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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, we 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. While reading this section, participants should consider how the author’s observations fit with their own opinions and beliefs about moral disengagement, and reflect on the key questions given in the participant handout. At the journal meeting, those questions will be used as the basis for collegial discussion about participant experiences with the ethical environment and culture in their facility.
Journal Discussions typically take 45-60 minutes, and are suitable for “lunch and learn” settings or other short venues.

Objectives for the Journal Discussion
· Provide an opportunity for staff to reflect on their own thinking and behavior with regard to ethical practice in their work.
· Familiarize staff with resources available to them in their local IE program.
· Foster collaborative discussion among staff to improve the ethical environment and culture in your facility.
*Please note: While the four topics are numbered according to the order of their appearance in the article, these discussions can be held in any sequence.
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Logistics

Participants
Journal Discussions are open to any members of staff who wish to participate.

Preparation
At least two weeks before the meeting:

1. Work with your local library to get copies of the article while following copyright permission requirements. 

2. Reserve a meeting space.

3. Announce the event and make sure all in the facility are aware of it. Ask people who are interested to contact you for materials.

4. Disseminate the article and participant handouts to interested people, and ask them to read through the materials prior to the discussion.

5. Choose and confirm a Journal Discussion leader and plan a time to prepare him/her to lead the discussion. The ideal person is a high-profile leader, such as the Facility Director, for whom this would be an opportunity to showcase his/her role as Ethical Leadership Coordinator. If no high-profile leader is available, the IE Program Officer is a good choice, or another leader in the facility who is known to be an excellent facilitator. Share this guide with the designated person.

A day or two before the meeting:
1. Confirm the journal event in another announcement, and remind participants to bring their participant handouts with them.
2. Make extra copies of the participant handout and bring to the meeting.

After the meeting:
Summarize notes generated during brainstorming and share them with participants. You may also choose to include a summary in a brief write-up that can be included in a facility article, local newsletter, or daily report. A brief summary can help participants who were unable to join the discussion learn about the activity and encourage them to participate in future IE events. If ideas are generated that might be considered for implementation across the facility, the IE Council could be briefed for consideration.

Role of the Discussion Leader
The leader is responsible for getting the meeting started and setting the tone. Discussion should be open, collegial, and relevant to the journal activity objectives.
It is not necessary to cover all the key questions during the meeting. The leader should try to ensure, however, that all participants get the opportunity to share their thoughts on questions that particularly matter to them or have particular relevance to the facility.




Role of IE Staff 
· Give participant handouts to those who need them.
· Act as timekeeper, if leader has delegated that task.
· Track who speaks next, if leader has delegated that task.
· Take notes on questions, comments, suggestions that require further action. (Follow up on these after the meeting.)
· Take note on how many participants indicate an interest in attending another Journal Discussion and any suggestions made about improving the activity.

Suggested Ground Rules
Who Speaks When?
Typically, a discussion among a group of six or fewer participants, seated around a table or in a circle, is self-facilitating. For larger groups, it may be helpful to ask participants raise their hands when they want to speak. If needed, IE program staff can jot down the order in which hands go up. The leader may need to intervene from time to time if one person is dominating the discussion or if the discussion goes off track. In those instances, the leader may say, “Let’s hear from someone else on this,” or “Let’s go back to the question.”

Timing
The leader should start the meeting promptly, and give guidance at the beginning about how long each question will be discussed. The leader is responsible for moving the discussion from one question to the next, when the allotted time is up. S/he may delegate timekeeping responsibilities to the IE program staff in the room, or ask for a volunteer timekeeper from the participant group.

Questions about IE Program
When participants ask for more information about the IE program at the facility, the leader may call on the IE program staff in the room for a brief response. However, the journal activity is not meant to turn into a Q&A session. If a brief response isn’t feasible, the leader should ask the IE program staff to make a note of the question and respond to it later.

Participant Suggestions for Improving the IE Program
The IE program staff attending the meeting will note down any suggestions, along with the names of people who show an interest in following up on them. Review the notes with the group at the end of the session.




Leading the Journal Discussion

1. Introduce the session.	(5 min)
Set Expectations
Welcome participants. If you are not known to the group, introduce yourself by name and ask others to do the same. (IE program staff should quickly explain their role when introducing themselves.)
Direct participants to the meeting objectives on the first page of their handout and quickly read through them.
Explain your role as the leader in a Journal Discussion. You are responsible for:
· Facilitating an open, collegial, and relevant discussion.
· Ensuring that all participants who want to join in the discussion get an opportunity to do so.
· Keeping the discussion on track.
· Encouraging participants to seek information about the IE program at the facility, and to follow up on ethics concerns shared during the discussion.


2. Discuss key questions.	(about 40-50 min)
For each key question:
1. Read the initial statement and its accompanying questions, and elicit responses.

2. Read the first summary statement and question, and invite responses. If people are hesitant, you might want to read the rest of the questions from that set, and refer to the notes for the discussion leader. When the time for the question runs out, get the group’s attention and say something like, “I’m afraid we’re out of time on this question. Any last thoughts on it?”
If the group wishes to continue talking about the question, ask where the time will come from. Do participants wish to reduce the time spent on remaining questions or perhaps eliminate a question altogether?

3. Repeat for additional question sets.





3. Conclude the session.	(5 mins)
When there are only five minutes left, inform participants that the time is almost up.
If anyone objects that s/he hasn’t had a chance to express an idea or concern about the practice of ethics in the organization, ask the group if they agree to let that person speak for a minute or two. (People will usually agree, if the facilitator has shown an ability to keep to the allotted time so far.)

Follow-up on Questions, Comments, Suggestions
If participants have made suggestions about improving ethical practice at the facility, ask the IE program staff in the room to read out the suggestions (from their notes).

Close
Thank participants for a good discussion (and good suggestions, if any).

Ask who would like to attend another Journal Discussion meeting, and how the meeting structure might be improved, if at all.



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?

Note to discussion leader: To get the discussion going, you may need to remind participants that you are not asking them to disclose specific unethical acts or instances where an identifiable colleague or coworker became moral disengaged. They should keep their comments fairly general and, if they have specific concerns, encourage them to contact the facility ethics consultation service. 

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?
Note to discussion leader: Be sure to ask participants for examples of other rationales that they had witnessed colleagues or coworkers using to justify unethical behavior, and also to provide examples of red flags, such as “it’s not our responsibility” or “everyone else is doing it.” Once again, you may need to remind participants that you are not asking them to disclose specific unethical acts or rationales that they may have witnessed in their service or workgroup and/or identify people who may have a propensity for moral disengagement. They should keep their comments fairly general and, if they have specific concerns, encourage them to contact the facility ethics consultation service. 

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?
Note to discussion leader: You can use this opportunity to discuss the 2nd compass point of ethical leadership, “Communicate clear expectations for ethical practice.” Lacking clear communication, employees may assume the leader is framing a situation or request in such a way as to encourage unethical behavior. You can also mention that the influence of decision frames on (un)ethical behavior is specifically covered in “Discussion 4: Decision Frames” of this series. The Ethical Leadership Primer offers many suggestions for how a leader can discourage this tendency, such as:
· Making expectations explicit
· Providing real-life examples of ethical practice
· Explaining the values underlying their expectations
· Anticipating barriers to meeting your expectations, such as competing priorities or inadequate timelines
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