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introduction

In July 2003 the Ethics Resource Center (ERC), in collaboration with the ERC Fellows, formed 
the ERC Fellows Measurement Working Group to conduct research that would help guide 
leaders as they work to shape the ethical environments in their organizations.  The ERC Fel-
lows Measurement Working Group consists of corporate, non-profit, government, and academ-
ic members of the ERC Fellows Program and researchers from ERC.

The group studied the influence that the behavior of leaders and coworkers had on employees’ 
perceptions of pressure to behave unethically, and the impact of ethics training on organiza-
tional and personal ethical outcomes.  A companion paper presents the research and findings 
related to the impact of ethics training on outcomes.

For this paper, the research team looked specifically at who in the organization exerts the most 
influence on pressure to behave unethically, and which actions have the most impact.



The data used for the analysis were collected in 2004 and 2005 via a survey of employ-
ees at all levels from eighteen organizations within one industry sector.2   That survey 
was designed to assess the ethics and compliance programs of each organization, to en-
able each organization to benchmark its own results against industry and U.S. averag-
es, and to provide participating organizations with baseline data for future assessments.

The ERC Fellows Measurement Working Group determined that answering two ques-
tions was essential to a clearer understanding of the ethics-related environment within 
an organization.
	  First: “Do senior leaders, supervisors, and/or coworkers influence employees’ 	
	 perceptions of pressure to behave unethically?”

	  Second: “If so, which group is most influential, and which aspects of their be-	
	 havior are associated with that pressure?”

Pressure was differentiated as : (1) pressure to violate organizational ethics standards, 
and (2) pressure to violate personal ethics standards.  The behaviors of top manage-
ment, supervisors, and coworkers included such actions as talking about the impor-
tance of ethics, setting a good example, and providing support to follow ethics stan-
dards.  The research team identified specific questions from the 2004/2005 survey that 
it felt were relevant to the topic of perceived pressure and uncovered information about 
employee relationships that could aid ethics officers and leaders in their resource al-
location decisions and in discussions about how to best create an ethical organizational 
environment.

Regression analyses enabled the researchers to determine the extent to which the two 
types of perceived pressure to behave unethically were linked to actions on the parts of 
top managers, supervisors, and coworkers, and the relative impact of these employee 
groups on perceived pressure to behave unethically.

While all three individuals or groups mattered, supervisors had the greatest impact on 
perceived pressure to compromise both organizational and personal ethics standards.  

purpose & overview 
of research1

1 For a detailed description of the topics evaluated and the analyses performed, see the Methodology section on page 15.
 
2 The survey consisted of 80 questions administered similarly (via paper and web) with response rates for the organiza-
tions ranging from 38% to 72%. The majority of survey participants worked in the United States. 36,031individuals across 18 
organizations responded to the survey.  Approximately one-third of those cases were randomly selected from the 36,000+ 
observations, yielding 11,283 data points for analysis in this study.



Based on these findings, the research team reviewed the survey questions and iden-
tified two additional themes related to supervisory behavior.  They were:

	  Supervisors reward those who get good results even though using  
	    questionable practices.
	  Supervisors discipline those who violate the organization’s ethics 
	    standards.

The final analysis evaluated all six of the factors in the survey that related to supervi-
sory behavior and their impact on pressure felt by employees to behave unethically.



Using  data from the 2004/2005 industry sector survey, the research team examined 
the extent to which perceived pressure to behave unethically was linked to actions on 
the part of top managers, supervisors and coworkers, and the relative impact of these 
employee groups on perceived pressure to behave unethically.

The analyses uncovered the following insights which will help guide individuals respon-
sible for shaping the ethics-related environments within organizations: 

	  Which employee groups within an organization are associated with emploees’ 	
	 perceived pressure to behave unethically?

	 Positive perceptions of top management, direct supervisors, and coworkers all 
	 contribute to reduced perceptions of pressure to violate both the organization’s
	 ethics standards and employees’ personal ethics standards.

	  Relative to one another, which employee group is most strongly associated 	
	 with perceived pressure to violate organizational or personal ethics standards?

	 When these three different sources of influence are studied simultaneously, 	
	 supervisors matter most.

	  What specific aspects of supervisory behavior have an impact on perceived 	
	 pressure to behave unethically?

	 Of the following supervisory actions: 
		   talking about ethics in the workplace
		   keeping promises and commitments
		   setting a good example of ethical behavior, and
		   supporting others to follow organizational standards of ethical behavior
	 Supervisory support for ethical behavior is most important in reducing per-	
	 ceived pressure to behave unethically.

	  What other aspects of supervisory behavior have a potential impact on 
	 perceived pressure to behave unethically?

	 Supervisor’s rewarding of unethical behavior increases perceived pressure 
	 to violate both the organization’s ethics standards and personal ethics standards.

executive summary



In addition, the research team concluded:

	  Simply talking about ethics seems to have little impact.  Talk is more 
	 effective when accompanied by supportive action.

	  A supervisor not punishing unethical behavior is seen as rewarding it.

	  Organizations need to provide supervisors with an understanding of the 		
	 mportance of their role, as well as the means and skills to convey support for 	
	 ethics to their subordinates.  This means training.  Level-specific training in 	
	 support of favorable ethics-related outcomes should be strongly considered. 3 

	  Supervisors should be trained regarding their essential role in supporting 	
	 organizational ethics standards and also be evaluated for their success in 
	 doing so.

	  Managers charged with developing reward and disciplinary systems should 	
	 ensure that good results achieved through unethical means are not rewarded.

	  Given the importance of supervisory support, future ERC-sponsored  
	 research should investigate the specifics of what support actually means 		
	 to employees, the form it takes, the strength of the relationships uncovered  
	 in this investigation, and the types of training that are most effective in creat- 
	 ing positive supervisory support.

3 See the companion paper, Ethics Resource Center, “Improving Ethical Outcomes: The Role of Ethics Training,” http://
www.ethics.org, for more information about training.



Supervisory Behaviors Are Most Important In Reducing Perceived 
Pressure to Violate Organizational Ethics StandardsTraining
Contributes Most to Preceptions of Organizational Integrity

Top Management 
Impact
38%

Coworkers’ Impact
7%

Supervisors’ 
Impact

7%

Figure 15  shows that when considered 
simultaneously, the behavior of supervi-
sors accounts for 55% of the reduction 
in the level of employees’ perceived 
pressure to violate organizational ethics 
standards. The behavior of top manage-
ment accounts for 38% of the reduction in 
perceived pressure, and that of coworkers 
accounts for 7% of the reduction. Per-
ceived pressure to violate organizational 
ethics standards was derived from two 
survey questions: Do you feel pressure, 
and if so, how often?

detailed findings 3

The research team examined the behavior of supervisors in more detail to identify which specific 
behavior contributed the most to the reduced perception of pressure to violate the organization’s 
ethics standards.

Figure 2 shows the relationships between 
specific supervisor behaviors and em-
ployee perceptions of reduced pressure 
to violate organizational ethics standards. 
Supervisory support of employees in fol-
lowing the organization’s ethics standards 
accounts for most of the relationship, 54%.  
The perception that one’s supervisor sets 
a good example accounts for 24%, while 
trusting that one’s supervisor will keep 
promises and commitments accounts for 
17%, and communicating the importance of 
ethics accounts for 5% of the relationship.

Supervisory Support for Following Ethics Standards Most 
Important In Reducing Perceived Pressure to Violate 

Those Standards

Sets a good 
example

24%

Talks about ethics
5%

Provides support
54%

Can be trusted
17%

Figure 1: Which employee group contributes the most to the reduc-
tion in perceived pressure to violate organizational ethics standards?

Figure 2: Which supervisor behaviors contribute the most to 
employee perceptions of reduced pressure to violate organiza-
tional ethics standards?

4 The ERC Fellows Measurement Working Group conducted statistical analyses of the relationships between the variables 
of interest.  Their findings are presented in general terms to facilitate the drawing of inferences by ethics compliance per-
sonnel for their particular organizations and situations.

5 The percentages in the graphs were created by conversion of the standardized coefficients generated in the regression 
analysis into percentages. The absolute values of the standardized coefficients were added together and this sum became 
the denominator. Each standardized coefficient was then divided by the sum to create a percentage.



A similar analysis was conducted to 
determine which employee group con-
tributes the most to reducing perceived 
pressure on employees to violate per-
sonal ethics standards. The results are 
derived from the responses to the survey 
question asking about acting against 
one’s conscience.

Figure 3 shows that when considered 
simultaneously with other employee 
groups, the supervisors had the most 
impact on  employees’ perception of 
reduced pressure to violate personal 
ethics standards, 48%.  The impact of top 
management was lower, accounting for 
29% of the impact, while coworkers ac-
counted for 23% of the impact.

The research team then conducted 
further analyses to determine which su-
pervisory behavior contributed the most 
to a reduction in perceived pressure to 
violate personal ethics standards.  The 
results are shown in Figure 4.

Of all the important things a supervisor 
can do, supporting employees’ ethical 
behavior contributes the most (51%) to 
reducing perceived pressure to violate 
personal ethics standards.  Setting a 
good example accounts for 27%, trust 
for 18%, and once again, communicating 
the importance of ethics contributes the 
least, at 4%.

Supervisory Behaviors Are Most Important In Reducing Perceived 
Pressure to Violate Personal Ethics Standards

Top Management
Impact
29%

Supervisors’ 
Imapct
48%

Coworkers’
Impact
23%

Supervisor Support for Following Personal Ethics Standards 
Most Important in Reducing Perceived Pressure to 

Violate Those Standards

Sets a good 
example

27%

Talks about
ethics

4%

Provides 
support

51%

Can be trusted
18%

Figure 3: Which employee group is most strongly associated with the 
reduction in perceived pressure to violate personal ethics standards?

Figure 4: Which supervisor behaviors contribute most to employee 
perceptions of reduced pressure to violate personal ethics standards?



Based on the fact that supervisors’ ethics-related behaviors accounted for more than 
half of the reduction in perceived pressure to violate standards, the research team 
extended the analysis by examining if supervisory rewards and punishments pertaining 
to ethical behavior are related to perceived pressure, and if so, how significant those re-
lationships are relative to the supervisory behaviors previously discussed. This analysis 
encompassed responses to two additional statements:
	  My supervisor rewards unethical behavior.
	  My supervisor punishes unethical behavior.

Figure 5 shows that the supervisory behav-
iors discussed in Figure 2 account for the 
vast majority of the reduction in perceived 
pressure to violate organizational ethics 
standards (75%).  Punishing unethical be-
havior decreases the perceived pressure to 
a much smaller extent, accounting for only 
4%. Unsurprisingly, rewarding unethical 
behavior increases such pressure, account-
ing for 21% of the relationship between the 
variables. 

A similar analysis considered these same 
influences on perceived pressure to violate 
personal ethics standards.

Figure 6 illustrates the relationship be-
tween the supervisory behaviors discussed 
earlier and the two reward/punishment 
behaviors introduced above.   The supervi-
sory behaviors definitely contribute (58%) 
to the reduction in the perceived pres-
sure to violate personal ethics standards, 
although their impact is less than it is on 
perceived pressure to violate organizational 
ethics standards.  Punishing unethical be-
havior accounts for only 9% of the reduction 
in perceived pressure. Rewarding unethical 
behavior increases the perceived pressure 
to violate personal ethics standards, by 33%.

Supervisors’ Own Ethics-related Behaviors Contribute Most 
to Reducing Perceived Pressure to Violate Organizational 

Ethics Standards

Punishes unethical
behavior

4%

Supervisor 
behaviors

75%

Rewards unethical 
behavior

21%

Supervisors’ Own Ethics-related Behaviors Contribute Most 
to Reducing Perceived Pressure to Violate Organizational 

Ethics Standards

Punishes unethical
behavior

9%

Supervisor 
behaviors

58%

Rewards unethical 
behavior

33%

Figure 5: What are the relationships of supervisor reward/pun-
ishment and ethics-related behaviors with employee perceptions of 
reduced pressure to violate organizational ethics standards?

Figure 6: What are the relationships of supervisor reward/pun-
ishment and ethics-related behaviors with employee perceptions of 
reduced pressure to violate personal ethics standards?



Based upon the results outlined above, the research team offers the following conclu-
sions:

	 Although top management and coworkers are important, supervisors have the  
	 strongest influence on employees’ perceptions of the pressure to violate ethics 	
	 standards, whether organizational or personal.

	  While supervisors behave in a number of ways that influence these 
	 perceptions, employees’ belief that their supervisors support them in following 	
	 their organization’s ethics standards is most important.

	 Simply talking about ethics seems to have little impact; talk is more effective 	
	 when accompanied by supportive action.

	 While generalized supervisory support reduces perceived pressure to violate 	
	 ethics standards the most, the perception that supervisors reward unethical 	
	 behavior increases perceptions of pressure to violate ethics standards.

The research in the companion study of the role of ethics training found that while 
training is important, the perception of support for ethical behavior has a much greater 
impact than any training program in creating an ethical environment within an organiza-
tion.

Since supervisory support for following organizational ethics standards is crucial for 
creating an ethical environment within an organization; organizations need to provide 
supervisors with an understanding of the importance of their role, as well as the means 
and skills to convey support for ethics to their subordinates.  This has implications for 
supervisory training and development; supervisors should be trained regarding their es-
sential role in supporting organizational ethics standards and also be evaluated for their 
success in doing so.

This research also shows the detrimental effects of the perception of supervisors re-
warding unethical behavior, and the perception that not punishing unethical behavior 
can be seen as rewarding it.  These results have implications for the design and imple-
mentation of reward and disciplinary systems to ensure that good results achieved 
through unethical means are not rewarded.

conclusions 
& implications 



Given the importance of supervisory support, future ERC-sponsored research will investi-
gate the specifics of what support for ethics actually means to employees, the forms it takes, 
the strength of relationships discovered during the investigation, and the types of training 
that are most effective at positively influencing supervisory support.  Potential research 
questions could include: 
	  What differences exist in supervisory support compared to organizational support?  
	
	  What is the impact of general support compared to action-specific support? 
	
	  What training approaches targeted for supervisors (e.g. substance, method) have 	
	 the greatest impact on employee perceptions of support?

next research steps



The data used for the analysis were collected in 2004 and 2005 via a survey of employ-
ees at all levels from eighteen organizations within one industry sector.  That survey 
was fielded to assess the ethics and compliance programs of each organization, to en-
able each organization to benchmark its results against the industry average and U.S. 
averages, and to provide participating organizations with baseline data for future assess-
ments.

The analysis consisted of a multi-step process. The research team identified questions 
from the employee survey relevant to the research questions, arranged the data so that 
they could be used via the chosen analytical methods, conducted the analyses, and pur-
sued additional avenues of inquiry if they arose.
 
To gauge the level of perceived pressure, the research team identified three questions 
from the industry survey that appeared to best capture respondents’ views of perceived 
pressure to violate: (1) organizational ethics standards and (2) personal ethics stan-
dards.  These were treated as two outcomes:

Perceived pressure to violate organizational ethics standards was assessed using two 
questions:
	  Did an employee feel pressure to compromise the organization’s ethical 
	 standards?
If “no” the response value was 0, and:
	  If yes, the respondent was asked how frequently that pressure was felt.

Respondents’ answers were assigned a value from 1 to 4, with 4 representing the high-
est frequency of perceived pressure.

These two questions were linked in the survey; if respondents indicated that they felt 
pressured, then they received the follow-up question regarding frequency.  For organi-
zational ethics standards, the first and second questions were combined and the average 
of the two items represented a measure of the pressure to violate organizational eth-
ics standards.  The variable was assigned values from 0 to 4 such that if a respondent 
did not feel any pressure to violate the organization’s ethics standards, then the value 
remained zero, and if the respondent always felt pressure, then the value assigned was 
4.  (Example:  Respondent A felt no pressure, therefore Respondent A = 0.  Respondent 
B did feel pressured, and felt this pressure periodically, therefore Respondent B = 2.)

methodology



Perceived pressure to violate personal ethics standards was assessed by asking:
	  If an employee felt that he or she had to do things that went against his or 
	 her conscience.
Respondents’ answers were assigned a value from 1 to 5, with 5 representing the highest 
level of agreement with the statement.

This question was a single item designated to be a measure of the pressure to violate 
personal ethics standards.  As noted, the values ranged from 1, the lowest level, to 5, the 
highest level of agreement.

The next step was to identify the employee groups of interest within the organization 
whose behavior might impact these two types of perceived pressure.  Studies conducted 
by the Ethics Resource Center identify the leadership structure of an organization as 
divided into several groups, including:
	  Top management (generally considered to be an individual at a pinnacle 
	 position, i.e. the President/CEO of the organization and/or the head of a 
	 respondent’s location).
	  Supervisors (the individual to whom the survey respondent reports directly).
	  Coworkers (those in the individual survey respondent’s work group).

Next, the research team identified those survey questions that measured the ethical 
behaviors of the preceding groups of interest.  ERC defines these behaviors as ethics-
related actions, or ERAs.  These ethical behaviors were tested for their relationship with 
perceived pressure to behave unethically.

The six specific ethics-related actions are listed below.  In the survey, employees were 
asked about unique combinations of four of the six actions for each of the employee 
groups or individuals (top management, supervisors, and coworkers) and to indicate the 
extent to which each of these three groups or individuals performed those four actions.
	  This group (or individual) provides satisfactory information about what is going 	
	 on within the organization.
	  This group instills trust in me that they will keep their promises and 
	 commitments.
	  This group talks about the importance of ethics and doing the right thing in the 	
	 work we do.
	  This group sets a good example of ethical business behavior.
	  This group supports me in following my organization’s ethics standards.



 This group considers ethical issues when making work-related decisions.
Respondents were asked about their level of agreement with the preceding statements; 
their responses were assigned a value between one and five, with five reflecting the 
strongest agreement.  The four items for each group respectively were combined and 
the average score was calculated and then used to represent the influence of each group 
(top management, supervisors, and coworkers). The supervisor variable was created 
from four survey questions that asked if the respondent’s supervisor: could be trusted to 
keep commitments, talked about ethics, set a good example, and provided support.  The 
top management variable was created from: information, trust, talks, and sets a good 
example.  The coworker variable was created from: talks, sets a good example, supports, 
and considers.

Utilizing regression analyses, the researchers tested the extent to which the two types of 
perceived pressure to behave unethically (described above) were each linked to actions 
on the parts of top managers, supervisors, and coworkers, and the relative impact of 
these three employee groups on the two types of pressures to behave unethically.  Re-
sults from these analyses indicated that, although all groups mattered, supervisors mat-
tered most for both perceived pressures, followed by top management, and then cowork-
ers.

Based on the preceding finding that supervisors mattered most, regression testing was 
done in order to reveal the relationship of each supervisor ERA, while controlling for the 
effect of all other ERAs.

The next to last step was to review the survey questions and potentially identify other 
factors to be tested for a relationship with perceived pressure to behave unethically.  Over 
thirty items were considered; and two in particular were isolated as they relate to super-
visor actions.  The questions, answered with a value from 1 to 5 with five representing the 
highest level of agreement, were:
	  Supervisor rewards those who get good results even though using question-		
	 able practices.
	  Supervisor disciplines those who violate the organization’s ethics standards.

Each question also was treated as a predictor variable in the analysis.

The final step was to conduct analyses combining all six supervisor factors related to 
perceived pressure to behave unethically.
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