upon whether 

some organizational activity or policy violates legal standards.  For example, 

Mathews (1988) recognizes comparisons between street crime and corporate crime, 

and defines the latter as “illegal activity undertaken on behalf of the organization” (p. 

49).  He documents no fewer than five labels for organizational wrongdoing activity, 
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including “elite deviance,” “management fraud,” “white-collar crime,” 

“organizational crime,” and “economic crime.”  The five terms that Mathews (1988) 

recognizes each assume a legal perspective with wrongdoing being determined by the 

degree to which particular workplace activities were in violation of the law.  In other 

words, legal standards, and whether they had been broken, would be the determinant 

of the occurrence of these types of organizational wrongdoing.  With its focus on 

legal standards, this perspective under-emphasizes employee involvement or 

interaction with unethical activities that do not necessarily break a law but could lead 

to organizational wrongdoing from a legal standpoint.  Other scholars have examined 

wrongdoing from a perspective that is based on the individual, which will be 

discussed next.   

McLain and Keenan (1999) suggest that organizational wrongdoing “includes 

behavior which is morally wrong as well as behavior which is illegal, unethical, 

wasteful, inefficient, neglectful, an abuse of power, or violates organizational rules or 

professional standards” (p. 256).  They add that this determination resides with 

individual members of the organization.  In this case, whether the organization has 

actually broken the law is subordinate to whether the individual perceives 

wrongdoing behavior.  Hamilton and Sanders (1992) used the term “crimes of 

obedience” to describe organizational wrongdoing that is initiated in response to 

orders from one’s superiors.  Like McLain and Keenan (1999), their 

conceptualization of wrongdoing shifts perspective to that of the individual employee.  

For these scholars, perceptions of wrongdoing lie within individual members of 
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organizations or at least take the perspective of the individual in understanding how 

wrongdoing occurs.  When deciding how to conceptualize organizational 

wrongdoing, it is important to consider the perspective which will be taken (McLain 

& Keenan, 1999).  For example, if one assumes a legal perspective, legal standards 

are highlighted over the employee’s personal standards.   In turn, using the 

employee’s perspective makes moot the question of whether wrongdoing has legally 

occurred and instead focuses on whether the individual has serious ethical issues with 

some activity, policy or practice, of the organization.   

Organizational Wrongdoing and Communication 

Communication and organizational wrongdoing are inextricably linked.  

Clearly, when an organizational member orders another member to participate in 

some activity deemed wrong, communication plays a direct role in the process.  Such 

“crimes of obedience” (Hamilton & Sanders, 1992) rely on direct and indirect 

communicative orders. At other times, more abstract language is used to perpetuate 

wrongdoing.  Mathews (1988) argues that communication strategies, particularly 

what he calls the “vocabulary of motives” (p. 50), play a significant role in allowing 

managers to engage in organizational wrongdoing.  This vocabulary of motives 

allows the wrongdoing agents to rationalize their behavior prior to engaging in 

misconduct and precedes their carrying through with the activity.  Mathews offers the 

example of a company facing a pending deadline for a product release making the 

decision to submit the product to inadequate safety testing.  Before such wrongdoing 

actually occurs, organizational members rationalize that “everyone else is doing it,” 
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or “it’s not our fault the deadline was too short.”  Through this process, they develop 

a language of motives defending a subsequent act of wrongdoing before it actually 

occurs.  If such activity occurs within a group context, it may lead to the group’s 

adhering to deviant or criminal behavior as the norm (Sims, 1992).   

Adherence to deviant or illegal norms is then supported by a vocabulary that 

reinforces or rewards such behavior.  Maas (1970) describes such a situation in his 

account of whistle-blower Frank Serpico.  For example, when Serpico told a police 

captain that he had reported police pay-offs to outside agencies, the captain reportedly 

stated, “we clean our own laundry” (p. 202).  The department had developed a norm 

of conducting only internal investigations into wrongdoing and their communication 

reinforced those norms.  Finally, absence of communication which directly questions 

wrongdoing must be considered too, for what is not said may be just as important as 

what is said (Janis, 1972, 1983).  Because lower and mid- level managers and 

employees are often apprehensive of reporting negative news to upper management 

(Argyris, 1977; Ritchie, 2000), they may be unwilling to inform management of 

perceived wrongdoing.  When this occurs, problem solving is left to lower level 

groups, which are under intense pressure to reach performance goals.  Their emphasis 

on goals could prevent rational thinking in regard to wrongdoing. 

Communication has also been expected to play a role in the cessation of 

wrongdoing (McLain & Keenan, 1999).  Baucus and Baucus (1997) studied the long-

term financial consequences of illegal corporate behavior.  They concluded that 

penalties for illegality, including lower financial performance, do not prevent 
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subsequent violations in part, because members do not make clear connections 

between penalties for wrongdoing and the wrongdoing itself.  Financial penalties may 

not deter subsequent organizational wrongdoing, but particular types of 

communication may be more effective.  Baucus and Baucus suggest that wrongdoing 

can be eliminated through communicating and implementing codes of ethics, and 

through symbolic activities which change an organization’s culture such as sending 

signals about the negative repercussions faced by members who commit wrongdoing 

and rewarding reporters of wrongdoing.  The above discussion of how 

communication may play a role in continuing or ending wrongdoing is insightful but 

lacks an integrated, theoretical approach.  Such an approach can be found in four 

distinct theories or processes, each of which offers knowledge into various forms of 

witness talk about organizational wrongdoing.  These theories, which include EVLN, 

dissent, whistle-blowing, and accounts, will be introduced next. 

EVLN, Dissent, Whistle-blowing, and Accounts 

 A variety of disciplines have proposed theories, perspectives, and models 

useful for explaining how organizational members talk about dissatisfactory 

conditions, and wrongdoing in particular, in the workplace.   Four such theories or 

models of processes are the EVLN framework (Hirschman, 1970), dissent forms, 

whistle-blowing, and accounts.  Both EVLN and dissent forms primarily speak to 

organizational members’ efforts to contend with dissatisfactory conditions in the 

workplace.  The trigger for dissatisfaction is not always addressed by these theories.  

Conversely, whistle-blowing directly considers organizational wrongdoing or 
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unethical activities as a trigger in examining how individual employees speak out 

against such situations.  The notion of accounts has provided a vocabulary for 

understanding how individuals give an explanation or justification for particular 

actions they have taken, including actions that could involve organizational 

wrongdoing (c.f., Hamilton & Sanders, 1992).  Each of these theories has proven 

valuable in its own respect, and could serve to foster understanding about various 

types of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing.   

 In order to organize this review, I will first discuss literature focusing on 

specific “triggers” of dissatisfactory conditions, including organizational wrongdoing, 

that have been examined as precursors to talk.  Next, models and typologies which 

describe the various ways individuals may respond to such dissatisfactory conditions 

will be reviewed.  Finally, I will examine the literature addressing those factors 

influencing the choice of how someone responds to dissatisfactory conditions. 

What Causes Someone to Respond to Wrongdoing? 

 At least four triggers have been identified which lead someone to speak out 

against his/her own organization.  These triggers include general dissatisfactions with 

the organization (e.g. pay equity, absence of promotion, long work hours) to more 

particular grievances like specific organizational wrongdoing (e.g. systematically 

over-billing clients, violating environmental regulations, discriminatory hiring 

practices).  One of the most commonly studied triggers has been a state of general 

dissatisfaction with the organization.  For example, the EVLN framework is a 

theoretical model that has been used to explain employees’ communicative attempts 
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to address dissatisfactory work conditions or situations.  According to Hirschman 

(1970), management learns about declining performance and dissatisfactory 

conditions via a range of employee behaviors.  In this conceptual effort, Hirschman is 

not overly concerned with clearly defining particular examples of dissatisfactory 

conditions.  Rather, he positions EVLN theory as occurring in a general context of 

dissatisfaction.  He does mention that organizations are “subject to lapses from 

efficient, rational, law-abiding, virtuous, or otherwise functional behavior” (p. 1) but 

does not catalog specific examples of these lapses.  Hirschman’s primary concern 

appears to be with declining performance, of which there could be a number of 

causes, such as low product quality, new competition, and changes in consumer 

behavior.     

The EVLN framework has been empirically tested by a number of scholars in 

a variety of contexts.  Farrell (1983) tested the applicability of the EVLN framework 

by considering 12 specific responses to dissatisfying work conditions.  Like 

Hirschman, Farrell appeared to not be concerned about focusing the meaning of “job 

dissatisfaction.”  Instead, he leaves this interpretation to his subjects who are asked to 

conduct a "card sort" of responses to dissatisfaction, without defining its source.  In 

their study of factors affecting EVLN choices, Withey and Cooper (1989) similarly 

left interpretation of “dissatisfaction” to their subject’s discrimination.  In this case, 

respondents were simply dissatisfied with their jobs, supervisors, duties, 

organizations or any of a number of such negative situations, which could include but 

were not relegated to forms of organizational wrongdoing.  This dissatisfaction 
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caused them to respond either communicatively (voice) or behaviorally (exit, loyalty, 

neglect).  Specifically, they found that dissatisfied workers from two unique samples 

were more likely to consider exiting their current workplaces than using voice in 

hopes of fostering change.  Significant zero-order correlation coefficients for voice 

options were generally low, ranging from a .14 (p < .05) for use of voice when 

someone possessed an internal locus of control to a high of .24 (p < .001) for use of 

voice when possibility of improvement was anticipated.  

 Other studies have been more precise in determining the source of job 

dissatisfaction.  In Part One of their three-part study, Rusbult, Farrell, Rogers, and 

Mainous (1988) employed a vignette in which respondents were asked their 

perceptions of how they would respond to dissatisfaction caused by a supervisor who 

“had begun to give arbitrary and inconsistent instructions, and the employee felt that 

those instructions were neither appropriate nor helpful” (p. 606). They found that 

highly satisfied employees with attractive job alternatives were a great deal more 

likely to use voice in response to such conditions than those with low job satisfaction 

with fewer job alternatives.  In their second study, Rusbult et al. (1988) used the same 

source of dissatisfaction, this time with actual organizational members, and found that 

this type of job dissatisfaction leads to voice for those employees who were either 

highly vested in the company or possessed attractive job alternatives.  Fina lly, their 

third study employed a longitudinal experimental method and focused on participants 

in a newspaper workroom simulation.  Over time, the participants received 

increasingly negative feedback while their assigned work task became increasingly 
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difficult.  This job dissatisfaction stimulus led to voice for those participants who 

remained satisfied with the task and who possessed high-quality job alternatives2. 

 One of the most clearly-defined sources of job dissatisfaction for the EVLN 

studies was Turnley and Feldman’s (1999) investigation into responses to 

psychological contract violations.  These authors examined how employees would 

respond when they perceived that their employers had reneged or failed to deliver on 

commitments which had been promised by the organization.  Included in their 

regression model were three situational variables: availability of attractive 

employment alternatives, justification for the violation, and perceptions of procedural 

justice. In their moderated regression analysis with all three situational variables, they 

found a significant adjusted R2 for voice at a moderate .13 level (p < .001) compared 

to .30 (p < .001) for exit and .29 (p < .001) for loyalty.   

The sum total of the EVLN studies listed above demonstrates differences in 

the way people respond to dissatisfactory conditions depending upon the source of 

dissatisfaction.  In Rusbult et al.’s (1988) vignette studies, there were strong effects 

between the particular sources of job dissatisfaction and use of voice.  With the 

specific trigger of psychological contract violations, Turnley and Feldman (1999) 

found a relatively weak adjusted R2 of .13.  Finally, when the trigger of 

dissatisfaction was general in nature, the regression coefficients were relatively low 

                                                 
2 For this study, prior job satisfaction was varied by manipulating the promised pay for participation in 
the experiment. Those in the “low-satisfaction condition” were promised $2.85 for their work, while 
the high-satisfaction group was promised $4.85.  To manipulate job alternatives, anticipated pay for 
new task options was varied with expected pay being $4.35 for the good-alternative condition, and 
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(Withey & Cooper, 1989).  These studies and their disparate findings suggest that an 

individual’s response to dissatisfactory conditions may very well hinge on the 

specific source of dissatisfaction. 

 A second trigger leading to expression, and one closely related to 

organizational wrongdoing, has been moral concerns or objections.  Both the dissent 

and whistle-blowing literatures have considered such principled objections as reasons 

that an employee would speak out against their own organization.  Graham (1986) 

introduced the term, “principled organizational dissent,” which she defines as “an 

effort by individuals in the workplace to protest and/or to change the organizational 

status quo because of their conscientious objection to current policy or practice” (p. 

2). She focuses on an individual’s assessment that something in the organization 

violates their personal standard of justice or honesty.  In order to return the 

organization back to a state that appeases the individual, he/she may attempt such 

dissent strategies as constructive criticism, internal protest, external reporting, or 

sabotage.    

  Graham (1986) used Hirschman's concept of "exit, voice, and loyalty" as a 

foundation for her discussion of responses of principled organizational dissent.  She 

developed a 3X2 model depicting two exit dimensions (stay or go) and three voice 

dimensions (silence, internal criticism, and external reporting) that described response 

options for employees who experienced moral wrongs within the workplace.  For 

                                                                                                                                           
$2.90 for the poor-alternatives condition.  The deteriorating work conditions involved making the task 
more difficult while increasing negative feedback from the “supervisor.” 
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Graham, an episode of principled organizational dissent begins when an individual 

becomes aware of a workplace situation which violates his or her personal values.  

Once aware of an issue, the individual may then proceed through various stages of 

dissent beginning with consideration of the seriousness of the issue, reflection of 

whether the individual has a responsibility to get involved, and consideration of one’s 

perceived feasibility of response.  Graham’s model, however, includes no typology of 

messages resulting from such moral dissent (Hegstrom, 1990). 

While a review of the literature could identify no direct tests of Graham’s 

model, Rothschild and Miethe (1999) do offer it some support.  In their study of 

whistle-blowers, they employed a qualitative assessment of actual whistle-blowers 

and silent observers (those who observed a wrong-doing but did not voice their 

concerns).  Using in-depth interviews with 394 actual whistle-blowers and 218 silent 

observers from “all walks of life” (p. 109), they posed the question of “why do 

individuals decide to blow the whistle” to those individuals who had actually 

participated in this activity.  Rothschild and Miethe found that no socio-demographic 

characteristics distinguish the whistle-blower from the silent observer.  Instead, 

through coding of interview data, they found that 79 percent of whistle-blowers were 

motivated by their personally-held values, including those religiously or morally 

based.  According to this study, organizational wrongdoing that conflicts with an 

individual’s morals, can lead her to speaking out against the organization.  It is 

unclear whether the same trigger will lead to other types of behavior, such as 

rationalizing or excusing the wrongdoing.  Graham (1986) and Rothschild and Miethe 
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(1999) are only concerned with those employees speaking out against the 

organization, not with those who may verbally support or otherwise legitimize 

wrongdoing.  

Meanwhile, Kassing and Avtgis (1999) remove the reference to one’s 

conscious in describing dissent as “the expression of disagreement or contradictory 

opinions in the workplace” (p. 100).  For these authors, the trigger of dissent is quite 

general and open to a number of interpretations.  In simple terms, dissent occurs when 

an individual (a) feels apart from one’s organization, and (b) expresses disagreement 

or contradictory opinions about one’s organization (Kassing, 1998).  It is unclear 

exactly what may cause someone to “feel apart” from his/her organization.  In his 

empirical effort to develop a dissent measure, Kassing appears to not be concerned 

with specifying a specific trigger.  He reports that he “wrote items that reflected a 

variety of triggering events” (p. 196).  No further description is given for these 

particular triggering events.   

Kassing and Avtgis (1999) tested relationships between an individual’s 

aggressive communication tendencies and organizational dissent.  Again, they 

neglected to suggest that different triggers might cause individuals to dissent in 

different ways.  Two of the triggers that were used to prompt respondents included 

questioning “workplace decisions” and complaining about “workplace changes.”  It 

could be that these two triggers are conceptually different and lead to very different 

responses from employees, but this particular study does not capture that issue.   
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  Finally, whistle-blowing studies have focused on organizational wrong-doing 

as a trigger for speaking out.  From a conceptual perspective, the whistle-blowing 

literature recognizes that some triggering event causes an employee to initiate the 

process that may or may not lead them to blow the whistle (c.f., Greenberger et al., 

1987; Miceli & Near, 1991; Near & Miceli, 1995; Stewart, 1980).  Miceli and Near 

(1991) argue that the perception of wrongdoing lies within the individual member.  

Near and Miceli (1996) suggest that wrongdoing could be perceived from three 

unique perspectives.  From a legal perspective, the individual may perceive 

wrongdoing and that some portion of the public is endangered by the organization’s 

actions.  Using an auditor’s perspective, wrongdoing is significant when it is 

sufficiently costly to warrant investigation.  Finally, the philosophical perspective 

assumes that whistle-blowing is an ethical act, used to protect potential victims, 

especially when evidence of the wrongdoing is substantive.   

Empirical examinations of whistle-blowing are often quite specific about the 

wrongdoing trigger.  Such triggers as sexual harassment (Knapp et al., 1997), 

financial fraud (Somers & Casal, 1994), cases of professional incompetence in a 

healthcare setting (King, 1997), and academic dishonesty (Brabeck, 1984; Trevino & 

Victor, 1992), have been considered.  Retrospective whistle-blowing studies (c.f., 

Miceli & Near, 1984; Perry, 1992; Rothschild & Miethe, 1999), quite clearly 

conceptualize wrongdoing as being determined by the individual’s perspective. 

 In summary, the preceding section reviewed literature addressing various 

triggers which led organizational members to speak out in some fashion against the 
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organization.  One weakness of some of these studies is the general nature with which 

they describe the trigger leading to dissatisfaction.  These studies (e.g., Kassing, 

1998) fail to consider the specific dissatisfaction trigger raising questions of whether 

different triggers could result in different types of communication.  For example, job 

dissatisfaction may stem from a variety of conditions including psychological 

contract violations (Turnley & Feldman, 1999), poor work conditions (Chang, 1999), 

job stress (Rout, Cooper, & Rout, 1996), and inadequate pay and rate of promotion 

(Jain & Mehtani, 1988).  Each of these conditions may comprise a number of 

dimensions and may be dealt with in a diverse manner by the individuals facing them.  

Researchers need to be very clear in the manner in which they describe the trigger for 

job dissatisfaction.  Evidence for this contention is derived from those studies which 

do employ specific triggers of job dissatisfaction (e.g., Rusbult et al., 1988; Turnley 

& Feldman, 1999).  Results of these studies have demonstrated that employees do 

respond differently to unique sources of job dissatisfaction.  Since none of the EVLN 

studies has looked at wrongdoing specifically as a trigger for voice, it is reasonable to 

assume that it may also result in talk that addresses the unique conditions of 

organizational wrongdoing.   

 This assertion becomes more plausible when one considers that organizational 

wrongdoing possesses unique characteristics, which distinguish it from random 

triggers that may cause job dissatisfaction.  First, organizational wrongdoing can 

indirectly indict the individual employee merely by association (Ermann, 1986; 

Glazer, 1992).  An employee perceiving organizational wrongdoing may feel a part of 
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the wrongdoing because of his/her membership within the organization (Miceli & 

Near, 1992; Weinstein, 1979).  At the very least, the employee will likely feel 

compelled to consider how he/she would respond to their involvement, if any, in 

wrongdoing occurring at their organization.  With a random cause of dissatisfaction 

(e.g., low pay) the member likely feels no responsibility for involvement.  Second, 

reports of wrongdoing are likely to carry the social stigma of being considered 

traitorous or labeled a “fink”, a “snitch” or a “rat” (Miceli & Near, 1991).  Even as 

adolescents, we have a difficult time speaking out against wrongdoing cohorts for 

fear of being ostracized (Harari & McDavid, 1969).  In fact, speaking out may invite 

retaliation from those most involved in allowing unethical activities to persist (Near 

& Miceli, 1986; Rothschild & Miethe).   

 Reports of wrongdoing to the proper authorities could result in heavy fines, 

penalties, and even jail time for culprits.  This threat often prompts participating 

group members to discredit those who report wrongdoing (Stewart, 1980) or even 

cause them bodily harm (Maas, 1970; Mitchell, 1981).  This is much less likely in the 

case of responses to random sources of dissatisfaction.  Third, responding to 

organizational wrongdoing has been recognized as involving a moral dimension 

(Brabeck, 1984; Rothschild & Miethe, 1999).  This moral dimension forces the 

individual to look inward using his/her personal ethics as a compass in responding.  

Such reflection has not been proposed for responses to general work dissatisfaction.   

 Although Graham’s (1986) principled organizational dissent model does 

closely mirror the concept of an employee perceiving wrongdoing, its limited 



   

  

 

36

response process has never been empirically tested.  The one area of literature that 

recognizes the relationship between organizational wrongdoing and individual talk is 

whistle-blowing. This literature looks directly at a particular response to 

organizational wrongdoing though it fails to consider alternative witness talk about 

wrongdoing that does not involve blowing the whistle.  Thus, it examines a quite 

narrow range of talk about wrongdoing and this will be discussed further in the next 

section.  

Types of Responses to Dissatisfactory Conditions (including Wrongdoing) 

In this section, I will discuss the specific ways in which employees 

communicate about or respond to dissatisfactory work conditions or dissatisfaction in 

general.  To this end, literature from the following areas will be included: EVLN, 

(principled organizational) dissent, whistle-blowing, and accounts.  Each of these 

areas describes the ways in which employees talk about dissatisfaction, including 

wrongdoing.    

As had been discussed, the EVLN framework is a theoretical model used to 

explain employees’ communicative attempts to address dissatisfactory work 

conditions or situations.  According to Hirschman (1970), management learns about 

declining performance and dissatisfactory conditions via a range of employee 

behaviors.  One such behavior, exit, occurs when employees leave the organization 

voluntarily and may signal to management a need to address the conditions that led to 

exit.  Employees who choose the exit option believe that the current unsatisfactory 

situation is unlikely to change (Farrell, 1983; Hirschman, 1970).   
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Using the voice option, workers employ communication to express their 

dissatisfaction to management or to anyone else who will listen, including those 

external to the firm.  As Hirschman (1970) explains, "to resort to voice, rather than 

exit, is for the customer or member to make an attempt at changing the practices, 

policies, and outputs of the firm from which one buys or of the organization to which 

one belongs" (p. 30).  Hirschman emphasizes that the purpose of voice is to attempt 

change by appealing to a higher authority rather than walking away from the 

organization.   

Loyalty represents a third option in the range of behaviors available to 

organizational members facing dissatisfaction.  Loyalty is conceptualized by 

Hirschman as an individual’s “special attachment to an organization” (p. 77).  Loyalty 

to one’s organization prevents exit while initiating voice.  Likely because of 

Hirschman’s rather vague description of loyalty, organizational scholars have 

conceptualized this construct in two distinct ways.  First, it is argued that loyalty can 

lead an employee to stay with the organization silently hoping that dissatisfactory 

conditions will improve (Farrell, 1983; Kolarska & Aldrich, 1980).  This choice 

option is most desirable to the organization, and is often recommended for employees 

seeking advice on coping with dissatisfying conditions.  Second, loyalty has been 

conceptualized as taking on behaviors that demonstrate support for the organization 

despite the presence of dissatis fying conditions.  Specifically, Whithey and Cooper 

(1989) argue for rejecting the notion of loyalty as passive and silent because that 

concept blurs too strongly with neglect, which will be discussed next.  Instead, they 
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argue for a conceptualization of loyalty as “active support for the organization” (p. 

537).  Thus, loyalty has been recognized as taking on one of two forms: passive, 

constructive behavior (Rusbult et al., 1988; Withey & Cooper, 1989), and silence on 

the issue (Kolarska & Aldrich, 1980).   

 Neglect as a response strategy to dissatisfying conditions was added to the 

EVL model by Kolarska and Aldrich (1980) and Rusbult and colleagues (Rusbult, 

Zembrodt, & Gunn, 1982; Rusbult, Farrell, Rogers, & Mainous, 1988).  Neglect 

“refers to passively allowing conditions to deteriorate through reduced interest or 

effort, chronic lateness or absences, using company time for personal business, or 

increased error rate” (1988, p. 601).  This type of behavior is present when an 

individual assumes that a dissatisfying condition will not improve (Withey & Cooper, 

1989).  Neglect leads to “silent protest” behaviors and attitudes such as losses in 

motivation, lateness, absenteeism, and lack of effort.   

 Farrell (1983) tested the applicability of the EVLN framework in his analysis 

of respondents’ responses to job dissatisfaction by considering 12 specific responses 

to dissatisfying work conditions.  Using multidimensional scaling analysis, Farrell 

found that these 12 responses to dissatisfying conditions did indeed cluster into four 

hypothesized theoretical categories: exit, voice, loyalty, and neglect.  Further, these 

four response groups were described by two conceptual dimensions: active/passive 

and constructive/destructive.  Active responses deal directly with dissatisfying 

conditions, while passive responses assume the conditions will eventually change.  

Constructive responses include those which attempt to address dissatisfying 
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conditions in a proactive manner, while destructive responses include responses 

which could exasperate the current situation.   

 Farrell’s (1983) operationalization of the voice and loyalty constructs are listed 

in Table 2.1, while the Rusbult et al. (1988) items are displayed in Table 2.2.  While 

these scales have been adequate in measuring the voice and loyalty aspects, they are 

certainly not exhaustive.  Neither one was generated with the purpose of considering a 

wide range of voice or loyalty behaviors.  So, while both studies do offer support to the 

behavior types of the EVLN model, they admittedly include a limited number of 

response options.  There are likely more than four voice and four loyalty responses to 

job dissatisfaction, and more common ones should be included – or at least empirically 

generated.  However, the issue here is not solely concerned with the number of 

responses.  Instead, questions arise about whether the various responses that could fall 

under each category represent different and critical conceptual dimensions of the same 

phenomenon.  A simple illustration illuminates this issue.   

Table 2.1 
Farrell’s operationalization of EVLN construct 
Voice Talking to the supervisor to try and make things better 

Putting a note in the suggestion box hoping to correct the problem 
Writing a letter to a government agency to find out what can be done 
to help the problem 

Loyalty Waiting patiently and hoping the problem will solve itself 
Quietly doing one’s job an letting higher ups make the decisions 
Saying nothing to others and assuming things will work out all right 
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Table 2.2 
Rusbult et al.’s (1988) operationalization of EVLN construct 
Voice I would go to my immediate supervisor to discus the problem 

I would ask my co-workers for advice about what to do 
I would talk to the office manager about how I felt about the 
situation 
I would try to solve the problem by suggesting changes in the way 
work was supervised in the office 

Loyalty I would hang in there and wait for the problem to go away 
I would stick with my job through good times and bad times 
I would think that my job was probably as good as most 
I would patiently wait for the problem to disappear 

 Under voice options, Farrell (1983) lists the following options: talking to the 

supervisor to try and make things better; putting a note in the suggestion box hoping 

to correct the problem; and, writing a letter to a government agency to find out what 

can be done to help the problem.  It is certainly possible that a letter to a government 

agency could have dramatically different effects on the organization than an 

employee speaking face-to-face with a supervisor.  The whistle-blowing literature is 

rife with examples of employees facing retaliation for going outside the 

organization’s boundaries to air the company’s “dirty laundry” (c.f., Miceli, Rehg, 

Near, & Ryan, 1999; Near & Jensen, 1983; Near & Miceli, 1986; Rothschild & 

Miethe, 1999; Stewart, 1980).  Conceptually, this example of voice is quite different 

than speaking one-on-one with one’s supervisor.  It is highly likely that these two 

examples of employing voice are conceptually different in that one of them is 

potentially threatening to the organization while the other is not threatening at all.  

 Operationalizations of the loyalty construct have also been distinct between 

studies.  Compared to Farrell and Rusbult et al. (1988), Turnley and Feldman (1999) 
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employed a proactive operationalization of loyalty with a focus on organizational 

citizenship behaviors.  Their measure of loyalty included such items as, “I am willing 

to go out of my way to defend the organization to outsiders.”  Considering the diverse 

manner in which the loyalty construct has been operationalized, it is possible that it 

actually represents two distinct behaviors instead of just one.  Additional work is 

required in order to generate a more complete typology or catalog of voice and 

loyalty options, and in determining how they may differ at a conceptual level.  When 

attempting to determine various response types to a particular trigger, it may be wise 

to begin with a more complete set of responses, then categorize them conceptually, in 

order to be certain one is generating a full complement of responses. 

The dissent literature offers additional communicative responses to 

dissatisfaction in the workplace, including those factors which violate a person’s 

personal ethics.  Graham (1986) used Hirschman's concept of "exit, voice, and 

loyalty" as a foundation for her discussion of principled organizational dissent.  She 

developed a 3X2 model depicting two exit dimensions (stay or go) and three voice 

dimensions (silence, internal criticism, and external reporting) that described response 

options for employees who experienced moral wrongs within the workplace.  An 

employee who decided to stay in silence is said to have possess “blind loyalty” to the 

organization, while those who leave silently demonstrate “quiet departure.”  

Employees may also decide to utilize internal criticism while staying with the 

organization, or in an exit interview as they leave the firm.  Finally, an employee who 

chooses to report a wrongdoing to external channels is considered a whistle-blower.   
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If the employee chose to leave the organization with voice, he/she was 

exhibiting "exit-with-voice, public protest, or resignation" (p. 5).  After considering 

these factors, the individual decides whether to respond to the issue and if so, then 

determines the magnitude of his/her response.  Finally, the individual makes 

judgments about the organization’s reaction to his/her response.  The issue may end 

there unless the organization’s response triggers further action by the individual.  

While Graham’s model is among the most comprehensive in addressing wrongdoing 

in the organization, it too fails to consider a wide range of potential responses, much 

less the conceptual dimensions encompassing those responses.  Further, Graham’s 

model also fails to recognize talk that does not protest wrongdoing but rather allows it 

to continue.  In other words, it only examines communication aimed at ending 

wrongdoing, while ignoring communication used to learn more about wrongdoing or 

which allows wrongdoing to continue. 

 In addition to Graham’s typology, dissent has been defined as “the expression 

of disagreement or contradictory opinions in the workplace” (Kassing & Avtgis, 

1999, p. 100) and has been offered as an antecedent to specific communication 

behaviors such as whistle-blowing (Stewart, 1980).  Dissent may possess negative 

connotations when thought of as “voice” that disrupts the status quo, or it may be 

thought of as constructive feedback (Hegstrom, 1990).  Organizations that facilitate 

dissent can increase their chances of survival because employees are less likely to 

cover up mistakes and more likely to offer suggestions for improvement (Redding, 

1985).  Dissent can assume three forms: articulated, antagonistic, and displaced 
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(Kassing, 1997).  Articulated dissent involves direct and open communication to 

managers.  Antagonistic dissent entails employees who feel as if they will be 

perceived as adversarial but who have leverage against retaliation because of their 

position or resources they provide the firm.  Finally, displaced dissent involves 

disagreeing without confronting or challenging often to audiences who can have no 

effect on the source of dissatisfaction.   

 Kassing (1998) developed the Organizational Dissent Scale (ODS) because 

“researchers have failed to consider the entire range of behaviors constituting 

employee dissent” (p. 188).  He developed a 20- item version of the ODS, which 

demonstrated content and construct validity, temporal stability, and internal 

consistency for dimensions of the scale.  Kassing’s scale, however, prompted 

respondents to characterize how they express concerns about work without specifying 

a particular issue.  Thus, the ODS taps an individual’s responses to general work 

concerns.  Certainly, such concerns, which may be technical or procedural in nature, 

can be quite different than organizational wrongdoing, which is likely moral or 

ethical in nature.  Furthermore, like Graham’s model of principled organizational 

dissent, Kassing focuses on dissenting behaviors without consideration for those 

behaviors which allow the specific trigger of job dissatisfaction, including 

wrongdoing, to continue.  Again, it is evident that such studies do not capture the 

entire range of communication possibilities surrounding an organizational episode 

because they were designed to focus solely on one option of the larger range of 
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potential responses without considering talk that does not merely serve to speak out 

against wrongdoing. 

One of two specific types of voice focused on addressing wrongdoing in the 

organization is whistle-blowing.  In fact, studies of whistle-blowers has provided the 

most comprehensive body of literature related to talk about organizational 

wrongdoing.  Whistle-blowing could be thought of as a subset of the voice 

component of the EVLN model (Graham, 1986; Miceli & Near, 1992).  Whistle-

blowing studies have been valuable in determining what factors may lead an 

employee to take the ultimate step in speaking out against his/her own organization’s 

wrongdoing.   

Whistle-blowing has been described and explored from a variety of positions.  

The bulk of whistle-blowing work can be organized into three general areas: (a) 

conceptual pieces either directly or indirectly related to whistle-blowing and that 

describe it and/or its elements, (b) conceptual and empirical works about the 

determinants of whistle-blowing activity, (c) and conceptual and empirical works on 

the consequences of whistle-blowing (for a review, see Near & Miceli, 1995). Stewart 

(1980) examined 51 separate whistle-blowing cases in an effort to discover their order 

of events.  Stewart found that whistle-blowing cases originated by someone within an 

organization proceeded through five steps, each of which is contingent upon the 

target of communication being unresponsive to the complainant’s allegations.  Her 

findings are similar to those suggested by Near and Miceli (1992) though several of 

her steps relate to the whistle-blower seeking out higher authorities when their 
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accusations are ignored at lower levels.  While Stewart attempted to describe the 

whistle-blowing process, other scholars have recognized situational, individual, and 

organizational predictors, that affect the likelihood of someone blowing the whistle 

and the likely outcomes of such cases. 

Studies of whistle-blowing appear to be increasing.  Such studies are certainly 

valuable in understanding how a “deviant” violates organizational norms and exposes 

wrongdoing.  However, whistle-blowing appears to be an all-or-nothing proposition – 

one either blows the whistle or refrains from such a response (Knapp et al., 1997).  

There remains a paucity of research focused on understanding the range of responses, 

or talk, individuals may enact in connection to wrongdoing.  If the whistle-blower is 

the one exposing wrongdoing toward its cessation, questions remain about the talk 

utilized by other organizational members.  Informal communication between co-

workers aids employees in managing uncertainty, understanding problems, and 

coping with change (Isabella, 1990; Kram & Isabella, 1985; Volkema, Bergmann, & 

Farquhar, 1997).  Such talk may be used by employees to learn more about 

wrongdoing, may serve to continue or legitimize wrongdoing, or may begin to “chip 

away” at the wrongdoing’s continuance.  Whistle-blowing scholarship has been 

purposively aimed at understanding the organizational member who speaks out 

against the wrongdoing and not the organizational majority who does not take such 

action. 

A final area offering explanation into how organizational members explain 

various phenomena, including wrongdoing, is that of accounts (Scott & Lyman, 
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1968).  An account is defined as “a linguistic device employed whenever an action is 

subjected to valuative inquiry” (p. 46).  Scott and Lyman suggest that talk is the 

fabric of our daily lives, both as individuals and social collectives.  They offer 

accounts as one particular feature of talk, and argue that this type of talk serves the 

purpose of explaining deviations between what is expected and what actually occurs.  

Although accounts address a wrongdoer’s explanation for his/her participation in 

unethical activity, it could be that some witnesses to wrongdoing feel as if they are 

participating merely because of their association with a guilty organization.  While 

accounts represent the ways in which the wrongdoer explains wrongdoing, these 

explanations may overlap with those provided by a witness.  For this reason, I have 

included a review of this literature.   

There are two general types of accounts: excuses and justifications (Hamilton 

& Sanders, 1992).  Using justifications, an individual accepts responsibility for a 

questionable act but denies its associated negative qualities.  In the present context, an 

individual who contributes to organizational wrongdoing may claim that the 

wrongdoing was justified because it helped the organization but resulted in no 

negative consequences.  Scott and Lyman (1968) suggest several specific types of 

justification strategies including denial of injury, denial of victim, condemnation of 

condemners, sad tales, self- fulfillment, and appeal to loyalties.  Several of these 

justification strategies could be directly associated with someone explaining their role 

in wrongdoing.  For example, in denying injury, the actor would claim that though 

wrongdoing was occurring, it harmed no one.  Using appealing to loyalties, the actor 
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claims that the wrongdoing serves another (e.g., the organization, to whom the actor 

is deeply loyal).   

An excuse is used when one admits to participation in a questionable act but 

denies full responsibility for his/her action.  For example, an excuse could be used if 

an organizational member was to participate in wrongdoing and blame participation 

on feeling required to follow supervisor orders.  Scott and Lyman further distinguish 

between types of excuses, such as appeals to accident, appeals to defeasibility, 

appeals to biological drives, and scapegoating.  With appeals to defeasibility, the 

individual may claim that he/she had no intent to do harm, nor knowledge that the 

outcome would be harmful.  Using scapegoating, the individual may excuse their 

accountability by suggesting that it is a function of another person’s pathology or 

deficiency.  While Scott and Lymann’s treatise offers a potential explanation of 

particular witness talk about organizational wrongdoing, it has yet to be empirically 

tested in that context.  Furthermore, much like the voice and loyalty constructs, 

accounts represent just two types (excuses and justifications) of talk about 

wrongdoing, providing further support for understanding the underlying dimensions 

of a representative list of witness talk about wrongdoing. 

Summary 

The literature discussed in this section focuses on explaining the specific 

behaviors that organizational members may utilize when triggered by dissatisfactory 

conditions.  Three critiques can be directed at this literature.  First, most employ 

limited response options for individuals.  Only a handful of voice options have been 



   

  

 

48

examined in EVLN work, while Graham’s principled organizational dissent model 

remains at a conceptual level without strong consideration for micro behaviors that 

may occur at the various stages of dissent.  It was pointed out that not only were the 

number of response types limited, but they also may be different along key 

conceptual dimensions.  A more complete list of responses could lead to development 

of a comprehensive typology that is distinguished by more descriptive conceptual 

dimensions than merely the label of “voice.”   

Second, most of these areas fail to consider communication which fosters the 

continuance of or supports wrongdoing.  For example, Kassing (1998) focuses on 

those behaviors that go against organizational norms while Graham (1986) 

concentrates on just those behaviors geared toward objecting to wrongdoing.  While 

these behaviors certainly constitute dissent, they do not extend to include that 

communication which directly or indirectly serves to allow wrongdoing or another 

source of dissatisfaction to continue.  The account literature does extend to this type 

of communication, though its list of response options is relatively small, and it has yet 

to be empirically examined in the context of organizational wrongdoing.  Finally, the 

whistle-blowing literature directly speaks to talk about wrongdoing, though it is an 

“all or nothing proposition” whose response options are limited to but a handful of 

types (e.g., internal vs. external wrongdoing).  It is clear that further research is 

required into understanding the many different facets of witness talk about 

organizational wrongdoing. 
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The preceding review of literature points to a need for research into witness 

talk about organizational wrongdoing.  I reviewed four broad areas of literature 

including EVLN, dissent, whistle-blowing, and accounts, and recognized that each 

approximates the goals of this study but differ on key elements.  First, the EVLN 

model describes four major ways employees react to dissatisfaction in the workplace.  

However, that model does not necessarily address wrongdoing specifically, and 

efforts to include particular causes of dissatisfaction have been rare.  Furthermore, 

operationalization of the model’s various components have been rather limited, 

addressing but a handful of potential voice and loya lty behavioral options.   

Next, studies of dissent, such as those conducted by Kassing (1998) and 

(Kassing & Avtgis, 1999), include a large number of potential response types in 

examining an individual’s reactions to dissatisfaction in the workplace.  However, 

these studies focus on dissatisfaction rather than wrongdoing specifically.  Graham’s 

(1986) interest in principled organizational dissent does approximate responses to 

wrongdoing.  However, she offers a rather limited set of response options that has yet 

to be empirically treated for conceptual differences and similarities.  Finally, whistle-

blowing research focuses primarily on that minority of individuals who utilize one of 

the most extreme responses to wrongdoing while ignoring a myriad of other potential 

responses.  Additionally, none of the areas listed above has included “talk” about 

wrongdoing that excuses, legitimizes, or directly supports wrongdoing.  Only the 

account literature offers potential explanations for these types of communicative acts 

though this literature also includes a limited number of response options.  Therefore, 
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we know little about particular ways in which wrongdoing is talked about.  For these 

reasons, the following research question is posed: 

Research Question 1: What are the key types of witness talk about 

organizational wrongdoing? 
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Factors Predicting Talk about Organizational Wrongdoing 

This section of the literature review will address those factors that are 

expected to influence types of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing.  Witness 

talk about wrongdoing is a behavior exercised within an organizational context.  

Thus, it is likely that it will be influenced by factors which predict similar types of 

behavior exercised within the same context.  For example, whistle-blowing represents 

one distinct type of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing, and thus predictors 

of this act may also predict other types of such talk.  Additionally, communicative 

behaviors such as EVLN behaviors, dissent forms, and accounts, are similar 

conceptually to witness talk about wrongdoing.  Therefore, factors useful in 

predicting these behaviors may also be useful in predicting witness talk about 

wrongdoing.   

For these reasons, I will again rely on the EVLN, dissent, accounts, and 

whistle-blowing literatures in determining which variables will most likely influence 

talk about wrongdoing.  Kassing (1997) contends that when expressing dissent, 

organizational members will be subjected to individual, relational, and organizational 

influences, and that they consider cost-benefit issues, such as whether they will be 

perceived as adversarial or constructive, and whether they will be retaliated against.  

Likewise, McLain and Keenan (1999) argue that “responses to wrongdoing are likely 

influenced by many of the same factors which research has identified are strong 

influences on other organizational decisions and behavior. These factors include 

reward systems, organizational culture and formal structures, co-worker influence, 
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and perceived task demands” (p. 259).  Figure 1.1 depicts potential groups of 

predictors that could be argued will affect types of witness talk about organizational 

wrongdoing.  This figure represents a broad range of influences that could impact 

individual talk.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Situational, individual, and organizational predictors which are 

predicted to influence witness talk about organizational wrongdoing.  Those that are 

italicized were used in this study. 

Situational variables 
Justification of wrongdoing 
Co-worker talk about wrongdoing 
Manager talk about wrongdoing 
Proximity of wrongdoing 
Severity of wrongdoing  
Perceived level of awareness 
Cost-benefit analysis  

Organizational variables 
Perceptions of organizational  
   defensiveness 
Perceptions of organizational  
   trust 
Industry  
Organizational size 

 

Individual variables 
Power 
Targets of identification (Org., Work 
Group, Profession) 
Locus of control 
Tenure 
Age 

Focal individual 
witnesses real or 
alleged organizational 
wrongdoing 

Focal individual 
talks about the 
wrongdoing. 
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Situational Predictors Hypothesized to Influence  

Witness Talk about Wrongdoing 

Seven situational variables are proposed to make a difference in types of 

witness talk about wrongdoing.  A situational predictor is one that is related to an 

individual’s perceptions of a particular episode of organizational wrongdoing.  Unlike 

individual predictors which are generally stable over time, situational predictors are 

contingent upon the specific wrongdoing.  The seven situational predictors that will 

be reviewed next include the perceived level of awareness about the wrongdoing, 

severity of the wrongdoing, proximity of the wrongdoing, justification of the 

wrongdoing, manager’s talk about the wrongdoing, co-worker’s talk about the 

wrongdoing, and cost-benefit analysis. 

Perceived Level of Awareness about Wrongdoing 

Perceived level of awareness about wrongdoing describes the individual’s 

perceptions of how many people know of about a real of alleged case of 

organizational wrongdoing.  This predictor answers the question of how many people 

are perceived to know about the wrongdoing, and their level of knowledge about its 

existence.  It is anticipated that as the perceived level of awareness increases, it will 

have a significant affect on types of talk about wrongdoing.  For example, in Maas’ 

(1970) description of the corruption in the New York City Police Department, he 

writes that corruption was wide-spread and that the majority of police officers knew 

about the unethical activities of the department.  The focal actor in this account, Frank 

Serpico, knew of the widespread nature of the corruption, and thus would have likely 
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felt that the perceived level of awareness about the wrongdoing was high.  

Conversely, a focal individual would consider cases characterized by a small number 

of people with knowledge about a wrongdoing to be low in perceived level of 

awareness.   

Based upon research into bystander intervention (c.f. Latane & Darley, 1970), 

it is anticipated that when the perceived level of awareness about a wrongdoing is 

high, talk about the wrongdoing will be constricted.  This is especially true of any talk 

that would be considered speaking out against the wrongdoing.  Conversely, when 

perceived level of awareness of a wrongdoing is low, talk about the wrongdoing will 

increase, especially talk considered to be against the wrongdoing.  Latane and 

Darley’s experiments examine how and why individuals respond to emergency 

situations and the various situational factors influencing those decisions.  These 

experiments primarily involved creating real- life scenarios involving some 

emergency situation, such as a woman in an adjacent room crying for help, smoke 

emitted from a vent, and a shoplifting scenario (societal wrongdoing).  With such 

events acting as triggers, the researchers focused on how quickly the subject 

attempted to help and what particular course of action they exhibited.  Latane and 

Darley posited that bystander intervention proceeds through five stages: (a) noticing 

the event, (b) interpreting the event as an emergency, (c) feeling personally 

responsible for addressing the emergency, (d) perceiving that one possesses the 

necessary skills and resources to act, and (e) a behavioral response.   
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During the middle three stages, various social and individual factors can 

influence whether or how someone responds.  I will discuss the second and third 

stages of bystander intervention in this section, and introduce discussion of the fourth 

stage in the “individual predictors” section of this review.  Within the interpretation 

stage, an individual who notices an event will seek out additional information to 

determine whether it truly is an emergency.  One key source of such information is 

other bystanders.  If other individuals do not appear concerned about the triggering 

event, the focal individual will likely be unconcerned as well.  Latane and Darley 

used Allport’s (1924) notion of pluralistic ignorance to describe a situation in which 

the focal individual perceives that the triggering event is not an emergency because 

no one else appears concerned.  Because an individual does not want to be perceived 

as an alarmist by exaggerating the status of an event, he/she will likely remain quiet 

(Latane & Nida, 1981).  Further, as the number of people that are present and not 

responding increases, the less likely the focal individual is to respond for fear of 

embarrassment. 

 During the third stage, deciding if one is personally responsible for dealing 

with an event, group size once again could play a role.  If an individual alone 

interprets an event as an emergency, he/she assumes all responsibility about whether 

or not to help.  “If others are present, the onus of responsibility is diffused, and the 

finger of blame points less directly at any one person” (Latane & Darley, 1970, p. 

90).  In fact, the more people that witness an event, the more dispersed responsibility 

will be for helping.  Applying Latane and colleagues’ findings to an organizational 
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wrongdoing scenario would lead to the prediction that the number of people within 

the organization who are believed to know about organizational wrongdoing will 

influence how individuals talk about wrongdoing.  It would be anticipated that the 

larger the number of people, the less likely someone would directly challenge or try 

to end wrongdoing.  Miceli and Near (1988) tested this assumption in a whistle-

blowing context and found an opposite effect: whistle-blowing activity was positively 

correlated with work group size.  However, it is important to remember that these 

authors were focusing on those individuals who blew the whistle rather than the likely 

majority of employees not classified as whistle-blowers.  It could be that this larger 

group of employees did behave in a way similar to Latane and Darley’s unresponsive 

bystanders. 

Perceived Justification for the Wrongdoing  

Research suggests that employees consider the justification or reasons given 

for adverse organizational actions when deciding how to respond to these events 

(Greenberg, 1990; Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1986; Turnley & Feldman, 1999).  

This literature leads to the implication that employees’ reactions to organizational 

wrongdoing may be influenced by whether the individual believes that forces beyond 

the firm’s control lead to the wrongdoing or whether the employee believes the 

organization is deliberately acting wrong.  It is anticipated here that employees’ talk 

about wrongdoing will be influenced by their perceptions of how justified the 

organization is in committing wrongdoing acts.   
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For example, there are several communication strategies organizations use to 

justify their behaviors and even their existence.  Such strategies include those 

identified by Ashforth and Kreiner (1999), which explain how organizations 

moderate the impact of negative social perceptions in “dirty work” occupations.  

“Dirty work” is employment that is tainted physically (i.e., garbage collector), 

socially (i.e., prison guard), or morally (i.e., exotic dancer).  Despite these conditions, 

the authors claim that these employment groups develop strong identities by 

justifying their existence using three strategies.  First, the organization may reframe 

the meaning attached to the occupation.  This is accomplished by infusing, or 

instilling the occupation with positive value and changing it into a “badge of honor” 

(p. 421).  Or, the occupation’s negative characteristics may be neutralized by negating 

the value of the stigma.  A similar approach could be taken with wrongdoing, as the 

organization may justify the activity by giving positive value to the wrongdoing (e.g., 

“it gives us a competitive edge”) or negating the negative value of the wrongdoing 

(e.g., “we’re not the only ones doing it”).   

A second strategy involves recalibrating which involves adjusting the implicit 

negative standards of an occupation and re-assessing the magnitude and/or valence of 

a given dirty work characteristic.  This strategy provides new ways to value the 

stigmatized occupation.  For wrongdoing, an organization may symbolically adjust 

the rules or regulations preventing wrongdoing, including federal or industry 

standards, through creation of their own standard of right and wrong.  The third 

strategy is refocusing, in which the focus of attention is shifted from the stigmatized 
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features of the work to the nonstigmatized features.  For wrongdoing, the organization 

may concentrate attention on the benefit gained from the wrongdoing which shifts 

focus away from its negative aspects.  Through these and other strategies, 

organizational members committing wrongdoing may justify their actions in such a 

way as to influence other employee’s perceptions.  In their study of employee’s 

responses to psychological contract violations, Turnley and Feldman (1999) found 

that decisions to exit the organization were moderated by whether justifications for 

the violations were acceptable to the subject.   

Manager’s and Co-workers’ Talk About Wrongdoing as a Form of Social Influence 

As has been mentioned, organizations assert a confluence of pressures on their 

members.  One such pressure is social influence stemming from co-workers and 

supervisors in one’s work group.  I posit that individual perceptions of whether their 

manager and co-workers talk against or for a wrongdoing will impact the individual’s 

talk types of talk about wrongdoing.  Specifically, if managers and co-workers make 

it clear in their communication that they are against a wrongdoing, so too will their 

immediate employees. 

Schachter (1960) found that group members seeking to define social reality 

rely heavily on the opinions of other people.  Social information from co-workers and 

management influences employee’s attitudes often in the direction espoused by these 

sources (Zalesny & Ford, 1990).  Social information processing theory (Salancik & 

Pfeffer, 1978) posits that individual attitudes are determined by (a) the job or task 

environmental characteristics, (b) social information, and (c) the individual’s own 
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behaviors.  “Almost all research has concluded that social information plays a 

substantial role in shaping employee perceptions and attitudes” (Miller & Monge, 

1985).  In their own study, Miller and Monge did find that social information 

significantly influenced employee’s anxiety related to change.  Ellis (1992) found that 

social information was a strong influencer of employees’ attitudes about a planned 

organizational change, especially when information was received from highly 

credible sources in situations of high uncertainty.  Miller, Johnson, and Grau (1994) 

similarly found that employees who received thorough and timely information, and 

who possessed a high need for achievement, were willing to participate in an 

organizational change.  

Social learning could occur in a variety of ways including via direct 

communication or by modeling others’ behaviors.  Individuals do not have to 

participate in a particular behavior for learning to occur.  Instead, they may learn by 

observing other individuals, especially when they witness the individual being 

provided positive rewards for their behavior.  Conversely, if individuals see someone 

punished or retaliated against for a behavior, they may learn not to behave similarly 

(Manz & Sims, 1981).  Especially pertinent in employee behavior modeling is the 

actions of managers.  Manz and Sims (1981) contend that employees will be more 

likely to imitate behaviors of their managers than of co-workers.  Additionally, 

managers exert extra influence because of their possession of rewards that employees 

value.  Such pressures may moderate an individual’s autonomous moral behavior 
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(Graham, 1986; Milgram, 1975).  For example, Milgram (1963, 1974) found that 

employees are influenced into participating in wrongdoing by powerful others.   

Co-workers can also influence individuals by encouraging them to participate 

in wrongdoing rather than violate group norms (McLain & Keenan, 1999). In fact, it 

is has been posited that immediate co-workers will be more influential than other 

organization or extra-organization members upon encountering wrongdoing 

(Greenberger et al., 1987).  Greenberger et al. (1987) suggests that groups of co-

workers influence individuals perceptions of whether an event is wrongful and 

whether whistle-blowing could be an effective response.  These authors argue that if 

co-workers can influence the instigation and continuance of wrongdoing, they may 

affect its cessation.   

Zey-Ferrell, Weaver, and Ferrell (1979) studied the influencers of unethical 

behavior by marketing managers.  They found that manager perceptions of their 

peers’ behavior and their own opportunity to behave unethically had greater influence 

on their own unethical behavior than did either their own beliefs or what they thought 

management believed.   This finding demonstrates the influence of referent others in 

ethical decision making.  Studies of organizational citizenship behavior (c.f., Krebs, 

1970) found strong support that respondents are more likely to demonstrate prosocial 

behavior soon after observing someone else behave prosocially in a similar situation.  

Similarly Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) suggest that both direct and indirect 

communication in the form of training sessions, feedback, stories of myth, and other 

influencers, enable individuals to learn what emotions are expected to be displayed in 
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particular service oriented work roles.  Such findings reveal that individual behavior 

is influenced by others' behavior especially when that behavior is demonstrated in 

similar contexts.  

Miller and Monge (1985) recommend that the social information processing 

theory be tested with a variety of outcome variables.  Outcome variables such as 

ethical decision making, whistle-blowing, and other responses to wrongdoing, have 

been found to be influenced by social information.  For example, Stead et al. (1987) 

found that ethical decision making was influenced more by social learning and 

situational factors than by individual differences.  Similarly, Near and Miceli (1987) 

contend that co-workers may influence individuals when a questionable incident 

occurs and when the individual considers reporting the incident.  In most cases 

involving organizational wrongdoing, it is anticipated that work groups will have 

developed norms which oppose direct reporting, such as whistle-blowing (Miceli & 

Near, 1991).  Greenberger et al. (1987) suggests that one’s workgroup will define the 

reality of wrongdoing and appropriate responses to wrongdoing through the group’s 

interactions.  To demonstrate this point, he uses the following example: “a focal 

member who observes that ‘creative accounting procedures’ are practiced may be told 

that ‘this is the way things are done everywhere.’” (p. 529).  Responses to 

wrongdoing are expected to be strongly influenced by co-workers’ attitudes toward 

the wrongdoing and their reactions to talk about wrongdoing (McLain & Keenan, 

1999).  Further, Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1969, 1974) suggests that what 

happens to co-workers who talk about wrongdoing will significantly influence an 
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individual’s future talk about wrongdoing.  Reactions by co-workers to talk about 

wrongdoing provide social information cues to other workers about what may be 

acceptable and unacceptable talk.  Such reactions provide cues that signal workplace 

values for the employees reference (Ashforth & Mael, 1989).  Social information 

could also influence whether an individual believes that wrongdoing will be ended 

and whether retaliation will occur against those who speak out against wrongdoing 

(McLain & Keenan, 1999).  

As has been mentioned, social learning may occur through direct 

communication with co-workers or through other forms of learning.  One form of 

learning that occurs in organizations stems from modeling other employees’ 

behaviors (Manz & Sims, 1981), an indirect form of social influence.  Prosocial 

organizational behaviors have been linked to the example set by prosocial models 

(Aderman & Berkowitz, 1970; Brief & Motowidlo, 1986).  Through this process, 

referent employees influence others to conduct prosocial behaviors by reminding 

them what is appropriate behavior, showing them how to be helpful, reducing 

inhibitions against acting prosocially, and informing about the consequences of acting 

prosocially (Aderman & Berkowitz, 1970).  Thus, when supervisors and influential 

co-workers behave prosocially, other employees imitate their behavior.  Regardless of 

how social learning occurs, it is posited to have an influence on individual 

perceptions and behaviors in the workplace.   
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Perceived characteristics of the wrongdoing   

Near and Miceli (1996) report that characteristics associated with wrongdoing 

have had significant relationships to whistle-blowing behavior.  It is likely that such 

characteristics will have similar effects on other types of talk about wrongdoing.  

Specifically, I posit that there are two perceptual characteristics expected to influence 

talk about wrongdoing: proximity of the wrongdoing and severity of the wrongdoing.  

These predictors will be conceptualized and explained next.   

First, I use the term proximity to describe whether the individual perceives 

they are participating in the wrongdoing or it exists in a unit or department separate 

from their own.  It is posited that types of talk about organizational wrongdoing will 

be affected by the perceived proximity between the individual and the wrongdoing.  

For example, wrongdoing that is “close” in proximity is that which the individual 

may likely feel that he/she is contributing directly or indirectly.  If this is the case, the 

individual may feel dissonance caused by their internal values, which oppose 

wrongdoing, and their involvement in something that is illegal or unethical.  For this 

reason, the individual may use communication to reduce this dissonant feeling.  

Greenberger et al. (1987) contend that speaking out against wrongdoing will occur 

more frequently when the wrongdoing is unambiguous.  These authors, however, 

recognize the difficulty in operationalizing this particular construct.  One potential 

method would be to use proximity to the individual as a proxy for wrongdoing that is 

unambiguous.  It is likely that wrongdoing which is perceived as “close” to an 

individual will also be unambiguous and thus affect his or her talk.  McLain and 
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Keenan (1999) predict that when organizational wrongdoing presents a “risky” 

situation for employees in terms of potential loss of personal credibility, or criminal 

penalties, they will be more likely to speak out against the wrongdoing.  This 

characterization of wrongdoing as personally risky is similar to the notion of 

wrongdoing being close to the individual.   

Next, I use the term severity of the wrongdoing to characterize the perceived 

seriousness of the wrongdoing in terms of its potential consequences.  It is anticipated 

that perceptions of the severity of a wrongdoing will affect types of talk about the 

wrongdoing.  Severity can be conceptualized as the degree of actual or potential harm 

caused by the wrongdoing to organizational members, the organization’s structure, to 

the observing individual, or to society outside the organization. Wrongdoing that 

could affect the safety, financial well-being, or health of others, is likely to induce 

stronger feelings of dissonance than that which simply conflicts with the member’s 

personal values (Dozier & Miceli, 1985).  Graham (1986) suggested that the greater 

the wrongdoing’s likely negative impact, the greater perceived issue seriousness will 

be. McLain and Keenan (1999) suggest that the more seriousness wrongdoing is 

perceived to be, the more likely that employees will be motivated to end it.   

Singer, Mitchell, and Turner (1998) report that overwhelmingly the empirical 

literature supports the notion that issue seriousness strongly influences whistle-

blowing behavior.  In their own study, they asked employees of a bakery to respond 

to a scenario in which unsafe bread was deliberately sold to unsuspecting consumers.  

They operationalized moral intensity as the likelihood of health risks to customers 
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who bought the bread, and the magnitude of these consequences as the potential 

health damage that could be done to customers.  A key finding was that as these 

indices of issue seriousness became greater, so too did likelihood of blowing the 

whistle.  Though results should be interpreted with caution considering the unique 

sample, it seems logical that this finding would generalize to other contexts.  For 

example, many studies have found that as sexual harassment increases in terms of 

frequency and severity, so too does the likelihood that the victim will speak out 

against the behavior (c.f., Knapp et al., 1997).  King (1997), using a sample of nurses 

as “potential whistle-blowers”, had subjects respond to vignettes that manipulated the 

severity of wrongdoing.  His analysis of variance between issue severity and 

likelihood of blowing the whistle was strongly significant (F = 6.44, p. < 01).   

Perceived cost-benefit analysis 

It is predicted that individuals will partake in a cost-benefit analysis when 

deciding how to respond to organizational wrongdoing and the results of this analysis 

will affect their talk about the wrongdoing.  The fourth stage of the bystander 

intervention model (Latane & Darley, 1970) addresses the focal individual’s decision 

about what behavior is appropriate and within his/her capabilities.  In this stage, the 

individual may decide to intervene directly or seek help from others.  Piliavin, Rodin, 

and Piliavin (1969) argue that the decision about what type of help to provide is 

influenced by an individual cost-benefit analysis of all of the potential responses to an 

emergency.  The individual will ultimately choose that behavior which he/she 

believes will result in the greatest net reward.  Such cost-benefit analysis has been 
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conducted in a number of contexts including research into “finking” among 

schoolchildren.  Harari and McDavid (1969) argued that schoolchildren deciding 

whether to fink or not must decide between two competing moral conflicts: whether 

or not to lie, and whether or not to tattle on a peer.  Such cost-benefit analysis extends 

to use of voice within organizational contexts.  Kassing (1997) contended that 

employees consider whether they will be perceived as constructive or adversarial, and 

whether they will be retaliated against for expressing dissent.  Farrell and Peterson 

(1982) contend that expectations that one’s political behavior will result in positive 

outcomes will moderate use of such tactics.  Specifically, individuals who perceive 

that political action will not result in desired outcomes, will be less likely to exercise 

voice options.  McLain and Keenan (1999) argue that employees who encounter 

wrongdoing will make assessments of the consequences on themselves, others, and 

the wrongdoing, stemming from any effort to stop the wrongdoing.  They contend 

that “no response is without risk and each response yields a set of outcomes with 

ambiguous potential for net gain or loss to the individual who acts to stop 

wrongdoing” (p. 257).   

Cost-benefit analysis has been applied to both sexual harassment and whistle-

blowing contexts.  In their model of responses to sexual harassment, Knapp et al. 

(1997) use the term “outcome expectancy” in reference to an individual’s cognitive 

appraisal of the probable outcomes of available response strategies to sexual 

harassment.  In this model, the individual considers among various response options, 

weighs the expected costs and benefits of each, and then selects a strategy.  If a 
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person does not believe that a particular strategy will be effective, then he/she will 

likely choose not to utilize that strategy.  Similarly, if an individual anticipates 

positive outcomes from a strategy, it will likely be employed.  One key difference 

between this model, and the present study, is the notion of strategy.  Knapp et al. 

(1997) frame sexual harassment responses as strategic in nature.  The present study 

does not necessarily assume that talk about wrongdoing is “strategic.”  Still, 

impression management theories suggest that within organizational contexts, 

individuals frequently use “cost-benefit analysis” when discussing important issues.  

For this reason, it is likely that such analysis will be used for talk about wrongdoing 

as well.  Whistle-blowing is one form of talk about wrongdoing that could result in 

negative consequences to the whistle-blower.  This individual may face job loss, 

transfer, lack of promotion, character assaults, and even personal threats (Rothschild 

& Miethe, 1999).  Employees are likely to consider whether talk, particularly whistle-

blowing, will or will not result in retaliation or reprisal against them (Miceli & Near, 

1991).  Miceli and Near (1991) pull from expectancy theory (e.g., Vroom, 1964) to 

argue that an individual’s force to speak out against wrongdoing is motivated by the 

perceived likelihood (expectancy) that outcomes such as managerial responsiveness 

to the complaint and public attention to the complaint would follow the report.  This 

motivation is attenuated by the individual’s perception that each of the 

aforementioned outcomes results in desirable or undesirable consequences for the 

individual.   
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 Withey and Cooper (1989) found modest relationships between anticipated 

use of voice and perceptions that the costs of using voice were low.  However, they 

recognized that voice is a complex construct that likely has many subcomponents.  

The present study will expand on previous operationalizations of voice by including a 

much larger number of voice options.  Based on the above discussion, it is anticipated 

that employees will consider the cost and benefit of particular uses of voice when 

discussing wrongdoing.  When considering how to talk about wrongdoing, employees 

may weigh the potential costs of their talk.  If the employee speaks against the 

wrongdoing, potential costs include direct and indirect retaliation, requests to remain 

quiet, overt and covert threats, being ignored, being made to look foolish, or loss of 

job.  In the same situation, the employee could benefit by being considered a “good 

Samaritan,” a hero, a conscientious employee, asked for their input on handling the 

wrongdoing, or receiving a promotion.  For each situation, and for each individual, 

the cost-benefit analysis may differ slightly.   

 The discussion of situational predictors above leads to the following research 

questions: 

RQ 2a: To what extent does perceived level of awareness predict types of 

witness talk about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 2b: To what extent does perceived justification for the wrongdoing predict 

types of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing? 
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RQ 2c: To what extent does manager’s talk against the wrongdoing as a form 

of social influence predict types of witness talk about organizational 

wrongdoing? 

RQ 2d: To what extent does co-worker’s talk against the wrongdoing as a 

form of social influence predict types of witness talk about organizational 

wrongdoing? 

RQ 2e: To what extent does perceived proximity to the wrongdoing predict 

types of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 2f: To what extent does perceived severity of the wrongdoing predict 

types of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 2g: To what extent does perceived cost-benefit analysis predict types of 

witness talk about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 2h: To what extent does respondent’s age predict types of witness talk 

about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 2i: To what extent does respondent’s tenure in the organization predict 

types of witness talk about organizational wrongdoing? 
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Individual Predictors Hypothesized to Influence  

Witness Talk about Wrongdoing 

 The situational predictors listed above are expected to have a strong effect on 

organizational members’ talk about wrongdoing.  There are also individual or 

personality predictors which could be argued to have effects on an organizational 

member’s talk about wrongdoing.  Individual predictors are those factors which are 

generally stable over time for the individual.  Unlike the situational predictors, these 

factors are not necessarily contingent upon an organizational wrongdoing.  These 

predictors, including three targets of identification (organizational, profession, and 

work group), locus of control, respondent’s age, and organizational tenure, will be 

discussed next.   

Professional, Organizational, and Group Identification 

 Depending upon where an individual’s loyalties lie (e.g. organization, 

profession, work group) is anticipated to influence their types of talk about 

organizational wrongdoing.  For example, Graham (1986) introduces various targets 

of loyalty as potential predictors of dissent behaviors by individuals.  She recognizes 

that loyalties within the workplace are numerous and frequently in conflict with one 

another.  These loyalties include those between a member and the organization, 

loyalty to co-workers, one’s profession, to personal values, and to friends and family.  

At least three loyalties, or identities, that are especially relevant for the present study 

are organizational identity, professional identity, and work group identity.  It is 

anticipated that employees who identify strongly with their professions, will be 
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influenced by that profession when talking about wrongdoing.  Similar influences are 

anticipated for employees who identify strongly with their work group or 

organization.  In these cases, an employee’s talk about wrongdoing will be influenced 

by their organization or work group. 

Upon encountering wrongdoing, individuals may feel conflict between their 

loyalty to the organization and loyalty to their own personal values (Miceli & Near, 

1991).  Arnold and Ponemon (1991) point out that some positions, such as internal 

auditors, lead to individual loyalty conflicts between obligations to management and 

to outside stakeholders.  As they explain, internal auditors belong to a profession that 

subscribes to high standards of ethical behavior and practices.  At the same time, 

auditors belong to organizations and therefore will possess some loyalty toward 

management and its goals.  When organizational practices are considered unethical, 

the auditor’s competing loyalties will influence their response.  Similarly, Stewart 

(1980) points out that engineers may face similar dilemmas between their 

profession’s code of ethics and their client’s best interests.  As Miceli and Near 

(1991) argue, “the professional group may encourage reporting of wrongdoing, while 

co-workers discourage it” (p. 174).  These authors go on to suggest that models of 

whistle-blowing should specify which of these competing loyalties will lead the 

group member’s actions.  They contend that each group possesses some “power” over 

the individual and the most powerful group will more strongly influence an 

individual’s decision whether to blow the whistle. Similarly, Graham posits that 

which loyalty wields the most influence on the organizational member depends on 
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individual circumstances.  Gouldner (1957) uses the term “cosmopolitan” to describe 

those individuals whose loyalty orientation toward their profession is greater than that 

toward their employing organization.  In this case, one’s profession is posited to have 

more of an influence on employee behavior than one’s organization.   

These concepts of “loyalty” and “power” as presented by Graham (1986) and 

Miceli and Near (1991) respectively, parallel that of Social Identity Theory (SIT) 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1985), and communication scholars' notions of identity or 

identification (Barker & Tompkins, 1994; Cheney, 1983a; Cheney, 1983b; Scott, 

1997).  SIT posits that people classify themselves and others into various social 

categories which enables the person to identify or locate him or herself in the social 

environment (Tajfel & Turner, 1985).  This identification process leads to a sense of 

oneness between individual and the particular group which he/she is currently 

identifying.  The individual perceives him or herself as one with a group, and views 

the group's fate as intertwined with his/her own fate.  Therefore, if the group fails, the 

member perceives that he/she too is failing.  Organizational and communication 

scholars have recently expanded on SIT in examining multiple identifications in the 

workplace (c.f., Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994; Scott, 1997).  Identification is 

an "active process by which individuals link themselves to elements in the social 

scene” (Cheney, 1983b, p. 342), including organizations, social groups, and families.  

Identification is a process, whereas identity is generally thought of as a state (Cheney, 

1983b).   
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Scott, Corman, and Cheney (1998) suggest that identity includes core beliefs, 

values, attitudes, decisional premises, and other enduring characteristics.  

Furthermore, each identity possesses certain rules and other guides which inform our 

priorities, tell us who we are, and guide our actions.  Identification allows individuals 

to persuade or be persuaded.  It has been linked to a number of work attitudes and 

behaviors, and has been posited as a key factor in such organizational activities as 

socialization (Cheney, 1983b), emotional labor (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993), 

ethical behavior (Akaah, 1992) and team-based organizing (Barker & Tompkins, 

1994).  Krone (1992) found that organizational identity was more important than both 

structural and relations factors in determining individuals’ use of open, strategic, or 

manipulative influence attempts.  Scott (1997) found that more localized identity 

targets engendered higher levels of identification for Cooperative Extension Service 

employees than did more distant targets.  This finding suggests that employees will 

possess real, distinct differences in terms of their level of identification with various 

targets.  Scott et al. (1998) offer four identities which they deem most relevant in 

organizational life: individual, workgroup (e.g., team, department), organizational, 

and occupational/professional.  These identities overlap, sometimes quite 

considerably.  However, the relevance, or size (Scott et al., 1998), of each identity for 

an individual can vary with some making more substantial contributions to the self 

that others.  Similar to the notion of conflicting loyalties, various targets of 

identification (i.e., one's family, company, and social groups) may result in 

conflicting identity (Cheney, 1983a).     
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One's identity may be manifest in his/her discourse or language (Cheney, 

1983a; Cheney & Tompkins, 1987; Scott et al., 1998).  Thus, the individual may use 

words that act as labels or titles, and which identify the person as identified with a 

particular group.  Additionally, an individual's identity will likely overlap with a 

group or organization's identity leading to shared motives, attitudes, and interests.  In 

a sense, the individual becomes a product of the larger group and "sees" things from 

its perspective (Cheney, 1983a).  Herein lies the link between identity and talk about 

wrongdoing.  The organization, through fostering overlapping identification with 

members, "is able to portray their priorities not as the products of real choices but as 

the way things are and the way individuals want them to be” (Cheney, 1983a, p. 156).  

The individual approaches work tasks and behaviors from the perspective of the 

group or organization and its interests.   

From a critical perspective, strong identification with one's organization may 

lead to referent power from the firm that unobtrusively influences the member 

(Cheney, 1983b).  Individuals who identify too strongly with their employing 

organization may assume organizational values at the expense of individual values 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Cheney, 1983b).  This “unobtrusive” or “concertive” control 

(Barker, 1993) allows managerial power to be embedded within a system of 

identification that is invisible to employees.  Thus, the organization becomes like a 

“puppet master”, subtlety controlling the behavior of unwitting employees.  If 

wrongdoing is prevalent and perceived as in the organization's best interest, it follows 
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that individuals highly identified with the organization will talk about wrongdoing in 

such a way as to allow its continuance (Dukerich, Kramer, & Parks, 1998).   

Cheney (1983b) argues for increased use of identification as a key factor 

associated with issues including ethics within the workplace.  Using identity as a 

independent variable, Akaah (1992) found that marketing professionals in 

organizations of strong member identity demonstrate higher ethical behavior than 

members of organizations with weak member identity.  He operationalized identity as 

(a) feeling proud to be a member of an organization, (b) feeling as if one is part of a 

well- functioning team, and (c) exhibiting a sense of personal loyalty.  Akaah's study 

supported his hypothesis that "the stronger the degree of organizational identity, the 

greater is the likelihood of ethical decision making by marketing professionals” (p. 

600-601).  However, this study makes an unfounded assumption that highly- identified 

individuals also work for ethical organizations.  Unclear is the relationship between 

highly- identified employees in organizations that commit wrongdoing.   

Ashforth and Mael (1989) contend that when identities conflict with one 

another, the individual is forced to consider an issue from the perspective of multiple 

identities.  Thus, the member may view the issue (i.e., wrongdoing) at different times 

from their individual, subgroup, organizational, or professional identity.  Rather than 

integrate all identities into one coherent whole, the individual will separate and order 

the identities, with the most salient one influencing behavior.  When an individual 

identifies strongly with the organization, he/she will make decisions which best 

promote the interests of the organization (Tompkins & Cheney, 1985).  Ashforth and 
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Humphrey (1993) suggest that individuals who highly identify with their 

organizations may experience dissonance when they do not align with the 

organization's expectations of their roles.  Barker and Tompkins (1994) found that 

long-term tenured employees identified more strongly with work teams than with the 

organization.  There was no significant difference for short- and medium-tenured 

employees.  Scott et al. (1998) propose that identities are less stable than previously 

believed.  They add that particular identities are triggered by relevant social settings 

or turning points.  Such a trigger could be encountering wrongdoing within one's 

organization.  Upon encountering wrongdoing, a particular identity is expected to 

"frame up" how the individual will talk about the wrongdoing.  Thus, the identity that 

is most relevant when wrongdoing is in an individual's awareness will influence 

his/her talk and behaviors in relation to that topic.  For example, an employee who 

closely identifies with his/her profession, i.e., accountant, which possesses a strong 

code of ethics, may speak out against wrongdoing.  On the other hand, an employee 

who identifies strongly with the organization may overlook wrongdoing and allow it 

to continue.    

Locus of Control 

 Locus of control (LC) has been found to be a strong predictor of an 

individual's ethical behavior and is anticipated to influence his or her talk about 

wrongdoing as well.  Rotter (1966) describes locus of control as an individual’s 

perception about how much control he/she has over his/her life.  Individuals with 

internal LC are more likely to do what they believe is right even if it means being 
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penalized or castigated for acting according to their beliefs.  Individuals with external 

LC believe that chance and powerful others control their lives and to an extent their 

behavior.  Locus of control has been directly related to one type of talk about 

wrongdoing, as Dozier and Miceli (1985) found that individuals with internal LC 

were more likely to blow the whistle.  For the present study, it is anticipated that 

whether one possesses external or internal LC will influence his or her types of talk 

about organizational wrongdoing.  

LC has also been linked to other ethical behaviors including resistance to 

social pressure, cheating, and helping behavior (c.f., Trevino & Youngblood, 1990).  

Trevino and Youngblood found that individuals with internal locus of control behave 

ethically more than that external individuals.  Individuals with strong internal locus of 

control will be more likely to take direct action against wrongdoing than individuals 

possessing external locus of control (McLain & Keenan, 1999).  Trevino and 

Youngblood (1990) studied multiple influences of individual ethical decision making 

using an in-basket experiment.  They found that individuals possessing an internal 

locus of control behaved more ethically than those with an external locus of control.  

It is likewise expected that individuals with strong internal LC will feel more 

confident in speaking their mind about wrongdoing.  Meanwhile, those with strong 

external LC will generally defer to stronger organizational members or the 

organization’s culture in forming their opinions about wrongdoing, and this will 

emerge in their interactions with others.  

 



   

  

 

78

Tenure 

Tenure, or time served, in an organization can differentiate employees and is 

expected to distinguish their types of talk about organizational wrongdoing.  It seems 

logical that more-tenured employees possess greater power because of their 

accumulated knowledge and capabilities contributing to the organization’s 

technological core.  Indeed, Miceli and Near (1992) argue that as tenure increases, so 

too does willingness to report wrongdoing.  Miceli and Near (1988) found that tenure 

at an organization was positively related to propensity to blow the whistle against 

company wrongdoing.  These authors concluded that senior employees feel as if they 

are more insulated from retaliation for whistle-blowing than newcomers.  

Additionally, short-term employees may not know the proper channels by which to 

report wrongdoing, and may feel unprotected against reprisal for reporting compared 

to their more tenured counterparts (Callahan & Dworkin, 1994).  The concept of 

idiosyncratic credits (Hollander, 1958) could explain why longer-tenured employees 

are more likely to blow the whistle.  Hollander explained that individuals who 

demonstrate conformity to the group over time, are “provided” more permission to 

deviate from group norms.  Thus, the longer an individual has been with an 

organization, the more likely he/she can question an ongoing practice involving 

wrongdoing and even attempt to end its occurrence.  Individuals with high tenure 

have worked at the same organization for a longer period than many other employees.   

There are several other reasons why organizational tenure may affect an 

employee’s communicative responses to organizational wrongdoing.  First, 
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employees with little experience may not know where to go or who to talk to with 

their complaints about wrongdoing.  These employees do not know the proper 

channels to communicate their feelings about unethical activity.  Second, longer-term 

employees may feel more obligated to the organization.  They have worked at the 

firm longer, have invested more of their time and energy into its success, and may be 

more willing than a newcomer to want to rid the workplace of undesirable activity. 

(Kolarska & Aldrich, 1980).  Finally, because of their accumulation of “idiosyncrasy 

credits” (Hollander, 1958), the more experienced employee has demonstrated 

conformity to the organization and the work group.  Thus, when an unethical activity 

emerges, he/she has the group’s “implicit permission” to take a stand or stake out a 

position in opposition to the wrongdoing.  A newcomer might not have the same 

confidence in expressing their feelings about organizational wrongdoing.   

To be sure, there is counter evidence suggesting that younger, less-experienced 

employees may be more likely to blow the whistle.   

Age 

It is anticipated that an individual’s age will affect their types of talk about 

organizational wrongdoing.  For example, there have been two differing perspectives 

analyzing the effects of age on whistle-blowing behavior.  First, young employees are 

more likely to feel that they should do as their manager instructs them, and that they 

have little control over their fate in the organization.  As employees get older, they 

begin to feel that they have more control and respons ibility over their careers than do 

their managers (Miceli & Near, 1992).  Additionally, older employees are more likely 
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to have the idiosyncratic credits necessary to deviate from organizational norms and 

blow the whistle.  Likewise, the older employee is more likely to feel dissonance 

when the organization to which they belong is behaving unethically.  In an attempt to 

reduce that dissonance they will blow the whistle and attempt to end wrongdoing.   

Also, Miceli and Near (1992) suggest that older workers are more likely to 

have internalized the inner-workings of the organization.  They have become 

socialized into the way “things are done around here.”  The older worker may know 

what they deem as an unethical activity may not even register as such with co-

workers.  Further, by blowing the whistle, they may be met with questions of their 

loyalty from co-workers.  Farrell and Peterson (1982) suggest that younger employees 

have less vested into the organization and thus feel less risk about confronting 

wrongdoing.  Simply put, they have less to lose by going against the status quo.   

There appears to be two competing sides – one suggesting that younger less, 

experienced employees blow the whistle and the other suggesting that older, more 

experienced employees blow the whistle – in the question of how age affects whistle-

blowing behavior.  As the options of responding to wrongdoing are expanded, it 

could be that age has more clear affects on other types of talk besides just whistle-

blowing.  Based upon the discussion above, the following research questions are 

posed: 

RQ 3a: To what extent does professional identification level predict types of 

witness talk about organizational wrongdoing? 
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RQ 3b: To what extent does group identification level predict types of witness 

talk about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 3c: To what extent does organizational identification level predict types of 

witness talk about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 3d: To what extent does locus of control predict types of witness talk 

about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 3e: To what extent does respondent’s age predict types of witness talk 

about organizational wrongdoing? 

RQ 3f: To what extent does organizational tenure predict types of witness talk 

about organizational wrongdoing? 

Chapter summary 

 This chapter began by reviewing a wide range of literature in order to discuss 

the term organizational wrongdoing and related areas.  After distinguishing between 

organizational wrongdoing and similar terminology, additional literature was used to 

explore the relationship between language and unethical activities.  It was 

demonstrated that wrongdoing and talk are inextricably linked.  In an effort to better 

understand what is meant by “talk about wrongdoing”, the first research question was 

posed.  

 Next, this chapter reviewed the literature that directly or indirectly touched on 

those factors which influence organizational behaviors, e.g. OCB, and communicative 

responses to various organizational triggers including dissatisfactory conditions and 

organizational wrongdoing.  First, several situational predictors which could 
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influence witness talk about wrongdoing were introduced.  These factors included 

perceived level of awareness about the wrongdoing, cost-benefit analysis, and 

managers talk about the wrongdoing as a form of social influence.  Also included 

were characteristics of the wrongdoing, including perceptions of its severity and 

proximity to the individual.  Next, several individual factors including professional, 

organizational, and group identification, locus of control, organizational tenure, and 

age, were discussed in terms of their affect on talk about wrongdoing.  Based upon 

reviews of these sets of literature, a series of research questions was offered.   

 In the next chapter, I will discuss the methods I used to address each of the 

research questions.  This section will begin with a presentation of the method used to 

generate a list of the ways in which witnesses to organizational wrongdoing actually 

talk about those situations.  Next, I will discuss Nonmetric Multi-dimensional Scaling 

(NMDS) as the method employed to uncover the dimensions underlying witness talk 

about organizational wrongdoing (RQ 1).  After a brief discussion of the problematic 

elements that resulted from NMDS methods, I will introduce Factor Analysis as an 

alternative method.  The chapter will conclude with a presentation of the methods 

used to address RQs 2a – 3f.    
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS 

The purpose of this study was to learn more about the ways in which 

organizational members talk about company wrongdoing and the factors influencing 

that talk.  Methods used to address the research questions of this study occurred in 

three major segments or phases.  In the first phase, a comprehensive list of the ways 

in which actual organizational members talk about wrongdoing was generated.  

Second, two different procedures were attempted in addressing RQ 1, which asked 

what are the factors that characterize witness’s talk about organizational wrongdoing.  

Finally, data were collected and analyzed in response to RQs 2a through 3f.  Each of 

these phases will be discussed next.  

 The first two parts of this chapter will focus on the method used to answer RQ 

1, which asked what are the underlying factors describing witness’s talk about 

organizational wrongdoing.  This section will begin with a description of how the list 

of witness talk types about wrongdoing was generated through reviews of case studies 

and interviews.  Next, I will introduce nonmetric multi-dimensional scaling (NMDS) 

as the method originally proposed to answer RQ 1.  Outcomes of this procedure and 

the problematic results it produced will be briefly discussed before Factor Analysis is 

introduced as an alternative method to address the first research question.   

This chapter will conclude with a discussion of the third phase of the research 

methods, which involve examining individual and situational factors and their 

influence on witness’s talk about company wrongdoing.  This part of the chapter 

describes the sample used for the study, including data collection procedures and 
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sample demographics.  Next, a description of how the questionnaire used for data 

collection was constructed will be provided.  This section includes a discussion of a 

pre-test used to test reliability of scales and a list of the independent variables 

considered for inclusion on the final survey.   This chapter will conclude with a 

description of the study’s independent and dependent variables, as well as the 

analyses that were used to answer the RQs and hypotheses.  

Generation of List of Types of Witness Talk 

about Organizational Wrongdoing 

 In responding to RQ1, my goal for this part of the study was to construct a 

parsimonious “typology” of talk behavior.  Specifically, this required reducing a 

larger list of talk types by grouping them based upon some element that they shared 

in common.  The original intent was to map the dimensional space of conceptual 

types of behavior so that all of the behaviors could be reduced to a few descriptive 

dimensions.  This, in turn, would explain the entire conceptual “space” of witness talk 

about wrongdoing.  This goal was to be accomplished by generating a list of types of 

talk about wrongdoing, and using nommetric dimensional scaling to reduce the list to 

a smaller set of representative groups based upon conceptual similarity.   

 In a first step toward this goal, a representative typology of ways in which 

employees talk about organizational wrongdoing needed to be generated.  One way to 

accomplish such a task could have been to develop an exhaustive list of every 

interactive behavior which organizational members could use on the topic of 

company wrongdoing.  However, completion of such a task would be extremely 



   

  

 

85

arduous.  The researcher would have needed to catalog every case of organizational 

wrongdoing ever committed, then reference every individual witness for their 

retrospective communicative behaviors.  Furthermore, such a process would create a 

list of likely hundreds of potential behaviors which would be theoretically void.  It 

would be very difficult to tease out the minute differences from one behavior to the 

next.  Also, such a lengthy list would have been empirically unwieldy for this study 

and others to follow.  For these reasons, it was prudent to develop a representative list 

rather than an exhaustive one.  The second task required for answering the first 

research question was to analyze this list so that its important dimensions or factors 

could be identified.  I will first discuss how the representative list of talk types about 

wrongdoing was generated.  Next, I will present the procedure used to accomplish the 

task of analyzing the list for its underlying dimensions.   

In order to create the list of interactive behaviors, I used procedures similar to 

Lewis (1997) and Kellerman et al. (1991), who accumulated data from a variety of 

sources as part of dimension- identifying studies.  For the present study, this process 

involved generating a list of potential responses to organizational wrongdoing from 

(a) case study descriptions and (b) interviews with individuals who had encountered 

or suspected unethical activity in the workplace.  The intent of these procedures was 

not to collect an exhaustive list, but rather a representative list.  Each of these data 

sources will be described next in greater detail. 
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Review of Case Studies   

One primary data source for developing a list of interactive behaviors on the 

topic of organizational wrongdoing is detailed case studies of whistle-blowers.  While 

whistle-blowing represents the “final straw” of interactive behaviors against 

wrongdoing, such narratives often reveal a great deal of communication that took 

place before the individual decided to blow the whistle.  Simply put, organizational 

members do not merely enter an organization, observe wrongdoing, and then decide 

to blow the whistle.  Instead, they are likely to engage in a process that involves 

asking questions to learn more about the wrongdoing, talking with co-workers about 

what would happen if they spoke out against the wrongdoing, and attempting to 

generate social support for their beliefs about wrongdoing (Greenberger et al., 1987).  

Each of these activities is an interactive behavior used to understand, assess, and 

influence others on the topic of (alleged) organizational wrongdoing.   

In Appendix A, brief descriptions of the case studies from which part of the 

list of interactive behaviors has been generated are displayed.  For example, Maas 

(1970) provides a thorough, longitudinal description of New York City police officer 

Frank Serpico, who blew the whistle on department corruption.  In his book, Maas 

richly describes many of the conversations Serpico had as he encountered and learned 

more about wrongdoing in the police department.  These conversations range from 

asking questions to learn more about wrongdoing and "feeling out" other police for 

their attitudes about wrongdoing, to explanations of why he was not more involved in 

corruption.  Because this description is based primarily on interviews with Serpico, 
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they offer very real evidence that whistle-blowers engage in a great deal of talk about 

wrongdoing before actually blowing the whistle.   

A similar case can be made for Mitchell (1981), and Ermann and Lundman 

(1992) whose books, Truth and Consequences, and Corporate and Governmental 

Deviance, respectively, describe the stories of individuals in case-study fashion, who 

eventually blew the whistle on various types of organizational corruption.  Mitchell 

(1981) and Ermann and Lundman (1992) used a journalistic style which includes 

interviews with whistle-blowers allowing them to tell their stories in their own words.  

Again, a rich variety of examples of individuals talking about wrongdoing is 

provided.  Though such case studies are admittedly non-scientific, they do provide 

real examples which will be used in developing a thorough list of talk about 

wrongdoing.  Because such narratives are often dramatic in nature and highlight the 

most sensational examples of corporate wrongdoing, a second source of data was 

used to include examples that were considered more routine. 

Interviews 

The second source of data was interviews with individuals who have actually 

encountered wrongdoing in the workplace.  Appendix B is the list of interview 

questions that was used for this purpose.  Overall, 14 individuals were interviewed for 

this portion of the study.  Profiles of all interview subjects are listed in Appendix C.  

The profile depicts the diverse nature of the respondents, and the various wrongdoing 

examples they described.  Furthermore, the list includes respondents at a variety of 

positions and levels within their organizations, providing evidence that a diverse 
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group of perspectives is represented.  Six interview respondents were male, and 

ethnicity breakdown of all respondents included ten whites, two African-Americans, 

one Hispanic, and one German immigrant.  Nine respondents held mid-level 

management or higher level jobs. Their examples of wrongdoing included concerns 

over fairness in promotion and hiring practices, financia l graft schemes, allegations of 

financial mismanagement, and environmental violation cover-ups. 

Two primary means were used to recruit subjects for the interviews.  First, I 

used convenience sampling, sending an electronic email message to 42 personal 

acquaintances and colleagues explaining the study’s purpose and requesting 

participants.  Specifically, the email asked whether the recipient had ever “witnessed 

or suspected unethical activity or organizational wrongdoing at a place you currently 

or formerly worked.”  Recipients were asked to “forward” the email to their own 

network of contacts.  This process generated 12 respondents, who were subsequently 

interviewed.  Second, subjects were recruited by students in an undergraduate 

Organizational Communication course at the University of Texas at Austin.  Students 

enrolled in this class were given 10 points extra credit for providing a subject who 

could be interviewed.  This process resulted in two appropriate respondents who were 

interviewed.   

Interviews were also used for the dual purpose of informally “pilot-testing” 

elements of the survey that would be used for data collection.  Specifically, the author 

read aloud to interviewees the survey instructions which would direct future 

respondents to write their description of an example of company wrongdoing.  
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Several interviewees found the term, “wrongdoing” to be problematic, and explained 

that it carried a connotation of legal violations or lawbreaking.  Some interviewees 

said they felt uncomfortable characterizing the behavior they witnessed as 

“wrongdoing” because they were not sure if any laws were broken.  For this reason, 

the term “unethical activity” was substituted for wrongdoing on both the pre-test and 

final questionnaire.  Still, both questionnaires did include the conceptualization of 

“organizational wrongdoing” described in the introduction.  Furthermore, because the 

term “unethical activity” could include both actual wrongdoing, or activities or 

policies that could lead to wrongdoing, it was deemed an acceptable substitute for the 

term “wrongdoing.”  

The primary purpose of the interviews was to supplement the list of 

interactive behavior examples generated from the case studies.  Interviews were 

conducted until the process resulted in “theoretical saturation" (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998).  In other words, once the data reached consistent overlap with the list 

generated from case studies, data collection ended.  At this point of saturation, when 

the interview examples were providing negligible contribution to the list, a 

comprehensive list of talk about wrongdoing was finalized.  Results of this process 

are detailed in the next chapter.     

Operationalization of statements for card sort 

This section will address how the “talk types” about wrongdoing, which were 

collected from case studies and interviews, were operationalized for the card sort 

procedure.  This process involved standardizing the talk types into a set of responses 
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that were conceptually similar.  A primary concern was that each “talk type” listed 

possess a subject of conversation.  This subject could be thought of as the content of 

the individual’s “talk” for an interaction.  It is this subject which this study is most 

interested.  Just as the whistle-blower’s subject of conversation is critical to their goal 

of putting an end to the wrongdoing (Near & Miceli, 1995), it is likely that the subject 

of conversation characterizes the goals of other individuals encountering wrongdoing.  

Including this subject will also respond to this study’s concern for member talk about 

wrongdoing, specifically its notion of understanding, assessing, influencing, defining 

one’s position, or reacting to such wrongdoing.   

A second element to be included is the actual behavior that is engaged in such 

as “seeking advice,” “talking with”, and “directly telling.”  Each of these descriptions 

distinguishes at least one behavior the subject actually performed in this interactive 

situation.  The final element to be included will be the target of communication.  This 

element will help contextualize each interaction and provide a “picture” of the 

interaction for the respondent as she reads through the list.  From a theoretical 

perspective, including the target could be important as well, because it may help 

characterize how important the subject of wrongdoing is to the focal employee.  In 

order to ensure that all interactions were part of an organizational context, 

interactions about wrongdoing with personal acquaintances, such as friends or family 

members, were not included for this analysis. 

The following statement is an example of one of the behaviors that was 

ultimately included on the final list.  It reads, “Seeking advice from external groups 
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about ending the unethical activity.”3  The bolded section represents the behavior, the 

italicized portion represents the target, and the underlined part depicts the subject of 

the interaction.  This statement is quite similar in structure to those included on the 

lists of Kellerman et al. (1991), Lewis (1997), and Farrell (1983), all of whom were 

seeking underlying conceptual dimensions of a list of measures similar to the present 

study.  For example, one of Farrell’s items was “writing a letter to a government 

agency to find out what can be done to help the problem” (p. 600).  This statement 

includes a behavior, a target, and a subject of the communicative attempt.  An item 

from Kellerman et al.’s list reads, “I started to move a little further away from the 

person,” (p. 372) which again includes themes similar to the items that will be 

generate for the present study.  These examples from previous literature provide 

support to the claim that the statement structure of the present study is both 

theoretically valuable and conceptually sound.      

Channel, or mode of communication, was not systematically included within 

each behavior for two reasons.  First, it is important for practical reasons to keep the 

list to a manageable number in order to prevent subject fatigue.  Including the various 

channels (e.g. email, face-to-face, telephone), with each interactive behavior would 

substantially increase the overall length of the list.  Second, despite the increase in 

length of the list, including channel is not believed to account for a significant impact 

in terms of generating the conceptual dimensions.  Regardless if one uses email or 

                                                 
3 Three surveys from the IIA were not included in this calculation as they did not come from people 
requesting surveys but from those who received the survey emailed to them as an attachment. 
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face-to-face channels, she is still communicating the same message.  Although 

anonymity could be a factor affected by channel, this characteristic was captured in 

some of the listed statements.  In other words, there were some interactive behaviors 

which include the notion of anonymity.  Although channel may be an important 

dimension with some of the behaviors and its inclusion may be warranted for future 

studies, it was not be included here.   

Multi-dimensional scaling 

In order to reduce the list of talk types related to organizational wrongdoing to 

a conceptual map of types, multi-dimensional scaling (MDS) was used.  MDS 

methods analyze proximity between multiple pairs of “objects” in order to reveal 

similarities or differences between these objects (Kruskal & Wish, 1978).  MDS 

ultimately produces a “spatial representation, consisting of a geometric configuration 

of points, as on a map” (p. 7).  Each point on the map corresponds with an object, or 

in the present study, with an item.  Items that are similar in nature should be closer 

together on the map, while dissimilar items are displayed further apart.  The map 

reflects the “‘hidden structure’” in the data, making the data easier to understand.  It 

is the researcher’s task to interpret those dimensions which parsimoniously describe 

the map.  Multidimensional scaling can be "metric" or "nonmetric.”  Metric scaling 

assumes that the similarity data are quantitative, or that they are measured at the 

interval or ratio leve ls of measurement.  Nonmetric scaling (NMDS) assumes that the 

data are qualitative and are at the ordinal level of measurement.  In this context, 

qualitative refers to whether the respondent is making judgments about the data or is 
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merely rank ordering the data.  Because the present study utilizes ordinal and 

qualitative data, NMDS will be employed.   

NMDS and MDS have been used successfully to identify the core conceptual 

dimensions underlying lists of interactive behaviors.  For example, Kellerman, 

Reynolds, and Chen (1991) used NMDS to determine two underlying dimensions 

differentiating a list of 76 conversational retreat strategies.  Lewis (1997) determined 

the three-dimension, conceptual structure underlying a list of 38 users’ individual 

communicative responses to innovations and planned change with NMDS.  Finally, 

Farrell (1983) used multidimensional scaling to group 12 diverse and specific 

behavioral responses to job dissatisfaction into four more abstract theoretical 

categories.   

Procedures for Pilot Card Sort 

 Sorting tasks are often used for identification of communicative strategies or 

tactics (c.f. Kellerman et al., 1991; Kruskal & Wish, 1978).  Traditionally, 

respondents are asked to place tactics into groups based on perceived similarity (or 

dissimilarity) of items.  The final products are stacks of cards, with each card in a 

stack being similar to other cards in the stack along some dimension or theme.   

For the present study, each item generated from the case studies and 

interviews was numbered and a stratified random selection process was used to select 

a manageable number of items that were to be used for both the card sort procedure 

and the study’s questionnaire.  A stratified procedure was used because it was noticed 

that the vast majority of items reflected interactions with either superiors or co-
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workers, while a much smaller number described interactions with either the 

wrongdoer or targets outside the organization.  In order to prevent interactions with 

outside sources from being eliminated through a completely random process, items 

were first stratified according to four categories: superiors, co-workers, outside 

targets, and other (e.g., the wrongdoer).  Next, I wrote numbers (1-10) on separate 

slips of paper and randomly selected the number “3.”  Using the number “3”, I 

selected every third statement within each stratum until I compiled a list of 40 talk 

types.  Forty items were selected as that number was believed to provide a 

representative sample of the complete list.  Furthermore, forty items were selected 

because this number was believed small enough to prevent respondent fatigue for 

individuals completing either the card sort task or the questionnaire.   

 Each of the 40 talk types was printed on individual cards with numbers (1-40) 

on the reverse sides.  Each respondent was provided all 40 cards, which were 

randomly shuffled so that each person was working from a uniquely-ordered stack of 

cards.  Respondents were instructed to sort the talk types into piles so that those 

similar on some level were placed in the same pile and a new pile was started 

whenever a talk type was different on some level from those previously sorted.   

Respondents were told that they could create as many or as few piles as they felt 

necessary to describe the similarities between talk types.  Respondents were provided 

no other instructions to prevent influencing the respondents in any particular 

direction.  Forty-two respondents, all of whom were full- time employees or had 

recent full-time work experience, participated in the pilot card sort.   



   

  

 

95

Respondents were recruited for the pilot card sort through a convenience, 

purposeful sampling procedure.  Thirty-five of the participants were acquaintances of 

the author, while the remaining seven were full-time, professional staff workers at 

either a large, southwestern university (4 respondents) or a family practice, health 

clinic (3 respondents).  Mean age of the respondents was 34.7 years and 27 were 

female.  It took respondents an average of 16 minutes to complete the procedure.  

Number of piles generated by respondents ranged from a low of two to a high of 13.   

Data Organization for Dimensional Analysis 

To prepare the pilot card sort data for analysis, a 40x40, response-by-response 

matrix was created in SPSS.  Whenever a participant placed two talk types in the 

same pile, the combination of these tactics was considered a “pairing” and the total 

number of pairings was placed into the off-diagonal boxes of the matrix.  For 

example, because cards 1 and 8 were paired together 17 times, the number 17 was 

placed in the box located at the first column, eighth row.  This matrix was then 

subjected to NMDS according to the Kruskal, Young, Shepard, and Torgenson 

procedure available in ALSCAL (SPSS-X User’s Guide, 1998).  One-through six-

dimensional solutions were examined to determine the solution with the best possible 

fit, using the fit assessment criteria of Kruskal’s Stress being =.15 and the R2 being = 

.90.  The stress of the solution, whose values are the square roots of the normalized 

residual sum of squares, assesses the quality of the solution by comparing the original 

and observed data with the configurational data generated by the MDS solution 
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(Farrell, 1983). The stress measure is equivalent to evaluating the degree of "bad fit" 

or residuals between the observed and MDS solution.   

Results of this initial NMDS are displayed in Table 3.1.  None of the six 

dimensional configurations met the fit assessment criteria of Kruskal’s Stress (= .15) 

or the R2 (= .90) (Desmarais, 2000).  Indeed, the R2 scores were very low suggesting 

that even a complex dimensional solution was not accounting for much variance.  

Examination of the three- and four-dimensional stimulus coordinates revealed that 

some items did not load positively on any of the dimensions.  On the four-dimension 

configuration, items 3, 6, 10, and 17, did not load on any of the four dimensions.  On 

the three-dimension configuration, items 3, 6, 10, 14, 17, 20, 21, 22, and 27, did not 

load on any of the three dimensions. 

Table 3.1 
Results of Pilot NMDS Analysis, 1-6 Dimensions 
Number of Dimensions  Stress  RSQ___ 
Six    .19  .29 
Five    .22  .25 
Four     .26  .27 
Three    .32  .20 
Two    .40  .15 
One    .00  1.0____ 
Note: The one-dimensional configuration represents a perfect fit but is not useful for interpretation of 
dimensions. 

 

The pilot card sort was beneficial in determining which cards could be 

problematic if included in the “final” card sort.  In order for a card to be deemed 

acceptable for the final card sort it had to meet both statistical and qualitative criteria.  

From a statistical point, it was important to eliminate those cards that were considered 
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outliers.  Because the goal of the research was to identify a set of core conceptual 

dimensions which describe witness talk about wrongdoing, cards considered as “poor 

loaders” were to be eliminated from the final set of cards.  Specifically, using a three-

dimensional output as a guideline, cards which (a) did not load on any of three 

dimensions, or (b) loaded on all three dimensions were eliminated from future 

consideration.  The rationale behind this decision is based on the desire for 

discovering a set of core conceptual dimensions, rather than every single dimension 

that could be used to describe witness talk about wrongdoing.   

With this focus on locating a parsimonious set of underlying dimensions, it 

was necessary to remove those cards which did not load on any of three dimensions 

(n=9).  These cards were considered “outliers” as they were loading on other 

dimensions beyond the purview of a parsimonious conceptual space.  Cards that 

loaded on all three dimensions in this particular analysis were also eliminated (n=2).  

Because they loaded on all three dimensions, these cards were obviously written in 

such a way as to invite multiple, diverse interpretations which did not correspond 

with the goal of seeking a parsimonious set of dimensions.  Finally, one card was 

removed for qualitative reasons as several participants suggested that it was difficult 

to understand.   

Procedures for Final Card Sort 

 Procedures for the final card sort were identical to those in the pilot study 

except respondents were required to sort 28 instead of 40 cards.  Respondents for this 

portion of the study were recruited in two ways.  First, a convenience sample was 
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employed that utilized acquaintances of the author.  Thirty individuals were contacted 

to participate in the final card sort and 10 successfully completed the exercise 

(response rate = .33).  Second, students in a Basic Communication Course at a large 

southwestern university were given 10 points extra credit for recruiting full- time 

employees to complete the procedure.  This process resulted in 36 respondents 

successfully completing the card sort.  In sum, the sample (N = 46) was comprised of 

23 males, with an average age of 33.2 years of age.   

Results of this procedure are shown in Table 3.2.  Not even the six-dimension 

interpretation reaches the Kruskal’s stress criteria of being = .15 or the R2 criteria of = 

.90 (Desmarais, 2000).  These results suggested that the card sort procedure could not 

produce a parsimonious set of dimensions which characterized the larger list of talk 

types.  It is speculated here that the cards were written in such a way as to allow for 

too great a number of interpretations.  Additionally, this sorting task may simply have 

required too complex of a conceptual task for respondents.  This interpretation will be 

discussed further in Chapter Five. 

Table 3.2 
Results of Pilot NMDS Analysis, 1-6 Dimensions 
Number of Dimensions  Stress   RSQ___ 
Six    .15   .26 
Five    .21   .22 
Four     .23   .22 
Three    .29   .18 
Two    .35   .14 
One    .00 (.00)  1.0_(.10)_ 
Note: The one-dimensional configuration represents a perfect fit but is not useful for interpretation of 
dimensions. 
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In order to find an alternative bases for locating types, factor analysis based on 

frequency of use was utilized.  Factor analysis was conducted on the 40 talk types 

utilizing the same sample that also responded to the final survey.  The 40 talk types 

written on the cards for the sorting procedure were also listed on the survey that 

would be used to test the independent variables of the additional research questions.  

The factor analysis will be explained below as part of the analysis section of the third 

phase of the Research Method.  This section will inc lude a description of the sample 

used for the study and a discussion of a pre-test used to assess the reliability of the 

questionnaire’s measures.  This pre-test was used to refine the final survey and that 

process will be discussed.  Next, I will present the independent variables and the 

scales used to measure them, and discuss the method of analysis that was employed. 

Factor Analysis Sample 

Procedures for data collection 

Survey distribution was accomplished by several means.  First, the Texas 

Chapter of the Institute of Internal Auditors (IIA) provided access to its membership 

list, which included email addresses for 733 members.  According to its website 

(www.theiia.org), IIA is “the world's leader in certification, education, research, and 

technological guidance for the profession, (and) serves as the profession's watchdog 

and resource on significant auditing issues around the globe.”  An email was sent to 

all members in the form of a “blind carbon copy” in order to prevent members from 

seeing other members’ email addresses who were included on the list.  At least 320 of 

the email addresses were incorrect and resulted in error messages, suggesting that as 
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many as 413 auditors did receive the message.  The email message asked whether 

members had ever experienced a situation which they would characterize as being 

unethical, as potential organizational wrongdoing, or as an ethical dilemma.  If the 

member could answer “yes” to this question, they were instructed to reply to the 

researcher and request a survey.  From the first emailed message, four auditors 

requested questionnaires, and three returned completed surveys.  A follow-up email, 

with the survey included as an attachment, was sent about three weeks after the first 

email.  This resulted in an additional three completed surveys being returned.    

Second, two national associations, National Association of Women in 

Construction (NAWIC) and the National Registry of Environmental Professionals, 

were contacted and agreed to distribute information about the study to their 

memberships.  NAWIC’s website describes that association’s core purpose as, “To 

enhance the success of women in the construction industry” (www.nawic.org). 

NAWIC, which has about 5,000 members, posted information about the study on its 

association website and distributed information via a monthly electronic newsletter 

and in a traditionally-mailed newsletter which is dispatched quarterly.  The 

announcement prompted those members who had ever witnessed unethical activity or 

organizational wrongdoing in the workplace to email the author and request a survey.  

Six individuals from this association contacted the author and requested surveys and 

all six returned completed surveys.  

The second group contacted was the National Registry of Environmental 

Professionals (NREP), whose mission is to “promote legal and professional 
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recognition of individuals possessing education, training and experience as 

environmental managers, engineers, technologists, scientists and technicians -- and to 

consolidate that recognition in one centralized source …” (www.nrep.org, 2001).  

NREP provided the author an email directory including the names and email 

addresses of 4,263 of its members, who were emailed information about the study.  

Every member was sent an email soliciting participation from those individuals who 

had experienced real or alleged unethical activity, organizational wrongdoing, or 

ethical dilemmas in the workplace.  Like with the auditing group, this email was sent 

as a blind carbon copy so that members could not view email addresses of others who 

also received the email.  An estimated 712 email addresses were incorrect and were 

returned with an error message.  Of the estimated 3,551 members who could have 

potentially received information about the study, 128 requested a survey.  Surveys 

were either mailed or emailed as an attachment depending upon the requests of the 

potential respondent.  Seventy-two (n = 72) NREP members did return completed 

surveys.  Because several NREP members complained about receiving this emailed 

solicitation, a request to send a follow-up email with an attached survey was denied.   

Finally, a convenience, snow-ball sampling method was used to generate 

additional respondents.  An email was sent to an estimated 82 people which included 

a solicitation for the study that was similar to the one’s sent to NAWIC and NREP.  

Individual recipients were asked to forward the message on to members of their 

personal and professional networks.  Twenty individuals requested surveys and 16 

returned completed surveys.   
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In sum, it is difficult to determine precisely how many individuals received 

the solicitation for the survey.  It is safe to say that about 7,000 had at least the 

opportunity to see information about the study.  Of that number, 158 did request 

surveys indicating that they had witnessed an unethical activity or corporate 

wrongdoing in the workplace and 100 (N = 100) returned completed surveys.  

Determining an accurate response rate for the mass email solicitations is difficult but 

it is safe to say that it was very low.  If 7,000 individuals did receive information 

about the study, then the response rate for agreeing to participate was less than three 

percent (2.3%).  There are several reasons that this low response rate occurred.   

First, it could be that some individuals never received the email.  In fact, it is 

impossible to determine precisely how many individuals received the email.  Also, 

people who were currently experiencing an unethical situation in the workplace may 

have been reluctant to “discuss it” in any form for fear of being considered a snitch or 

facing retaliation.  Conversely, some email recipients may have been guilty of 

perpetrating a legal or ethical violation themselves and did not want to feel as if they 

were incriminating themselves.  Third, it could be that the research solicitation 

required too much of the participant.  Some participants may have felt it too time-

consuming to reply to the email and request a survey.  Better results may have been 

obtained if the survey had been attached to the first round of emails.  Finally, many of 

the email recipients simply may not have met the study requirements of witnessing 

unethical activity in the workplace.  Twelve individuals replied back to the researcher 

with that response.  



   

  

 

103

Regardless of individual’s reasons for not participating, using professional 

associations as a primary source was considered an important manner of collecting 

data.  As demonstrated by studies into whistle-blowing (c.f. Arnold & Ponemon, 

1991; Casal & Zalkind, 1995; King, 1997) and ethical decision-making (c.f. Akaah, 

1992; Zey-Ferrell & Ferrell, 1982; Zey-Ferrell, Weaver, & Ferrell, 1979), 

professional associations provide an entrée to a large number of employees for whom 

ethics is often an integral part of the job.  A second rationale behind the data 

collection procedures concerned acquiring access to employees at their places of 

employment.  Specifically, it was believed that few organizations would grant 

permission to their employees to participate in a study about real or alleged 

organizational wrongdoing.  If such permission were granted, participants would 

likely feel guarded in discussing any responses which indicted their present 

organizations.  For this reason, professional associations were used to locate 

respondents.  This strategy circumvented the potential issues that could arise when 

using actual organizations as data collection points by enabling individuals to receive 

and respond to the survey away from the workplace.   

Though the overall response rate was quite low, the response rate for 

individuals who requested a survey, completed it, and returned it was 61 percent (97 

of 158)4.  Such a high response rate suggests that the survey was neither too lengthy 

nor complicated to successfully complete.  It also suggests that the majority of 

                                                 
4 Three respondents recorded no unethical activity and two individuals included examples that were 
better described as individual wrongdoing, rather than organizational wrongdoing. 
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individuals who agreed to participate were interested enough in the topic to complete 

and return the survey. 

Sample Demographics 

One hundred individuals who worked for organizations throughout the United 

States participated in this study.  Because five respondents did not complete the 

survey correctly, the actual number used for data analysis was ninety-five (N=95).  In 

order to qualify for the study, participants must have experienced real or alleged 

unethical activity or organizational wrongdoing.  Respondents worked for a variety of 

organizations that included: accounting (n=2); aerospace (n=1); agriculture (n=1); 

broadcast (n=1); chemical (n=3); communications (n=1); construction (n=8); 

consulting (n=4); energy (n=4); engineering (n=2); environmental management 

(n=18); federal or state government (n=12); healthcare (n=1); high tech (n=2); higher 

education (n=3); insurance (n=1); manufacturing (n=11); military (n=4); non-profit 

(n=2); real estate (n=2); research & development (n=1); retail (n=2); service (n=2); 

transportation (n=3); and waste management (n=3).  The sample also included a 

wide-range of employees in terms of hierarchical position.  Thirty-two respondents 

were employees with no supervisory responsibilities; 17 were front- line supervisors; 

28 characterized themselves as mid-level managers; 9 indicated that they were at the 

Vice President level; and 9 categorized their organizational level as “other.”  Of these 

9 “others”, five wrote in their titles as “vice presidents” for a total of 14 individuals at 

the Vice President level.  Demographically, the sample used for analysis was 

comprised of 51 males (53.6%) and 44 females (46.3%).  The mean age of employees 
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participating in the study fell within the 30 to 40 years range.  Finally, 86 respondents 

reported their ethnicity as White, 2 as Hispanic, 1 as Asian-American, and 5 as 

African-American.  One person declined to indicate his race. 

Pre-test of Scales 

 A pre-test was used for the primary purpose of testing the Cronbach alpha 

scores of the independent variables.  All scales included 5-point, Likert type scales 

ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.”  Table 3.1 includes the scale 

items of each independent variable, and their means, standard deviations, and 

reliability measures.  To generate a sample for the pilot, students in an undergraduate 

Organizational Communication course at the University of Texas at Austin were 

given 10 points extra credit for finding someone who qualified to complete the 

survey.  Undergrads were instructed that respondents were required to meet the 

following criteria: they must be full- time employees, who had experienced a situation 

such as an act, policy, or practice, of the organization to which they belong (or 

formerly belonged) which they considered “wrong” or “unethical” because it was 

counter to the organization’s own policies or to their own personal ethics, values, or 

morals.  Students were told that the unethical act could be major or minor, and could 

be ongoing or could have occurred at any time during the respondent’s tenure with 

the company.  Further, the unethical act could have actually occurred or there could 

have merely been rumors about its occurrence.   

In order to prevent respondent fatigue that was likely to occur if all scales 

were included in one questionnaire, two survey forms were used.  One of the forms 
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included measures for the independent variables focusing on individual 

characteristics (e.g. group, profession, and organizational identification, locus of 

control).  The other form included measures for the situational variables (e.g. 

perceived level of awareness, justification of the wrongdoing, manager’s talk against 

the wrongdoing, co-workers’ talk about the wrongdoing, severity of wrongdoing, 

cost-benefit analysis).   

Thirty-eight (n = 38) respondents completed the survey which included the 

situational variables5.  The mean age for the respondents was 29.2 years old, and 20 

were male.  Forty respondents (n = 40) completed the survey which included the 

individual independent variables.  The mean age for the respondents was 31.2 years 

old, and 15 were male.   

Table 3.3 
Independent Variables and Descriptive Statistics for Pre-Test Questionnaire with 
Items Marked by * (asterisk) Included in Final Survey 
Independent Variables     Mean S.D. a_____ 
Perceived level of awareness     3.73 1.20 .93  
*A great number of people within the organization know/knew  
   about this unethical act.  
*It is likely that a large number of people knew/know about this unethical act. 
*Very few people within the organization know/knew about this unethical act. (R) 
A large percentage of employees within this company knew of this unethical act. 
Everybody knew this unethical act was occurring. 
 
Justification for the Wrongdoing      2.11 .69 .46 
The organization is/was justified in committing this unethical act. 
There is no reason that the organization should have committed this unethical act. (R) 
This unethical act by the organization was warranted. 
This unethical act helped this company maintain a competitive edge. 
I can understand why this unethical act was necessary. 
 

                                                 
5 Overall, ten pre-test study surveys were not included because the example of wrongdoing was not 
incorporated or did not meet criteria for the study.    
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Manager talk about wrongdoing      2.12 .81 .71  
*My manager(s) regularly questioned the organization’s unethical act. 
My manager(s) rarely discussed the unethical act. (R) 
*My manager(s) frequently spoke out against the unethical act. 
*My manager(s) made it clear that he/she did not agree with this unethical act. 
*I am quite certain that my manager(s) was against this unethical act. 
 
Co-worker talk about wrongdoing    3.00 .76 .40  
My co-workers regularly questioned whether the organization  
   should continue the unethical act. 
My co-workers rarely discussed the unethical act. (R) 
My co-workers frequently spoke out against the unethical act. 
People in my work group did not care about this unethical act. (R) 
My co-workers felt strongly against this unethical act. 
 
Proximity of the wrongdoing      3.71 1.80 .11  
This unethical act was occurring in my work unit.  
This unethical act was occurring in a work unit separate fro m my own. (R) 
I felt far removed from this unethical act. (R) 
Other departments/work units were responsible for this unethical act. (R) 
I felt close to this unethical act. 
 
Cost-benefit analysis      3.80 .85 .82  
*If I spoke out against the unethical act, I may experience retaliation. 
*If I spoke out against the unethical act, I would be rewarded. (R) 
*It would help my career to speak out against the unethical act. (R) 
*Important people within the organization would be upset with me if I spoke out against the unethical act. 
 
Severity of the wrongdoing      3.25 1.13 .74  
*This unethical act could have had serious health, financial,  
   or other consequences. 
*People within or outside the organization could have been harmed by this unethical act. 
*This unethical act could have been harmful. 
This unethical act would never have hurt anyone. (R) 
*Even though this act was unethical, it could have continued without fear  
   of hurting anything. (R) 
 
Organizational identification     3.32 .69 .76  
I am (was) very concerned about the success of my organization. 
*I don’t like to hear others criticize my organization. 
*When I make job-related decisions, I think about how my decisions will affect my organization. 
*I am proud to be a member of this organization. 
*My organization is like a family to me. 
*I don’t like working with others in my organization. (R) 
*I identify closely with my organization. 
I don’t feel much loyalty to my organization. (R) 
I am willing to put in extra effort in order to help my organization be successful. 
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Professional identification     3.65 .66 .77  
*I don’t feel much loyalty to my profession. (R) 
*I am willing to put in extra effort in order to help my profession be successful.  
I am very concerned about the well-being of my profession area. 
*I don’t like to hear others criticize my profession. 
*I don’t like working with others in my profession. (R) 
When I make job-related decisions, I think about how my decisions will affect my profession’s success. 
My profession is like a family to me. 
*I identify closely with my profession. 
*I am proud to be a member of this profession. 
 
Work group identification     3.50 .56 .60  
I’m very concerned about the success of my work group. 
*I don’t like working with my work group. (R) 
I am proud to be a member of my work group. 
*When I make job-related decisions, I think about how my decisions will affect my work group. 
*I am willing to put in extra effort in order to help my work group be successful. 
*I identify closely with my work group. 
*My work group is like a family to me. 
*I don’t feel much loyalty to my work group. (R) 
I don’t like to hear others criticize my work group. 
 
Locus of control        2.79 .87 .83  
I feel like what happens in my life is mostly determined by powerful people. 
People like myself have very little chance of protecting our personal  
   interest when they conflict with those of strong pressure groups.  
*My life is chiefly controlled by powerful others.  
*Getting what I want requires pleasing those people above me. 
*Although I might have good ability, I will not be given leadership responsibility 
   without appealing to those in positions of power.  
*If important people were to decide they didn’t like me, I probably wouldn’t make many friends.  
*In order to have my plans work, I make sure that they fit in with the  
   desires of people who have power over me. 
Whether or not I get into a car accident depends mostly on the other driver. 

 

Reliability scores of some variables were sufficiently high to carry them over 

to what would become the final survey.  These variables included perceived level of 

awareness (.93), manager talk against the wrongdoing (.71), perceived severity of the 

wrongdoing (.74), cost-benefit analysis (.82), organizational identification (.76), 

professional identification (.77), work group identification (.60), and locus of control 

(.83).  However, alpha coefficients for four variables could not be improved 
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significantly even by dropping items. These variables included perceived justification 

for the wrongdoing, co-worker talk against the wrongdoing, and proximity of the 

wrongdoing.  Therefore, these scales were dropped from consideration for future 

analysis.   

Considering the relatively large number of variables that did possess high 

reliability, it was decided that some scales be pared down in order to decrease the 

potential of respondent fatigue on the final survey.  For this reason, several scales 

were cut down in order to decrease the potential of respondent fatigue on the final 

survey.  Reducing the number of items did not negatively affect the Cronbach alpha 

scores that were determined with the pre-test.  Table 3.4 presents the change in 

reliability for each scale on the pre-test that was also used on the final survey.   

 
Table 3.4 
Reliability scores of scales on the pre-test before and after deleting items.  
Scale     a Number of items deleted final a 
Perceived level of awareness .93        2      .94 
Manager talk about wrongdoing .71        1      .79 
Severity of the wrongdoing .74       1      .83 
Cost-benefit analysis  .82        0      .82 
Organizational identification .76        3      .79  
Work group identification  .60        3      .78 
Professional identification  .77        3            .80 
Locus of control   .83        3      .87  
    
 The final survey will be discussed next.  This section will include a 

description of the scales and items that were used for the final survey.  I will also 

discuss those items that were deleted and the reason for their exclusion.  
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Final Survey Instrument 

The questionnaire that was used is displayed in Appendix D.  It begins with an 

introductory page which describes the study and assures confidentiality of all 

participants.  The questionnaire then proceeds through four sections. Table 3.5 depicts 

all of the scales, their items, Cronbach alpha scores, means, and standard deviations 

of the final survey.   

Wrongdoing example 

In the survey’s second section, respondents were asked to write their 

description of the unethical activity that they had witnessed.  Specifically, the survey 

requested that the respondent briefly describe an organizational act, policy, or 

practice, which they considered “unethical” because it was counter to their morals, 

ethics, or values.  The introductory part of the survey also includes two examples of 

the level of detail expected for these descriptions.  The purpose of this part of the 

survey is to check if the respondent is indeed describing an incident that fits the 

definitional requirements of the study.  As was mentioned previously, five surveys 

were dismissed from further analysis because they did not provide an acceptable 

example of unethical activity as defined on the survey’s introductory page. 

Frequency of Use of Talk Behaviors 

 The list of 40 “talk types” discussed in the previous section was used in this 

study as well.  The frequency of use of the 40 talk types were assessed by asking 
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respondents to indicate on a 1-5 Likert-type scale, anchored by “not often” to “used 

very often,” how often they engaged in each talk behavior.   

Independent Variables 

 This section will explain how each independent variable was assessed.  All 

independent variables were measured with 5-point, Likert-type scales ranging from 

“Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.”  Additionally, Cronbach alpha scores will 

be presented to indicate the reliability of the scales.   

Table 3.5 
Independent Variables and Descriptive Statistics for Final Questionnaire  
Independent Variables     Mean S.D. a_____ 
Perceived level of awareness     3.26 1.20 .92  
A great number of people within the organization know/knew  
   about this unethical act. 
It is likely that a large number of people knew/know about this unethical act. 
Very few people within the organization know/knew about this unethical act. (R) 
 
Manager talk about wrongdoing      1.96 1.16 .91  
My manager(s) regularly questioned the organization’s unethical act. 
My manager(s) frequently spoke out against the unethical act. 
My manager(s) made it clear that he/she did not agree with this unethical act. 
I am quite certain that my manager(s) was against this unethical act. 
 
Severity of the wrongdoing      3.82 1.16 .84  
This unethical act could have had serious health, financial,  
   or other consequences. 
People within or outside the organization could have been harmed by this unethical act. 
This unethical act could have been harmful. 
Even though this act was unethical, it could have continued without fear  
   of hurting anything. (R) 
 
Cost-benefit analysis      4.17 .88 .68  
If I spoke out against the unethical act, I may experience retaliation. 
If I spoke out against the unethical act, I would be rewarded. (R) 
It would help my career to speak out against the unethical act. (R) 
Important people within the organization would be upset with me if I spoke out against the unethical act. 
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Organizational identification     3.39 .88 .82  
I don’t like to hear others criticize my organization. 
When I make job-related decisions, I think about how my decisions will affect my organization. 
I am proud to be a member of this organization. 
My organization is like a family to me. 
I don’t like working with others in my organization. (R) 
I identify closely with my organization. 
 
Professional identification     4.31 .64 .77  
I don’t feel much loyalty to my profession. (R) 
I am willing to put in extra effort in order to help my profession be successful.  
I don’t like to hear others criticize my profession. 
I don’t like working with others in my profession. (R) 
I identify closely with my profession. 
I am proud to be a member of this profession. 
 
Work group identification     3.71 .78 .83  
I don’t like working with my work group. (R) 
When I make job-related decisions, I think about how my decisions will affect my work group. 
I am willing to put in extra effort in order to help my work group be successful. 
I identify closely with my work group. 
My work group is like a family to me. 
I don’t feel much loyalty to my work group. (R) 
 
Locus of control        2.88 .92 .84  
My life is chiefly controlled by powerful others.  
Getting what I want requires pleasing those people above me. 
Although I might have good ability, I will not be given leadership responsibility 
   without appealing to those in positions of power.  
If important people were to decide they didn’t like me, I probably wouldn’t make many friends.  
In order to have my plans work, I make sure that they fit in with the  
   desires of people who have power over me. 
 

 Perceived Level of Awareness.  On the pre-test, this scale was comprised of 

five items which assessed participant’s perceptions about the extent to which other 

organizational members possessed knowledge about the unethical activity.  Two 

items that were deleted for the final survey included “A large percentage of 

employees within this company knew of this unethical act” and “Everybody knew 

this unethical act was occurring.”  These items were deleted because their removal 

improved the Cronbach alpha score slightly, while preserving three items for the 
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scale.  For the final survey, the items included the following: “A great number of 

people within the organization knew about this unethical act”; “It is likely that a large 

number of people knew about this unethical act”; “Very few people within the 

organization knew about this unethical act.”  This reduced scale was found to be 

reliable (a = .92) for the final sample.  The mean score for this scale (M = 3.26) 

indicated a medium perceived level of awareness about wrongdoing overall. 

Manager Talk against Wrongdoing. On the pre-test, this scale was comprised of 

five items which assessed respondent’s perceptions of whether their manager(s) was 

speaking out against the unethical activity.  One item, “My manager(s) rarely discussed 

the unethical act,” was included on the pre-test but removed from the final survey 

because its deletion improved the scale’s reliability score substantially (from .71 to .79).  

For the final survey, the four items included, “My manager(s) regularly questioned the 

organization’s unethical act”, “My manager(s) rarely discussed the unethical act,” “My 

manager(s) frequently spoke out against the unethical act,” and “My manager(s) made it 

clear that he/she did not agree with this unethical act.”  On the final survey, this scale 

resulted in a Chronbach alpha score of .91. Considering the mean score for this scale (M 

= 1.96, S.D. = 1.16), respondents perceived that their managers were not strongly 

against the alleged unethical act that they had chosen to write about. 

   Severity of the Wrongdoing. For the pre-test, this scale was made up of five 

items used to assess the individual’s perception that this particular unethical activity 

could have detrimental consequences on organizational members, the organization’s 

structure, the observing individual, or to elements outside the organization.  One item, 
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“This unethical act would never have hurt anyone,” was present on the pre-test, but 

removed from the final survey because its removal substantially improved the Cronbach 

alpha score of the scale (from .74 to .83).  The resulting four- item scale included, “This 

unethical act could have had serious health, financial, or other consequences,” “People 

within or outside the organization could have been harmed by this unethical act,” “This 

unethical act could have been harmful,” and “Even though this act was unethical, it 

could have continued without fear of hurting anything.”  For the final survey, this scale 

demonstrated a strong reliability (a = .84).  Considering the mean score (M = 3.82; S.D. 

= 1.16), respondents indicated that the unethical activity that they had chosen to write 

about was perceived as potentially harmful to their organizations, themselves, or to 

external stakeholders.   

Cost-benefit Analysis. This variable assessed individual perceptions about the 

costs or consequences associated with speaking out against organizational wrongdoing.  

A four- item scale was created to measure this variable and it was used for both the pre-

test and final survey.  This scale was comprised of the following items: “If I spoke out 

against the unethical act, I may experience retaliation,” “If I spoke out against the 

unethical act, I would be rewarded,” “It would help my career to speak out against the 

unethical act,” and “Important people within the organization would be upset with me if 

I spoke out against the unethical act.”  This scale’s Cronbach alpha score was low (a = 

.68) compared to the other scales and could not be improved by dropping items.  

Therefore, it was dropped from further analysis.   
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Organizational Identification. For the pre-test, I used a modified version of 

Cheney’s (1982) Organizational Identification Questionnaire (OIQ) to assess an 

individual’s identification level with their organization.  Three items that were deleted 

for the final survey included “I am very concerned about the success of my 

organization,” “I don’t feel much loyalty to my organization,” and “I am willing to put 

in extra effort in order to help my organization be successful.” These items were deleted 

because their removal improved the Cronbach alpha score, while preserving six items 

for the scale.  The final scale was comprised of the following items: “I don’t like to hear 

others criticize my organization,” “When I make job-related decisions, I think about how 

my decisions will affect my organization,” “I am proud to be a member of this 

organization,” “My organization is like a family to me,” “I don’t like working with 

others in my organization,” and “I identify closely with my organization.”  The scale 

demonstrated a strong reliability (a = .82) and the mean score (M = 3.39; S.D. = .88) 

reflected that the sample was somewhat moderately identified with their respective 

organizations.  Of all three targets of identification, the sample was least identified with 

their respective organizations at which the wrongdoing had occurred.   

Professional Identification. For the pre-test, I used a modified version of 

Cheney’s (1982) Organizational Identification Questionnaire (OIQ) to assess an 

individual’s identification level with their profession.  This was accomplished by 

changing the word “organization” to “profession” for the respective items.  Three items 

that were deleted for the final survey included “I am very concerned about the well-

being of my profession,” “When I make job-related decisions, I think about how my 
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decisions will affect my profession’s success,” and “My profession is like a family to 

me.”  These items were deleted because they seemed to be the most problematic when 

the term “profession” was substituted for “organization.”  For example, it seems odd that 

an individual’s profession could seem like a family and such a term is rarely used in 

reference to one’s profession.  Removal of these items improved the Cronbach alpha 

score (from .77 to .80) and preserved six items for the scale.  The final scale was 

comprised of the following items: “I don’t feel much loyalty to my profession,” “I am 

willing to put in extra effort in order to help my profession be successful,” “I am proud 

to be a member of this profession,”  “I don’t like to hear others criticize my profession,” 

“I don’t like working with others in my profession,” and “I identify closely with my 

profession.”  The scale used for the final survey demonstrated a strong reliability (a = 

.77) and the mean score (M = 4.31; S.D. = .64) reflected that the sample was strongly 

identified with their respective professions. 

Work Group Identification. For the pre-test, I used a modified version of 

Cheney’s (1982) Organizational Identification Questionnaire (OIQ) to assess an 

individual’s identification level with their work group.  This was accomplished by 

changing the word “organization” to “work group” for the respective items.  Three 

items that were deleted for the final survey included “I am very concerned about the 

success of my work group,” “I am proud to be a member of my work group,” and “I 

don’t like to hear others criticize my work group.” These items were deleted because 

their removal significantly improved the scale’s Cronbach alpha score (from a .60 to a 

.78) while preserving six items for the scale.  The final scale was comprised of the 
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following items: “I don’t like working with my work group,” ““When I make job-

related decisions, I think about how my decisions will affect my work group,” “I am 

willing to put in extra effort in order to help my work group be successful,” “I 

identify closely with my work group,” “My work group is like a family to me,” and “I 

don’t feel much loyalty to my work group.”  The scale demonstrated a strong 

reliability (a = .83) and the mean score (M = 3.71; S.D. = .78) reflected that the 

sample was moderately identified with their respective work groups. 

Locus of control (LOC). For the pre-test, I used Levenson’s (1974) “powerful 

others” scale to measure external LOC.  High scores on this scale indicate that people 

believe they have little control over what happens to them, and low scores indicate a 

high degree of perceived control over what happens. Three items were removed for 

the final survey which increased the reliability of the scale on the pre-test from .83 to 

.87. The three items that were dropped included the following: “I feel like what 

happens in my life is mostly determined by powerful people,” “People like myself 

have very little chance of protecting our personal interest when they conflict with 

those of strong pressure groups,” and “Whether or not I get into a car accident 

depends mostly upon the other driver.”    

The resulting five- item scale included, “My life is controlled by powerful 

others,” “Getting what I want requires pleasing those people above me,” “Although I 

might have good ability, I will not be given leadership responsibility without 

appealing to those in positions of power,” “If important people were to decide they 

didn’t like me, I probably wouldn’t make many friends,” and “In order to have my 
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plans work, I make sure that they fit in with the desires of people who have power 

over me.”  Reliability for this scale on the final survey was sufficiently high (a = .84).  

Respondents fell near the mid-way point on the external LOC score (M = 2.88; S. D. 

= .92) suggesting a moderately- low level of internal locus of control. 

 Tenure. Tenure was measured with a single item that led respondents with the 

following instructions: “Please estimate how long (in years) had you been with this 

company when you first heard of or noticed the wrongdoing activity?”  Respondents 

were instructed to approximate the number of years from the following options: < 1, 1 

- 5, 6 - 10, 11-15, >15.    

 Age. Age was measured with a single item that directed respondents to 

respond to indicate their age from the following choices: 20 – 30, 31 - 40, 41 - 50, 51-

60, 61 - 65.    

 Wicken (1989) recommends having 10 respondents per each independent 

variable to be analyzed.  Considering this study’s sample size (N = 95), all nine 

independent variables could be analyzed.  Therefore, the following nine variables 

were included for subsequent analysis: respondent’s age, tenure, level of awareness 

about the wrongdoing, manager’s social influence (against wrongdoing), severity of 

the wrongdoing, targets of identification (profession, organization, and group), and 

locus of control.   

Determining Talk Types 

RQ 1 asked what are the key conceptual dimensions or factors underlying 

witness’s talk about organizational wrongdoing.  NMDS was originally utilized in 
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responding to this procedure but did not produce usable results.  To address the 

inability to answer Research Question One with an NMDS procedure, an alternative 

method was sought.  Factor analysis was substituted as a means to uncover patterns of 

similarity in use of communicative behaviors in response to organizational 

wrongdoing.  This process will be explained next.  

Factor analysis can be thought of as a data-reducing technique as it reduces a 

large number of overlapping measures to a much smaller set of factors (Green, 

Salkind, & Akey, 2000) and identifies patterns among a large number of variables 

(Babbie, 1998).  One of the primary uses of factor analys is is to determine similar 

patterns among the variations in values of several items or variables.  This capacity 

fits with this study’s goal of identifying those sets of communicative behaviors that 

respondents tend to use in a similar fashion upon witnessing wrongdoing.       

Factor analysis necessarily groups statements together based on respondent’s 

comprehension and utilization of their meanings.  This method was valuable for 

several reasons.  First, it grouped or clustered those behaviors which respondents tend 

to use in similar ways.  These factors provided a way of identifying common 

approaches of responding to organizational wrongdoing.  Second, the factors were 

used as descriptors for various types of strategies employed in responding to 

wrongdoing.  Consequently, they served as dependent variables in hypotheses that 

attempted to identify the best predictors of these strategies.  Items used for this 

procedure were the 40 examples of ways in which an individual could talk about 

organizational wrongdoing.  Ninety-five respondents indicated their frequency of use 
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of these items on the final survey with a 5-point, Likert-type scale anchored by 1 

(Never) and 5 (used very often).  These 40 items were then subjected to Principal 

Axis Factor Analysis.  

Analysis of Remaining RQs 

The factor analysis was used to create a small number of general types of talk 

about wrongdoing in response to RQ1.  Then, these talk types were treated as 

dependent variables within RQs 2a – 3f.  These remaining research questions all 

asked what was the predictive value of particular independent variables on the various 

talk types that emerged from the factor analysis procedure.  Multiple regression 

analysis was the prime method of analysis for testing hypotheses.  Schroeder, 

Sjoquist, and Stephan (1986) suggest that regression analysis is most appropriate with 

functional relationships, or relationships in which a dependent variable depends on 

one or more independent variables.  Such a relationship exists with this study, in 

which ratings on types of talk about wrongdoing (dependent variables) are predicted 

to depend upon one or more independent variables.  The dependent variables (factor-

analyzed talk types) were regressed on the independent variables (situational and 

individual factors) in order to determine their predictive value.  
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CHAPTER 4 – RESULTS 

 Chapter 3 presented the research methods that were used to test hypotheses 

and answer research questions.  This chapter presents the statistical results.  The 

chapter is organized into two primary sections.  The initial main section will discuss 

results of the factor analysis utilized to answer RQ 1.  Results of the factor analysis 

will be presented as the primary component used to construct the dependent variables 

for further testing.  This section will also include a discussion of the hypotheses that 

were constructed from these dependent variables and various independent variables.  

The chapter’s other main section will be comprised of the results of the methods used 

to test these hypotheses.  Results for each hypothesis test will be presented.  These 

findings will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5. 

Results of Case Study Review/Interviews 

Review of case studies and interviews yielded 135 “interactive behaviors” 

used to describe how witnesses talked about real or alleged cases of unethical 

behavior committed by organizations.  This list (Appendix E) was pared down to 112 

items by eliminating those responses which duplicated or closely overlapped another 

response.  This final list is comprehensive enough to include responses that are 

applicable to a wide-range of wrongdoing, and that individuals in both management 

and non-management roles could employ.  As was mentioned, 40 of these items were 

selected using a stratified random selection process and used for the card sort 

procedure and in the final survey.  Appendix F depicts the list of 40 cards used for the 

pilot card sort and final survey, and marks those that were eliminated for the final 
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card sort attempt (reduced card number to 27 from 40) with the reason for 

elimination.  

Results of Factor Analysis Procedure   

The factor analysis consisted of items that were a part of the survey that was 

distributed to organizational members who had witnessed real or alleged 

organizational wrongdoing.  Forty talk types, each of which could be characterized as 

ways to respond to organizational wrongdoing, were listed on the survey.  

Respondents were instructed to rate “the extent (1=never, 5=very often) that each of 

these types of communication that you used with regard to your example of an 

unethical activity ...”  Respondents were instructed to circle a number from 1 (“not 

used”) to 5 (“used very often”) to indicate their use of each item. I used principle axis 

factors analysis (using Varimax with Kaiser normalization rotation method) to 

analyze the data.  This particular procedure maximized the number of items that 

would be retained by a parsimonious set of factors.   

Stevens (1996) cautions that when conducting factor analysis with a sample 

size of less than 100, it is prudent to compute Bartlett’s sphericity test.  This test 

indicates whether the items from a scale are uncorrelated to such a degree that factor 

analysis is not necessary.  For the present study, Bartlett’s test indicated that there 

was a fair degree of correlation among the items, suggesting that factor analysis was 

necessary to yield a more parsimonious factor structure.  Specifically, this test 

resulted in a significant correlation (p = .01) suggesting that there were relationships 

between the variables.   
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Determining factors was accomplished using four criteria: (1) possessing an 

eigenvalue of 1 or greater (Guttman, 1954); (2) having at least two items per factor 

(McCroskey & Young, 1975); (3) owning minimum primary loadings of .50 on one 

factor and secondary loadings of less than .40 on other factors; and (4) alpha 

reliabilities for factors exceeded .70 as recommended by Nunally (1978).  Application 

of these criteria to the factor analysis of the 40 talk types resulted in a 24- item, five 

factor solution.   

For these five factors, the minimum primary loading of any one item was .53, 

and all factors possessed at least two items.  A total of 24 of the 40 items loaded on 

the first five factors, resulting in 16 being dropped from further analysis.  The five 

factors accounted for 60 percent of the total number of items.  Using the highest-

loading item for labeling the factor, the five factors were as follows (abbreviated 

labels are in parentheses): (1) talking with co-worker about speaking out against the 

unethical activity (Sensemaking); (2) directly confronting manager to show 

displeasure with unethical activity (Confronting); (3) joking about the potentially 

negative consequences of the unethical activity to co-workers (Joking); (4) 

rationalizing the unethical activity to co-workers as “not a big deal” 

(Rationalizing/Distorting); and (5) characterizing unethical activity to co-worker as 

being not as important as the amount of money being made by the company 

(Excusing).  The factors, their respective items, and the mean frequency of each item, 

are presented in Table 4.1.  
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Table 4.1 

Factor Analysis Results of Types of Talk about Organizational Wrongdoing with 
Abbreviated Labels (mean of item in parentheses) 

Factors 1 2 3 4 5 Eigen-
value 

% of 
Var. 

Alpha 

Factor 1 – Sensemaking      7.82 19.6 .86 
Talking with co-worker about 
speaking out against an unethical 
activity (M = 2.92) 

 
 

.77 

 
 

.14 

 
 

-.04 

 
 

.06 

 
 
.05 

   

Talking to co-workers about who 
could get involved in ending the 
unethical activity. (3.23) 

 
 

.73 

 
 

.09 

 
 

..06 

 
 

-.32 

 
 
.06 

   

Asking questions of co-workers 
concerning their opinions about 
the unethical activity. (3.39) 

 
 

.69 

 
 

.06 

 
 

 .19 

 
 

-.08 

 
 
.00 

   

Encouraging a co-worker to 
speak out against the unethical 
activity. (2.89) 

 
 

.68 

 
 

.26 

 
 

-.02 

 
 

-.02 

 
 
.00 

   

Talking with co-workers about 
whether to report the company to 
a regulatory agency. (2.39) 

 
 

.63 

 
 

.09 

 
 

.06 

 
 

.08 

 
 
-.04 

   

Asking questions among co-
workers to help you learn more 
about the unethical activity. 
(3.32) 

 
 
 

.57 

 
 
 

-.09 

 
 
 

.03 

 
 
 

.14 

 
 
 
.20 

   

Directly stating to a co-worker 
that you do not want to 
participate in an unethical 
activity. (3.78) 

 
 
 

.57 

 
 
 

.22 

 
 
 

.10 

 
 
 

-.03 

 
 
 

-.25 

   

Advising a co-worker to keep a 
written account of unethical 
activity for their personal 
records. (2.98) 

 
 

.56 

 
 

.13 

 
 

.03 

 
 

.00 

 
 

-.10 

   

Characterizing the unethical 
activity in negative terms to co-
workers. (3.41) 

 
 

.54 

 
 

.02 

 
 

.21 

 
 

.12 

 
 

-.27 

   

Factor 2 – Confronting      4.23 10.57 .89 
Directly confronting manager to 
show displeasure with unethical 
activity. (2.91) 

 
 

.06 

 
 

.83 

 
 

.07 

 
 

-.02 

 
 

-.01 

   

Directly confronting wrongdoer 
to show displeasure with 
unethical activity. (2.67) 

 
 

.08 

 
 

.79 

 
 

-.15 

 
 

.05 

 
 

-.03 

   

Directly stating to a superior that 
you do not want to participate in 
unethical activity. (2.89) 

 
 

.08 

 
 

.73 

 
 

-.17 

 
 

-.06 

 
 
-.04 

   



   

  

 

125

 
Asking a manager why unethical 
activity has not been disclosed to 
proper authorities. (2.35) 

 
 

.23 

 
 

.72 

 
 

.04 

 
 

.03 

 
 
.03 

   

Filing a report to a superior 
describing your objection to an 
unethical activity. (2.43) 

 
 

.06 

 
 

.64 

 
 

-.03 

 
 

-.09 

 
 

.08 

   

Disassociating yourself from 
unethical activity in a written 
report to superior. (2.22) 

 
 

.20 

 
 

.56 

 
 

-.02 

 
 

-.06 

 
 
.04 

   

Asking a superior if there are 
formal channels used to report 
suspected organizational 
unethical activity. (2.36) 

 
 
 

.21 

 
 
 

.53 

 
 
 

.02 

 
 
 

-.03 

 
 
 
.09 

   

Confronting a superior with a 
group of co-workers about an 
unethical activity. (2.13) 

 
 

.36 

 
 

.53 

 
 

.18 

 
 

.00 

 
 
.04 

   

Factor 3 – Joking       3.54 8.85 .75 
Joking about the potentially 
negative consequences of the 
unethical activity to co-workers. 
(2.18) 

 
 
 

.09 

 
 
 

-.11 

 
 
 

.86 

 
 
 

.13 

 
 
 

.04 

   

Indirectly introducing topic of 
unethical activity to co-workers 
as a conversation starter. (2.00) 

 
 

.22 

 
 

.02 

 
 

.67 

 
 

.02 

 
 

.28 

   

Using humor about the unethical 
activity’s potential negative 
consequences to a superior. 
(1.65) 

 
 

.13 

 
 

.16 

 
 

.57 

 
 

.15 

 
 

.11 

   

Factor 4 – Rationalizing/ 
Distorting 

     2.05 5.13 .73 

Rationalizing the unethical 
activity to a co-worker as “not a 
big deal.” (1.21) 

 
 

-.05 

 
 

-.04 

 
 

.24 

 
 

.77 

 
 

.25 

   

Distorting your knowledge of an 
unethical activity when asked 
about it by someone outside the 
org. (1.47) 

 
 
 

-.05 

 
 
 

-.02 

 
 
 

.09 

 
 
 

.74 

 

 
.10 

   

Factor 5 – Excusing      1.93 4.82 .72 

Characterizing unethical activity 
to co-workers as being not as 
important as the amount of 
money being made by the 
company. (1.23) 

 
 
 
 

-.07 

 
 
 
 

.09 

 
 
 
 

.14 

 
 
 
 

.27 

 

 
 

.70 

   

Describing the unethical activity 
in a positive way to a co-worker. 
(1.26) 

 
 

-.04 

 
 

-.05 

 
 

.29 

 
 

.12 

 
 

.67 
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All of the factors met the requirement of having a Chronbach alpha score of at 

least .70.  The first factor, labeled “Sensemaking”, was comprised of nine items and 

possessed a Chronbach alpha of .86.  It accounted for 19.6 percent of the total 

variance.  This factor was comprised of nine statements all of which involved 

interactions with co-workers.  Many of these items seemed to fit into the second stage 

of Miceli and Near’s (1992) whistle-blowing model, which involves talking with 

others about how to respond to wrongdoing.  The second factor, labeled 

“Confronting,” consisted of eight items (a  = .89) and accounted for 10.6 percent of 

the total variance.  This factor consisted of items that took a direct stand in opposition 

to wrongdoing.  Talk types within this factor resembled articulated dissent strategies 

as defined by Kassing and Avtgis (1999), and seemed to fall within the parameters of 

Graham’s (1986) notion of Principled Organizational Dissent.   

Three items made up the third factor, labeled, “Joking.”  This factor possessed 

a Chronbach alpha of .75 and accounted for almost nine percent (8.85) of the total 

variance.  The joking behaviors of two items within this third factor somewhat 

resemble the justification strategy of denial of injury (Scott & Lyman, 1968).  The 

fourth factor, labeled “Rationalizing/Distorting,” accounted for 5.1 percent of the 

variance and had a Chronbach alpha of .73.  The two items comprising this factor 

reveal behavior that would ultimately facilitate the continuance of wrongdoing.  

These statements may fit with one of the conceptualizations of loyalty within the 

EVLN construct (Hirschfield, 1973), which suggest defending the organization from 

attack.  Finally, the fifth factor, abbreviated as “Excusing,” was made up of two items 
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and possessed a Cronbach alpha of .72.  This factor accounted for 4.8 percent of the 

variance and included items which focused on the potentially positive aspects of 

organizational wrongdoing.  A sixth factor met all of the criteria listed above except 

for its alpha reliability score of .61, which failed to meet the .70 threshold.  This sixth 

factor included two items, and its highest loading item was labeled, “Seeking advice 

from external groups about ending the unethical activity.”   

Dependent Variables Derived from Factor Analysis 

 Like MacGeorge (2001), I determined that the results of the factor analysis 

necessitated revision of this study’s research questions.  To that end, the factors 

described above were treated as dependent variables for the remainder of the study.  

These are displayed in Table 4.2. Because of the specificity of most of these factors 

(dependent variables), they were used to develop hypotheses where appropriate rather 

than simply testing every potential independent variable’s predictive ability with each 

dependent variable.  The first factor, Sensemaking, did not lend itself to hypotheses 

building based upon knowledge of the literature and previous research into similar 

issues.  Therefore, it was decided that each independent variable would be tested for 

its relationship with Sensemaking behaviors.  However, existing literature did support 

hypothesis development for the remaining four factors.  For this reason, several 

hypotheses were developed which make connections between various independent 

variables and the remaining four factors as dependent variables.  These hypotheses 

will replace the research questions developed in Chapter Two, which generally ask 
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about the relationship between the independent variables on witness talk about 

organizational wrongdoing. 

Table 4.2 
Dependent Variables as Derived from Factor Analysis  

Dependent Variable Dependent Variable Label 
DV1 Sensemaking 
DV2 Confronting 
DV3 Joking 
DV4 Rationalizing/Distorting 
DV5 Excusing 

 

Further Theorizing about Factors Predicting Specific  

Types of Talk about Wrongdoing 

After reviewing the factors which emerged from the factor analysis, it was 

apparent that some independent variables would be better predictors than others of the 

five dependent variables.  Rather than simply running Multiple Linear Regression 

equations with each of the Factors regressed on all of the independent variables 

simultaneously, it was decided that a more parsimonious effort would be fruitful.  

Therefore, hypotheses were developed for those dependent variables, which seemed 

to lend themselves to relationships with the independent variables.  These hypotheses 

and the research questions that remained from Chapter Two will be presented next.  

DV1: Sensemaking.  No hypotheses were generated with Factor One as a 

dependent variable.  A review of the literature identified no predictor variables that 

seemed likely to predict Sensemaking.  For this reason, the following RQs were asked 

regarding Factor One: 
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RQ 2a: What is the effect of level of awareness on the use of Sensemaking 

behaviors? 

RQ 2b: What is the effect social influence via one’s manager on the use of 

Sensemaking behaviors? 

RQ 2c: What is the effect of severity of the wrongdoing on the use of 

Sensemaking behaviors? 

RQ 2d: What is the effect of professional identification level on the use of 

Sensemaking behaviors? 

RQ 2e: What is the effect of group identification level on the use of 

Sensemaking behaviors? 

RQ 2f: What is the effect of organizational identification level on the use 

of Sensemaking behaviors? 

RQ 2g: What is the effect of locus of control on the use of Sensemaking 

behaviors? 

RQ 2h: What is the effect of respondent’s age on the use of Sensemaking 

behaviors? 

RQ 2i: What is the effect of organizational tenure on the use of 

Sensemaking behaviors? 

DV2: Confronting 

The second factor, Confronting, was comprised of eight items, each of which 

depicted a response that was straightforward in responding to unethical activity.  For 

example, one response read, “Directly confronting manager to show displeasure with 
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unethical activity.” Another reads, “Directly confronting wrongdoer to show 

displeasure with unethical activity.”  A third statement read, “Asking a manager why 

unethical activity has not been disclosed to proper authorities.”  Unlike with the first 

factor, these statements more strongly portray the respondent’s position or opinion 

regarding the wrongdoing.  These statements indicate boldness on the part of an 

employee in willingness to express his/her being against the occurrence of an 

unethical activity.   

 If whistle-blowing does indeed occur in stages (c.f. Stewart, 1980), the first 

factor, Sensemaking, would likely precede the second factor, Confronting.  With 

Sensemaking, the respondent is gathering information and “feeling out” his/her and 

others’ positions relevant to and against wrongdoing.  The items within this factor 

seemed to indicate someone who is at least concerned about the occurrence of 

wrongdoing.  With Confronting, the individual is making public his/her disapproval 

with the unethical activity. He/she is staking out a position that clearly demonstrates 

displeasure.  This is a more clearly defined position, but nonetheless, progresses in 

the same direction as Sensemaking – toward displeasure with the unethical activity.  

Confronting takes this displeasure a bit farther, however, and thus it is possible that 

other factors may predict its use. 

Severity of Wrongdoing 

It is hypothesized that severity of the wrongdoing, or wrongdoing’s potential 

to cause harm to the organization’s members, its structure, to the respondent, or to 

external stakeholders, will predict use of Confronting.  The more severe wrongdoing 
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is perceived to be, the more likely it is that the individual will feel dissonance 

between their personal values and that of the organization (Dozier & Miceli, 1985).  

In order to resolve this dissonance, it is very possible the member will make clear 

their objection to the wrongdoing.  Additionally, McLain and Keenan (1999) suggest 

that when organizational wrongdoing is perceived as potentially harmful, employees 

will be motivated to end it.  Studies have found that whistle-blowing activity occurs 

more frequently whenever issue seriousness increases (King, 1997; Knapp et al., 

1997; Singer et al., 1998).  Related to one’s attempt to end wrongdoing is their 

communicative strategies of stating their position relative to wrongdoing.   

Another element believed to influence use of Confronting is the question of 

liability.  As the potential harm of an unethical activity increases, so too should 

concerns about liability, or who is responsible for its occurrence.  As questions about 

responsibility increase, so too should the desire for individual employees to clearly 

“stake out” their opposition to wrongdoing.  Such employees will desire having their 

names cleared of any connection an unethical activity.  Further, they will want to 

completely disassociate from such behavior.  As was mentioned above, as seriousness 

or severity of a wrongdoing activity increases, so too do calls for the activity to end 

(Dozier & Miceli, 1985; King, 1997; Knapp et al., 1997; Singer et al., 1998).  For 

these reasons, it is anticipated that as severity of unethical activity increases, so too do 

Confronting behaviors.   

H 1: As the perceived severity of an unethical activity increases, so too 

will use of Confronting behaviors.   
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Identification with Profession 

Identification with one’s profession is expected to predict use of Confronting.  

This study included three targets of identification for consideration: group, 

organization, and profession.  When an organization participates in unethical activity, 

an employee’s response may be influenced by the competing loyalties of these targets 

(Arnold & Ponemon, 1991).  Miceli and Near (1991) contend that each “loyalty” or 

target of identification, will possess some power over the individual.  The target of 

identification which is strongest for an individual, may make more substantial 

contributions to the self than others (Scott et al., 1998).   Indeed, the target which 

possesses the most power will also have the greatest influence on the individual’s 

communicative response to wrongdoing (Graham, 1986; Miceli & Near, 1991).   

“Cosmopolitans” (Gouldner, 1957), or individuals who rate their identification 

highest with their profession, will be most likely to employ Confronting behaviors in 

response to organizational wrongdoing.  Professional groups possess high standards 

of ethical behavior and practices (Arnold & Ponemon, 1991; Miceli & Near, 1991).  

Additionally, professional groups are likely to be more open to the reporting of 

unethical behavior than the organization at which the behavior is occurring (Miceli & 

Near, 1991).  Cosmopolitans identify with an external group, the profession, which 

proscribes speaking out against unethical activities.   

Further, members of professions are indoctrinated into a core set of beliefs 

that affects workplace behavior in at least two ways.  First, professional members are 

expected to be vigilant in their monitoring of unethical activity at work.  Second, 
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these members are expected to speak out against and attempt to rectify unethical 

situations (Arnold & Ponemon, 1991; Miceli & Near, 1991, 1992; Stewart, 1980).  As 

an individual’s professional identification level increases, it is anticipated that they 

will become more indoctrinated into the norms and values of their profession.  

Because most professions (i.e. auditing, accounting, engineering, medicine) possess 

norms that highly value workplace integrity, individua ls who identify closely with 

their profession will likely be increasingly vigilant and more willing to speak out 

against organizational wrongdoing (Arnold & Ponemon, 1991).  For these reasons, it 

is anticipated that as professional identification level increases, so too will the 

employees desire to stake out a position clearly against organizational wrongdoing.  

Such individuals will be apt to make clear that they are objecting to unethical activity 

and not participating in its occurrence.  So, as professional identification level 

increases, so too will Confronting. 

H 2: As the professional identification of a respondent increases, so too 

will use of Confronting. 

Use of Sensemaking Behaviors 

 Another variable which could predict the use of Confronting is use of Factor 

One, or Sensemaking behaviors.  The sensemaking behaviors that emerged from the 

factor analysis suggested an individual who is questioning wrongdoing and is 

attempting to end it without getting directly involved.  Similarly, confronting 

behaviors are clearly against unethical activity and state a position that characterizes 

that feeling.  Both factors clearly demonstrate that an individual is opposed to the 
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occurrence of a particular unethical activity.  A question arises about what order the 

behaviors would be used.   

In Miceli and Near’s (1992) stage model, the process of whistle-blowing 

occurs in five stages.  In the first stage, the employee learns of alleged or real 

organizational wrongdoing.  The second stage involves the employee talking with co-

workers and seeking their opinion about whether to file an official report.  Such 

behaviors are similar to those listed under Factor Two, in which the employee 

interacts with co-workers about their opinions about wrongdoing, and about who 

could get involved in causing its end.  It seems logical that Confronting behaviors 

would fall into Stage Two of the Miceli and Near model.  In Stage Three, the 

employee either blows the whistle or engages in alternative action.  One alternative is 

to go “directly to the perceived wrongdoer and confront him or her” (p. 55).  This 

action directly corresponds to one of the behaviors within Factor Two, which is 

“directly confronting wrongdoer to show displeasure with unethical activity.”   

Further, if individuals have used Sensemaking behaviors (M = 3.08; S.D. = 

.98) in greater numbers than Confronting behaviors (M = 2.56; S.D. = 1.17), it could 

be that the latter are used when the former do not result in satisfactory endings.  This 

assumption parallels Stewart’s (1980) stage model of whistle-blowing, which 

describes a process by which the individual takes increasingly extreme steps in order 

to protest wrongdoing.  As efforts to end wrongdoing are rebuffed at lower levels, the 

individual attempts disclosure at higher and more pubic levels within the 

organization.  Considering the present study, it is anticipated that Sensemaking 
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behaviors will precipitate Confronting behaviors.  Likewise, it should be reasonably 

concluded that an employee who has used Confronting behaviors has already used 

Sensemaking behaviors.  Based upon this argument, the following hypothesis is 

proposed: 

H 3: Respondents who use Sensemaking (Factor One) behaviors will be more 

likely to use Confronting (Factor Two) behaviors as well.  

Respondent’s Age 

It is hypothesized that older employees will be more likely to use confronting 

behaviors.  Confronting suggests employees who are willing to speak their mind and 

potentially to contradict the wishes of management.  These are behaviors which 

require an employee to figuratively expose him or herself by declaring a position 

against what he/she perceives to be an unethical activity that is occurring.  Miceli and 

Near (1992) contend that young employees are more likely to feel as if they are at the 

mercy of management and the corporation.  As employees get older, they begin to 

feel as if they, not management, have ownership over their careers.   

Additionally, moral development theorists (c.f. Kohlberg, 1981; Rest, 1979) 

argue that as individuals grow older, their ability to make determinations about 

wrongdoing based upon their own sense of right of wrong increases.  According to 

these arguments, younger individuals will be more likely to accept what the 

organization does, whether it is unethical or not, as the status quo.  Older workers, 

meanwhile, will be less influenced by the organization in their judgment of what is 

considered unethical behavior.  These arguments leads to the following hypothesis: 
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H 4: Respondent’s age will be predictive of Confronting behaviors in a 

positive direction.   

DV3: Joking 

 The third factor that emerged from factor analysis was termed “Joking”.  

None of the behaviors in this cluster directly opposed unethical activity.  In fact, they 

do not make clear any position on the wrongdoing.  If anything, their existence would 

ultimately allow unethical activity to continue, even thrive.  Two of the three 

behaviors include humor.  One of them states, “Joking about the potentially negative 

consequences of the unethical activity to co-workers.”  Another states, “Using humor 

about the unethical activity’s negative consequences to a superior.”  Both examples 

would likely indicate to a by-stander that the individual does not consider the 

unethical activity to be of concern.  The third statement reads, “Indirectly introducing 

topic of unethical activity to co-workers as a conversation starter.”  From a content 

standpoint, this statement does not fit with the other two.  From an approach 

standpoint, it somewhat fits with the other statements in that it does not stake out a 

position against wrongdoing.  All three of these behaviors are also somewhat indirect 

in nature, as they do not necessarily convey the true feelings of the source. This factor 

is quite different than the first two, and theory suggests that at least one independent 

variable will predict its use. 

Organizational Identification 

 Organizational identification is posited here as the variable most likely related 

to Joking.  Again, joking behaviors would likely allow wrongdoing to continue, and 
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in most cases not take the potentially negative consequences of unethical activity very 

seriously.  Individuals who identify themselves highly with the organization are more 

likely to see their goals intertwined with those of the firm.  Further, they are liable to 

maintain a perspective similar to that of the company at which they work (Cheney, 

1983a).  This position allows the organization to unobtrusively “control” the 

employee and cause him/her to participate in activities that would otherwise be seen 

as unethical.  Individual ethics give way to organizational practices (Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989; Cheney, 1983b).  When unethical activity occurs on behalf of the 

company, highly- identified individuals will use language that allows it to continue 

(Dukerich, Kramer, & Parks, 1998).  

H 5: As respondents’ organizational identification level increases, so too 

will their use of Joking behaviors.  

DV4 and DV5: Rationalizing/Distorting and Excusing 

 The remaining two factors seemed to be quite similar.  Both Factor 4 and 

Factor 5 were each comprised of two items that would allow unethical activity to 

continue.  For example, Factor 4 was labeled “Rationalizing/Distorting” and was 

comprised of two items.  One of the items was “Rationalizing the unethical activity to 

a co-worker as ‘not a big deal.’” The other read, “Distorting your knowledge of an 

unethical activity when asked about it by someone outside the organization.”  These 

items appeared to be communication tactics that would allow wrongdoing to continue 

rather than lead to its termination.   Factor 5 included the following two items: 

“Characterizing unethical activity to co-workers as being not as important as the 



   

  

 

138

amount of money being made by the company,” and “Describing the unethical 

activity in a positive way to a co-worker.”  Again, each of these statements could be 

argued as being “pro-wrongdoing” in that they would allow wrongdoing to continue.  

After considering the individual and situational variables that were available, four 

factors were hypothesized to influence use of these behaviors.   

Respondent’s Age 

 It is expected that as respondent age decreases, use of Factor 4 and 5 

behaviors will increase.  Referring back to development of Hypothesis 4, it was 

argued that younger workers are more likely to feel obliged to do as the manager 

and/or organization directs without question (Miceli & Near, 1992).  Younger 

employees who encounter wrongdoing will be very unlikely to speak out against its 

occurrence for fear of ostracizing themselves to their co-workers.  Likewise, in an 

effort to please their superiors, younger workers will be more inclined to allow the 

organization’s rationalization for wrongdoing affect their own behavior (Kohlberg, 

1981).  For these reasons, the following hypotheses are offered: 

H 6a: As respondents’ age decreases, their use of Rationalizing/Distorting 

behaviors will increase. 

H 6b: As respondents’ age decreases, their use of Excusing behaviors will 

increase. 

Perceived Severity of Wrongdoing 

 There are two reasons why many cases of wrongdoing or unethical activity 

may be considered “minor.”  First, some organizational wrongdoing is truly minor.  
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These are instances where such activity may be considered legally wrong but there is 

a small likelihood that anyone or anything would be hurt by its occurrence.  

Considering the immense number of rules and regulations dictated by some 

regulatory agencies, such as the Occupational Safety and Health Administration or 

the National Collegiate Athletic Association, it is highly likely that some 

organizations commit minor infractions routinely.  Second, organizational members 

who feel guilt or dissonance about the occurrence of wrongdoing at their facilities 

may attempt to downplay its existence by rationalizing that no one or no thing will be 

hurt by its occurrence.  Therefore, they are more likely to distort information about 

wrongdoing, or rationalize its occurrence, to reduce the dissonance they feel for 

allowing it to continue (Sims, 1992; Janis, 1972, 1983).  When individuals perceive 

that an unethical act could not result in severe consequences, they are more likely to 

rationalize a wrongdoing (Factor 4) or even defend its occurrence (Factor 5).  This 

arguments led to the following hypotheses:  

H 7a: As perceived severity about an unethical activity decreases, use of 

Rationalizing/Distorting behaviors increases. 

H 7b: As perceived severity about an unethical activity decreases, use of 

Excusing behaviors increases. 

Locus of Control  

As stated in Chapter Two, locus of control (LC) has been found to be a strong 

predictor of an individual's ethical behavior.  Individuals with external LC believe 

that chance and powerful others control their lives and to an extent their behavior.  
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Individuals with internal LC were found to be more likely to blow the whistle than 

those with external LC (Dozier & Miceli, 1985). Trevino and Youngblood (1990) 

found that individuals with internal locus of control behave more ethically than 

external individuals.  Individuals with strong internal locus of control will be more 

likely to take direct action against wrongdoing than individuals possessing external 

locus of control (McLain & Keenan, 1999).  Trevino and Youngblood (1990) found 

that individuals possessing an internal locus of control behaved more ethically than 

those with an external locus of control.  In the present context, it is predicted that 

individuals considered to possess high external LC, will be more likely to allow 

unethical activity to continue.  Furthermore, such individuals will be inclined to use 

communication patterns, such as those suggested by Factors Four and Five, that allow 

unethical behavior to continue.  This argument leads to the following hypothesis: 

H 8a: As external locus of control ratings increase, so too will an 

individual’s use of Rationalizing/Distorting behaviors in response to 

organizational wrongdoing.  

H 8b: As external locus of control ratings increase, so too will an 

individual’s use of Excusing behaviors in response to organizational 

wrongdoing. 

Organizational Identification  

 H 5 predicted that as respondents’ organizational identification level 

increases, so too would their use of Joking behaviors in regard to unethical activity.  

Joking behaviors included those which were not directly against wrongdoing, and 
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could possibly allow wrongdoing to continue.  Rationalizing/Distorting and Excusing 

behaviors are somewhat similar, and for that reason it is anticipated that individuals 

high in Organizational Identification will use communication strategies that allow the 

organization to continue its status quo operations.  Using the theory of Concertive or 

Unobtrusive Control (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Cheney, 1983b), it can be argued that 

organizations sometimes subconsciously guide their employees toward unethical 

behavior.  As organizational identification increases, so too does the employee’s 

desire to do anything that he/she believes will help the organization succeed.  This 

could include distorting information about wrongdoing, which if made public, could 

seriously hurt the organization.  Based upon this argument the following hypothesis is 

proposed: 

H 9a: As respondents’ organizational identification level increases, so too 

will their use of Rationalizing/Distorting behaviors in regard to unethical 

activity. 

H 9b: As respondents’ organizational identification level increases, so too 

will their use of Excusing behaviors in regard to unethical activity. 

Results: Research Questions and Hypotheses 

As was mentioned, five surveys were not considered for analysis.  Three 

respondents recorded no unethical activity, and two respondents included an example 

that seemed to indicate individual, rather than organizational, wrongdoing.  For those 

that did report unethical activity, a myriad of wrongdoing types were presented.  
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Table 4.3 provides examples of some of the unethical activities that were reported by 

respondents. 

Table 4.3 
Examples of unethical activity reported by survey participants. 

Respondent 
description 

 
Example of Unethical Activity 

50-60 years old 
White male employee 
with no supervisory 
responsibilities 
 

My company knowingly and willingly violated an NPDES 
permit. When I told my boss about it and this act was 
criminal in nature, he disagreed, did not report this 
occurrence to the legal department and acted like nothing 
happened, casting it aside as trivial. 

41-50 year old White 
female employee with 
no supervisory 
responsibilities.  

I work in the HR Department as the Equal Employment 
Coordinator for a medium-sized airport in the west. We 
have our own Police Department. Two police officers were 
promoted to sergeants, and shortly thereafter decide to form 
a union. The airport refused to bargain with them, and 
subsequently put the two sergeants on notice that they were 
being investigated for time card fraud. The two sergeants 
came to me to tell me about many of the unethical issues 
they were experiencing. … I wrote memos to management 
about the issues the sergeants brought up and requested an 
internal investigation on the whole department. Nothing was 
done.  

31-40 year old White 
Male, mid- level 
manager who managed 
several employees 

I work as a project manager for a large agricultural 
cooperative managing remedial projects. I was sent to one 
location to investigate a recognized environmental concern 
(RECs). While at the site, I discovered an exiting 
monitoring well. The well still contained a recovery pump 
from a closed automated recovery systems. I opened the 
well, and investigated for the presence of phase separated 
hydrocarbons. There was evidence of phase separated 
hydrocarbons existing in the monitoring well.  I reported 
this to my newly hired manager, a mechanical engineer. I 
was told that we (meaning the environmental department) 
would no longer look for unreported incidents, RECs, or 
other information that my prove to be considered an 
environmental incident for this company. (This went against 
our “Zero Tolerance Policy” regarding spills, or other 
practices which would negatively impact the environment. 
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31-40 year-old White 
female employee with 
no supervisory 
responsibilities 

I worked for an air transportation facility. The facility had 
multiple outfalls through which it directly discharged 
wastewater into nearby creeks and streams without a 
NPDES permit. The facility deliberately provided 
misinformation to environmental regulatory agencies. 
Management also certified compliance with the Clean Water 
Act in order to acquire federal grant money. 

31-40-year old White 
female and partner of 
the company. 

A consulting engineering firm, in which I was a partner, 
would make campaign contributions to local political 
candidates with the hopes of getting work if the candidate 
was elected. I was expected to donate my own money even 
to candidates I did not support. 

 

T-test 

Because 71 percent of the sample (68 of 95 respondents) was derived from 

one source (NREP), there was concern that this group could be fundamentally 

different from the other groups along some independent variables.  A paired-sample 

T-test was run comparing independent variable means of the NREP sample with those 

of the remaining sample.  Results of this test are shown in Table 4.4.  There were no 

significant differences between the NREP respondents and the remaining sample on 

any of the independent variables.   

Table 4.4 
Results of T-test comparing NREP with Remaining Sample 
Independent Variable   NREP Mean Remaining Sample Mean 
Level of Awareness 3.28  3.24   
Manager’s Social Influence 1.86  2.19 
Severity of Wrongdoing 3.95  3.50 
Professional Identification 4.33  4.27 
Organizational Identification 3.27  3.55 
Group Identification 3.68  3.80 
Locus of Control 2.88  2.90 
p. < .05 
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Results of Research Questions 2a – 2i 

 The first series of research questions asked about the effects of various 

situational and individual predictors on the various factors of witness talk about 

organizational wrongdoing.  A multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate 

how well the situational and individual variables predicted Sensemaking behaviors.  

The predictors were three unordered situational variables (level of awareness, 

manager’s social influence, severity of wrongdoing) and six unordered individual 

variables (respondent’s age, organizational tenure, professional identification, 

organizational identification, work group identification, and locus of control).  The 

criterion variable was use of Factor One behaviors, which was labeled 

“Sensemaking.”  The linear combination of individual and situational variables was 

not related to Sensemaking behaviors, (F [8, 80] = .895, R2 = .082, p = .623).  The 

sample multiple correlation coefficient was .29 indicating that approximately 8% of 

the variance of use of Sensemaking behaviors in the sample can be accounted for by 

the linear combination of independent variables. 

 In Table 4.5, I present indices to indicate the relative strength of the 

individual predictors.  None of the bivariate correlations between the individual and 

situational variables and Sensemaking behaviors were statistically significant.  

Likewise, none of the partial correlations was statistically significant.  On the basis of 

these correlational analyses, it is reasonable to conclude that that none of these 

variables are predictors of Sensemaking behaviors.  It is important to note that 

because of missing data, sample size for this regression equation was eighty (N=80).  
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Therefore, the desired rate of 10 respondents per independent variable was not met.  

However, because of the very weak relationship between the independent variables 

and Sensemaking, it is not believed that either (a) adding 10 more respondents, nor 

(b) re-running the regression with fewer independent variables would have 

substantively improved the regression equation.  

Table 4.5 
The Bivariate and Partial Correlations of the Predictors with Sensemaking 
behaviors__ 
Predictors     Zero-Order Correlation  Partial Correlation 
Respondent’s age    -.08     -.09 
Organizational tenure    .01      .02 
Level of awareness    .14      .14 
Manager’s social influence   .17      .16 
Severity of wrongdoing   .12      .14 
Professional identification  -.02     -.01 
Organizational identification  -.01     -.01 
Group identification     .00      .04 
Locus of control    .06      .07 
 
Results of Regression Analysis Testing H 1, H 2, H 3, and H4 

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate how well each of the 

hypothesized factors predicted Confronting behaviors.  The predictors were perceived 

severity of the wrongdoing, level of professional identification, use of Sensemaking 

behaviors, and respondent’s age.  The criterion variable was rate of use of 

Confronting behaviors.  The linear combination of the four independent variables was 

significantly related to use of Confronting behaviors, (F [4, 90] = 7.95, R2 = .261, p < 

.001).  The sample multiple correlation coefficient was .51, indicating that 

approximately 26% of the variance of use of Confronting behaviors can be accounted 

for by the linear combination of these four independent variables.  
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In Table 4.6, indices are present which indicate the relative strength of the 

individual predictors.  All the bivariate correlations between the independent 

variables and Confronting behaviors were positive, as expected, and two of the four 

indices were statistically significant (p < .01).  The partial correlations between 

Respondent’s Age and Sensemaking behaviors, respectively, with Confronting 

behaviors were significant.  On the basis of these correlational analyses, it is tempting 

to conclude that both Respondent’s Age and use of Dimension One behaviors are 

useful predictors of Confronting behaviors.  These two variables alone accounted for 

twenty four percent of the variance (.3522 = .12 + .3572 = .12) of Confronting use, 

while the other variables contribute only an additional two percent (26% - 24% = 2 

%).   However, judgments about the relative importance of these predictors are 

difficult because they are correlated.   

Table 4.6 

The Bivariate and Partial Correlations of Respondent’s Age, Perceived Severity, Use 
of Dimension One Behaviors, and Professional Identification with Confronting 
Behaviors 
 
Predictor    Correlation    Partial Correlation 
Perceived Severity .169    .044 
Professional Identification .105    .020 
Use of Dimension One Behaviors .357*    .377* 
Respondent’s Age  .355*    .364* 
* p < .01 
 

Table 4.7 reports the beta weights for this regression.  Investigation of the beta 

weights suggested that Respondent’s Age and use of Sensemaking behaviors were 
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significant predictors of use of Confronting behaviors.  H 1 and H 2 were not 

supported, though H 3 and H 4 were strongly supported. 

 
Table 4.7 
Linear Regression Analysis of Factors Predicted to Influence use of Confronting 
Behaviors 
 
Predictor    B  Std.  beta  t 
       Error 
1. Perceived Severity   .038  .090  .039  .41 
2. Professional Identification  .030  .163  .017  .19 
3. Use of Sensemaking Behaviors .438  .113  .357  3.86* 
4. Age of Respondent   .399  .107  .352  3.70* 
* p < .01 

 

There was some concern that the regression results for H 4 were a 

phenomenon of the survey instrument.  Specifically, the survey asked for the 

respondent’s current age, while also soliciting information about talk that had 

occurred at a previous time.  So, it could be that the mean for age is disproportionably 

inflated toward respondent’s current age and not their age at the time the wrongdoing 

incident which they reported had occurred.  In order to access a better understanding 

of age’s influence on use of Confronting behaviors, additional analyses were 

conducted.  The regression was run again using those respondents who had indicated 

that their example wrongdoing had occurred within the past year (n = 25) and those 

who reported tha t their example had occurred within the past five years (n = 66).   

For the sample in which the wrongdoing had occurred within the past year, 

age was still a significant predictor of use of Confronting behaviors (t = 2.90, p < 

.01).  For the sample in which the wrongdoing had occurred within the past five 
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years, age remained a significant predictor of Confronting behaviors (3.01, p < .01).  

Finally, another procedure was run using a sample of individuals who had witnessed 

their example of organizational wrongdoing six or more years in the past.  For this 

sample (n = 29), use of Confronting behaviors was slightly less (M = 2.45, S.D. = 

1.22) than that of the remainder of the survey.  Based upon this result, it is reasonable 

to conclude that the individuals who witnessed their unethical activity many years ago 

were not accounting for an over- inflated percentage of the effect of age on 

Confronting behaviors.  This second set of analyses bolsters the finding that 

respondent’s age makes a difference in witness’s talk about organizational 

wrongdoing.   

Hypothesis Five 

H 5 predicted that as Organizational Identification increased so too would use 

of Joking behaviors in response to organizational wrongdoing.   A linear regression 

analysis was conducted (n = 89) to eva luate the prediction of Joking based upon 

respondent’s Organizational Identification ratings.  Accuracy in predicting use of 

Joking behaviors based upon Organizational Identification was relatively strong and 

in the opposite direction (negative) than was hypothesized.  Organizational 

Identification accounted for 5.0% of the variance in use of Joking behaviors, (F [1, 

87] = 4.60, R2 = .50, p < .05).  H 5 was not supported but did result in a significant 

relationship opposite the direction that was hypothesized.  This finding suggested that 

as Organizational Identification decreased, use of Joking behaviors increased.   
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Results of Regression Analysis Testing H 6a, H 7a, H 8a, and H 9a 

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate how well each of the 

hypothesized factors predicted Rationalizing/Distorting and Excusing behaviors.  The 

predictors were Respondent’s Age, Perceived Level of Severity, Locus of Control, 

and Organizational Identification.  The criterion variable was rate of use of Factor 

Four (Rationalizing/Distorting) and Factor Five (Excusing) behaviors.  The linear 

combination of the four independent variables was not significantly related to use of 

Rationalizing/Distorting behaviors, (F (4, 84) = 1.05, R2 = .048, p = .157).  The 

sample multiple correlation coefficient was .22, indicating that approximately 5 % of 

the variance of use of Rationalizing/Distorting behaviors can be accounted for by the 

linear combination of these four independent variables.  

 H 6a, H 7a, H 8a, and H 9a were not supported.  Likewise, none of the partial 

correlations were significant (p < .05).  On the basis of these correlational analyses, it 

is reasonable to conclude that none of the hypothesized variables are useful predictors 

of Rationalizing/Distorting behaviors.   

Results of Regression Analysis Testing H 6b, H 7b, H 8b, and H 9b  

The linear combination of the four independent variables was not significantly 

related to use of Excusing behaviors, (F (4, 83) = 1.66, R2 = .074, p = .168).  H 6b, H 

7b, H 8b, and H 9b were not supported.  The sample multiple correlation coefficient 

was .27, indicating that approximately 8% of the variance of use of Excusing 

behaviors can be accounted for by the linear combination of these four independent 

variables.  The only significant relationship between any of the predictors and the 
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dependent variable was a moderately sized correlation between locus of control and 

use of Excusing behaviors, r = .310, p , .01.  This correlation suggests that future 

exploration of the predictive ability of locus of control on Excusing-type behaviors 

could be fruitful. 

Summary 

 This chapter presented the results of the research questions and hypotheses 

tests.  The first research question inquired about the factors that characterize 

“witness’s talk about organizational wrongdoing.”  Interviews with individuals who 

had witnessed unethical activity in the workplace and reviews of case studies were 

used to generate a list of 112 different ways that an individual could respond to 

wrongdoing.  Results of an NMDS procedure did not produce a parsimonious set of 

results.  For that reason, factor analysis was utilized and resulted in five factors 

emerging from the list of 40 talk types.  These five factors were: Sensemaking, 

Confronting, Joking, Rationalizing/Distorting, and Excusing.  The factor 

Sensemaking accounted for 19.6 percent of the variance, followed by Confronting 

(10.57 %), Joking (8.85 %), Rationalizing/Distorting (5.13 %), and Excusing (4.82 

%).  These findings suggested that respondents responded to wrongdoing in at least 

five patterns of behaviors based upon frequency of use.   

 The five factors emerging from the factor analysis were used as dependent 

variables in an attempt to understand what situational and individual factors would 

predict their use.  A revised set of research questions asked what predictive ability, if 

any, did nine independent variables have on the first factor, Sensemaking.  Results 
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indicated that none of the independent variables possessed any predictive value on 

this particular dependent variable.  

 A second dimension, labeled Confronting (Factor Two), was used as the 

dependent variable for a group of hypotheses predicting its use.  The first four 

hypotheses each predicted use of Confronting behaviors based upon some 

independent variable.  These independent variables included perceived severity of the 

wrongdoing (H 1), professional identification (H 2), use of Sensemaking behaviors 

(H 3), and respondent’s age (H 4).  A multiple linear regression was run with all four 

independent variables entered simultaneously.  Two factors, use of Sensemaking 

behaviors and Respondent’s Age, were found to be significant predictors of 

Confronting behaviors.  Thus, H 3 and H4 were supported.  Neither Professional 

Identification nor Perceived Severity were found to have no predictive value on 

Confronting behaviors, failing to support H 1 and H 2.   

 A third factor, Joking (Factor Three), was used as a dependent variable for 

another hypothesis.  H 5 predicted that as Organizational Identification increased, so 

too would use of Joking behaviors.  Results indicated a significant, negative 

relationship between these two variables which was in a direction opposite of the 

hypothesis.  Instead, as Organizational Identification decreased, use of Joking 

behaviors increased.   

 The fourth factor, labeled Rationalizing/Distorting (Factor Four), was used as 

the dependent variable in four hypotheses.  Independent variables in these hypotheses 

included respondent’s age (H 6a), level of awareness (H 7a), external Locus of 
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Control (H 8a), and organizational identification (H 9a).  A multiple linear regression 

equation was run with each factor loaded simultaneously.  Results indicated that none 

of the four variables significantly predicted use of Rationalizing/Distorting behaviors, 

failing to support H 6a, H 7a, H 8a, and H 9a.     

 Finally, the fifth factor, labeled “Excusing,” was used as the dependent 

variable in four hypotheses.  Independent variables in these hypotheses included 

respondent’s age (H 6b), level of awareness (H 7b), external Locus of Control (H 8b), 

and organizational identification (H 9b).  A multiple linear regression equation was 

run with each variable loaded simultaneously.  Results indicated that none of the four 

factors significantly predicted use of Excusing behaviors, failing to support H 6b, H 

7b, H 8b, and H 9b.   

The next chapter provides conclusions and discusses these results. The chapter 

begins by summarizing the findings, then moves toward reintegrating these 

conclusions with literature examining organizational wrongdoing, and the theoretical 

and conceptual domains connecting wrongdoing and communication.  The chapter 

concludes with limitations of the methods and directions for future research.    
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The purpose of the present study was to address shortcomings in the literature 

addressing witness’s talk about organizational wrongdoing.  It was argued that 

understanding the full range of such talk is critical to understanding the creation, 

continuation, and cessation of organizational wrongdoing.  Existing literature and 

previous studies into responses to wrongdoing have been narrow in scope.  Much of 

this research has examined a very limited set of responses, such as whistle-blowing, 

which has been characterized as a relatively rare phenomenon.  Related research, such 

as that examining dissent and EVLN tactics, has ambiguously defined the source of 

that dissent.  Despite the value of these research efforts, little is known about the 

greater range of talk options available to employees who have witnessed particular 

occurrences of organizational wrongdoing.   

In reply to calls for increasing understanding of responses to organizational 

wrongdoing (c.f. Knapp et al., 1997; McClain & Keenan, 1999), aside from the most 

rare forms of protest and whistle-blowing, this study sought to identify a variety of 

talk types.  The present study identified five factors which describe talk types related 

to organizational wrongdoing. These factors were formed based upon patterns of use 

as indicated by respondents.  The five factors included behaviors labeled as 

Sensemaking, Confronting, Joking, Rationalizing/Distorting, and Excusing.   

In addition to describing a broader set of talk surrounding organizational 

wrongdoing, this study also sought to determine what variables would predict use of 

these types of talk responses.  Regression analysis results indicated that use of 



   

  

 

154

sensemaking behaviors and the respondent’s age were predictive of use of 

Confronting talk.  Also, respondents’ Organizational Identification levels were found 

to be negatively associated with use of Joking.   

This chapter interprets and discusses how the results of this study contribute to 

the literatures of organizational wrongdoing and communicative responses to 

organizational wrongdoing.  The chapter begins with interpretation of the results in 

order to offer conclusions from the study.  Then, the contributions of this research to 

literature examining communicative responses to organizational wrongdoing are 

presented.  This section will also include a discussion of the study’s contributions to 

the organizational wrongdoing literature.  Next, strengths and limitations of this 

research project are introduced before the paper concludes with a discussion of 

directions for future research examining communicative responses to organizational 

wrongdoing. 

Interpretation of Results and Conclusions 

 This section will be organized around five primary sections.  The first section 

will address the first research question (RQ 1), while the next five sections will 

address the five factors that emerged from the factor analysis procedure and the 

results of the tests to determine what factors predicted their use.  The five factors that 

emerged and were used as dependent variables include Sensemaking, Confronting, 

Joking, Rationalizing/Distorting and Excusing.  Following a brief discussion and 

interpretation of the findings for each of the research questions and hypotheses in this 
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study, conclusions are stated.  Table 5.1 provides a list of all conclusions generated 

from this study.    

Table 5.1 
Conclusions from the Study of Witness Talk about Organizational Wrongdoing 
Conclusion #1 In addition to whistle-blowing, other types of talk surround organizational 

wrongdoing, and there appear to be qualitative distinctions between many of 
these types. 
 

Conclusion #2 Witness’s talk about organizational wrongdoing is varied and can be described 
by five factors, each of which appears to be used at different levels than the 
other four.   
 

Conclusion #3 When talking about organizational behavior that is considered unethical, 
employees may interact with their co-workers in discussions about how to end 
the unethical activity and learn more about it generally. 
 

Conclusion #4 Employees opposed to unethical activity in the workplace are not limited to 
whistle-blowing but may communicate/reveal a desire to distance themselves 
and end their perceived role in unethical activities in other ways. 
 

Conclusion #5 Communication by employees about organizational wrongdoing includes talk 
that presents a voice of acceptability of wrongdoing. 
 

Conclusion #6 Individuals who consult with co-workers about how to respond to unethical 
activity in the workplace, will be more likely to confront their superiors and 
state their opposition to this same activity than individuals who do not consult 
with their co-workers.   
 

Conclusion #7 Older employees use Confronting behaviors in response to organizational 
wrongdoing to a greater extent than younger employees. 
 

Conclusion #8 Individuals who identify less closely with their organization are more likely to 
use Joking behaviors in reference to organizational wrongdoing than those who 
highly identify with their organization.   

 

Research Question One Findings 

 The first research question asked what are the key types of witness talk about 

organizational wrongdoing.  Answering this question began with a process of 

reviewing whistle-blowing case studies and interviewing individuals who had 

actually witnessed organizational wrongdoing in the workplace and asking them what 
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type of communicative responses were used by themselves and their co-workers.  

These two data pools were the sources of a comprehensive list of 112 talk types, each 

of which described a particular way an employee could talk about organizational 

wrongdoing.  The list demonstrates that communication about organizational 

wrongdoing is not limited to whistle-blowing.  Likewise, the process of creating the 

list revealed that organizational wrongdoing does not occur in a vacuum of silence.  

Instead, findings suggest that other types of talk occur as employees attempt to 

understand wrongdoing, and determine whether and how they should respond to its 

existence.   

For example, one interview respondent talked about how he directly stated to 

his superior that he would resign rather than participate in unethical accounting 

practices.  This example clearly indicates communication aimed at ending 

wrongdoing, or at least, eliminating any personal liability for the occurrence of 

wrongdoing.  Conversely, one of the case studies revealed police officers involved in 

schemes that basically allowed them to steal money from criminals.  They referred to 

the stolen loot as “clean money”, as opposed to “dirty money” which was stolen from 

non-criminals, in an attempt to rationalize their behavior (Maas, 1970).  This type of 

communicative response to wrongdoing acts to justify its occurrence and may be used 

to promote the activity or discourage protests to it. Other types of communication 

appear to serve the purpose of uncertainty reduction or sense-making in reference to 

wrongdoing.  For example, one interviewee commented that she asked a co-worker 

for additional data to confirm suspicions of unethical activity.  Such communication 
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suggests that employees do not necessarily make snap judgments about alleged 

wrongdoing, but rather try to understand it better before making a firm judgment 

about how to respond.  These findings lead to the first conclusion: In addition to 

whistle-blowing, other types of talk surround organizational wrongdoing, and there 

appear to be qualitative distinctions between many of these types. 

In order to understand factors that would characterize the list, a factor analysis 

was conducted on the ratings of use by respondents on the 40 talk types listed on the 

final survey.  Results indicated a five-factor solution that comprised 24 of the 40 

items and accounted for nearly 50 percent of the variance of the list.  These five 

factors were labeled: Sensemaking, Confronting, Joking, Rationalizing/Distorting, 

and Excusing.   

The first factor, Sensemaking, is comprised of nine items, each of which 

depicts conversations with co-workers about their opinions about an alleged 

wrongdoing and how to end it.  Factor analysis results suggest that items within this 

factor were modestly used, and every respondent indicated at least some use of these 

items.  The second factor, Confronting, includes eight items, each of which describes 

very direct attempts by employees to disassociate themselves or speak out against 

wrongdoing.  Behaviors within this factor were used less often than Sensemaking 

behaviors, with 14 respondents indicating no use of these items.  Joking is the third 

factor and two of its three items reveal talk that reflects a lack of seriousness about 

the wrongdoing and its potential negative repercussions.  Respondents indicated 

relatively low use of this item with 28 respondents indicating no use of any of these 
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behaviors.  The fourth factor, Rationalizing/Distorting, involves employees being 

deceptive or mis-characterizing the existence of organizational wrongdoing.  Only 28 

respondents or 29 percent of all respondents indicated some use of these items, and it 

was the second least-employed set of behaviors among the five factors.  Likewise, the 

fifth factor, which was labeled “Excusing,” was used most infrequently by 

respondents.  Only nineteen respondents (20 percent) reported these behaviors.   

As was anticipated at the outset of this study, witness’s talk about wrongdoing 

can be expanded beyond whistle-blowing.  This study indicates that respondents 

report use of a variety of communicative responses to unethical activity.  

Additionally, while much of the literature examining responses to wrongdoing or 

dissatisfactory conditions focuses on communication against wrongdoing, this study 

suggests that some employees do admit to participating in communication that would 

give voice to/indicate/imply the acceptability of wrongdoing.  In fact, some 

respondents indicated use of Excusing behaviors, which inc lude either describing 

wrongdoing in a positive manner, or characterizing it as not as important as the 

money made by the organization.  This discussion leads to the second conclusion of 

this study: Witness’s talk about organizational wrongdoing is varied and can be 

described by at least five factors, each of which appears to be used at different 

frequencies than the other four.  Next, an analysis of each of the factors and the items 

within them reveals how each of them is distinct.   
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Sensemaking (Factor One) 

 This factor was comprised of nine items and accounted for almost 20 percent 

of the variance of the total list of talk types.  Conceptually, each of these items reveals 

attempts to consult or advise co-workers in ways to respond to organizational 

wrongdoing.  The top-loading factor on this list is “talking with co-workers about 

speaking out against an unethical activity.”  The next four items on the list share some 

common themes with this first item.  Those items are as follows: (a) “talking with co-

workers about who could get involved in ending the unethical activity”, (b) 

“encouraging a co-worker to speak out against an unethical activity,” (c) “asking 

questions of co-workers concerning their opinions about the unethical activity,” and 

(d) “talking with co-workers about whether to report the company to a regulatory 

agency”.   

Each of the first five items in this factor shares several characteristics.  First, 

none of them involves direct action taken by an employee.  Instead, they all center 

around consulting with co-workers about either their opinions about wrongdoing, or 

how to cause it to end.  None of these items suggest an employee directly trying to 

end wrongdoing.  Second, all but one of these statements reflects an attitude of 

opposition to, or questioning of wrongdoing. Finally, all of the statements describe 

interactions with someone other than the individual’s superior -- co-workers, the 

wrongdoer, or someone outside the organization.  The final four items in this list 

possess similarities to the previous five.  Again, they each involve interactions with 

co-workers.  In general, they appear to reflect attitudes that would be at least neutral 
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in approach or “against” wrongdoing as indicated by the item, “characterizing the 

unethical activity in negative terms to co-workers.”  They also reveal strategies in 

coping with wrongdoing, such as asking questions to learn more about it, and 

advising a co-worker to keep a written account of unethical activity for their personal 

records.  However, none of these statements mirrors true whistle-blowing, in which 

an employee approaches someone with enough power to influence action and 

requests that the wrongdoing be ended (Miceli & Near, 1985).   

 Still, the statements within Factor One do raise questions about whether this 

type of talk influences potential whistle-blowers, as argued by Greenberger et al., 

1987 and Miceli & Near, 1992.  Such contentions have not been empirically founded.  

Miceli and Near contend that “anecdotal evidence suggests that persons who believe 

they may have observed wrongdoing frequently raise questions with or talk to co-

workers about the problems before making an actual report,” (p. 53).  However, 

social influence and its affect on whistle-blowing and dissent behaviors have not been 

systematically studied (Greenberger et al., 1987).  An examination of Miceli and 

Near’s (1992) review of whistle-blowing literature reveals that these influences have 

yet to be explored.  Instead, studies from other areas such as bystander intervention 

are used to provide support to the notion that interactions with co-workers affect 

whistle-blowing behavior.  Likewise, Graham (1986) posits that social influence will 

impact principled organizational dissent but a review of literature found no empirical 

investigations into this issue.  Empirical evidence has yet to be generated supporting 

the proposition that social influence impacts dissent and whistle-blowing behaviors.   
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Based on this study’s results, this supposition is somewhat supported.  Based 

upon self- reports, it does appear as if respondents participate in many interactions 

with co-workers as they attempt to understand others’ opinions and consider how to 

respond to unethical activity.  Findings of this study support the notion that 

interactions with co-workers about their opinions on wrongdoing and how to end it, is 

a set of behaviors that is sometimes undertaken.  This leads to the third conclusion: 

When talking about organizational behavior that is considered unethical, employees 

may interact with their co-workers in discussions about how to end the unethical 

activity and learn more about it generally.  

Confronting 

Confronting consisted of eight behaviors each of which involved an employee 

making public their position against an organizational wrongdoing.  Five of the 

behaviors resembled or approached whistle-blowing activity.  Near and Miceli (1985) 

define whistle-blowing as “the disclosure by organizational members of illegal, 

immoral, or illegitimate practices under the control of their employers, to persons or 

organizations that may be able to effect action.” (p. 4).  One item within the second 

factor reads, “Asking a superior if there are formal channels used to report suspected 

organizational unethical activity.”  This type of talk demonstrates an employee 

attempting to learn more about how to blow the whistle against wrongdoing.  Four 

other statements that approached whistle-blowing included, “Directly confronting 

manager to show displeasure with unethical activity,” “Confronting a superior with a 

group of co-workers about an unethical activity.”  “Directly confronting wrongdoer to 
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show displeasure with unethical activity,” and “Asking a manager why unethical 

activity has not been disclosed to proper authorities.”  All four items reveal an 

employee or group of employees obviously opposed to wrongdoing approaching an 

individual who may be able to affect action.  Three of the statements depict 

individuals approaching superiors, or people in charge, in an attempt to effect action.  

However, one of the statements involves approaching another type of individual who 

could effect change, the actual wrongdoer.  While scholars have recognized the 

wrongdoer as an important component in the whistle-blowing process (Near & 

Miceli, 1995), they have not recognized him or her as an actual target in an attempt to 

end unethical activity.  Confronting the wrongdoer reveals another way in which 

employees may blow the whistle to someone who may effect action rather than 

approaching a superior.   

The remaining three statements took similar positions against wrongdoing.  

One read, “Filing a report to a superior describing your objection to an unethical 

activity” which is quite similar to another item within the factor, “Disassociating 

yourself from unethical activity in a written report to superior.”  Finally, another 

statement reads, “Directly stating to a superior that you do not want to participate in 

the unethical activity.”  These three statements are slightly different than the previous 

five in that they do not appear to be motivated to end the wrongdoing.  Rather, the 

employee may be attempting to stake out a personal position in opposition to 

wrongdoing.  Two of the statements reveal someone who wants to formally 

disassociate from unethical activity, while the other seems to indicate someone who 
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wants to make it clear that he/she does not want to actually participate in the unethical 

activity.  These two behaviors suggest an individual wishing to disassociate from a 

wrongdoing but do not take the final step in whistle-blowing of making a concerted 

communicative effort to see it end.    

Each of the statements within Confronting appears to take the stance against 

wrongdoing one step further than the statements within Factor One.  Sensemaking 

behaviors were consultative in nature and did not necessarily define the individual’s 

attitude toward wrongdoing.  Indeed, one could be consulting with others about how 

to end wrongdoing, when in fact they had no strong desire to see wrongdoing ended.  

Such a position was revealed by a couple of interviewees who commented about 

taking concerns about unethical activity to co-workers who appeared very interested 

in ending wrongdoing but would never follow up on their promises to aid in those 

efforts.  Conversely, Confronting behaviors are much more public in defining one’s 

position toward wrongdoing and mirror conceptualizations of dissent.  First, like 

articulated dissent (Kassing & Avtgis, 1999), Confronting includes behaviors in 

which the individual is expressing opposition to wrongdoing openly and clearly in an 

attempt to influence organizational change.  Such behaviors characterize a person 

with an attitude against wrongdoing and could be seen as putting them at some risk in 

terms of retaliation because of their public nature.  Second, like Graham’s (1986) 

notion of Internal Criticism, these statements clearly reflect a position against 

wrongdoing, and strongly imply a willingness to see it change via internal channels 

and efforts.   
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In sum, all of the behaviors within the second factor seem to reflect what 

would be used by someone who is clearly opposed to organizational wrongdoing.  

Several of the statements approach or suggest whistle-blowing activities as defined by 

Near and Miceli (1985).  However, one of the statements provides an alternative 

communication target, the wrongdoer, for the whistle-blower.  The other statements 

within Confronting reveal alternative ways for an individual to verbally oppose 

wrongdoing and resemble dissent strategies (Graham, 1986; Kassing & Avtgis, 

1999).  Neither of these statements reaches the level of whistle-blowing but both 

suggest an individual wanting to distance him or herself from unethical activity.  This 

discussion leads to the fourth conclusion: Employees opposed to unethical activity in 

the workplace are not limited to whistle-blowing but may communicate/reveal a 

desire to distance themselves and end their perceived role in unethical activities in 

other ways. 

Joking, Rationalizing/Distorting, and Excusing 

 The third, fourth, and fifth factors each included items that could potentially 

facilitate or at least appear to voice acceptability of wrongdoing.  Factor Three 

(Joking) was comprised of three items, each of which indicated casual conversation 

that avoiding the issue of addressing wrongdoing directly.  One statement read, 

“Joking about the potentially negative consequences of the unethical activity to co-

workers.”  The other stated, “Using humor about the unethical activity’s potential 

negative consequences to a superior.”  These statements are quite clear in that they 

depict attempts by respondents to “play off” any negative repercussions of ongoing 
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unethical activity.  The third statement, “Indirectly introducing topic of unethical 

activity to co-workers as a conversation starter,” is also casual in nature and avoids 

directly discussing the wrongdoing.   

 Each of the three items within Factor Three (Joking) suggest talk that is 

accepting or neutral toward wrongdoing because it either avoids the topic or makes 

light of it.  Such statements reveal communication that may foster or facilitate 

wrongdoing’s existence.  These statements are similar to justification strategies as 

described by Scott and Lyman (1968).  Justification strategies involve using language 

that “neutralize(s) an act or its consequences when one or both are called into 

question,” (p. 51).  When one jokes about the potentially negative effects of a 

wrongdoing, they may mitigate the impact of those effects on victims or refute that 

the activity is even causing harm.   Such a linguistic strategy is very similar to that of 

denying injury or denying the victims that could be affected by an unethical activity.  

Such talk could shift focus from the harm that could be caused by wrongdoing to the 

benefits derived from such activity.   

 Factor Four included two behaviors, each of which involved mis-

characterizing elements of unethical activity.  One of the statements read, 

“Rationalizing the unethical activity to a co-worker as “not a big deal.”  A second 

read, “Distorting your knowledge of an unethical activity when asked about it by 

someone outside the organization.”  The former statement is similar to the humor 

statements of Factor Three, in that it conveys some acceptability of wrongdoing 

behavior.  It is also an example of justification, or more particularly denial of injury.  
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Specifically, with denial of injury an individual “acknowledges that he did a 

particular act but asserts that it was permissible to do that act since no one was injured 

by it,” (Scott & Lyman, 1968, p. 51).  This example is quite similar to arguing that an 

unethical activity is “not a big deal.”  The other statement within Factor Four 

resembles actual deception and conveys an employee intentionally misleading 

someone from outside the organization who has questions about unethical activity.  

 Finally, the items within Factor Five (Excusing) reveal talk that discusses 

wrongdoing as an acceptable activity.  One of the items, “Characterizing unethical 

activity to co-workers as being not as important as the amount of money being made 

by the company” could be seen as an attempt to rationalize the occurrence of 

wrongdoing.  The other item, “Describing the unethical activity in a positive way to a 

co-worker” reveals talk which recognizes the “positive” aspects of wrongdoing.  Like 

the behaviors within Factor Four, these items serve to rationalize wrongdoing or 

directly recognize its benefits.   

In sum, two of the Factor Three behaviors and the items within Factor Four 

and Factor Five seem to represent actions taken by employees that facilitate the 

existence of an unethical activity. To be sure, respondents indicated use of these 

behaviors at a much lower rate than those within Factors One and Two.  Still, when 

one considers that indicating use of these behaviors violates social desirability norms, 

it is impressive that this many respondents did just that.  If this many respondents 

admitted engaging in some of these behaviors, it is likely that even more employees 

use these behaviors but would be reluctant to disclose their use.  Results indicating 
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use of these behaviors also provide support to the notion that witness’s talk about 

organizational wrongdoing can take many forms.  For this sample, much of the talk 

that was employed around unethical activity was that which appeared to be opposed 

to wrongdoing (Factor Two) or considered how to end it (Factor One).  However, 

admitted use of the behaviors within Factors Three, Four, and Five, reveals witness’s 

talk that seems to accept the existence of wrongdoing and even conveys its positive 

outcomes.  Because respondents acknowledged use of these behaviors, it is clear that 

some talk about wrongdoing describes such activity in a positive light and conveys its 

acceptance.  This leads to the fifth conclusion: Communication by employees about 

organizational wrongdoing includes talk that presents a voice of acceptability of 

wrongdoing. 

Predicting Use of Sensemaking 

 An attempt was made to identify various factors (independent variables) 

which would be useful in predicting use of the first set of behaviors related to talk 

about wrongdoing.  Nine independent variables were entered into a linear regression 

equation for this purpose.  These nine variables included respondent’s age, 

organizational tenure, perceived level of awareness, manager’s social influence, 

perceived severity of wrongdoing, professional identification, organizational 

identification, work group identification, and locus of control.  None of the variables 

proved to be a significant predictor of Sensemaking behaviors.      

 These variables may not be robust indicators of talk behavior surrounding 

organizational wrongdoing. Future research should consider other variables, such as 
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the criticality of the wrongdoing to the organization’s success and the frequency with 

which it occurs, as potentially more powerful predictors.  For example, some 

wrongdoing may be so pervasive that it is a critical determinant in the organization’s 

success (e.g., Firestone, tobacco), while others contribute minimally to the firm’s 

bottom line (e.g., “fudging” on account sheets, not paying sales tax on purchases).  

Through sensemaking activities, an individual can ascertain just how important the 

wrongdoing is perceived to be for the organization.  Next, Graham (1986) suggests 

that the frequency with which some form of wrongdoing occurs can influence 

organizational members in two ways.  A type of wrongdoing which occurs frequently 

could be perceived as a more serious overall threat than a solitary incident of the 

same event.  Conversely, under conditions of situational ambiguity, wrongdoing 

which occurs regularly may be deemed not serious because of pluralistic ignorance 

and audience inhibition (Graham, 1986; Latane & Nida, 1981).  Again, use of 

sensemaking behaviors could play a role in determining how frequent a particular 

wrongdoing occurs.  In sum, both criticality and frequency of the wrongdoing are 

variables which may influence use of Sensemaking behaviors and should be 

considered for future research. 

It would also be prudent to examine the time lapse between the witnessing of 

wrongdoing and an individual’s consideration of their reactions to it.  In this study the 

timing of the completion of the survey may have affected the results.  For example, 

an individual’s level of organizational identification may be different from the time 

he/she had witnessed wrongdoing until the time he/she completed the survey.  A 
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measure of the independent variable taken near the time that they were actually 

talking about the wrongdoing could have resulted in different findings.  The 

challenges of collecting such “real-time” data will be discussed in greater detail later 

in this chapter.   

Predicting use of Confronting (Factor Two) 

 Four hypotheses were developed, each of which predicted use of Factor Two, 

which was labeled Confronting.  The four independent variables hypothesized to 

predict Confronting behaviors include perceived severity of the wrongdoing (H 1), 

professional identification (H 2), use of Sensemaking behaviors (H 3), and 

respondent’s age (H 4).  Both use of Sensemaking behaviors and respondent’s age 

were found to be significant predictors of Confronting.  However, neither 

professional identification nor perceived severity were found to be significant 

predictors of Confronting.    

 While it is impossible, due to the design of the study (i.e. cross-sectional, self-

report), it is impossible to attribute a causality or temporal ordering between these 

independent and dependent variables.  However, anecdotal evidence gathered during 

the pilot interviews are at least suggestive that a common pattern of starting with 

sensemaking and moving on to confronting is likely.  Several interview respondents 

commented that their objection to an unethical act began with discussions with co-

workers about what actions to take in response.  Based upon those discussions, these 

interviewees decided upon and executed a particular response, often in the direction 

of being more public and direct about their opposition to wrongdoing.  As one 
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interviewee stated, “The first thing I did when I learned about (the unethical act) was 

talk to my work group about how I should respond.  After talking to them, I decided 

to file a formal complaint stating my objection to (the unethical act.) That didn’t do 

any good so I met with the (organizational leader) about (the unethical act.)”  Another 

interviewee said, “We talked round and round about how to report (the wrongdoers) 

but I could see that was going nowhere.  So, I gathered up some co-workers and we 

directly confronted (the manager) and told her we wanted this to come to an end.”  

What is unknown is the extent to which individuals may first confront superiors and 

then go to peers for sensemaking support.  This possible ordering of these 

communicative behaviors should be explored in future research.   

 We can conclude from this study that Sensemaking behaviors (M  = 3.08; 

S.D. = .98) were used to a greater extent than Confronting behaviors (M  = 2.56; S.D. 

= 1.17) and that respondents who used Sensemaking behaviors often used 

Confronting behaviors as well.  These data results lead to the sixth conclusion of the 

study: Individuals who consult with co-workers about how to respond to unethical 

activity in the workplace, will be more likely to confront their superiors and state 

their opposition to this same activity than individuals who do not consult with their 

co-workers.   

 The fourth hypothesis predicted that there would be a relationship between 

age of the respondent and their use of confronting behaviors in a positive direction.  

Results indicate that age is a significant predictor of Confronting.  There are a number 
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of potential explanations why older employees used confronting behaviors to a 

greater extent than did younger employees. 

 First, it could be that older employees have greater moral development than 

younger employees.  As discussed by Kohlberg (1981), this moral development will 

allow them to make their own decisions separate from the influence of organizations 

and managers about what is right and wrong.  The younger employee, meanwhile, 

may possess a more limited moral development level, which leads to less inclination 

to confront others in regard to wrongdoing.   

 A second explanation for the finding that older employees are more likely to 

use confronting behaviors could stem from their possessing greater self-assurance and 

a greater comfort level with speaking their mind in the workplace.  Such an individual 

has been around longer and knows how far to push issues in the workplace.  

Meanwhile, the younger individual may lack the self-confidence to employ 

confronting behaviors, which require taking a stand for which they are not ready. 

 Finally, it could be that older employees are more aware of the 

communication options available to them upon encountering wrongdoing in the 

workplace.  This greater awareness provides them with more talk options from which 

to choose.  On the other hand, the younger employee may not be aware of the various 

ways he/she could talk about wrongdoing.   

 It is impossible to say with certainty why older employees report using 

Confronting behaviors to a greater extent than do younger employees.  The three 

interpretations discussed above are merely plausible explanations for this finding.  
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This study did not provide data which would allow for an empirically-based 

interpretation of this finding.  Future research should examine why age may make a 

difference in the way that employees talk about organizational wrongdoing.   

 This discussion leads to the seventh conclusion: Older employees use 

Confronting behaviors in response to organizational wrongdoing to a greater extent 

than younger employees. 

Predicting use of Joking Behaviors (Factor Three) 

 The fifth hypothesis (H 5) predicted those employees who were more 

identified with their organizations would use Factor Three behaviors more than those 

less identified with their organizations.  This relationship was anticipated because the 

Joking behaviors included those which used joking or humor in discussing the 

negative consequences of wrongdoing.  Such communicative behaviors can be 

thought of as casting the wrongdoing in a more acceptable light or as minimizing the 

importance of the wrongdoing. 

 However, the results indicated that those individuals who were less identified 

with their organizations were more likely to use Joking behaviors.  This was 

contradictory to what was anticipated.  There are several interpretations which may 

account for this finding.  First, it could be that individuals who have low levels of 

organizational identification possess little concern and loyalty to the organization.  

With less concern for the organization, the individual felt little responsibility or 

liability for the occurrence of wrongdoing.  Since it was not something they were 

concerned about, they were able to joke about any consequences it may have had.     
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 Another explanation could be that individuals who did not identify highly 

with their organizations could find some humor in their companies’ wrongdoing.  

This, in turn, led to their increased use of joking behaviors.  Conversely, individuals 

who did identify highly with the organization might have been more bothered by the 

wrongdoing because they took it more seriously.  This highly identified employee 

may have found it difficult to joke about how the organization’s involvement in 

unethical activities.   

 This finding also raises questions about how someone who strongly identifies 

with the organization will respond to organization-wide wrongdoing.  If a high-

identifier helps create wrongdoing, they will be more likely to talk about it in ways 

that allow it to continue and the organization to remain protected.  However, if a 

high- identifier is not responsible for the creation or continuance of wrongdoing, 

he/she may see the unethical activity as a threat to the existence of the organization.  

For this reason, he/she will try to stop the wrongdoing and his/her talk will mirror this 

objective.  This makes sense considering these results, which indicate that high 

identifiers do not joke or use humor in reference to organizational wrongdoing.  In 

future studies, it may be interesting to tap into how responsible an employee feels 

about wrongdoing in combination with their organizational identification level to 

determine their response.  Likewise, it may be interesting to examine how 

organizational identification is affected by incidents of organizational wrongdoing.  

Such research could explore whether organizational identification increases or 
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decreases in the event of company wrongdoing, and under what conditions these 

changes occur.  

 This discussion leads to the eighth conclusion: Individuals who identify less 

closely with their organization are more likely to use Joking behaviors in reference to 

organizational wrongdoing than those who highly identify with their organization.   

Predicting Use of Rationalizing/Distorting (Factor Four) 

 The fourth factor was comprised of two statements, both of which could be 

characterized as an individual being less than truthful about organizational 

wrongdoing.  These statements were, “Rationalizing the unethical activity to a co-

worker as ‘not a big deal’” and “Distorting your knowledge of an unethical activity 

when asked about it by someone outside the organization.”  Four independent 

variables, including respondent’s age, organizational identification, perceived severity 

of wrongdoing, and locus of control, were hypothesized to predict use of 

Rationalizing/Distorting.  Results from a multiple linear regression equation indicated 

that none of the independent variables were significant predictors of 

Rationalizing/Distorting.   

 An absence of significant findings could be the result of several factors.  First, 

these particular independent variables may not be robust predictors of these 

behaviors.  It is possible that other variables possess predictive relationships with 

Rationalizing/Distorting.  Such variables include Machiavellism and moral 

development (Kohlberg, 1981).  These variables were not included in this study 

because it was believed that the set of predictors that was used would possess the 
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greatest explanatory power.  Considering the results, it may be prudent to include 

Machiavellism and moral development in future research.   

However, this is not to suggest that the four independent variables here should 

be ignored in similar research.  Indeed, another explanation for these findings could 

be stem from social desirability bias.  Social desirability bias may have restrained 

some individuals from indicating use of Rationalizing/Distorting because it violates 

most societal norms to lie about an unethical activity or characterize it in a less than 

honest manner.   

 One way to overcome the problems inherent in this study is to have 

respondents report on their behavior and that of other individuals in the workplace.  

Using an organizational chart or a network diagram, the respondent could indicate use 

of the talk types by particular individuals.  Then, such independent variables as 

perceived level of awareness could still be used in predicting Rationalizing/Distorting 

behaviors as demonstrated by these other individuals.  It is proposed here that the lack 

of significant results stems at least partly from the sampling method and social 

desirability bias.  Future research may be able to overcome these methodological 

issues. 

Predicting Use of Excusing Behaviors (Factor Five) 

 The fifth factor was comprised of two statements, both of which could 

potentially serve to allow wrongdoing to continue.  One of these statements was, 

“Characterizing unethical activity to co-workers as being not as important as the 

amount of money being made by the company.”  A second read, “Distorting your 
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knowledge of an unethical activity when asked about it by someone outside the 

organization.”  Four independent variables, including respondent’s age, 

organizational identification, perceived severity of wrongdoing, and locus of control, 

were hypothesized to predict use of Excusing.  Results from a multiple linear 

regression equation indicated that combination of variables was not a significant 

predictor of Excusing behaviors.   

It is interesting that some respondents would admit to talk types such as those 

included within Factor Five.  To indicate use of these items seems to be inconsistent 

with societal norms which would certainly oppose “going along” with organizational 

wrongdoing.  Still, some respondents in the present study did admit to these 

behaviors, raising questions about what type of individual acknowledges talking 

about wrongdoing in such a way as to allow it to continue.  Future research should 

continue examining this question, as it is as important to understand what causes 

someone to speak out against wrongdoing as it is to understand what causes someone 

to speak in its favor. 

Contributions of the Study 

A first contribution of this study is that it addresses one key rationale 

discussed at the outset of this research.  As presented in Chapter One, organizational 

scholars have yet to comprehensively describe or characterize the talk which occurs 

around perceived acts of organizational wrongdoing.  Knapp et al. (1992) recognize 

that whistle-blowing research has not offered a continuum of responses to 

organizational wrongdoing.  Rather it considers such responses as an “all or nothing 
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proposition” in which the individual either blows the whistle or chooses not to 

respond at all.  Similar areas of literature, such as principled organizational dissent, 

suggest additional ways to respond to wrongdoing, but these models (i.e. Graham, 

1986; McLain & Keenan, 1999) have not been developed through empirical means.    

With this study, a representative list describing 112 ways in which an 

individual could talk about organizational wrongdoing was developed.  Using this list 

as a basis, individuals who had actually encountered unethical activity in the 

workplace indicated the type and frequency of the communication they had used in 

response.  It was discovered that in addition to whistle-blowing, (a) other types of talk 

about wrongdoing are reported to occur, (b) much of which does not reach the level 

of blowing the whistle, and (c) that some of the communication even could be argued 

to foster the continuance of wrongdoing.  This study expanded characterizations 

found in previous literature of communicative options available to employees who 

encounter unethical activity in the workplace.  Employees may consult with co-

workers about how to respond which can reduce the dissonance associated with 

witnessing wrongdoing.  Or, the employee may publicly disassociate themselves from 

ongoing wrongdoing without taking the step of actually blowing the whistle as 

defined by Near & Miceli (1985).   Finally, organizational members may use 

communicative behaviors which, in essence, could potentially allow wrongdoing to 

continue.   

Research into responses to organizational wrongdoing will be limited if no 

acceptable framework of communication about wrongdoing exists (McLain & 
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Keenan, 1999).  This study provided such a framework, and gives promise to scholars 

wishing to understand the wide array of potential responses to organizational 

wrongdoing.  It is time for organizational scholars to move past whistle-blowing as 

the sole response to unethical activity.  This study provided a description of other 

ways to respond to organizational wrongdoing without blowing the whistle and each 

type of response is worthy of future investigation.   

It is important to recognize that respondents reported infrequent use of some 

of the discovered factors, such as Rationalizing/Distorting and Excusing.  Relatively 

little use of these behaviors raises questions about the importance of future research 

into what variables may predict their use.  It is the potential importance, however, of 

this type of communication that makes it a critical area for greater understanding.  

Talk such as this potentially could allow a wrongdoing and all of its possible negative 

outcomes to continue.  Considering the great amount of research into whistle-

blowing, which has been acknowledged as a very rare behavior, it is crucial to 

understand other talk types that surround wrongdoing even if they are not frequently 

used.   

A second contribution of the study is that it helps place a context around 

whistle-blowing and dissent activities by revealing how other employees may be 

talking about wrongdoing.  As discussed earlier, whistle-blowing does not occur in a 

vacuum.  Results of this study indicate that other types of communication between 

co-workers may surround whistle-blowing activities.  Scholars have long 

hypothesized about the influence of one’s co-workers (Greenberger et al., 1987) and 
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supervisors (Miceli & Near, 1992) on decisions to blow the whistle.  Social influence 

theories (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978), argue that employee’s attitudes about 

workplace issues are greatly affected by their co-workers and immediate supervisors.  

If these contentions are true, organizational members considering how to respond to 

organizational wrongdoing will be influenced by the context of talk surrounding 

unethical activities.    

For example, much of the communication reported by respondents in this 

study involved consulting with one’s co-workers about how to end unethical activity 

(Factor One).  The influence of this talk cannot be discounted in whistle-blowing 

efforts. Conversations about how to end an unethical activity are likely to give ideas 

to the potential whistle-blower about how to best disclose information about the 

wrongdoing.  Similarly, such conversations suggest to the potential whistle-blower 

that they are not isolationists.  Rather, the conversations may reveal social support for 

the potential whistle-blower by revealing that several people would like to see the 

wrongdoing come to an end.  Potential whistle-blowers are likely to become even 

more emboldened if they witness the behaviors comprising Factor Two 

(Confronting).  These behaviors describe individuals directly and publicly stating 

their feelings against wrongdoing.  Such behaviors suggest potential allies for the 

whistle-blower offering further evidence that they have help in ending unethical 

activity.   

Finally, the findings suggest that the potential whistle-blower may also 

encounter organizational members who do not share his/her concerns about 
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wrongdoing.  Such members may joke about the wrongdoing (Factor Three) or distort 

information about its occurrence (Factor Four).  These individuals may contradict the 

whistle-blower and hinder his/her credibility.  As a whistle-blower’s credibility 

declines, so too does their ability to bring wrongdoing to an end without facing 

retaliation (Near & Miceli, 1995).  Results of the present study indicate that 

organizational wrongdoing may very well occur within a context of co-worker 

communication.  Greenberger et al. (1987) suggest that whistle-blowing research 

which does not include the effects of communication by co-workers or managers in 

determining the attitudes and beliefs of potential whistle-blowers is deficient because 

of the influence these individuals likely possess.  This study offers support to that 

claim by revealing the conflux of communication occurring around a suspected case 

of organizational wrongdoing.  Future stud ies into organizational wrongdoing and 

whistle-blowing should take the influence of such communication into consideration.   

Third, this study provided tangential support to McLain and Keenan’s (1999) 

contention that some employees respond to organizationa l wrongdoing by 

participating.  Reported results indicated that employees may talk about wrongdoing 

in ways that directly or indirectly foster its continuance.  Specifically, employees may 

use humor to mitigate the consequences of wrongdoing, or they may directly distort 

what they know about wrongdoing.  Much research into organizational wrongdoing 

and other dissatisfactory conditions, such as that examining dissent, EVLN, and 

whistle-blowing, has focused on employee’s attempts to speak out against unethical 

activity or bring it to a successful end.  This study provided empirical support that 
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some employees talk about wrongdoing in such a way as to likely allow its 

continuance.  Because of the social influence processes mentioned above, and 

because of the financial and social consequences associated with organizational 

wrongdoing, this communication should be considered critical and discovery of its 

use is important.   

A fourth contribution of this study is that it offered an explanation of how 

older employees may respond to organizational wrongdoing.  Results indicated that 

older employees were more likely than younger employees to use Confronting 

behaviors.  These confronting behaviors suggested an employee’s attempts to 

publicly and directly remove themselves from any responsibility in involvement in an 

unethical activity.  In explaining this finding, several possibilities were presented.  It 

was suggested that older employees possess greater moral development, greater self-

confidence, and may be more knowledgeable about communicative options available 

to them upon encountering wrongdoing.  Future research can explore these various 

possibilities.        

A fifth contribution of this study is that it tackles a complex, important 

phenomenon that is rarely studied primarily because of potential difficulties in 

obtaining data.  Scholars may be reluctant to study issues surrounding organizational 

wrongdoing for a variety of reasons.  First, organizational members, especially those 

in administrative positions, are reluctant to admit that wrongdoing or unethical 

activity has even occurred under their watch.  This seems logical considering that 

managers could be considered liable for organizational activities that may harm or 
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endanger stakeholders.  For this reason, organizations are reluctant to provide access 

to researchers interested in studying these issues.  Similarly, because organizations 

accused of unethical activities could be involved in litigation over these matters, they 

may view discussing such issues with an academic researcher as threatening to their 

court cases.  This study was able to bypass these concerns by employing professional 

associations as respondents, by instructing participants to not use proper names on 

survey material, and by assuring confidentiality. 

Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

Strengths 

A first strength of this study is its focus on real episodes of unethical activity 

with which respondents had first-hand experience.  Many studies into organizational 

wrongdoing issues have employed experimental data (e.g. Brabeck, 1984; Latane & 

Darley, 1970; Rusbult et al., 1988; Trevino & Youngblood, 1990) or required 

respondents to respond to vignettes and scenarios (e.g. Johnson & Pany, 1981; King, 

1997; Singer et al., 1988).  While such studies have certainly expanded knowledge of 

how individuals communicatively respond to dissatisfactory or unethical conditions, 

they fail to “place” respondents into situations in which they possess a referent for 

understanding.  Thus, respondents are reacting to scenarios for which the potential of 

organizational and situational influences affecting decision-making and behavior is 

greatly reduced.  As many scholars have recognized, respondents considering how to 

respond to unethical activity within the workplace are influenced by a myriad of 

pressures (c.f. Finet, 1994; McLain & Keenan, 1999; Milgram, 1974).  This study 
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capitalizes on respondents’ very real experiences with unethical activity, increasing 

the likelihood that their responses include real organizational, situational, and 

individual influences.   

Second, this study relied on a multi-methodological approach which required 

data collection and analysis employing a variety of means.  Two primary data 

collection processes were utilized.  First, in order to generate a thorough list of 

potential ways to talk about organizational wrongdoing, I reviewed whistle-blowing 

case studies and interviewed individuals who had witnessed unethical activity in the 

workplace.  Using this combination of data sources ensured that a wide array of 

wrongdoing cases would be included.  The case study examples included high-profile 

situations that had been written about in books and even featured in movies.  

Interviews provided instances of more common cases of unethical activity that did not 

generate media coverage.  Furthermore, both data sources provided very real 

examples of ways one could communicatively respond to such activity which 

strengthened the external validity of the items that were generated.   

In order to address the hypotheses regarding the influence of various 

independent variables on the discovered factors, a questionnaire was constructed for 

individuals who had witnessed real or alleged unethical activity in the workplace.  

This questionnaire collected information about the respondents’ perceptions of the 

talk types they had employed in reference to the unethical activity.  Using regression 

analysis, this list of 40 talk types was reduced to four primary factors each of which 

was used as a dependent variable in further hypothesis testing.  The final 
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questionnaire also collected information about the respondent’s rank on several scales 

that would be used as independent variables.   

A third strength of the present study was utilization of “pre-test” studies which 

enabled refinements to data collection methods.  Pilot use of the term “organizational 

wrongdoing” was seen as problematic by interview respondents because of its legal 

connotations.  For this reason, the term “unethical activity” was substituted in its 

place.  Additionally, by pre-testing the final survey, scales that demonstrated low 

reliability scores were eliminated.  Additionally, scales that demonstrated high 

reliability with particular items deleted were trimmed down in order to prevent 

respondent fatigue for future respondents.  As a result of these measures, study 

findings are not plagued by lost data due to unreliable measures or problematic 

terminology.      

Fourth, a broad range of individuals participated in the final survey suggesting 

generalizability to a larger population.  Within the sample, employees from all levels 

of the organizational hierarchy, and from a diverse group of industries are 

represented.  These characteristics, combined with a wide range of unethical 

activities, suggest that the results are not relegated to a subset of the general 

workplace population.  As a result of collecting data from such a diverse group of 

actual organizational members, conclusions and implications can be more easily 

transferred to very real organizational contexts.   

Finally, by approaching the majority of respondents through professional 

associations to which they belong, and by ensuring confidentiality to all participants, 
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respondents were increasingly likely to be honest in their responses.  Discussing 

organizational wrongdoing can be difficult for individuals especially when they still 

belong to the same organization.  Likewise, admitting that one talked about 

wrongdoing in anything but an “opposed stance” defies social desirability biases.  

However, this study was able to at least partially overcome these limits through 

association with professional associations that the respondents trusted.  By promising 

confidentiality and instructing respondents not to use any proper names on the survey, 

likely fostered the conditions that led to some respondents admitting that they had 

distorted information about wrongdoing and even joked about its potentially negative 

consequences.   

Limitations 

As with much exploratory research, results of this study must be interpreted 

with several limitations in mind.  First, the NMDS procedures that were expected to 

define the core conceptual dimensions underlying wrongdoing talk could not do so in 

a parsimonious manner.  Even with a reduced list of 28 talk types, NMDS failed to 

uncover six or fewer dimensions.  It is proposed here that the failure of the NMDS 

procedure can be linked to the content written on the cards in the sorting procedure.  

Each card included three distinct parts: a target of the communication, an action, and 

a purpose, or the content of the card.  So, even before the respondents attempted the 

card sort, there were three obvious areas which they could use to determine 

similarities.  They could sort according to who was talked to (co-worker, superior, 

wrongdoer, etc.), according to the action (i.e. directly confronting, asking questions, 
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etc.), and according to the purpose (i.e. to show displeasure, to find out their opinions, 

etc.).   

Starting with those three options, the individual could then proceed to divide 

the cards based upon other themes, including intensity, attitude toward wrongdoing, 

expected order that behaviors would occur, and moral dimensions.  Each of these 

themes combined in some manner with the three initial dimensions results in an 

exponentially large number of potential ways to organize the cards.  Discussions with 

card sort participants after they completed the procedure supported this explanation.  

Participants mentioned sorting the cards in such a wide variety of ways that the 

analysis could not identify a small set of core dimensions which characterized all of 

the talk types, even with the reduced set of 28 cards.   

Another possibility is that there were simply no categories or dimensions that 

could characterize this type of talk.  This possibility, in addition to the limitation 

mentioned above, offer explanations of why NMDS was unable to uncover a 

parsimonious set of dimensions.  Considering these problems, factor analysis was 

used instead which resulted in another limitation which will be discussed next. 

Factor analysis is problematic because this process generates factors without 

any regard to substantive meaning (Babbie, 1998).  Thus, items may be bundled 

together despite having nothing in common.  Though this research project set out to 

discover the underlying dimensions of wrongdoing talk, use of factor analysis limited 

interpretation to understanding wrongdoing talk in terms of frequency of use.  
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Fortunately, most of the factors were comprised of items which qualitatively fit 

together.  

A third limitation concerns the sampling method.  When relying on self-

selection of respondents, a risk is run that respondents are uniquely different than 

individuals who chose not to participate in the study.  It could be that some 

individuals possess traits or personalities which lead them to be more inclined to let 

rumors of unethical activity bother them and thus speak out for its cessation.  Such 

individuals may be considered “problem employees” who see only the negative side 

to every organizational activity.  Thus the sample could be biased toward those 

employees who tend to raise more ethical questions than other employees.   Related 

to this limitation involves the use of professional association members.  The present 

study’s sample was comprised of 95 individuals, and at least 80 belonged to 

professional associations of some sort. Professional associations are recognized for 

their focus on ethics, and especially on reporting unethical behavior (Arnold & 

Ponemon, 1991; Somers & Casal, 1994).  Generalizing the study’s results to 

occupations or workplaces with little professional association should be done with 

caution.   

An additional limitation could be that only dramatic or vivid unethical 

activities triggered a willingness for individuals to respond.  If this were true, less 

memorable, but equally important unethical activity may have been seen as 

inconsequential by potential respondents.  One procedure used to mitigate this 

possibility was to include a variety of terms in the initial emailed solicitation for 
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respondents.  Individuals were asked if they had ever experienced “unethical 

activity,” “organizational wrongdoing” or an “ethical dilemma” in the workplace.”  

The term “ethical dilemma” was included because it does not carry the strong, 

negative connotations of the other terms.  It was believed that including this term in 

the solicitation would invite responses on less dramatic unethical situations and 

broaden the breadth and depth of examples discussed.      

Another concern with this study lies with the final survey’s focus on 

perceptions rather than on actual behavior.  Respondents were asked for their 

perceptions of how they responded to unethical activity that was either ongoing or 

had occurred in the past.  Whistle-blowing researchers have recognized that use of 

cross-sectional surveys run the risk that individual perceptions of past events may not 

be accurate (Miceli & Near, 1992.  Potential distortion or memory lapse raise 

questions about data accuracy.  Furthermore, the possibility of social desirability bias 

is increased by this method.  Indeed, respondents may be reluctant to admit to an 

unknown researcher that they knew about an unethical activity yet did not do a great 

deal to stop its occurrence.  For this reason, they may be inclined to select those 

questionnaire items that demonstrate attempts to end unethical activity.  This 

argument is somewhat mitigated by those individuals who did choose to indicate use 

of joking, rationalizing/distorting, and excusing behaviors, each of which do not 

suggest social undesirability tendencies.   

Scholars studying organizational wrongdoing issues have long recognized the 

deficiencies inherent in a variety of research methods.  Methods employing vignettes 



   

  

 

189

or hypothetical scenarios have been viewed as susceptible to social desirability bias 

(King & Hermodson, 2000).  Use of longitudinal field surveys is also problematic 

because respondents are required to be identified by name or code in order for data to 

be collected at different times.  However, in cases of organizational wrongdoing, 

potential respondents may be reluctant to identify themselves for legal reasons or 

because they fear retaliation by the offending or accused parties.  Laboratory 

experiments could be used to collect data about communication surrounding 

wrongdoing but researchers will likely find it difficult to simulate conditions even 

remotely resembling respondents’ actual workplaces (Miceli & Near, 1992).  For this 

reason, lab experiments do not involve the actual organizational and situational 

factors which influence employee behavior and decision-making.  Considering the 

problems associated with any method used to investigate organizational wrongdoing 

and surrounding issues, results of this study should be interpreted with some caution.   

Directions for future research 

 Considering the exploratory nature of this study, there are several salient 

directions for future research.  One area ripe for exploration involves the verification 

and refinement of the five factors that emerged from factor analysis.  First, these 

factors should be verified through comparison with another sample.  If the factors 

were able to hold up with a separate independent sample, confidence in their current 

structure would be maintained.  This would bolster confidence in the present factor 

structure while determining if it was replicable.   
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 Second, additional investigation into the factors that influence witness talk 

about organizational wrongdoing is warranted.  The present study identified several 

variables (Sensemaking behaviors, age, and organizational identification) which were 

predictive of various types of talk about wrongdoing.  However, there are likely 

additional variables which could influence such talk.  One area worthy of research 

would be organization-wide variables.  For example, scholars from a variety of 

disciplines have considered the link between ethics and organizational size.  In 

general, a significant, positive relationship between organizational size and ethical 

decision-making behavior has been proposed.  Ford and Richardson (1994) propose 

that as organization size increases, ethical decision making decreases.  Indeed, 

Barnett (1992) found that executives of larger organizations report a higher level of 

perceived employee-voiced concerns to the EEOC and OSHA, and of external 

whistle-blowing.  He operationalized organizational size by having respondents 

indicate the number of employees in the entire company. 

Other “organization” variables, such as culture, could play a role in witness 

talk about organizational wrongdoing.  Organizational cultures that are defensive in 

nature lead to employees being afraid to admit mistakes, and distorting or 

withholding information for fear of making public information that could be 

embarrassing to the employee (Ashforth & Lee, 1990).  Such behaviors could lead to 

employees covering up or being reluctant to address important problems in the 

workplace. The result can be an organization which is closed to critical thinking and 

constructive criticism (Ritchie, 2000).  Evidence for this claim was supported by 
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Ritchie, who found that when members perceive the organization’s culture is 

defensive in nature, they are less likely to question the current practices and norms of 

the organization.  It stands to reason that cultures perceived as defensive in nature 

could prevent organizational members from speaking out against unethical practices 

in the workplace.   

Another key cultural variable likely to affect talk about wrongdoing is level of 

interpersonal trust (Graham, 1986) within the organization.  High levels of trust have 

been associated with high levels of cooperation (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995), 

suggesting that trust fosters open communication.  Leader interpersonal trust 

orientation has been highly correlated with tole rance of freedom (Sgro, Worchel, 

Pence, & Orban, 1980).  Trust has also been recognized as an influence on individual 

political behavior within organizations (Farrell & Peterson, 1982).  In contexts 

characterized by high levels of trust, members are more likely to talk openly and 

freely about issues of concern.  Low trust contexts lead employees to more extreme 

positions such as directly challenging issues in the workplace, strike, and sabotage.  

Future research should consider these and other variables and their affect on witness 

talk about wrongdoing.   

Work group identification and its relationship to witness’s talk about 

wrongdoing should also be explored in the future.  There were concerns about its use 

in the present study because there was no way of knowing whether respondents 

belonged to work groups/teams, and whether they belonged to multiple work teams.  
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Considering the influence of those co-workers who work in close proximity to the 

focal individual, this variable should be explored in future research.   

 While it will be admittedly difficult, future research should also attempt to 

collect actual behaviors rather than self reported talk.  Using a methodology similar to 

Fairhurst (1993), would allow researchers to collect the actual conversations of 

organizational members as they discussed a real or alleged wrongdoing.  Access to 

this type of data will certainly be difficult to obtain, but its value makes its pursuit 

worthwhile.   

Finally, it is critical that future research into witness talk about organizational 

wrongdoing begin to take a longitudinal approach.  Organizational wrongdoing and 

the talk that surrounds it is an ongoing process.  Cross-sectional approaches, such as 

those taken by this study and other similar studies (c.f. Brabeck, 1984; King, 1997; 

Near & Jensen, 1983; Perry, 1991; Trevino & Victor, 1992), offer a snapshot into 

these phenomenon but fail to capture their ongoing dynamics.  Incidents of 

organizational wrongdoing are profound and could have important consequences for 

members.  For example, it could be that an employee who learns about wrongdoing at 

his/her company could move from high to low levels of organizational identification.  

Relatedly, if this employee is aided by his/her professional association in coping with 

wrongdoing, their professional identification may increase. Cross-sectional research 

cannot capture such changes making it difficult to account for some variable’s 

influence on witness talk about wrongdoing.  Although such research is challenging, 
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it must be carried out in order to understand the true dynamics of witness talk about 

organizational wrongdoing.  
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 APPENDIX A 
 

List and Description of Case Studies used to Generate List of Interactive Behaviors 
 
                            Author               Perceived wrongdoing 
1. Maas (1970) Systemic corruption in the New York City police 

department, including accepting payoffs and bribes and 
refusal by administrators to investigate such allegations of 
wrongdoing.  

2. Mitchell (1981) A prison inmate witnesses and speaks out against prison 
rape incident. 

3. Mitchell (1981) Hancock County, West Virginia sheriff conducts sting 
operation against corrupt local District Attorney involved in 
illegal gambling operations. 

4. Mitchell (1981) Two nuclear plant workers purposefully sabotage their plant 
in order to demonstrate its lack of adherence to safety 
regulations. 

5. Mitchell (1981) Whistle-blower exposes overwhelming lack of safety 
policies and procedures at chemical plant believed to have 
caused serious health problems for its own employees. 

6. Mitchell (1981) Former official of the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) testifies to Congress about the agencies 
unwillingness to go after polluters and environmental rule-
breakers. 

Boisjoly, Curtis, & 
Mellican (1992) 

Detailed account of the months preceding the Challenger 
explosion from the perspective of the engineering team that 
initially reported concerns about the space shuttle’s safety. 

Kelman & Hamilton 
(1992) 

Moral objectors refuse to participate in massacre at My Lai 
and then testify against the commanding officer, Lt. William 
Calley. 

Vandivier (1992)  Whistle-blower exposes faulty safety testing of airplane 
brake assemblies by the B. F. Goodrich Company for LTV 
Aerospace Corporation 

Glazer & Glazer (1989) Several abbreviated narratives of organizational wrongdoing 
including: development of the Ford Pinto automobile which 
included covering up safety concerns; defense contractor-
government collusion of budgetary arrangements; cover-ups 
in the nuclear industry over safety concerns; unsafe 
practices in a mental health hospital; internal investigation 
into Congressman’s financial abuses.  
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APPENDIX B 
 

Interview Schedule for Respondents who have Encountered  
Wrongdoing in the Workplace 

 
1. Could you tell me about the position you held at the organization in which you 

encountered wrongdoing? 

2. Please tell me about the wrongdoing you encountered. 

 2a. Why was that wrong to you? 

2b. How many people did you feel were involved in the wrongdoing? 

2c. How serious did you perceive it to be? 

3. When you first encountered or suspected the wrongdoing, did you talk to others 

about it? (describe that conversation) 

4. Tell me about some of the other conversations you had about this situation? 

 4a. Co-workers 

 4b. Supervisors or management 

 4c. Friends/family 

 4d. Outside agencies. 

 4e. Professional associations. 

5. What conversations do you remember other people having about this situation? 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Description of Respondents Interviewed for Development of the  
List of Witness Talk about Wrongdoing 

 
Org description Wrongdoing description Level within org Demographics: age, sex, race 
Natural gas 
company 

Company made a $20 million payoff 
and did not record this accounting 
records.  This major write-off should 
be part of the public record per SEC 
rules.  I brought situation to attention 
of CPA firm that audits company and 
the manager from that firm laughed it 
off, and let auditor know that nothing 
would be done about this. Thought 
about reporting this to the SEC but 
decided it wasn’t worth it – may lose 
my job. 

Senior auditor Age: 30-40 
Sex: male 
Race: White 

High-Tech 
manufacturer 

Company deliberately hid information 
from sales force about new products so 
it was inclined to sell “older” products 
and the customer was “cheated” 
because a better product came out soon 
thereafter.  We ended up looking like 
“we were lying to the customer.” 

Sales person Age: 30-40 
Sex: Female 
Race: White 

High Tech 
start-up 
company 

Joined software company as their 
controller. I noticed some things that 
weren’t being properly accounted for 
in my third week there and brought 
them to the attention of the owner. 
Company was trying to go public so he 
did not want to change the accounting 
records and we were coming up for an 
audit.  SEC is cracking down on this 
sort of behavior.  Things came to a 
head and neither of us budged and I 
ended up resigning.  

Controller (Management) Age: 30-40 
Sex: Male 
Race: White 

Education School superintendent refused to 
investigate several women’s repeated 
accusations of sexual harassment by a 
principal. Sexual harassment was 
specifically prohibited by school 
district policy. 

Elementary school 
teacher. 

Age: 40-50 
Race: White 
Gender: Female 

High-tech 
manufacturer 

Sales department was falsifying orders 
in order to make quota.  They shipped 
products to clients who did not order 
the products just to make the quota, 
and the client would ship them back 
after the month deadline for quota. 

Inside Sales Rep. Age: 20-30 
Sex: Male 
Race: White 

City 
government 

Administrators “doctored” or lowered 
job qualifications so a select person, 
who was clearly unqualified for the 
originally posted job, could get the job 
against the wishes of the hiring 
committee. Technically, this is illegal. 
Applicant was also a minority and was 

Respondent is a mid-level 
manager. 

White, female, age b/t 30 
and 40. 
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Applicant was also a minority and was 
hired b/c of fears he would claim 
racism. 

Owner and 
operator of 
federal prision 

Wanted to pay illegal aliens who were 
also prisoners for donating blood and 
sell it to hospitals. In order to do this, 
management was proposing that we 
falsify the prisoners’ health records so 
they could pass health standards 
required for donating blood.  

Director level Age: 20-30 
Race: White 
Sex: Female 

Bank Married administrator of technical side 
of bank (Internet, email, etc.) was 
having an affair with 19-year-old. 
Other administrators knew of the affair 
but said nothing despite the bank’s 
written policies forbidding manager-
employee fraternization. 

Temporary, full-time 
employee 

Age:20-30 
Race: White 
Gender: Female 

Veterinarian 
office 

Head vet had staff tell customers that 
every pet was bathed for fleas and 
charged them $15 for this service 
though the animals were not actually 
bathed. Deceased pets were “held” 
from their owners until they paid a 
“release” fee that was supposedly 
mandated by state law which was a lie. 

Staff Age: 30-40 
Gender: female 
Race: White 

University Top administrators consistently 
contradicted written handbook policies 
including giving tenure to a professor 
who obviously didn’t meet the written 
criteria, and turning down tenure for 
two other faculty who appeared to 
meet criteria (saw the tenure file).  
Also, contract was violated on several 
occasions and they refused to re-
negotiate despite their violation of 
contract. 

Assistant Professor Age: 30-40 
Sex: Female 
Race: African-American 

Oil and Gas 
Company 

Whistle-blower who raised questions 
about unethical environmental 
practices and refused to execute orders 
to perform operations which I believed 
would harm the environment. 

Engineer/management Age: 40-50 
Sex: Male 
Race: African-American 

Transportation 
company 

Company has been accused of 
discriminatory hiring practices. 
Interviewee discussed rumors within 
company that minority applications 
had been shredded by company HR 
officials in order to give perspective 
that few minorities had applied for jobs 
so few were hired. 

Management Sex: Male 
Race: Hispanic 
Age: 30-40 

Automobile 
parts 
manufacturer 

Company was about to be acquired by 
another company and company 
officials were told that this information 
was confidential. However, some 
company officials, in an effort to 
position themselves in the new 
company, were telling major clients of 
the buyout in order to get their support 

Mid-level manager. Sex: Female 
Race: German 
Age: 40-50 
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the buyout in order to get their support 
for protecting their positions.  

Licensed 
Computer 
reseller 

“Good-ole” boy system witnessed as 
long-term personal friends of the 
owner were hired at exorbitant salaries 
despite a lack of experience.  Same 
friends were allowed to “borrow” 
money from the company though it 
was never paid back.  Owner regularly 
bought personal items and charged 
them to the company. 

Accountant Sex: Female 
Race: White 
Age: 20-30 
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APPENDIX D 
 

Final Survey Used for Data Collection 

 

Ethical concerns in the workplace:  

Conversations, responses, and talk 

This questionnaire is part of a research project aimed at understanding how organizational members 
talk about  real or alleged unethical activity within the workplace.  Concerns about unethical activity 
are important to society but very rarely studied. Thanks for your participation which is part of a 
doctoral dissertation aimed at understanding this organizational phenomenon.  In this questionnaire, we 
ask you to describe one experience in which you learned or merely suspected that an act, policy, or 
practice, of the organization to which you belong (or formerly belonged) was considered 
“wrong” or “unethical” because it was counter to the organization’s own policies or to your own 
ethics, values, or morals .  It is important to note here that the unethical act you choose to write about 
could have actually occurred or could merely be something that you suspected was occurring.  Also, 
this unethical act could be ongoing or it could have occurred at any time during your tenure with this 
particular company. Finally, this situation could have actually occurred or just been suspected of 
occurring.   
 
Participation in this project is voluntary.  Your answers will be treated confidentially. Please do not 
write your name nor any organization’s name on the survey as these will not be used.  Although it is 
very important to have all questions answered, you may decline to answer specific questions.  Most 
people will take about 20 minutes to complete this questionnaire.  If you wish to add comments to your 
answers, you may use the margins or the last page to do so. Please complete the questionnaire and 
place it in the enclosed self-addressed, stamped envelope.  If you would like to be entered in the 
drawing for the $100, please enclose a business card or write your name and email address on a 
separate slip of paper and place it within the envelope.  The envelopes and any slips of paper will 
be destroyed shortly after their return.  The deadline for returning surveys is June 6.  There are 
two options on getting it back to me: (a.) complete it while in Word (placing an X next to appropriate 
number instead of circling them), and emailing the survey back to me at brian-r@mail.utexas.edu, or 
(b.) print it out and fill it out with pen/pencil and mail it to: 

Brian Richardson 
The University of Texas at Austin 
Department of Communication Studies 
CMA 7.114 

   Austin, TX 78712-1089 
 
If you have any questions about this questionnaire or any other portion of our research project, please 
contact me at the email or phone number listed below.  NOTE: This survey is a two-sided copy. 
 
Thanks for your help! 
 
Brian Richardson 
brian-r@mail.utexas.edu 
Phone: 512-632-7173 
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Part I 
In this section, you’ll be asked to provide a description of the unethical act. This act could have happened 
at an organization you formerly worked for or one at which you are currently employed. Examples of such 
occurrences might include the following: 

a. Company violating environmental or OSHA regulations  
b. Establishing unethical relationships with other organizations 
c. Misuse of taxpayer money 
d. Questionable financial reporting or accounting procedures 
e. Systematic harassment or unfair policies based on race or gender 

 
The items listed above are examples and are NOT intended to represent a complete list.  Feel free to 
provide the most memorable example that you feel meets the description.  Please write the description in 
as much detail as possible.  I have provided two incidents to give you an idea of how these examples can 
be written.  Once you have written about the incident, please complete the additional survey items. 

 
Incident One 
I work as an internal auditor for a major oil-services company. I found a $10 million discrepancy between 
our records and one of our client’s records. I asked my supervisor about “flagging” the discrepancy, which 
is our normal procedure. She told me to ignore it, not to worry about it.  She then pulled me off the 
account. I was outraged because this is against our own code of ethics. 

 
Incident Two 
I work for a small PR firm and was told by the owner of the company to add five minutes to each of my 
time slips.  She said that nobody would notice and in the end it would help the company make more 
money. I asked her if that was right, and she said that the client would never notice and “if you think about 
it, you probably spent that five minutes working anyway.” I never trusted her after that. 
 
Part II. Your example …  
In the following space, and in as much detail as possible, please write the description of your example of an 
unethical act or practice.  Please do not write organization’s names.  Once you have written about the 
concern, complete the following survey items regarding that incident. (Feel free to use the back of this form 
if needed.) 
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Part II. Answer the following questions by circling the number that best corresponds to the extent 
(1=Never, 5=very often) that each of these types of communication that you used with regard to 
your example of an unethical activity, ethical dilemma, or wrongdoing.    
 
            1 = never                    5 = used very often 
Talking to co-workers about who could get involved in             1        2        3   4 5 
ending the unethical activity. 
 
Advising a co-worker to keep a written account of 1        2        3   4 5 
unethical activity activities for their personal records. 
 
Asking questions of co-workers concerning their 1        2        3   4 5 
opinions about the unethical activity. 
 
Characterizing the unethical activity in negative terms to          1        2   3   4 5 
co-workers. 
 
Directly stating to a co-worker that you do not want to              1        2   3   4   5 
participate in the unethical activity. 
 
Trying to talk a co-worker into participating in the unethical     1        2   3   4   5  
Activity. 
 
Rationalizing the unethical activity to a co-worker as “not a       1       2    3   4   5 
big deal.” 
 
Questioning your own participation in unethical activity to         1      2   3   4   5 
a co-worker. 
 
Telling new co-workers that the unethical activity is                   1       2   3   4   5 
“the way things are done around here.”   
 
Questioning a co-worker about management’s lack of                 1       2   3   4   5 
response to an unethical activity.  
 
Asking a co-worker why they do not participate in unethical       1       2      3   4   5 
activity. 
 
Describing the unethical activity in a positive way to a co-          1       2      3   4   5 
worker. 
 
Questioning a co-worker’s loyalty to the company because         1       2   3   4   5 
they won’t participate in unethical activity.   
 
Asking questions among co-workers that help you learn more   1        2   3   4   5 
about the unethical activity. 
 
Warning co-worker not to get involved in unethical activity.      1        2   3   4   5 
 
Talking with co-workers about whether to report the company   1       2   3   4   5 
to a regulatory agency. 
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      1 = never                    5 = used very often 
 

Talking with co-worker about speaking out against                     1       2   3   4   5 
unethical activity. 
 
Encouraging a co-worker to speak out against the unethical    1        2       3   4   5 
activity. 
  
Confronting a superior with a group of co-workers about an      1        2    3   4   5 
unethical activity. 
 
Joking about the potentially negative consequences of the         1        2       3   4   5 
unethical activity to co-workers.  
 
Indirectly introducing topic of unethical activity to                    1        2       3   4   5 
co-workers as a conversation starter.  
 
Seeking advice about how to “work around” unethical               1        2       3   4   5 
activity from an experienced co-worker.   
 
Characterizing unethical activity to co-workers as being            1        2       3   4   5  
not as important as amount of money being made by comp any. 
 
Expressing participation in the unethical activity to your            1        2       3   4   5 
superior. 
 
Asking a superior if there are formal channels used to report      1        2       3   4            5 
organizational unethical activity. 
 
Disassociating yourself from unethical activity in written           1        2       3   4   5 
report to superior. 
 
Filing a report to a superior describing your objection to a          1        2       3   4   5 
unethical activity. 
 
Directly stating to a superior that you do not want to                   1        2       3   4   5 
participate in the unethical activity. 
 
Directly confronting manager to show displeasure with               1        2       3   4   5 
unethical activity. 
 
Asking a manager why unethical activity has not been                 1        2       3   4   5 
disclosed to proper authorities.   
 
Telling a superior you were leaving the company because of       1        2       3   4   5 
the unethical activity.   
 
Seeking advice from a superior about making public a report       1        2       3   4   5 
of your company’s unethical activity. 
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Using humor about the unethical activity’s potential negative       1        2        3      4   5   
consequences to a superior. 
 
Anonymous reporting to the news media that exposes                   1        2        3      4   5 
unethical activity. 
 
Seeking advice from external groups about ending the unethical   1        2        3      4   5 
activity. 
 
Distorting your knowledge of a unethical activity when asked       1        2        3      4   5 
about it by someone outside the organization. 
 
Testifying in a legal context to a regulatory body about the            1        2        3      4   5 
unethical activity at your company.   
 
Talking with others with experience in industry about how to         1        2      3      4   5 
effectively end unethical activity. 
 
Taking complaints higher and higher up the company’s       1        2        3     4   5 
hierarchical ladder.   
 
Directly confronting wrongdoer to show displeasure with       1        2        3     4   5 
unethical activity.   
 
Part III - Based on the unethical situation, ethical dilemma or case of wrongdoing you’ve chosen to 
write about, please respond to the following statements. If the incident is an ongoing event, please 
assume that the statements are written in present tense (e.g. “know” instead of “knew”): 
 
A great number of people within the organization knew about this unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5  
 
It is likely that a large number of people knew about this unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
Very few people within the organization knew about this unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
My manager(s) regularly questioned the organization’s unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
My manager(s) frequently spoke out against the unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

My manager(s) made it clear that he/she did not agree with this unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
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I am quite certain that my manager(s) was against this unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
This unethical act could have had serious health, financial, or other consequences. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 
   1  2  3  4  5 
 
People within or outside the organization could have been harmed by this unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
This unethical act could have been harmful. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
Even though this act was unethical, it could have continued without fear of hurting anything. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
This unethical act is a regular occurrence at this organization. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

I feel like this organizational unethical act is a routine part of this organization. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

 
This organization will never commit this unethical act again. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

I feel as if this organization is dependent upon this unethical act. 
Strongly dis agree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

Management believes that this unethical act helps the organization’s bottom-line. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
Without this unethical act, this company would lose money. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
This unethical act helps our company maintain a competitive edge. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
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If I spoke out against the unethical act, I may experience retaliation. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

If I spoke out against the unethical act, I would be rewarded. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

It would help my career to speak out against the unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
Important people within the organization would be upset with me if I spoke out against the unethical act. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

Part IV - Please respond to the following statements about perceptions you have (or had) about the 
organization, your work group, and your profession: 

 
I am willing to put in extra effort in order to help my profession be successful.  
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I don’t like working with my work group. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

I don’t feel much loyalty to my profession. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I don’t like to hear others criticize my organization. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I don’t like to hear others criticize my profession. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

When I make job-related decisions, I think about how my decisions will affect my organization. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

I don’t like working with others in my profession. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I am proud to be a member of this organization. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
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My organization is like a family to me. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I don’t like working with others in my organization.  
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I identify closely with my organization. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I identify closely with my profession. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
When I make job-related decisions, I think about how my decisions will affect my work group. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I am willing to put in extra effort in order to help my work group be successful. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I identify closely with my work group. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
My work group is like a family to me. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I don’t feel much loyalty to my work group. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
I am proud to be a member of this profession. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

My life is chiefly controlled by powerful others.  
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

 
Getting what I want requires pleasing those people above me. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
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Although I might have good ability, I will not be given leadership responsibility without appealing to 
those in positions of power.  
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
If important people were to decide they didn’t like me, I probably wouldn’t make many friends.  
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

In order to have my plans work, I make sure that they fit in with the desires of people who have power 
over me. 
Strongly disagree           Strongly agree 

1  2  3  4  5 
 
Part V - Demographic information 
 
Your Age:  ______ 20-30   _________ 31-40   ________ 41-50   _________ 51-60   _______ 61 or 
older   
 
 
Gender: 
   _______ Male    _______Female 
 
Race:  

  _______  White    

  _______  African-American   

   _______ Asian-American   

  _______  Hispanic 

  _______  Other ____________________ 

 
Please estimate the number of employees within your organization:  

a. ____ less than 500 
b. ____ 501-1000 
c. ____ 1001-1500 
d. ____ 1501-2000 
e. ____ more than 2000 

 
Industry of the organization at which your example occurred. ______________________________ 
 
What was your occupation when you first heard about this wrongdoing? 
____________________________________ 
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What position did you have in the organization at the time of the described incident? 
a. ____ employee: manages no other employees 
b. ____ front-line supervisor: manage a small number of employees locally  
c. ____ mid-level manager: manage small number of employees including some supervisors  
d. ____ Vice President level: oversee an operating unit of the organization  
e. ____ other (please describe _____________________) 

 
 
 
Please estimate (in years) how long had you been with the company you have described when the 
(alleged) wrongdoing occurred? 

a. ____  < 1 year 
b. ____ 1 – 5 years  
c. ____ 6 – 10 years  
d. ____ 11 – 15 years  
e. ____ more than 15 years 

 
Please estimate (in weeks or months) how long ago this unethical act occurred or is it ongoing? 

a. ____  < 1 year 
b. ____ 1 – 5 years  
c. ____ 6 – 10 years  
d. ____ 11 – 15 years  
e. ____ more than 15 years 

 
 

Thanks for your participation in this study.  Please mail the survey using the enclosed 
self-addressed, stamped envelope.  If you would like to enter your name in the drawing 

for $100, please enclose a business card or slip of paper with your name and email 
address. If you have any additional questions or would like a written report of the results 

of this study, you can email me at brian-r@mail.utexas.edu.    
 

---------  STOP  ---------- 
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APPENDIX E 
 

Master List of 112 Items Describing Witness Talk about Wrongdoing (items  
denoted with ** were used in the representative list of 40 talk types for  

card sort and master survey) 
 
Co-workers 
** Talking to co-workers about who could get involved in ending the unethical activity.   
Talking to co-workers about the unethical activity candidly. 
** Advising a co-worker to keep a written account of unethical activity activities for their personal 
records. 
** Asking questions of co-workers concerning their opinions about the unethical activity. 
Complaining about the occurrence of unethical activity to co-workers. 
** Characterizing the unethical activity in negative terms to co-workers. 
Seeking co-workers’ opinions with regard to addressing the unethical activity. 
Characterizing unethical activity to a co-worker as if it is part of “the way we do business here.” 
** Directly stating to a co-worker that you do not want to participate in the unethical activity.  
Talking with co-workers who are willing to take your side in efforts against the unethical activity. 
Telling a co-worker not to get involved in stopping the unethical activity. 
** Trying to talk a co-worker into participating in the unethical activity. 
Making excuses to a co-worker for why the unethical activity is okay to continue.  
Teaching or instructing co-workers how to participate in unethical activity.   
** Rationalizing the unethical activity to a co-worker as “not a big deal.”  
Trying to convince co-workers to help put an end to the unethical activity.   
Saying to a co-worker that everyone else is involved in the unethical activity.  
** Questioning your own participation in the unethical activity to a co-worker.   
Dissuading a co-worker from speaking out against an unethical activity. 
Complaining to co-workers about personal harm being caused by a unethical activity. 
** Telling new co-workers that the unethical activity is “the way things are done around here.” 
Claiming to a co-worker that nothing or no one is harmed by the organization’s unethical activity. 
Telling a co-worker that the unethical activity is not endorsed by the organization, but by a small 
number of individuals. 
** Questioning a co-worker about management’s lack of response to an unethical activity.  
Suggesting that a co-worker is against the company because they are too suspicious of unethical 
activity.  
Seeking advice from a co-worker about quitting the company because of the unethical activity.   
** Asking a co-worker why they do not participate in unethical activity.   
Telling other co-workers not to participate in the unethical activity.   
Telling co-workers that your superior is responsible for the unethical activity. 
** Describing the unethical activity in a positive way to a co-worker.  
Telling a co-worker that the unethical activity is “just the way we do business here.”   
Lessening a report of unethical activity to a co-worker by down-playing its negative attributes. 
** Questioning a co-worker’s loyalty to the company because they won’t participate in unethical 
activity.   
Rationalizing to a co-worker your participation in the unethical activity.   
Telling a co-worker that you do not want to get involved in speaking out against unethical activity. 
** Asking questions among co-workers that help you learn more about the unethical activity.    
Discussing among co-workers that help you learn more about the unethical activity.    
Casually asking more experienced co-workers about unethical activity in a non-direct manner.   
** Warning a co-worker not to get involved in the unethical activity.   
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Telling co-worker that you don’t want to get involved in reporting the unethical activity.   
Telling co-worker(s) you were leaving the company because of the unethical activity.   
** Talking with co-workers about whether to report the company to a regulatory agency.   
Talking with co-workers about whether to report the company to the news media.   
Talking with co-workers about whether to report the company to company’s board of directors. 
** Talking with a co-worker about speaking out against the unethical activity.   
Strategizing with co-workers about how to approach a manager about unethical activity.   
Debating with co-workers about how to address the unethical situation caused by the organization.  
** Encouraging a co-worker to speak out against unethical activity.  
Calling a meeting of co-workers to discuss the unethical activity.   
Using humor with a co-worker in addressing the unethical activity. 
** Confronting a superior with a group of co-workers about the unethical activity.   
Seeking social support from a co-worker by asking them how to respond to the unethical activity.   
Responding to questions from co-workers and giving your opinion about the unethical activity.   
** Joking about the potentially negative consequences of the unethical activity’s to co-workers.   
Characterizing the wrongdoer in a negative way to co-workers.   
Asking a co-worker for additional data to confirm suspicions of unethical activity.  
** Indirectly introducing topic of unethical activity to co-workers as a conversation starter. 
Confirming with other co-workers that the unethical activity is actually occurring. 
Telling co-workers that everybody else is involved in the unethical activity so they may as well too.   
** Seeking advice about how to “work around” unethical activity from an experienced co-worker.   
Joking about killing the wrongdoer to co-workers.   
Debating with co-workers about blowing the whistle to the news media about the unethical activity.   
** Characterizing unethical activity to co-workers as being not as important as the amount of money 
being made by the company. 
Making allegations to co-workers against a person who is reporting unethical activity. 
Responding to a question a co-worker asks you about the unethical activity. 
 
Superior 
** Expressing participation in the unethical activity to your superior. 
Bargaining with a superior so that you can get out of participation in unethical activity.  
** Asking a superior if there are formal channels used to report suspected organizational unethical 
activity.   
Directly telling a superior that you will not participate in an unethical act.    
Reporting only positive aspects of an unethical activity, such as increased profit, to a superior.  
** Disassociating yourself from unethical activity in a written report to a superior.   
Threatening to a superior to leave the company because of unethical activity.   
Telling your superiors that a particular unethical activity could be dangerous for consumers.  
** Filing a report to a superior describing your objection to a unethical activity.  
Directly telling your superior about the discovery of unethical activity. 
Complaining about the occurrence of unethical activity to your superior. 
** Directly stating to a superior that you do not want to participate in the unethical activity.  
Sending anonymous message(s) to your superior to report the unethical activity.   
Directly telling superiors that it is their duty to correct unethical activity.  
** Directly confronting manager to show displeasure with unethical activity. 
Learning more about the unethical activity by talking to a manager about it in an indirect manner.   
Directly asking questions about unethical activity to your superior. 
** Asking a manager why unethical activity has not been disclosed to proper authorities.   
Responding truthfully to a superior who wants to know more about the unethical activity.  
Responding dishonestly to a superior who wants to know more about the unethical activity.   
** Telling a superior you were leaving the company because of the unethical activity.   
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Telling superior that you don’t think your participation in an unethical activity is a “good idea.”  
Trying to convince superiors over time that a particular unethical activity is not right.   
** Seeking advice from a superior about making public a report of your company’s unethical activity. 
Expressing concern to a superior about a suspected or alleged act of an unethical nature. 
Writing a memo to a company executive expressing concern about a company unethical activity.  
** Using humor about the unethical activity’s potential negative consequences to a superior. 
Suggesting to your superior that the “rule makers” (e.g. regulatory agencies) are being unreasonable 
when discussing unethical activity.    
Recommending to superiors a process that will correct the unethical activity. 
 
Outside sources 
** Anonymous reporting to the news media that exposes unethical activity. 
Open reporting to the news media that exposes unethical activity. 
** Seeking advice from external groups about ending the unethical activity. 
Seeking advice from your professional association(s) about addressing the unethical activity. 
Seeking counsel from an outside agency regarding the unethical activity.  
** Distorting your knowledge of a unethical activity when asked about it by someone outside the 
organization.  
Corresponding with an outside agency to express concern about a unethical activity. 
Directly telling an outside regulatory agency that your company is committing unethical activity.   
** Testifying in a legal context to a regulatory body about the unethical activity at your company.   
Contacting a lawyer to determine your legal rights with regard to the unethical activity.   
Contacting a whistle-blower protection agency to determine your legal rights with regard to blowing 
the whistle. 
** Talking with others with experience in industry about how to effectively end unethical activity.  
Investigating with help of outside sources a suspicious activity.   
Seeking advice from a religious official about responding to organizational unethical activity. 
 
Others 
** Taking complaints higher and higher up the company’s hierarchical ladder.   
Approaching someone with more power and asking them to help end the unethical activity.  
** Directly confronting wrongdoer to show displeasure with unethical activity.   
Characterizing someone who is against the unethical activity as “against the company” to co-workers.   
Trying to explain to wrongdoers in a neutral, non-confrontational way why the unethical activity is wrong.  
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Appendix F 

Cards used for pilot and final sort attempts 
 
Co-workers 
Talking to co-workers about who could get involved in ending the unethical activity.   
Advising a co-worker to keep a written account of unethical activity activities for their personal 
records. 
a = Asking questions of co-workers concerning their opinions about the unethical activity. 
Characterizing the unethical activity in negative terms to co-workers. 
Directly stating to a co-worker that you do not want to participate in the unethical activity.  
a = Trying to talk a co-worker into participating in the unethical activity. 
Rationalizing the unethical activity to a co-worker as “not a big deal.”  
Questioning your own participation in the unethical activity to a co-worker.   
Telling new co-workers that the unethical activity is “the way things are done around here.” 
a = Questioning a co-worker about management’s lack of response to an unethical activity.  
Asking a co-worker why they do not participate in unethical activity.   
Describing the unethical activity in a positive way to a co-worker.  
Questioning a co-worker’s loyalty to the company because they won’t participate in unethical activity.   
a = Asking questions among co-workers that help you learn more about the unethical activity.    
Warning a co-worker not to get involved in the unethical activity.   
Talking with co-workers about whether to report the company to a regulatory agency.   
a = Talking with a co-worker about speaking out against the unethical activity.   
c = Encouraging a co-worker to speak out against unethical activity.  
b = Confronting a superior with a group of co-workers about the unethical activity.   
a = Joking about the potentially negative consequences of the unethical activity’s to co-workers.   
a = Indirectly introducing topic of unethical activity to co-workers as a conversation starter. 
a = Seeking advice about how to “work around” unethical activity from an experienced co-worker.   
Characterizing unethical activity to co-workers as being not as important as the amount of money 
being made by the company. 
Expressing participation in the unethical activity to your superior. 
b = Asking a superior if there are formal channels used to report suspected organizational unethical 
activity.   
Disassociating yourself from unethical activity in a written report to a superior.   
a = Filing a report to a superior describing your objection to a unethical activity.  
Directly stating to a superior that you do not want to participate in the unethical activity.  
Directly confronting manager to show displeasure with unethical activity. 
Asking a manager why unethical activity has not been disclosed to proper authorities.   
Telling a superior you were leaving the company because of the unethical activity.   
Seeking advice from a superior about making public a report of your company’s unethical activity. 
Using humor about the unethical activity’s potential negative consequences to a superior. 
Anonymous reporting to the news media that exposes unethical activity. 
Seeking advice from external groups about ending the unethical activity. 
Distorting your knowledge of a unethical activity when asked about it by someone outside the 
organization.  
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Testifying in a legal context to a regulatory body about the unethical activity at your company.   
Talking with others with experience in industry about how to effectively end unethical activity.  
Taking complaints higher and higher up the company’s hierarchical ladder.   
Directly confronting wrongdoer to show displeasure with unethical activity.   
 
a = eliminated because loaded on no factors in three-dimension solution 
b = eliminated because loaded on all factors in three-dimension solution 
c = eliminated because of respondent’s saying they did not understand 
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