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(Un)Ethical Behavior in Organizations
Treviño, Linda Klebe; Nieuwenboer, Niki A.; Kish-Gephart, Jennifer J. 2014. Annual Review of Psychology, Volume 65: 635-660.

Discussion 3: Moral Disengagement

Overview
This is the third discussion in a four-part series that explores ethical leadership concepts raised in “(Un)Ethical Behavior in Organizations,” a review of current thought related to ethical and unethical behavior in organizations. Building on previous research and discussing recent advances in the field, this article focuses on how organizations and their leadership provide the context for ethical — and unethical — behavior.
In this journal activity, discussion will focus on how and why people can suspend their accustomed moral imperative to act ethically when exposed to certain social or environmental conditions, including those encountered in their workplace. This phenomenon, termed “moral disengagement,” tends to arise when people receive opportunities to “legitimately” justify unethical behavior via rationalizations while maintaining the appearance of being moral. For example, the article states that people are more likely to cheat in situations where they can justify their behavior as helping others or their organizations — and not just themselves. Leaders can also induce employees to morally disengage by framing situations in such a way. This journal activity provides a venue for reflection, discussion, and inquiry about the circumstances under which moral disengagement can arise, and how it can erode the ethical environment and culture in an organization. This topic is discussed in the “Moral Disengagement” section of the article. 
The Journal Discussions, which typically take 45-60 minutes, are open to any members of staff who wish to participate.

Objectives for the Journal Discussion
· Reflect on your own thinking and behavior with regard to ethical practice in your work.
· Familiarize yourself with resources available through your local IE program.
· Foster collaborative discussion among staff to improve the ethical environment and culture in your facility.
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Preparation

1. Read the article critically, focusing on the section, “Moral Disengagement.” While reading this section, you should consider how the author’s observations fit with your own opinions and beliefs about moral disengagement.
2. Reflect on the key questions, below. At the journal meeting, those questions will be used as the basis for collegial discussion about your experiences with the ethical environment and culture in your facility.


Key Questions

1. The article discusses how people can suspend their accustomed inclination to behave ethically (“morally disengage”) in situations that provide a sufficiently compelling rationale, such as that the unethical behavior will help others or their organization.
· Have you observed this phenomenon across your career? Do you see this phenomenon in your service or workgroup?
· What types of behaviors did it encourage?
· Do any colleagues attempt to stop or discourage the behavior? Why or why not?
· How did it impact the overall ethical workplace environment and culture?
2. Research indicates that moral disengagement tends to occur more often in certain circumstances than others. For example, in addition to those where the person believes their unethical behavior is serving others or their organizations, these circumstances can include occasions when people are “primed” to think creatively or to experience positive affect.
· Have you seen circumstances across your career that have made it easier for people to morally disengage? What were they?
· How can these problematic circumstances or contexts be addressed?
· How does the occurrence of moral disengagement impact the overall ethical workplace environment and culture?
3. The authors list numerous rationales for moral disengagement, including diffusing responsibility, displacing responsibility, blaming the victim, or claiming that the action is warranted because it serves a higher purpose.
· What rationales have you heard for committing unethical behavior across your career?
· In what ways were employees rewarded (or otherwise reinforced) for using these rationales in any given situation? In what ways were they punished?
· In what ways were employees rewarded (or otherwise reinforced) for not succumbing to these rationales? In what ways were they punished?
· How can individuals be taught to recognize the occurrence of moral disengagement, so that they can resist the impulse to suspend their normal tendencies to refrain from unethical behavior? What are the red flags for moral disengagement?
4. The article also specifically links moral disengagement with leadership behaviors. “Leaders,” according to the article, “are able to induce employee unethical behavior by framing situations to help employees morally disengage.” 
· Have you ever noticed leaders in your service or workgroup (or facility) inducing (or otherwise encouraging) unethical behavior?
· What types of situations are especially conducive to this framing? Why?
· When faced with this sort of pressure, how can employees resist becoming morally disengaged?
· What impact does this framing have on the ethical environment and culture of your service or workgroup? 
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