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In four laboratory studies, we find that regulatory focus induced by situational cues (such as the framing
of an unrelated task) or primed influences people’s likelihood to cross ethical boundaries. A promotion
focus leads individuals to be more likely to act unethically than a prevention focus (Studies 1, 2, and
3). These higher levels of dishonesty are explained by the influence of a person’s induced regulatory focus
on his or her behavior toward risk. A promotion focus leads to risk-seeking behaviors, while a prevention
focus leads to risk avoidance (Study 3). Through higher levels of dishonesty, promotion focus also results
in higher levels of virtuous behavior (Studies 2 and 3), thus providing evidence for compensatory ethics.
Our results also demonstrate that the framing of ethics (e.g., through an organization’s ethics code) influ-
ences individuals’ ethical behavior and does so differently depending on an individual’s induced regula-
tory focus (Study 4).

� 2011 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction

From Enron to the recent world-wide financial crisis, corporate
scandals and other instances of unethical behavior within organi-
zations are becoming common topics covered by the media. These
examples of ethical failures add to cases of employee misconduct,
such as theft of office supplies, fraudulent expense reports or injury
claims, and falsified overtime, which are costing US companies an
estimated fifty billion dollars annually (see Mishra & Prasad, 2006;
Weber, Kurke, & Pentico, 2003). In the wake of such widespread
unethical conduct, many organizations have attempted to instill
ethical values in their employees through ethics training or formal
policy documents such as ethics codes (Weaver, Treviño, &
Cochran, 1999a; Weaver, Treviño, & Cochran, 1999b). But these
efforts vary in the degree to which they align with a company’s
general approach to its business.

Most companies encourage managers and employees to focus
on promoting positive economic outcomes (e.g., Baetz, 1998). For
instance, leaders may stress the importance of reaching specific
financial goals within a given amount of time, or they may admin-
ister bonuses to employees who exceed their sales targets. By con-
trast, ethics initiatives tend to be packaged primarily as a set of
constraints, compliance schemes, and violations to be prevented
(Paine, 1994; Treviño, Weaver, Gibson, and Toffler, 2001). For
ll rights reserved.
instance, the codes of conduct of many modern companies include
statement such as ‘‘employees must avoid conflicts of interests’’ or
‘‘employees may not improperly use any company assets.’’ Does
this subtle difference in the framing of ethics versus business
objectives influence employee behavior?

The current research addresses this question by examining
whether the framing of ethics within organizations influences indi-
viduals’ likelihood to behave dishonestly. As a first step in our
investigation, we examine whether the framing of ethics influences
individuals’ ethical behavior and their preferences toward risk. We
distinguish between two ways to frame ethical conduct: promo-
tion of being ethical (i.e., the promotion of a positive and desirable
state) and prevention of being unethical (the prevention of a neg-
ative or undesirable state). We build on psychological research on
regulatory focus (Higgins, 1997), which suggests that people focus
more heavily either on the promotion of positive outcomes or on
the prevention of negative outcomes when attaining goals
(Higgins, 1996; Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994). While
subtle, these two ways of framing ethical conduct may produce sig-
nificant differences in people’s likelihood to behave dishonestly—
with important consequences for organizations. Our interest in this
paper is not the study of people’s disposition toward prevention or
promotion focus. Instead, we are interested in examining the influ-
ence of an individual’s regulatory focus when induced or primed
by situational factors such as how the task has been framed.

This research contributes to a broader program of study
concerning the psychology of unethical behavior (e.g., Messick,
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1995; Messick, 1996; Messick & Bazerman, 1996; Messick & Tenb-
runsel, 1996; Tenbrunsel & Messick, 1996). Similar to prior re-
search in this domain, we focus on how subtle changes in the
environment influence the ethical behavior of individual actors
by inducing a prevention or a promotion focus in individuals. Sev-
eral models of unethical behavior (e.g., Hegarty & Sims, 1978; Tre-
viño, 1986; Treviño & Youngblood, 1990) suggest that misconduct
is influenced by a person-situation interaction. Specifically, the
tendency of people to engage in unethical behavior depends on
both characteristics of the environment and characteristics of the
individual. For instance, prior work has shown that both personal
characteristics (e.g., stage of moral development or concern for
self-presentation) and contextual factors (such as the use of codes
of ethics) influence ethical behavior (Weaver et al., 1999a, 1999b).
In this vein, we study how an individual’s regulatory focus (when
induced by subtle situational forces, such as the framing of the
task) interacts with an organization’s framing of ethics (e.g.,
through an ethics code). Furthermore, we examine whether addi-
tive effects may occur when the two factors are consistent with
one another (e.g., both the employee and the organization are fo-
cused on promoting positive outcomes or on preventing negative
ones). Thus, our studies are designed to complement and extend
existing knowledge about the conditions under which even good
people are likely to cross ethical boundaries and the conditions un-
der which they are likely to hew more closely to moral standards.

Theoretical background

The psychology of regulatory focus

Regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1996; Higgins, 1997) distin-
guishes between two strategies for goal attainment: promotion fo-
cus or prevention focus. Promotion concerns revolve around
attainment; they are represented as pursuing hopes and aspira-
tions that ensure advancement and are experienced as the achieve-
ment of positive outcomes (i.e., gains; Higgins, 1997). Because of
this positive outcome focus, the strategic inclination of people with
a promotion focus is to approach a goal in a state of eagerness (see
Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins et al., 1994). In contrast, preven-
tion concerns revolve around maintenance; they are represented
as upholding responsibilities and obligations that are necessary
to ensure security and are experienced as ensuring protection from
negative outcomes (i.e., non-losses; Higgins, 1997). Because of this
negative outcome focus, the strategic inclination of people with a
prevention focus is avoidance in a state of vigilance. Previous re-
search has shown that these different strategic motivations are
independent from performance expectancies (see Shah & Higgins,
1997; Shah, Higgins, & Friedman, 1998) and can be induced tempo-
rarily by momentary situations (Brockner & Higgins, 2001; Crowe
& Higgins, 1997; Liberman, Idson, Camacho, & Higgins, 1999).

We contend that an individual’s regulatory focus influences that
person’s ethical behavior in a given moment. A person’s regulatory
focus may indeed highlight the potential benefits and costs of act-
ing dishonestly. Together with the amount to be gained from
cheating and the expected punishment, the risk of being caught
cheating is a central input in rational crime theory (Allingham &
Sandmo, 1972; Becker, 1968). According to this framework, the
individual engages in a cost-benefit calculation that leads to an
ultimate decision about dishonesty (support for this perspective
is evident in work by Hill and Kochendorfer (1969), Steininger,
Johnson, and Kirts (1964), Tittle and Rowe (1973), and Vitro and
Schoer (1972)). Thus, depending on the perceived risk of being
caught, individuals may make different decisions about acting
ethically.

Previous studies have demonstrated that regulatory focus
affects risky decision-making (Higgins, 2002), risky information
processing style (Förster, Higgins, & Bianco, 2003), and outcome
categorization under conditions of uncertainty (Molden & Higgins,
2004). For instance, Grant and Higgins (2003) have shown that pro-
motion focus is related to being eager, risky, and oriented towards
attaining gains as positive outcomes, whereas prevention focus is
related to being careful, cautious, and oriented toward avoiding
losses as negative outcomes. Furthermore, Crowe and Higgins
(1997) have found that acting from a promotion focus induces an
exploratory risk-seeking behavior, whereas acting from a preven-
tion focus produces a conservative risk-avoidance behavior
(Higgins, 2002).

Given the influence of regulatory focus on risk tendencies, we
hypothesize that regulatory focus will also affect an individual’s
likelihood to behave dishonestly. We focus on situations in which
cues in the environment, such as the framing of the task or of the
incentive scheme, induce either a promotion or a prevention focus
in individuals. We refer to such situations by using the label ‘‘in-
duced regulatory focus.’’ Across our studies, we focus on situations
in which acting dishonestly serves an advancement function – i.e.,
participants gain money from cheating by misreporting task per-
formance. In such situations, we expect individuals with a promo-
tion focus to be more likely to behave dishonestly compared to
individuals with a prevention focus (Hypothesis 1). We also expect
behaviors toward risk to mediate the effect of an individual’s in-
duced regulatory focus on his or her unethical behavior. Specifi-
cally, people with a promotion focus will be more risk seeking
compared to people with a prevention focus, and such risk-seeking
behavior will explain the higher levels of dishonesty for people
with a promotion focus (Hypothesis 2).

Compensatory ethics

We also predict that an individual’s induced regulatory focus
will influence the tendency of that individual to engage in ‘‘com-
pensatory ethics’’ (see Zhong, Ku, Lount, & Murnighan, 2010). Early
studies on moral psychology and ethical decision making mainly
focused on individuals’ moral reasoning and reactions to isolated
events. By contrast, recent studies have highlighted the importance
of a global sense of morality (e.g., Zhong, Liljenquist, & Cain, 2009;
Zhong et al., 2010). These theories suggest that our moral behav-
iors result from an implicit calculation of self-perception, in which
moral self-image is boosted by good behaviors and dampened by
bad ones (Mazar & Zhong, 2010). People desire to have a positive
moral self-image and see themselves as ethical (Aquino & Reed,
2002; Tenbrunsel, 1998), but struggle to maintain this positive
self-image when facing ethical or social dilemmas involving
conflicts of interest. As a result, whenever their moral self-image
is threatened, people are likely to behave ethically.

Consistent with these theories of compensatory ethics, we ex-
pect that a previous unethical act (which we hypothesized to be
more likely for people with a promotion focus than for people with
a prevention focus) will motivate a subsequent ethical action. Prior
research provides some support for this claim. For instance, Carl-
smith and Gross (1969) noted that compliance with requests for
help increases after moral values have been violated, even when
such compliance in no way rectifies the previous damage. Simi-
larly, Wallington (1973) found that people who violate moral rules
actively inflict punishment upon themselves in other domains.
Furthermore, moral cleansing theory (Tetlock, Kristel, Elson, Green,
& Lerner, 2000) also provides evidence for moral-compensatory
motivation. This theory suggests that when individuals violate
their own values, they are likely to engage in moral cleansing that
reaffirms core values and loyalties (for empirical support of this
theory, see Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006).

Thus, if induced promotion focus does in fact lead to higher lev-
els of individual dishonesty compared to a prevention focus, as we
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hypothesized, then we expect induced promotion focus also to lead
to higher levels of virtuous behaviors following unethical acts
(Hypothesis 3). We also expect moral compensation to mediate
this effect, such that the link between induced promotion focus
and ethical behavior is explained by the higher level of dishonesty
for people with a promotion rather than a prevention focus
(Hypothesis 4).

Framing of ethics within organizations

A person’s regulatory focus can be shaped not only by his or her
developmental history, but also by his or her environment (e.g., the
organization in which the person works). Indeed, research on reg-
ulatory focus has conceived promotion and prevention focus both
as a chronic state (individual differences approach), and as a
momentary product of the situation where certain contexts make
one regulatory focus predominant over the other. For instance, task
instructions that emphasize gains tend to induce a promotion fo-
cus, while task instructions that emphasize losses tend to induce
a prevention focus. These types of instructions and framing tech-
niques which induce regulatory focus could be determined by
organizational members. Through their mission statements, poli-
cies, incentive schemes, and cultures, organizations can shape
managers’ and employees’ regulatory focus, which in turn influ-
ences their ethical behavior. As suggested by our previous hypoth-
eses, we predict that situational forces that cast the task or the
incentive scheme in a certain light (either prevention or promotion
focus) have a strong influence on individuals’ ethical behavior.

We suggest that an organization’s framing of ethics can then
exacerbate or reduce the effects of situational forces shaping a per-
son’s regulatory focus in promoting ethical behavior depending on
whether the two are consistent with one another. In other words,
we suggest that an organization’s framing of ethics can then ampli-
fy or reduce the effects upon ethical behavior of the regulatory fo-
cus induced or primed by other organizational features. As we
discussed for individuals’ frame of ethical conduct, we distinguish
two main ways in which organizations can frame ethics: ethics can
be construed in terms of aims to be advanced (organizational pro-
motion-focus frame), or in terms of violations to be prevented
(organizational prevention-focus frame). We suggest that these
different framings of ethics in organizations, which can be made
explicit through mission statements, guidelines, or organizational
policies, have a direct effect on individuals’ ethical behavior within
the firm.

We propose that when an organization’s frame of ethics and its
members’ induced regulatory focus are consistent (they both focus
on the promotion of positive outcomes or they both focus on the
prevention of negative outcomes), it will be easier for individuals
to process the ‘‘organizational message’’ used to frame ethics. Un-
der these conditions of consistency, people have an ‘‘it just feels
right’’ experience that they might transfer to other judgments.
These feelings are similar to those experienced in the case of ‘‘reg-
ulatory fit,’’ which refers to a consistency between a goal (e.g., the
aspiration to behave ethically) and one’s strategy for attaining that
goal (e.g., eagerly engaging in some ethical behavior) (see Cesario,
Grant, & Higgins, 2004; Higgins, 2000). For instance, people judge
the resolution of a conflict to be more correct when the manner
of resolution is consistent with their regulatory focus (Camacho,
Higgins, & Luger, 2003).

Consequently, when an organizational ethics frame is consis-
tent with an individual’s induced regulatory focus, employees
should easily process the ideas conveyed in an organization’s fram-
ing of ethics and their behavior should be more affected than it
would be when the two are inconsistent. That is, consistency be-
tween an organization’s ethics frame and an individual’s induced
regulatory focus has additive effects in promoting ethical behavior
or preventing unethical acts. This reasoning leads us to hypothe-
size that individuals’ levels of dishonesty will be the highest when
individuals’ regulatory focus and the organizational frame are cen-
tered around promotion of positive outcomes, and the lowest
when individuals’ regulatory focus and the organizational frame
are centered around prevention of negative outcomes (Hypothesis
5).

We test these predictions in four laboratory studies where we
manipulate individuals’ framing of ethical conduct through situa-
tional cues inducing regulatory focus (Studies 1–3) as well as an
organization’s framing of ethics (Study 4).
Study 1

In Study 1, we took the first step in our empirical exploration of
the influence of regulatory focus on unethical behavior by examin-
ing how prevention and promotion focus affect the likelihood that
individuals will cross ethical boundaries. We manipulated regula-
tory focus using a procedure developed by Friedman and Förster
(2001) and used in various studies to activate promotion versus
prevention focus (see e.g., Brockner, Higgins, & Low, 2004;
Chernev, 2004; Förster, Friedman, Ozelsel, & Denzler, 2006;
Janoff-Bulman, Sheikh, & Hepp, 2009; Smith, Wagaman, & Handley,
2009; Wan, Hong, & Sternthal, 2009). Prior work has manipulated
regulatory focus by instructing participants that actual, promotion-
related outcomes (e.g., gains and non-gains) or prevention-related
outcomes (e.g., losses and non-losses) were contingent on their
task performance. In Friedman and Förster’s work, instead, regula-
tory focus is activated through an initial task that simply and unob-
trusively activates the rudimentary representations associated
with striving for nurturance or security (Friedman & Förster,
2001). We used this manipulation to test the hypothesis that a per-
son’s induced regulatory focus influences her likelihood to behave
unethically when given the opportunity to do so.
Pilot study

To test the validity of this manipulation for regulatory focus, we
conducted a pilot study on a non-overlapping group of partici-
pants. Sixty-nine undergraduate and graduate students at a univer-
sity in the United States (Mage = 22.35, SD = 3.60; 49% male)
participated in this pilot study. Participants had to complete a pen-
cil-and-paper maze. Following Friedman and Förster (2001), in
both conditions we depicted a cartoon mouse trapped inside the
maze and instructed participants to ‘‘find the way for the mouse’’.
In the promotion-cue condition, a piece of Swiss cheese was shown
lying outside the maze, in front of a brick wall containing an exit
for the mouse. Completion of this version of the maze activated
both the semantic concept of ‘‘seeking nurturance’’ (represented
by available food) and the procedural representation coding move-
ment toward the desired end state of nurturance (Friedman & För-
ster, 2001). In the prevention-cue condition, instead of cheese, an
owl was depicted hovering above the maze, presumably ready to
swoop down and capture the mouse unless it could escape the
maze and retreat through the entryway. Completion of this version
of the maze activated the semantic concept of ‘‘seeking security’’ as
well as the procedural representation coding movement toward
the desired end state of safety (Friedman & Förster, 2001). In short,
in the promotion-focus condition, the motivation to leave the maze
was to get to the cheese, whereas in the prevention-focus condi-
tion the motivation was to escape from an owl that was lurking
overhead. All participants completed this task successfully. Follow-
ing prior research (e.g., Wan et al., 2009), we asked participants to
describe their goals when taking the perspective of the mouse and
used their descriptions as a manipulation check.
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To assess the effectiveness of this regulatory focus manipula-
tion, participants’ responses pertaining to their goal in taking the
perspective of a mouse were coded by two judges. The two judges
recorded the total number of responses that implied a promotion
or a prevention focus. For example, ‘‘my goal was to get to the
cheese fast and eat it!’’ was coded as indicating a promotion focus,
and ‘‘my goal was to solve the maze without becoming the owl’s
meal’’ was coded as representing a prevention focus. The two
judges agreed in their classification 96% of the time. The two
judges discussed any disagreement until they were resolved.

We conducted two separate within-subjects ANOVAs to exam-
ine the effect of the regulatory focus manipulation on the number
of participants’ responses that implied a promotion or a prevention
focus. The results indicated that those primed with a promotion fo-
cus listed more promotion-oriented responses (M = .82, SD = .39)
than prevention-oriented responses (M = .21, SD = .41; F(1, 33) =
30.51, p < .001, g2 = .48). In contrast, those primed with a preven-
tion focus reported more prevention-oriented responses (M = .69,
SD = .47) than promotion-oriented responses (M = .09, SD = .28;
F(1, 34) = 29.75, p < .001, g2 = .47). These results suggest that the
maze manipulation was successful in inducing regulatory focus.

Methods

Participants
Eighty-six undergraduate and graduate students at a university

in the United States (Mage = 22, SD = 3.13; 56% male) participated in
this study. This sample was used because the procedure involved
making a decision—whether or not to over-report performance—
that students commonly face and would likely face in their future
careers (e.g., whether or not to honestly report hours worked). Par-
ticipants received $2 as a show-up fee and $5 for completing the
final questionnaire, and they could earn an additional $18 through-
out the study.

Procedure
The study employed one between-subjects factor: promotion

focus versus prevention focus. Participants were told the study in-
cluded various tasks that had been combined for convenience. The
first task was a modified version of Schweitzer, Ordóñez, and Dou-
ma’s (2004) anagram task (also used in Gino & Pierce, 2009a; Gino
& Pierce, 2009b), in which participants were told to check their
own work, thus giving them an opportunity to overstate their
performance and engage in unethical behavior. Unbeknownst to
participants, we could track whether participants cheated by
over-reporting performance. We asked our participants to com-
plete anagrams over six rounds under time pressure. In each round,
participants were given a series of seven letters and asked to create
as many words as possible. The last series of letters was presented
in a different order for each participant so that we could track who
cheated and to what extent by comparing workbooks and answer
sheets with participants’ self-reported performance (the series of
letters were printed on both). They were given the goal of creating
nine words in 90 s in each round.1 Each participant had an envelope
on his or her desk containing eighteen $1 bills. They were told they
1 We conducted a pilot study (N = 62) to determine how many words, on average,
people can create within a 90-s time limit. In each of six rounds, participants were
given 90 s to create words using different combinations of seven letters while
following these rules: ‘‘Each word must be an English word, three or more letters
long, other than a proper noun, made by using each of the seven letters only once per
word, and used in only one form.’’ We used the results of the pilot study to identify a
performance goal for our main study. As in prior studies that used anagram tasks to
investigate goal setting, our goal was set equal to the 90th percentile of performance
(e.g., Schweitzer et al., 2004). Specifically, the goal we gave participants was to create
nine words in each round. As explained in detail below, this goal was used to
determine participants’ payoff during the main study.
would receive $3 in each round in which they reached the goal, and
they reported their answers in their workbook. Specifically, once the
six rounds had ended, participants were told they would receive a
pen of a different color and a Scrabble dictionary so that they could
check their work, and then fill out an answer sheet on which they
reported their task performance. While the experimenter distributed
the scrabble dictionary, participants were asked to engage in a sec-
ond task.

The second task was a problem-solving task we used to manip-
ulate regulatory focus (the task was developed by Friedman & För-
ster, 2001). In this ostensibly separate, unrelated task, participants
had to complete the pencil-and-paper maze used in our pilot
study. Participants were told we were interested in their problem
solving skills under time pressure.

Since this manipulation was ostensibly incidental to subse-
quent measures of dishonesty, as it involved solving a problem
for a cartoon rodent, it was unlikely to elicit an ‘‘active’’ regulatory
focus, in the sense of a motivation to attain personal nurturance or
security. As such, it provided a strong test of our hypothesis that
regulatory focus cues may independently influence unethical
behavior. Participants were given 2 min to work on the problem-
solving task; a pilot study conducted on a non-overlapping group
of participants (N = 48) showed that participants are able to com-
plete the maze within this time frame.

After the 2 min had passed, participants were asked to return to
the anagram task and check their work. They were given 15 min to
check their answers and put their work in a recycling box. They
were asked to pay themselves from the envelope on their desk
according to their performance.

Finally, participants filled out a questionnaire containing per-
sonality and demographic questions. We also asked participants
to describe the pictures on the maze task that they had completed
earlier in the study to determine whether participants remem-
bered the maze correctly. As we expected, all participants accu-
rately recalled the content of the maze drawings (e.g., a mouse
seeking a piece of cheese in the promotion-cue condition), suggest-
ing that they had indeed processed the nurturance- or security-re-
lated cues.

Measures
We used several measures of unethical behavior. Our primary

measure, the overstatement score, involved coding the difference
between participants’ actual productivity and their productivity
claims, as in Schweitzer et al. (2004) and Gino and Pierce
(2009b). For each participant, we computed an overstatement
score to represent the fraction of times the participant overstated
productivity relative to the number of times he/she missed the goal
(and thus had the opportunity to overstate productivity). These
scores could range from 0 (i.e., a participant never overstated pro-
ductivity) to 1 (a participant overstated productivity every time he/
she had the chance to do so). We used three alternative measures
of unethical behavior for robustness: (1) a dummy variable indicat-
ing the participant cheated at least once; (2) the number of rounds
overstated; and (3) the average number of words overstated. These
measures produce consistent results across our studies.

Results

Across all four studies, we first conducted analyses that in-
cluded gender and age as control variables. We found no significant
effects for these demographic variables, and we thus report our
findings collapsed across demographic groups in each study.

Performance
Table 1 reports the productivity and misreporting results for the

two treatment conditions. We first compared the number of valid



Table 1
Productivity and misreporting results by round and condition, Study 1.a

Round Number of valid words created Percentage of participants. . .

Promotion Condition Prevention Condition Who actually met the goal Who claimed to meet the goal

Mean SD Mean SD Promotion Prevention Promotion Prevention

1 7.04 1.54 7.37 1.56 8.9 22.0 57.8 26.8
2 6.58 1.76 6.98 1.64 13.3 14.6 40.0 17.1
3 7.73 1.94 7.93 1.92 31.1 39.0 84.4 43.9
4 7.36 2.31 7.76 1.88 22.2 24.4 73.3 46.3
5 7.53 2.34 8.00 1.82 28.9 31.7 71.1 48.8
6 8.87 1.75 9.12 2.51 53.3 51.2 91.1 75.6

Average 7.52 1.94 7.86 1.89 26.3 30.5 69.6 43.1

Note: We found no differences per round in the number of valid words created, nor in the percentage of people who actually met the goal between the promotion and the
prevention condition. There was one exception in the case of percentage of people who actually met the goal: in round 1, in the prevention condition the percentage was
marginally higher than that in the promotion condition (v2(1, N = 86) = 2.85, p = .09). However, the promotion and prevention conditions differed in the percentage of people
who claimed to meet the goal in each round (all ps < .05).

a For the promotion-focus condition N = 45, while for the prevention-focus condition N = 41.
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words that participants listed in the two conditions. Since our
manipulation occurred after participants completed the anagram
task, we expected to find no differences in productivity. On aver-
age, the number of valid words participants created in the promo-
tion-focus condition was not statistically different from that of
participants in the prevention-focus condition (M = 7.52,
SD = 1.31 vs. M = 7.86, SD = 1.23), F(1, 84) = 1.52, p = .22, g2 = .02.
We also checked whether there were ‘‘careless’’ participants who
understated their productivity one or more times and found none.

Does regulatory focus motivate unethical behavior?
Consistent with our main prediction, the average overstatement

score for participants was significantly higher in the promotion-fo-
cus condition (M = 0.56, SD = 0.37) than in the prevention-focus
condition (M = 0.18, SD = 0.28), t(84) = 5.28, p < .001. Results for
the alternative measures of unethical behavior are consistent with
these results: a larger number of participants over-reported perfor-
mance at least once in the promotion-focus condition (82%, 37 out
of 45) than in the prevention-focus condition (39%, 16 out of 41),
v2(1, N = 86) = 16.93, p < .001. In addition, both the number of
overstated rounds and the average number of over-reported
words were higher in the promotion-focus condition
(Mrounds overstated = 2.60, SD = 1.89; Mwords overstated = 1.24, SD = 1.05)
than in the prevention-focus condition (Mroundsoverstated = 0.76,
SD = 1.18, t(84) = 5.37, p < .001; Mwords overstated = 0.38, SD = 0.80,
t(84) = 4.27, p < .001). Taken together, these results support
Hypothesis 1 and suggest that participants were more likely to
overstate their performance in the promotion-focus condition than
in the prevention-focus condition.

Discussion

The results of Study 1 supported the hypothesis that cues asso-
ciated with a promotion focus, relative to those associated with a
prevention focus, are more likely to motivate dishonesty and thus
result in higher levels of unethical behavior. These findings suggest
that situational cues can trigger a person’s regulatory focus and, in
turn, influence her ethical behavior.

Study 2

Our second study had two main goals. First, we wanted to rep-
licate the findings of Study 1. Second, we added a new task to the
procedure used in our first study, namely a donation task, so that
we could investigate the influence of regulatory focus on prosocial
behavior. Thus, Study 2 allows us to test Hypotheses 3 and 4.
Methods

Participants
Sixty-six MBA students (Mage = 27, SD = 3.03; 42% male) at a

university in United States participated in this study. As in Study
1, participants received $2 as a show-up fee, $5 for completing
the final questionnaire and had the opportunity to earn an addi-
tional $18 throughout the study.

Procedure
The study employed the same design and procedure used in

Study 1 but with one main difference. Participants filled out a
questionnaire with personality and demographic questions as their
final task. The final page of the questionnaire included a brochure
about donating money to National Public Radio (NPR). Participants
had the opportunity to donate money to NPR by filling out a dona-
tion slip and including real dollars in a previously addressed enve-
lope. We varied the office number given in the address on the
envelope so that it matched participants’ study ID. Thus, partici-
pants had the opportunity to donate some of their earning after
they had the opportunity to cheat on the anagram task.

Results

We first confirmed that all participants accurately recalled the
content of the maze drawings.

Performance
Table 2 reports the productivity and misreporting results for the

two treatment conditions. We did not find statistical differences in
the number of valid words participants created between the pro-
motion-focus condition and the prevention-focus condition
(M = 8.30, SD = 2.16 vs. M = 8.76, SD = 1.97), F(1, 64) < 1, p = .38,
g2 = .01. We also checked whether there were ‘‘careless’’ partici-
pants who understated their productivity one or more times and
found none.

Does regulatory focus motivate unethical behavior?
Consistent with Hypothesis 1, the average overstatement score

for participants was significantly higher in the promotion-focus
condition (M = 0.52, SD = 0.35) than in the prevention-focus condi-
tion (M = 0.19, SD = 0.31), t(59) = 3.84, p < .001. Results for the
alternative measures of unethical behavior are consistent with
these results: a larger number of participants over-reported perfor-
mance at least once in the promotion-focus condition (73%, 24 out
of 33) than in the prevention-focus condition (36%, 12 out of 33),



Table 2
Productivity and misreporting results by round and condition, Study 2.a

Round Number of valid words created Percentage of participants. . .

Promotion condition Prevention condition Who actually met the goal Who claimed to meet the goal

Mean SD Mean SD Promotion Prevention Promotion Prevention

1 7.27 2.88 7.55 2.68 33.3 42.4 72.7 45.5
2 5.52 2.33 5.42 2.51 12.1 12.1 42.4 21.2
3 9.00 2.40 9.06 2.30 63.6 63.6 78.8 66.7
4 8.12 2.41 9.00 2.41 54.5 63.6 75.8 75.8
5 8.73 3.10 9.55 2.84 48.5 69.7 78.8 75.8
6 11.21 3.38 12.00 3.43 84.8 78.8 93.9 90.9

Average 8.31 2.75 8.76 2.70 49.5 55.0 73.7 62.6

Note: We found no differences per round in the number of valid words created, nor in the percentage of people who actually met the goal between the promotion and the
prevention condition. There was one exception: in round 5, in the prevention condition the percentage of people who actually met the goal was marginally higher than that in
the promotion condition (v2(1, N = 66) = 3.07, p = .08). As for the percentage of people who claimed to meet the goal in each round, we found significant differences in rounds
1 and 2 but not in rounds 3 through 6.

a For the promotion-focus condition N = 33, while for the prevention-focus condition N = 33.
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v2(1, N = 66) = 8.80, p = .003. In addition, both the number of
overstated rounds and the average number of over-reported words
were higher in the promotion-focus condition (Mrounds overstated =
1.45, SD = 1.39; Mwords overstated = 1.18, SD = 1.03) than in the pre-
vention-focus condition (Mrounds overstated = 0.45, SD = 0.67,
t(64) = 3.72, p = .003; Mwords overstated = 0.66, SD = 0.97, t(64) = 2.09,
p < .05). Taken together, these results are consistent with the re-
sults of Study 1 and show that regulatory focus influenced partic-
ipants’ likelihood to overstate their performance.

Does regulatory focus motivate virtuous behavior?
Hypothesis 3 predicted that promotion focus would lead to

higher levels of virtuous behaviors following unethical acts. Con-
sistent with this hypothesis, a larger number of participants do-
nated some money to NPR in the promotion-focus condition
(30%, 10 out of 33) than in the prevention-focus condition (6%, 2
out of 33), v2(1, N = 66) = 6.52, p < .02. In addition, the average
amount of money participants donated was higher in the promo-
tion-focus condition (M = $0.79, SD = 1.32) than in the preven-
tion-focus condition (M = $0.12, SD = 0.55), t(64) = 2.67, p < .01.

Compensatory ethics
Hypothesis 4 predicted that the link between induced promo-

tion focus and ethical behavior would be explained by the higher
level of dishonesty for people with a promotion rather than a pre-
vention focus. To examine whether the level of cheating on the
anagram task (as measured by the overstatement score) mediated
the effect of regulatory focus on prosocial behavior (as measured
by the amount participants donated to NPR), we followed the steps
recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986). After controlling for
overstatement score, the effect of the regulatory focus manipula-
tion on prosocial behavior was reduced to non-significance (from
b = .33, t = 2.65, p = .01 to b = .06, t < 1, p = .62), and the overstate-
ment score significantly predicted higher prosocial behavior
(b = .60, t = 5.24, p < .001). Including the overstatement score in-
creased variance explained significantly by 28% from r2 = .11 to
r2 = .39, F(1, 58) = 27.46, p < .001.

To test whether the size of the indirect effect of the regulatory
focus manipulation on prosocial behavior through the level of
cheating differed significantly from zero, we utilized a bootstrap
procedure to construct bias-corrected confidence intervals based
on 1000 random samples with replacement from the full sample,
as recommended by methodologists and statisticians (MacKinnon,
Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). The size of the indi-
rect effect from the full sample was .58, and the 95% bias-corrected
confidence interval excluded zero (.22, 1.17). Thus, the level of
cheating mediated the effect of regulatory focus on prosocial
behavior. This result supports Hypothesis 4.

We conducted additional analyses to further examine the ef-
fects of cheating on donation behavior. Thirty-one percent (11/
36) of the participants who cheated on the anagram task donated
money, compared to only about 3% (1/30) of the participants
who did not cheat, v2(1, N = 66) = 8.15, p < .01. This result provides
evidence for compensatory ethics. However, as in the case of our
previous analyses testing Hypothesis 4, it is possible that another
mechanism accounts, at least in part, for the link between
promotion focus and prosocial behavior. Recent research (Gino,
Schweitzer, Mead, & Ariely, in press) has demonstrated that resist-
ing the temptation to cheat consumes self-regulatory resources.
When self-regulatory resources are consumed, people feel de-
pleted and they are more likely to behave unethically (Gino
et al., in press; Mead, Baumeister, Gino, Schweitzer, & Ariely,
2009). In this case, that would translate in being more likely to
keep the money for themselves instead of donating part of their
payoff in the donation task. Thus, the link between cheating and
subsequent prosocial behavior could be the result of depleted
self-regulation resources rather than compensatory ethics. We
return to this issue in the general discussion.
Discussion

The results of our second study provide further support for our
predictions that cues associated with a promotion focus, relative to
those associated with a prevention focus, motivate dishonesty and
also influence prosocial behavior. In addition, consistent with the
idea of compensatory ethics (Zhong et al., 2009), we find that the
effect of regulatory focus on prosocial behavior is mediated by
the level of cheating on the anagram task.
Study 3

Study 3 had two main goals. The first goal was to better under-
stand the process through which induced regulatory focus influ-
ences dishonest behaviors as well as prosocial behaviors, thus
testing Hypothesis 2. We focused on risk attitudes as a potential
mediator for the relationship between regulatory focus and uneth-
ical behavior. The second goal of Study 3 was to replicate the ef-
fects found in Studies 1 and 2 by using a different manipulation
for regulatory focus. In this case, we eliminated the maze task
and manipulated regulatory focus through a writing task.
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Methods

Participants
Eighty-two college students at a university in the United States

(48% male; Mage = 21.02, SD = 1.93) participated in the study for a
maximum payment of $22. Participants received a $2 show-up fee
and had the opportunity to earn an extra $20.
Procedure
The study included two tasks: a problem-solving task and a

writing task. For the problem-solving task, participants received
an envelope that contained ten dollars (91-dollar bills and four
quarters), along with two sheets of paper. The first was a work-
sheet with 20 matrices, each with a set of 12 three-digit numbers
(e.g., 7.84; Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008). The second was a collec-
tion slip on which participants were to report their performance
and answer demographic questions. On the back of the collection
slip we included instructions of the task and a different matrix as
an example.

Participants were told that they would have 5 min to find two
numbers per matrix that added up to 10. For each pair of numbers
correctly identified, they would keep $1 from their supply of
money; they were also asked to leave the remaining amount in
the envelope and drop it in a designated box along with the collec-
tion slip. Note that 5 min is not enough time to solve all 20 matri-
ces. In previous studies (Gino, Ayal, & Ariely, 2009; Mazar et al.,
2008) people were able to find 7 of the 20 pairs on average. In addi-
tion, there was no apparent identifying information anywhere on
the two sheets, so results seemed anonymous. Thus, participants
had both an incentive and opportunity to over-report their perfor-
mance to earn more money.

One of the three-digit numbers of the matrix used as an exam-
ple on the back of the collection slip was different for each partic-
ipant and was equal to one of the three-digit numbers of a matrix
in the test sheet. This allowed us to match the worksheet with the
collection slip of each participant and compute the difference be-
tween self-reported performance and actual performance (see
Zhong, Bohns, & Gino, 2010 for the same approach). Positive differ-
ences indicate that the participants over-reported their perfor-
mance and cheated on the task. This was our dependent variable.

After the 5-min task, participants were randomly assigned to
one of two conditions: promotion focus vs. prevention focus. In
both conditions, participants spent about 10 min writing an essay
to prime their regulatory focus. In the promotion-focus condition,
they were asked to think about and write down their past and cur-
rent hopes, aspirations, and dreams. In the prevention-focus condi-
tion, they were asked to think about and write down their past and
current duties, obligations and responsibilities (Freitas, Liberman,
& Higgins, 2002; Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002; Pham & Avnet,
2004; Wang & Lee, 2006; Zhao & Pechmann, 2007). Upon comple-
tion of the writing task, participants filled out our measure of risk
attitudes (a = .82) together with some unrelated questions used as
fillers.

In addition, hidden in the filler questions, participants re-
sponded to two questions designed to check the adequacy of the
regulatory focus manipulation: ‘‘To what extent are you going to
focus on avoiding negative outcomes going forward?’’ and ‘‘To
what extent are you going to focus on achieving positive outcomes
going forward?’’ Responses were on 7-point scales (1 = not at all;
7 = very much). Similar manipulation checks have been used in
prior research (see, for instance, Galinsky, Leonardelli, Okhuysen,
& Mussweiler, 2005).

Then, they engaged in the final part of the problem-solving task.
Participants in both conditions were asked to write down the num-
ber of correctly solved matrices on the collection slip and dropped
it with the remaining money in a box located in the room. They
also dropped their test sheet into a recycling box.

Risk attitudes measure
We measured risk attitudes by asking participants to complete

a few items from Weber, Blais, and Betz’s (2002) Domain-specific
risk-attitude (DOSPERT) scale after the regulatory focus manipula-
tion. The DOSPERT assesses willingness to engage in risky decision-
making across a variety of domains (e.g., social, recreational,
health, safety, gambling, ethical, and investments). Supporting
the use of a domain-specific measure of risk, research has demon-
strated that risk-taking is highly domain specific (Hanoch, Johnson,
& Wilke, 2006; Weber et al., 2002). In addition, research has pro-
vided evidence for the validity of this measure by demonstrating
that it is related to sensation seeking, dispositional risk-taking,
intolerance for ambiguity, social desirability, performance on gam-
bling tasks, and risky health decisions (see Blais & Weber, 2006;
Weber et al., 2002). As such, the DOSPERT has been described as
one of the most useful measures of risk propensity across a number
of everyday situations (Harrison, Young, Butow, Salkeld, &
Solomon, 2005). Here we focused on the ethics subscale of the
DOSPERT scale and modified the items included in the original
scale to capture the state nature of the risk behaviors in which
we were interested (see Appendix A for a list of the items used).

Results

Manipulation check
Participants primed with a prevention focus were more con-

cerned about avoiding negative outcomes (M = 4.95, SD = 1.69)
than achieving positive outcomes (M = 3.44, SD = 1.29;
F(1, 40) = 20.14, p < .001, g2 = .34), whereas those primed with a
promotion focus were more concerned about achieving positive
outcomes (M = 4.59, SD = 1.36) than avoiding negative outcomes
(M = 3.37, SD = 1.18; F(1, 40) = 17.54, p < .001, g2 = .31). These re-
sults suggest that our manipulation of regulatory focus was
successful.

Actual and self-reported performance
A t-test revealed that there were no significant differences in ac-

tual performance between the two conditions (M = 7.59, SD = 2.12
vs. M = 7.12, SD = 2.26), t(80) < 1, p = .34. Yet, we found significant
differences in self-reported performance, t(80) = 3.01, p < .01. Par-
ticipants in the prevention-focus condition reported a lower num-
ber of correctly solved matrices (M = 8.63, SD = 3.41) than
participants in the promotion-focus condition (M = 11.02,
SD = 3.77). The same result holds when we examined the average
number of matrices by which participants overstated their perfor-
mance (M = 3.44, SD = 3.26 vs. M = 1.51, SD = 2.01), t(80) = 3.22,
p < .01, or the percentage of participants who overstated their per-
formance (61% vs. 39%), v2(1, N = 82) = 3.95, p < .05. Taken to-
gether, these results provide further evidence for a link between
individuals’ regulatory focus and their likelihood to overstate per-
formance as predicted by Hypothesis 1.

Regulatory focus and risk perception
We also predicted that promotion focus would be more likely to

induce risk-seeking behaviors than prevention focus. Consistent
with this prediction, participants in the promotion-focus condition
reported feeling more risk seeking during the study (M = 4.54,
SD = 1.14) than those in the prevention-focus condition (M = 3.75,
SD = 1.12), t(80) = 3.15, p < .01. We examined whether this attitude
towards risk mediated the effects of promotion-focus on dishonest
behavior (Baron & Kenny, 1986). In the regressions, we used re-
ported performance as the dependent variable and controlled for
actual performance. The effect of promotion-focus was reduced
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to non-significance (from b = .25, p < .01, to b = .06, p = .28) when
risk seeking was included in the equation, and risk seeking was a
significant predictor of dishonest behavior (b = .59, p < .001). A
bootstrap analysis showed that the 95% bias-corrected confidence
intervals for the size of the indirect effect excluded zero (0.39,
2.46), suggesting a significant indirect effect (MacKinnon et al.,
2007). Consistent with Hypothesis 2, these results show that par-
ticipants’ reported likelihood of engaging in risky behaviors medi-
ated the effect of regulatory focus on unethical behavior.

Discussion

Using a different manipulation for inducing regulatory focus,
Study 3 provides further evidence that when individuals are ori-
ented more toward promotion than prevention, they are more
likely to misreport their task performance and thus behave uneth-
ically. In addition, we find that the relationship between regulatory
focus and unethical behavior is explained by individuals’ attitudes
toward risk. Compared to prevention focus, promotion focus leads
people to be more likely to engage in risky behaviors. In turn, peo-
ple in promotion focus are more likely to cross ethical boundaries
than those with a prevention focus.
2 As in Study 3, the manipulation of induced regulatory focus was introduced once
participants had already completed the task, so that we could assure such
manipulation did not influence effort on the task.
Study 4

The first three studies focused on the relationship between indi-
viduals’ regulatory focus, induced by the framing of a task or
primed through a writing task, and their ethical behavior. These
studies allowed us to test our predictions that, compared to people
with a prevention focus, those with a promotion focus are more
likely to be risk seeking and act dishonestly (Hypotheses 1 and
2). These first three studies also allowed us to test whether induced
regulatory focus is linked to compensatory ethics (Hypotheses 3
and 4). Our last hypothesis suggests that consistency within an
organization’s regulatory focus predicts ethical behavior when all
factors are centered around prevention, and unethical behavior
when all factors are centered around promotion. Thus, when indi-
viduals are highly vigilant about avoiding a negative performance
outcome (as induced through prevention-focus resulting from
the framing of the task or incentives, for example), a prevention-fo-
cus frame of ethics will be more influential and will lead to the
lowest levels of dishonesty. Conversely, when individuals are eager
to approach a positive performance outcome (as induced through
promotion-focus resulting from the framing of the task or incen-
tives, for example), a promotion-focus frame of ethics will be more
influential and will lead to the highest levels of dishonesty.

In Study 4, we presented participants with the problem-solving
task used in Study 3. We gave them rules framed in terms of either
aims to be advanced (i.e., organization promotion-focus frame) or
standards with which to comply (organization prevention-focus
frame). We used the writing task used in Study 3 to induce either
a promotion or prevention focus in participants. Finally, we mea-
sured participants’ performance on the problem-solving task and
the accuracy of their reporting of their results. Inaccuracy in self-
reported performance represents dishonesty.

Methods

Participants
One hundred thirty-seven undergraduate and graduate stu-

dents from local universities in a US city (Mage = 22, SD = 2.84;
53% male) participated in the study for a maximum payment of
$22. Participants received a $2 show-up fee and had the opportu-
nity to earn an extra $20 throughout the study. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of four conditions upon arrival.
Procedure
The study employed a 2 (organization’s ethics frame: promotion

vs. prevention) � 2 (individuals’ induced regulatory focus: promo-
tion vs. prevention) between-subjects design. We manipulated
ethics frame by varying what we told participants regarding the re-
search being conducted. In the promotion-focus frame condition
(aspiration), participants were presented with rules framed in
terms of aims to be advanced. Specifically, the study’s general
instructions included the following statement: ‘‘Statement of Re-
search Mission & Aspiration – This research project is being con-
ducted to advance the ideals and aspirations pursued by applied
social science.’’

In the prevention-focus frame condition (compliance), partici-
pants were presented with rules framed in terms of standards to
be complied with: ‘‘Statement of Research Code of Conduct – This
research project is being conducted with strict adherence to the
standards and obligations required of applied social science.’’

After reading some general initial instructions, participants en-
gaged in the same problem-solving task employed in Study 3. As
before, positive differences between self-reported and actual per-
formance on the task indicate that participants over-reported their
performance and cheated on the task (our main dependent
variable).

After the 5-min task, the experimenter gave participants details
about the writing task. We manipulated induced regulatory focus
by varying the type of instructions about the task participants re-
ceived. As before, in the promotion-focus condition, people wrote
about their past and current hopes, aspirations, and dreams. In
the prevention-focus condition, they wrote about their past and
current duties, obligations and responsibilities.2 Participants in all
conditions wrote down the number of correctly solved matrices on
the collection slip and dropped it and the white envelope with the
remaining money in two separate boxes located in different corners
of the room.

Results and discussion

We computed the difference between each participant’s self-re-
ported performance and actual performance. Positive differences
indicate that participants over-reported their performance and
cheated on the task. We used this difference score as our depen-
dent variable in a 2 (ethics frame) � 2 (regulatory focus) be-
tween-subjects ANOVA. The average number of matrices by
which participants overstated their performance was greater in
the promotion-focus conditions (M = 3.66, SD = 3.36) than in the
prevention-focus conditions (M = 0.99, SD = 2.38), F(1, 133) =
31.01, p < .001, g2 = .19. In addition, it was higher in the aspiration
frame conditions (M = 3.13, SD = 3.52) than in the compliance
frame conditions (M = 1.60, SD = 2.69), F(1, 133) = 10.19, p < .01,
g2 = .07. The interaction between the two manipulations was not
significant (p = .37). Fig. 1 depicts these results by showing actual
and self-reported performance across conditions.

Table 3 reports the percentage of individuals who over-reported
performance (thus cheating) in each condition. As the table shows,
over-reporting was the lowest when ethics was framed in terms of
compliance and participants had a prevention-focus, and unethical
behavior was highest when ethics was framed in terms of aspira-
tions and participants had a promotion-focus.

Taken together, these results provide support for Hypothesis 5
regarding the effects of consistency between individuals’ induced
regulatory focus and an external frame of ethics (e.g., a frame pro-
vided by an organization through its ethics code).



Fig. 1. Actual and reported performance, Study 4. Error bars represent standard errors.

Table 3
Percentage of individuals who over-reported or did not over-report performance in
each condition, Study 4. Within each column, all percentages are significantly
different from one another at the 5% level.

Did not over-report
performance (%)

Over-reported
performance (%)

Aspirations frame
Promotion focus 26.5 73.5
Prevention focus 69.7 30.3

Compliance frame
Promotion focus 47.2 52.8
Prevention focus 91.2 8.8
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General discussion

The pattern of results over these four studies offers consistent
evidence that an individual’s induced regulatory focus influences
her likelihood to act unethically (Studies 1, 2, and 3) and to per-
ceive risk differently (Study 3). A promotion focus leads individuals
to be more likely to act unethically than a prevention focus. These
higher levels of dishonesty are explained by the influence of a per-
son’s regulatory focus on his or her behavior toward risk. A promo-
tion focus leads to risk-seeking behaviors, while a prevention focus
leads to risk avoidance (Study 3). Through higher levels of dishon-
esty, promotion focus also results in higher levels of virtuous
behavior (Studies 2 and 3), thus providing evidence for compensa-
tory ethics. In addition, the results show that unethical behavior
can be reduced by framing ethics in terms of compliance to norms
and by inducing a prevention focus in individuals (Study 4). We
found suggestive evidence that consistency between organiza-
tional features and an individual’s own regulatory focus predicts
ethical behavior when those features center around prevention,
and consistency predicts unethical behavior when features center
around promotion.

It is possible that another mechanism accounts, at least in part,
for this finding. When the signals provided by an external framing
of ethics (e.g., an organization’s ethics code) are in the same direc-
tion as those provided by internal beliefs or tendencies (e.g., a per-
son’s regulatory focus), the signals may be more salient. That is,
consistency in the signals individuals receive may influence
behavior more strongly than inconsistency in the signals. Future
research examining this possibility would further our understand-
ing of the relationship between induced regulatory focus and
unethical behavior.

Interestingly, in Study 4 the manipulation of induced regulatory
focus in individuals was introduced after participants completed
the task and before they reported their task performance. The eth-
ics frame manipulation was introduced at the beginning of the
study, and it seems to have been eclipsed by the way we induced
individual’s regulatory focus. This timing of manipulations mirrors
what commonly occurs in organizations where ethics is in the
background and an individual’s regulatory focus is salient due to
the way tasks are framed in terms of objectives and incentive pay-
ments. Future research could examine ways in which organizations
can effectively bring ethics into focus.

Theoretical and practical Implications

This research extends prior work on ethical decision making by
highlighting the influence of regulatory focus on ethical and uneth-
ical behavior, and by investigating the consistency between an
organization’s frame of ethics and the strategies of goal attainment
the organization induces in its members (through factors such as
the framing of tasks or incentive schemes). Prior research has
shown that organizational-level factors such as ethical climate
and ethical culture are important predictors of the frequency of
unethical acts within groups and organizational settings (for a re-
view, see Loe, Ferrell, & Mansfield, 2000, or Ford & Richardson,
1994). We build upon this prior work by investigating a specific
factor that leads people to either engage in or resist unethical
behavior: whether the context focuses a person on prevention of
negative outcomes or on the promotion of positive outcomes,
and whether the person’s induced regulatory focus is aligned with
the organization’s frame of ethics. Whereas recent theory has
emphasized the organizational factors that facilitate misconduct
(Brief, Buttram, & Dukerich, 2001; Palmer, 2008; Palmer & Maher,
2006), our findings also illuminate how regulatory focus—induced
by tasks, incentive schemes, and ethics framing—can reduce
misconduct.

Other research has focused on individual-level factors (e.g., peo-
ple’s age and gender, and their own values) that influence people’s
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likelihood to behave dishonestly. For instance, men and women
have been found to differ in the way they perceive and resolve
moral and ethical dilemmas (Dawson, 1997; Peterson, Rhoads, &
Vaught, 2001). In our research, we examined a particular factor, a
person’s regulatory focus. We explored how situationally-induced
regulatory focus may lead to dishonest behavior, and how it inter-
acts with an organization’s frame of ethics. Our results provides
some preliminary evidence indicating that focusing only on indi-
vidual-level factors may be insufficient in understanding unethical
decision making, as factors such as values and approach to ethics
can be shaped by people’s membership in and interactions with
the organizational environment.

Our study therefore also contributes to an emerging body of re-
search examining how positive and negative approaches to ethics
elicit different behaviors. Our research on prevention versus pro-
motion focus joins research on acts of omission versus commission
(Spranca, Minsk, & Baron, 1991) and on prescriptive versus pro-
scriptive ethics (Janoff-Bulman et al., 2009) to suggest that the eth-
ical imperative or license people experience toward ethically
questionable acts will vary depending on how the act is construed,
which is a function both of the act’s framing and the actor’s self-
regulatory orientation. In turn, as our findings reveal, the act’s
framing and the actor’s regulatory focus can both be powerfully
shaped by subtle cues in the organizational context.

This research also offers some practical implications. In particu-
lar, our findings suggest that organizations and their managers can
influence employees’ behavior by subtle changes in the environ-
ment. For instance, by framing rules and policies in terms of nega-
tive outcomes that can be avoided, managers may effectively
reduce the level of unethical behavior within their organizations.
So too, how tasks, reporting guidelines, and incentive schemes
are framed may influence ethical behavior as much as any form
of ethics policy.

Future research and direction

The series of studies presented here on the effects of situational
cues inducing regulatory focus on individual ethical behavior
raises a number of questions. One interesting direction for future
research is to directly compare the framing of ethics that involve
positive or negative messages in the same study. Such a study
would explore whether individuals’ likelihood to act unethically
differs depending on the valence of the message conveyed through
the ethics framing that is involved. In fact, one way regulatory fo-
cus has been situationally induced in the past is by varying task
instructions so that they emphasize either gain (promotion focus)
or losses (prevention focus). For instance, future research could
examine the relationship between regulatory focus and framing ef-
fects as studied in prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979).
Prospect theory argues that people tend to go to greater lengths
to avoid a loss than to obtain a gain of a similar size; that is, they
are averse to losses (Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1990). Recently,
Kern and Chugh (2009) examined the effects of framing and pros-
pect theory on ethical decision making. The authors found that
study participants were more likely to engage in unethical behav-
ior if a decision was presented in a loss frame than if the decision
was presented in a gain frame. Future research could manipulate
gain and loss frames orthogonally from promotion versus preven-
tion focus, and further examine the role of risk in these relation-
ships. One fruitful venue could be to build on Sitkin and Pablo’s
(1992) research distinguishing between risk perception and risk
propensity. Regulatory focus and framing effects may differentially
influence these two risk dimensions.

Future research could also examine the boundary conditions of
the effects observed in our studies. For instance, in situations
where lying or cheating serves a goal of security (instead of a goal
of advancement as in the current studies), individuals in a preven-
tion focus may be more likely to behave dishonestly compared to
participants in a promotion focus. This prediction is consistent
with some recent work (e.g., Scholer, Stroessner, & Higgins, 2008)
showing that there are situations in which people in a prevention
focus are more risk seeking than people in a promotion focus. In
particular, when confronted with negative stimuli or in negative/
threat domains where using a risky tactic can serve a security func-
tion, people in a prevention focus are more likely than those in a
promotion focus to behave in a risky manner. For instance, one
way to test prevention focus leading to risk seeking in the name
of security would be to alter the instructions to participants such
that they are told that failure to reach a goal in a given round will
lead to elimination from consideration for moving on to the next
round. Future research might also examine how ethics framing
and induced regulatory focus shape prosocial and supererogatory
behavior integral to a task, such as helping others on the task or
reporting others’ violations.

Another interesting venue for future research is a more nuanced
examination of the link between regulatory focus and prosocial
behavior. In our second study, we tested for this relationship by
giving participants the possibility to behave prosocially after hav-
ing had an opportunity to cheat. Research investigating whether
there is a direct link between regulatory focus and prosocial behav-
ior, and further studies exploring the effects of regulatory focus on
compensatory behavior may advance our understanding of the
influence of regulatory focus on ethical decision making. Future re-
search might also distinguish whether self-regulatory or compen-
satory processes are at work when promotion focus produces
more prosocial behavior. In our second study, we found that the ef-
fect of regulatory focus on prosocial behavior was mediated by the
level of cheating on the anagram task, consistent with the idea of
compensatory ethics (Zhong et al., 2009). As we noted in the dis-
cussion of the results, these findings could also be explained by re-
cent research on regulatory-resources depletion and cheating. Our
results do not allow us to directly disentangle the effects of these
two different mechanisms. Future research examining this ques-
tion would deepen our understanding of the relationships among
regulatory focus, cheating and prosocial behavior.

Future work could also employ different measures of ethical
and unethical behaviors from those used in the studies presented
here. The operationalization of unethical behavior in our studies
involved committing an error of commission (i.e., actively cheating
or lying). Conversely, the operationalization of compensatory eth-
ics involved a potential error of omission (i.e., the potential to
not behave ethically). Participants in a promotion focus were prob-
ably less concerned with committing errors of commission and so
they committed more of them – i.e., they cheated more. Similarly,
they were probably more concerned with committing errors of
omission and so they committed fewer of them – i.e., they gave
more in the donation task. Further studies could employ measures
of unethical behavior that do not involve actively lying, but instead
involve passively not correcting an error. Using such measures
could lead to a pattern of results different from that observed in
our studies. Indeed, Camacho et al. (2003) found that individuals
in a promotion focus felt guiltier for committing ‘‘sins of omission,’’
while individuals in a prevention focus felt guiltier for committing
‘‘sins of commission.’’ Future studies could test whether individu-
als’ decisions about whether to act dishonestly or not follow a sim-
ilar pattern.

A factor that may moderate the relationship between regulatory
focus and unethical behavior is the self-importance of moral iden-
tity (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Like other social identities people em-
brace, moral identity can be a basis for social identification that
people use to construct their self-definitions (Aquino & Reed,
2002). And like other identities, a person’s moral identity may be
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associated with certain beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors (Cheryan &
Bodenhausen, 2000; Shih, Pittinsky, & Ambady, 1999), particularly
when that identity is highly self-important. Would the effects of
promotion focus be dampened when individuals consider it impor-
tant to be moral people or would promotion focus dampen the ef-
fects of a strong moral identity? Future research addressing these
questions might provide important insights about the role of regu-
latory focus in ethical decision making.

Finally, future research could examine the relationships we
investigated in this paper in field settings. Although the use of lab-
oratory studies allowed us to examine causal relationships and the
psychological factors explaining them, it presents limitations in
terms of external validity of our findings. Investigating our hypoth-
eses using other empirical approaches and field settings is particu-
larly important for examining the interplay between individuals’
regulatory focus and an organization’s framing of ethics which
we started exploring in Study 4. We hope the current investigation
will inspire research exploring such interplay.

Conclusions

The question of whether unethical behavior such as cheating,
stealing, and dishonesty is shaped by the environment is funda-
mental to both organizations and society. Healthy work and social
environments depend on the ability of others (e.g., leaders and
their organizations) to spread ethical norms and values, while
reducing the attractiveness of unethical misconduct, whether
through appropriate sanctioning rules, organizational policies, or
an ethical culture. Our findings suggest a potentially important
solution to problems of wrongdoing: by influencing individuals’
strategies of goal attainment and by framing ethics in terms of out-
comes to be prevented, it is possible to reduce dishonesty within
group and organizational settings.

Appendix

Items used to measure risk attitudes, Study 3.

Instructions

For each of the following statements, please indicate the likeli-
hood of engaging in each activity RIGHT NOW. Provide a rating
from 1 to 5, using the following scale: 1 = Extremely unlikely,
3 = Not sure, and 5 = Extremely likely.

1. Cheating on an exam.
2. Forging a friend’s signature.
3. Copying/Downloading a piece of software you do not have

copyrights for.
4. Stealing an additional TV cable connection.
5. Using office supplies for your personal needs.

Note

Adapted from Weber, E. U., Blais, A.-R., & Betz, N. (2002). A do-
main-specific risk-attitude scale: Measuring risk perceptions and
risk behaviors. Journal of Behavioral Decision Making, 15, 263–290.
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