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Abstract 

Employee misconduct that benefits their organisation but negatively affects their 

clients, namely unethical pro-organisational behaviours, continue to create news headlines. 

Prominent examples include the Volkswagen emissions scandal and the Wells Fargo 

accounts cross-selling scandal. In this dissertation, I extend research on the contextual 

antecedents of unethical pro-organisational behaviour and seek to understand how employees 

might rationalise it. Specifically, I propose that a key aspect of an employee’s work design, 

job autonomy, could facilitate or inhibit unethical pro-organisational behaviour by enabling 

(or inhibiting) a cognitive ‘moral disengagement’ rationalisation strategy, namely 

displacement of responsibility. Displacement of responsibility is the act of attributing 

responsibility for one’s own unethical behaviour onto a figure of authority, rather than taking 

personal responsibility for that behaviour. To this end, I integrate the Job Characteristics 

Model and Social Cognitive Theory and examine whether job autonomy is negatively 

associated with unethical pro-organisational behaviour and displacement of responsibility, 

and whether this relation is mediated by perceived levels of personal responsibility. Three 

empirical studies (one cross-sectional field survey and two experiments) test this theoretical 

integration across multiple job contexts.  

The results of the field survey of young working adults (in various jobs) show that the 

amount of autonomy these participants experienced at work was negatively associated with 

the a trait-like tendency to displace responsibility at work, but that personal responsibility 

was not associated with displacement of responsibility. Two subsequent randomised 

experimental studies aimed to simulate a work setting (in the context of algorithmic decision-

making) to examine the causal relationship between autonomy, unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour and the process of displacement of responsibility. The results of Experiment 1 

revealed that participants randomly assigned to be afforded low job autonomy engaged in 
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more unethical pro-organisational behaviour than those afforded high job autonomy; 

however, perceived personal responsibility was not associated with unethical pro-

organisational behaviour. The absence of the expected mediating effect of personal 

responsibility prompted me to reconsider how this was measured. In Experiment 2 I re-

focused the measure specifically on participants’ personal responsibility for negative 

consequences of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Results of Experiment 2 showed that 

participants with low autonomy (compared to high autonomy) experienced low levels of 

personal responsibility for negative consequences and, in turn, these participants engaged in 

more unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Experiment 2 also showed that low job 

autonomy led participants to morally disengage using displacement of responsibility onto 

authority figures. In sum, the findings of this dissertation indicate that autonomy can play in 

important role in facilitating unethical pro-organisational behaviour and displacement of 

responsibility.   
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Chapter 1: Overview 

Tracey Glanville is a former employee of Mercer Super Australia, a pension fund 

company that on its website claims to “care passionately about members” (Mercer Super 

Trust, 2019). In 2018, Tracey was interviewed in an episode of the Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation (ABC) program “4Corners”, which showcased how several clients of Mercer 

Super Trust were overpaying for their membership fees mainly for the benefit of the 

company’s profit margins. Employees (like Tracey) in this organisation, whose aim it was to 

provide good service for members, were told not to inform existing members of a new and 

lower fee structure that members were entitled to make use of. The reasons for this 

instruction are quoted below in an internal staff email by an executive: 

“… we want to protect our existing APD [Pension Division] revenue as much as 

possible.  

Accordingly we do not intend to advertise the new lower fees to existing APD 

members and we don’t want to make it easy for them to (a) find out about the new 

lower fees and (b) access them.” (Hayne, 2019, p. 266) 

The email quoted above was submitted as evidence for the Australian Royal 

Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation, and Financial Services 

Industry. When interviewed for the 4Corners exposé, Tracey recalled, "I was told I was not 

allowed to spend that much time on the phone assisting people... I didn't like it one bit" (Long 

& Cohen, 2018). The Mercer Super Trust case illustrates how employees can be tasked with 

meeting the needs of the organisation in ways that lead to adverse consequences for the 

clients that the organisation exists to serve. Formally, this sort of behaviour is an example of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour (Umphress et al., 2010).  
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Instances of unethical pro-organisational behaviour continue to create global 

headlines. For example, a series of exposés regarding the financial services sector in 

Australia revealed numerous cases of misconduct, including the provision of inappropriate 

money lending advice, banks charging fees without providing any services, and refusing to 

honour life insurance policies even for valid claims (Ferguson, 2019). Such cases of 

employee misconduct left hundreds of Australians in dire financial circumstances. In 2018, 

the Australian Government initiated a Royal Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, 

Superannuation, and Financial Services Industry. A Royal Commission is the highest form of 

inquiry on public matters in Australia; the fact that one was conducted signals the seriousness 

of the organisational misconduct that occurred. Another example of serious misconduct is 

that of the Volkswagen Emissions scandal in 2016, which exposed that Volkswagen diesel 

cars were built to ‘cheat’ on toxic emissions testing. Specifically, around 11 million cars were 

fitted with a device that enabled illegal levels of toxic fumes to be emitted without detection 

(Topham et al., 2015). Unethical pro-organisational behaviour also extends into the food 

industry. For example, the honey industry was rocked in recent years when organisations 

were found to be contaminating honey with substitutes, whilst marketing and selling it as 

“pure honey” (Ferguson & Gillett, 2018).  

 In this dissertation, I examine why employees, such as those who worked for Mercer 

Super Trust, might engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Tracey Granville stated 

that she received a directive from a figure of authority to engage in unethical behaviour, yet 

she was uncomfortable with it. Thus, I further examine how employees might rationalise 

directives to engage in this sort of behaviour. To understand these phenomena, I examine 

whether and why a key aspect of an employee’s work design, job autonomy, facilitates 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and whether job autonomy might help people morally 
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disengage from the consequences of their actions. I examine these research questions across 

multiple job contexts in three empirical studies. 

1.1 Dissertation Outline 

This dissertation consists of eight chapters. Following this introductory chapter, in 

Chapters 2 and 3, I provide the theoretical context and rationale for the empirical studies that 

follow. In Chapter 2, I first provide an overview of employee unethical behaviour and then 

develop a rationale for expanding research on the contextual antecedents of unethical pro-

organisational behaviour. In this respect, I introduce work design as an important, yet under-

studied antecedent, with a particular focus on the work characteristic of job autonomy. In 

Chapter 3, I provide an overview of work design, and then develop a deeper theoretical 

rationale for using the Job Characteristics Model to investigate autonomy as an antecedent of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour. I also argue for integrating the Job Characteristics 

Model with Social Cognitive Theory to understand how autonomy might facilitate the moral 

disengagement mechanism displacement of responsibility in relation to unethical pro-

organisational behaviour.  

In Chapter 4, I describe a cross-sectional field study testing whether autonomy is 

associated with the propensity (i.e., trait-like tendency) to displace responsibility for unethical 

behaviour at work, and whether this relationship is mediated by personal responsibility for 

the outcomes of one’s work. 

To extend the findings of the field study in Chapter 4, in Chapter 5, I describe the 

importance of understanding the relationship between autonomy, unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour, and displacement of responsibility in a work context where algorithmic decision-

making can be designed in ways that influence employees’ job autonomy. Within this 

context, I conducted two experimental studies to test for a causal relationship between 

autonomy, unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and displacement of responsibility. Thus, 
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in Chapter 5, I also provide an overview of how the experimental studies test the 

aforementioned relationships.  

In Chapter 6, I present the results of the first of two experimental studies, in which I 

manipulated job autonomy to observe whether it affects unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour through perceptions of personal responsibility. As the experimental paradigm I 

developed was novel, I first undertook two content validation studies, which are also 

presented in Chapter 6. The first content validation study was conducted to ensure that the 

autonomy manipulation would lead participants to experience high or low levels of job 

autonomy in the experimental task. The second content validation study was conducted to 

ensure that the stimuli presented in the experimental task were realistic and presented 

participants with the opportunity to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

In addressing one of the potential limitations of the first experiment, I modified the 

wording of the autonomy manipulation used in Chapter 6 for the purposes of the second 

experiment. Thus in Chapter 7, I describe a third content validation study and the second 

experiment (i.e., two studies in total). The third content validation study was conducted to 

ensure that the modified autonomy manipulation would still lead participants to experience 

high or low levels of job autonomy in the experimental task. The second experiment aimed to 

conceptually replicate the findings of the first experiment and also employed a novel 

approach to investigate how the moral disengagement mechanism, displacement of 

responsibility, unfolds under conditions of low autonomy.  

Chapter 8 forms the general discussion (and concluding chapter) of this dissertation, 

in which I consolidate findings of all the empirical studies, discuss the implications of these 

studies, and outline directions for future research.   
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Chapter 2: Unethical Pro-Organisational Behaviour 

2.1 Overview and Goals of this Chapter 

The primary goal of this chapter is to provide the reader with an overview of the 

literature on unethical pro-organisational behaviour and a review of its contextual 

antecedents. In so doing, this chapter concludes with the context for the theoretical arguments 

and empirical research described in following chapters.  

2.2 Background on Unethical Pro-Organisational Behaviour 

Scholarly interest in studying employee unethical1 behaviour began in the 1970’s and 

it has since become a key sub-field of research in organisational psychology and 

organisational behaviour (Tenbrunsel & Smith‐Crowe, 2008). Over time, the study of 

employee (un)ethical behaviour came to be known by organisational researchers as the study 

of ‘behavioural ethics’ (De Cremer & Moore, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2020; Treviño et al., 

2006). However, defining, precisely, the key construct studied in behavioural ethics, 

unethical behaviour, has been a difficult task for organisational scholars. Indeed, to date, 

researchers lament the lack of a unifying definition for unethical behaviour. It is beyond the 

scope of this thesis to provide an overview of the definitions of (un)ethical behaviour hence, I 

point the reader to an excellent review of these definitions by Tenbrunsel and Smith-Crowe 

(2008). However, many existing definitions of unethical behaviour are 1) rather broad and 2) 

tend not to comprehensively delineate the boundaries of unethical behaviour (Mitchell et al., 

2020; Tenbrunsel & Smith‐Crowe, 2008). Speaking to why broad definitions of (un)ethical 

behaviour likely continue in organisational research, Mitchell et al. (2020) note that “often 

scholars are hesitant to provide more specific definitions as doing so can appear to threaten 

the generalizability and thus the perceived contribution of their work” (p. 9).  

 
1 Throughout this dissertation, I use the terms ‘moral’ and ‘ethical’ interchangeably.  
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A key issue with not having a unified definition of unethical behaviour is that 

understanding the drivers of such an influential phenomenon in organisations becomes a 

much more complicated task. Mitchell and colleagues (2020) suggest that one way to move 

forward on the definition quandary is to use specific definitions of unethical behaviour that 

contain objective criteria that scholars can use to evaluate whether a certain act is unethical. 

Thus, in this dissertation, I focus on unethical pro-organisational behaviour, which is defined 

as intentionally behaving in ways that benefit the organisation but disadvantage others (e.g., 

customer/consumer, members of the wider society) (Umphress, Bingham, & Mitchell, 2010). 

Examples of unethical pro-organisational behaviour include hiding knowledge of product 

faults from consumers, tampering with expiry dates to sell perishable products, or 

deliberately providing inappropriate advice to customers. Umphress et al., (2010; p.770) 

elaborated on the definitional components of the concept: 

“First, UPB is unethical behavior, or acts that are “either illegal or morally 

unacceptable to the larger community” (Jones, 1991, p. 367). UPB includes acts of 

commission (e.g., “cooking” numbers to boost analyst projections and stock values) and 

omission (e.g., withholding information about the hazards of a pharmaceutical product) that 

are considered unethical by larger society. Second, UPB is pro-organizational behavior 

neither specified in formal job descriptions nor ordered by superiors, yet is carried out to 

benefit or help the organization.” 

Umphress et al., (2010) also highlight that unethical pro-organisational behaviour may 

also be conducted if the employee perceives that there is a benefit to the organisation and 

themselves. That is, the employee may engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour for 

self-interested reasons. Accordingly, unethical pro-organisational behaviour may be 

evaluated as unethical because it has positive consequences for the employee who engages in 

that behaviour (e.g., helps the employee meet their sales target) or the broader organisation 
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(e.g., increases revenue) but has negative consequences for the organisation’s stakeholders 

(e.g., clients or customers who in this example are unwittingly buying a faulty product).  

While unethical pro-organisational behaviour may also, in the long-term, be detrimental to 

the organisation, for example by damaging its reputation and lowering its clientele base 

(Umphress et al., 2010), it may also very well remain undiscovered. 

2.2.1 Concepts Related to Unethical Pro-organisational Behaviour 

Prior to the seminal papers on unethical pro-organisational behaviour by Umphress 

and colleagues (2010; 2011), this behaviour had also been described in theoretical work 

within the Organisational Misbehaviour framework (Vardi & Weitz, 2004). Organisational 

misbehaviour refers to “intentional work-related behaviour mostly (yet not necessarily) 

bearing negative consequences for both individuals (perpetrators and targets) and the 

organisation” (Vardi & Weitz, 2004, p. 28). Organisational misbehaviour is classified as such 

when the behaviour violates organisational and/or societal norms (i.e., what is considered 

acceptable behaviour within an organisation or broader society). Furthermore, the 

consequences of organisational misbehaviour are, in Vardi and Weitz’s typology, said to be 

either constructive or destructive to the organisation. In the Vardi and Weitz (2004) 

organisational misbehaviour typology there exist three categories. The first category refers to 

misbehaviours intended to benefit an employee’s organisation, for example concealing 

information about a faulty product from customers or trying to avoid paying company taxes. 

These types of behaviour reflect unethical pro-organisational behaviour and would be 

considered constructive to the organisation within the organisational misbehaviour 

framework. The second category involves misbehaviour intended to benefit oneself and 

includes behaviours like stealing company property, colleague harassment, or concealing data 

pertaining to one’s poor performance. This type of organisational misbehaviour is considered 

destructive to the organisation, and therefore does not constitute pro-organisational unethical 
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behaviour. The third category pertains to misbehaviour intended to be destructive or inflict 

damage and includes damaging company equipment or engaging in customer mistreatment. 

This type of behaviour is also considered destructive to the organisation, and thus is also not 

pro-organisational unethical behaviour. The second and third categories of organisational 

misbehaviour are more commonly studied as counterproductive work behaviour (Spector et 

al., 2006), which is sometimes referred to as workplace deviance (Robinson & Bennett, 

1995). Counterproductive work behaviour refers to “volitional acts that harm or intend to 

harm organizations and their stakeholders (e.g., clients, coworkers, customers, and 

supervisors)” (Spector & Fox, 2005, pp. 151–152). 

2.3 Antecedents of Unethical Behaviour  

In aiming to understand why individuals engage in unethical behaviour more broadly, 

researchers have found evidence for a number of individual differences associated with 

employees engaging (or intending to engage) in unethical behaviour. These individual 

differences include Machiavellianism, locus of control, and moral identity (for in-depth 

reviews see Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; Treviño et al., 2014). However, studies also show that 

people’s immediate or broader work contexts can create motivational forces for unethical 

behaviour at work, and that those who engage in these behaviours are not necessarily 

inherently ‘bad people’ (Moore & Gino, 2015). Research regarding the contextual 

antecedents of unethical pro-organisational behaviour is still a relatively young topic and is 

therefore a key focus of the empirical research in this dissertation. 

In the following sections, I review the relevant literature2 on the contextual 

antecedents of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. This review provides the context 

needed to understand the focus of my research, which is a gap related to an arguably 

 
2 I review the relevant results returned on search terms “unethic* AND pro-organi$at*” in the Web of Science 
database.  
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important but little understood antecedent of unethical pro-organisational behaviour: job 

autonomy. Following this review, I delineate two key ways by which I aim to advance 

research on unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

2.4 Contextual Antecedents of Unethical Pro-organisational Behaviour 

Perhaps the most commonly studied contextual antecedent of unethical pro-

organisational behaviour is leadership; specifically, how various styles of leadership and 

leader-member interactions might inhibit or facilitate unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

Other contextual antecedents of unethical pro-organisational behaviour that have been studied 

so far include organisational climate and organisational culture. I review each of these in turn 

below.  

2.4.1 Leadership 

One of the most widely examined styles of leadership in relation to unethical pro-

organisational behaviour is transformational leadership. Transformational leaders are said to 

use charisma, influence, intellectual stimulation, and develop employees to foster exceptional 

performance (Bass & Avolio, 1993). Research has thus far shown that leaders who were rated 

by their subordinates as ‘transformational’ appear to be unwilling to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour (Effelsberg & Solga, 2015). However, the followers of 

‘transformational leaders’ do appear to be willing to engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour, as these followers experience high levels of organisational identification 

(Effelsberg et al., 2014). Effelsberg and colleagues suggested that transformational 

leadership, in aiming to foster employee performance by emphasising serving one’s 

organisation well may inadvertently facilitate unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

Transformational leadership may also unintentionally foster employees’ willingness to 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour depending on the type of language leaders 

use. Graham et al. (2015) showed, through an experimental study, that when transformational 
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leaders (who are said to use inspirational language to motivate employee performance) use 

loss framing language (i.e., emphasising negative aspects of an organisation’s revenue status) 

with their followers, these followers are more willing to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour. The authors suggested that loss language used by motivating and 

charismatic (i.e., transformational) leaders may unintentionally negate any ethical influence 

that they may have on their followers.  

Leaders’ focus towards the meeting the ‘bottom line’ can also drive employees’ 

willingness to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. A bottom-line mentality 

refers to one’s pursuit of high-performance metrics (such as customer satisfaction ratings, or 

revenue) which are often perceived as valuable measures of an organisation’s success 

(Babalola et al., in press). Babalola et al. (in press) found that employees working with 

supervisors with a high bottom-line mentality are more likely to feel obligated to meet the 

bottom line themselves, and in turn report greater willingness to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour to achieve that bottom line. The authors suggested that supervisors 

with a high bottom-line mentality drive employees’ felt obligation and behaviours that aim to 

meet the bottom line because those supervisors provide employees with informational 

resources about how to succeed in the organisation. Accordingly, Babalola and colleagues 

found that high employee ambition (to succeed in the organisation) strengthened the 

relationships between supervisors’ bottom-line mentality, employee felt obligation, and 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour. In a similar vein, Shaw et al. (2020) found that 

employees are more willing to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour when their 

leaders concentrate on performance outputs but simultaneously, show care towards their 

employees. The authors found that this style of leadership fosters reasoning that allows 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour to be framed as acceptable. 
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Employees’ unethical pro-organisational behaviour is also influenced by the extent to 

which their supervisors morally decouple (Fehr et al., 2019). Moral decoupling is a process 

by which individuals’ actions that lead to high performance are separated from any 

judgements of that person’s morality (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013). For example, an employee 

may have been identified as someone who sells faulty products for clients but judgements on 

their moral character are withheld or deemed inconsequential because the individual is 

identified as a high performer for increasing organisational revenue. Fehr et al (2019) showed 

employees engaged in more unethical pro-organisational behaviour when their supervisors 1) 

morally decoupled and 2) also engaged in unethical pro-organisational behaviour themselves. 

Further, supervisors who morally decouple are more likely to view unethical pro-

organisational behaviour as a positive performance indicator and provide high job 

performance ratings to their subordinates who do engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour.   

Taken together, the studies described thus far indicate that leaders can influence on 

followers’ willingness to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour, regardless of 

whether the leaders are willing to engage in it themselves. Followers may feel that unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour is positively rewarded or required in order to perform well. 

Some have suggested that leadership styles that unintentionally foster unethical pro-

organisational behaviour (e.g., transformational leadership) should be accompanied by an 

‘ethical leadership’ style (Effelsberg et al., 2014). However, as I review next, ethical 

leadership does not necessarily guard against subordinate unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour either.  

Ethical leaders are said to engage in “the demonstration of normatively appropriate 

conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such 



12 
 

conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” 

(Brown et al., 2005, p. 120). Brown et al. further elaborated that the normatively appropriate 

conduct demonstrated by ethical leaders include honesty, trustworthiness, and fairness, and 

that such leaders consider the ethical consequences of their behaviour before acting; ethical 

leaders are suggested to model ethical behaviour to subordinates. However, the evidence 

regarding the efficacy of ethical leadership on reducing subordinates’ unethical pro-

organisational behaviour is mixed.  

One study showed that high levels of ethical leadership facilitated moral attentiveness 

(i.e., the extent to which one actively considers the ethical elements of an issue at work) 

among subordinates’, which in turn reduced subordinates’ willingness to engage in unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour (Miao et al., 2019). However, another study found evidence for 

a curvilinear relationship between ethical leadership and unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. Specifically, low and moderate levels of ethical leadership were associated with 

increasing levels subordinates’ willingness to engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour, while high levels of ethical leadership were associated with low levels of 

subordinates’ willingness to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour (Miao et al., 

2013). This study further showed that the curvilinear relationship between ethical leadership 

was stronger for those who felt their self-concept was aligned with that of their supervisor 

(i.e., these employees experienced higher levels of supervisor identification).  

In a third study investigating the relationship between ethical leadership and unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour, Kalshoven et al. (2016) found that ethical leadership was 

positively associated with subordinates’ willingness to engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour, through a strong sense of organisational identification. This mediation effect was 

only found for employees who experienced high levels of job autonomy. Further, the results 
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of this study also indicated that the direct positive relationship between ethical leadership and 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour was stronger for employees who experienced low job 

autonomy. The authors suggested that employees with low job autonomy may be engaging in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour because they believe it is required by their 

organisation, but this proposition was not tested. Thus, ethical leadership does not necessarily 

guard against unethical pro-organisational behaviour, despite being conceptualised as a 

leadership style that models ethical behaviour to subordinates.  

There is some promising research showing that leaders who display a firmer focus on 

serving the clients of the organisation well (known as a ‘responsible’ leadership style), can 

reduce employees’ willingness to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour through a 

‘trickle-down effect’ (Cheng et al., 2019). Specifically, higher-level responsible leaders foster 

a responsible mentality in lower-level leaders, which in turn inhibits employees’ willingness 

to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

In summary, much of the research on leadership (with the exception of responsible 

leadership) as an antecedent of unethical pro-organisational behaviour suggests that 

leadership styles that theoretically should instil ethical follower behaviour might actually lead 

these employees to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The research just 

reviewed suggests that followers might engage in this behaviour because they view it as 

either a positive behaviour (e.g., Fehr et al., 2019) or necessary for the success of their 

organisation  (e.g., Babalola et al., 2020; Graham et al., 2015).  

2.4.2 Organisational Climate and Culture 

Research on ethical culture and climate shows that organisations who foster 

behavioural norms focusing on ethical behaviour are less likely to see their employees 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. For example, across multiple samples in 

the Australian superannuation (i.e., pension fund) industry, Sheedy et al. (2020) showed that 
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when organisations have a more ethical (i.e., less self-interested) climate coupled with a low 

risk-taking climate (i.e., those that consider consequences of employees’ actions for external 

stakeholders), employees are less willing to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

Dou et al., (2019) found similar results, showing that employees are less willing to engage in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour when their organisations have strong corporate ethical 

values.  

Employees are more likely to judge unethical pro-organisational behaviour as 

acceptable when their organisational culture pressures employees to meet organisational 

goals at any cost. In a study of accountants, Tian and Peterson (2016) showed that 

subordinate accountants were more likely to rate unethical target earning practices as ethical 

when working in a culture where they perceived pressure from superiors to achieve 

organisational goals. This relationship was stronger for subordinate accountants who had a 

high power distance orientation (i.e., felt that superiors should be unilateral decision-makers). 

In a similar vein, a unique study of fraud perpetrators found that an ‘instrumental’ 

organisational climate was positively associated with engaging in fraud (Murphy & Free, 

2016). In this study, an instrumental climate was described as one where employees make 

decisions in their own or the organisation’s best interest without considering ethical 

consequences. 

A recent study by Valle et al. (2019) also found that employees’ perceptions of a 

highly politicised work environment can facilitate unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

Organisational politics is defined as “social influence attempts directed at those who can 

provide rewards that will help promote or protect the self-interests of the actor” (Kacmar & 

Carlson, 1997, p. 629). Valle and colleagues (2019) found that when employees felt stronger 

perceptions of organisational politics, they were more likely to report cognitions that construe 

unethical behaviour as an acceptable practice (these cognitions are known as moral 
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disengagement, which I discuss later). In turn, these individuals reported a greater willingness 

to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The authors suggested that strongly 

political work environments increase the need for employees to remain vigilant about their 

behaviour and their reputation in the organisation. Employees may perceive unethical pro-

organisational behaviour as instrumental to success in the organisation, and they use moral 

disengagement to reframe this behaviour as acceptable.  

Taken together, the research on the relationship between an organisation’s culture 

culture/climate and unethical pro-organisational behaviour suggests that when employees 

perceive strong shared expectations of ethical behaviour and values, they are less likely to be 

willing to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

2.5 Summary and Considerations for Further Research 

The review on the contextual antecedents of unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

indicates two important areas in this literature that I seek to address to advance the study of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour theoretically and practically. Firstly, research on this 

topic has thus far have focused heavily on understanding how broad contextual elements (i.e., 

leadership and organisational culture/climate) might influence unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. Thus, research has not substantially considered the role of employees’ immediate 

work context as a facilitator of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. This is an important  

area of research to consider because, as I describe shortly, an employee’s immediate work 

context can shed important light on employee behaviour and cognition (Johns, 2006). 

Secondly, little research thus far has examined how the work context affects how employees 

consider the negative outcomes, or consequences, of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

Scholars have called for a more comprehensive study of this issue to fully understand the 

implications of unethical pro-organisational behaviour (Fehr et al., 2019; Tang et al., 2020). 

Below, I describe why examining an employee’s immediate context as an antecedent of 
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unethical pro-organisational behaviour is required, and how this can also help enhance 

research on its consequences.  

Leadership, culture, and climate encompass what Johns (2006) terms ‘omnibus’ 

contextual factors; that is, one’s broader context which includes one’s surrounding 

individuals (e.g., leaders) and culture. As reviewed above, there are promising findings 

regarding the effectiveness of good ethical culture/climate in inhibiting unethical pro-

organisational behaviour. However, there is mixed evidence for the effectiveness of 

leadership style in curbing unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Multiple studies that I 

reviewed focused suggested that employees or their leaders may view unethical pro-

organisational behaviour either as a positive behaviour or necessary for the organisation to 

succeed. In these instances, employees may feel obliged to meet their organisation’s bottom 

line, feel high levels of organisational identification, or perceive that they will receive some 

benefit to themselves if they engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Thus, in this 

line of research, there is a great focus on how the work environment might encourage 

employees to view unethical pro-organisational behaviour as a positive outcome for the 

organisation, with little focus on how employees view it as a negative outcome for the 

organisation’s clients.  

One possible explanation for the gap in understanding the negative consequences of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour might relate to the way the construct is conceptualised 

and therefore what its measure captures. Umphress and colleagues (2010) assert: “in our 

conceptualization of unethical pro-organisational behaviour, we focus on the pro-

organizational nature of the act, regardless of the ultimate consequences” (p. 770). I argue 

however, that an understanding of how employees process the consequences of their 

behaviour is imperative to gaining an in-depth understanding of unethical pro-organisational 



17 
 

behaviour. Umphress and Bingham (2011) also alluded to the importance of understanding 

how employees process the consequences of unethical pro-organisational behaviour, by 

stating that employees may use ‘cognitive neutralisation’ techniques to distance themselves 

from the ethical implications of their unethical pro-organisational behaviour. They further 

suggest that “once the ethical implications with an act are lost, employees are free to engage 

in the unethical action without regard for the potential consequences to others” (Umphress & 

Bingham, 2011, p. 633). In the organisational literature, cognitive neutralisation techniques 

are commonly studied through the framework of moral disengagement, which I describe in 

more detail in the next chapter. Importantly, the way employees’ psychologically process the 

perceptions of outcomes or consequences of unethical behaviour can influence their 

likelihood of engaging in it. These perceptions can be critically influenced by employees’ 

experiences of their immediate work context.  

An employee’s immediate work context (also termed ‘discrete context’) Johns (2006) 

refers to “specific situational variables that influence behaviour directly or moderate 

relationships between variables” (Johns, 2006, p. 393). Employees’ immediate work context 

critically influences their core work experiences, such as the way they carry out their 

everyday work tasks. Johns (2006) suggests that employees’ more immediate, ‘discrete’, 

context can actually explain why omnibus (i.e., broader) contextual variables influence 

organisational outcomes. Very little research exists however, regarding how or why ‘discrete’ 

contextual antecedents might directly motivate unethical pro-organisational behaviour. In 

developing a better understanding of these phenomena, researchers may in future be better 

able to explain why broader contextual variables such as leadership or organisational culture 

influences unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  
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In this dissertation, I examine how work design, a fundamental part of an employee’s 

immediate work context, might influence unethical pro-organisational behaviour and how 

employees feel about its outcomes. Work design is the content and organisation of content 

and organisation of one’s work, activities, tasks relationships, and responsibilities (Parker, 

2014). Work design affects how employees carry out their everyday tasks and also 

employees’ perceptions of what is expected of them at work. I expand research on the 

contextual antecedents of unethical pro-organisational behaviour by examining how job 

autonomy, a key aspect of an employee’s work design might facilitate this behaviour and 

perceptions about its consequences. Job autonomy is the extent to which employees have the 

freedom and independence in carrying out their work (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). To 

this end, in the next chapter, I argue for the theoretical and practical value of integrating the 

Job Characteristics Model and Social Cognitive Theory (the theory underlying moral 

disengagement) to examine unethical pro-organisational behaviour, which in turn guide the 

empirical studies that follow. 
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Chapter 3: Work Design and Moral Disengagement 

3.1 Overview and Goals of this Chapter 

The goal of this chapter is to provide the reader with a background and rationale for 

the importance of investigating the role of job autonomy in facilitating unethical pro-

organisational behaviour and the rationalisation of its consequences. To this end, this chapter 

is comprised of two parts. The first part provides an overview of work design and key 

developments that led to the creation of the Job Characteristics Model, which underlies the 

empirical investigation of autonomy as an antecedent of unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. The second part of this chapter provides an overview of Social Cognitive Theory 

and moral disengagement. This overview is followed by how the Job Characteristics Model is 

integrated with Social Cognitive Theory to better understand how employees might 

rationalise unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

3.2 Part 1: Work Design 

Work design (also known as job design) is defined as the content and organisation of 

one’s work, activities, tasks relationships, and responsibilities (Parker, 2014). Well-designed 

work is integral for employees’ well-being, job performance, job satisfaction, and 

organizational commitment (Humphrey et al., 2007; Parker et al., 2017). Thus, work design 

has great potential to influence employees’ affect, cognition, attitudes, and behaviour. A key 

perspective to understanding the psychological aspects of work design is by considering the 

impact of work characteristics on individual, team, and organisational outcomes. Work 

characteristics are “the attributes of the task, job, and social and organizational environment” 

(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006, p. 1322). Accordingly, well-designed work typically includes 

sufficient levels of positive work characteristics in their job, such as job autonomy (the extent 

to which employees have the freedom and independence in completing their work), task 

variety (the extent to which employees can complete different types of tasks), or task 
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significance (the extent to which employees perceive their work has an impact on others). I 

provide more detail on how work characteristics influence outcomes shortly.   

Research on work design has a rich history, as the field has enjoyed scientific 

attention for over 100 years. Hence, there have been several influential theories about how to 

design work for specific outcomes. The following section provides the reader with a brief 

overview of the evolution of key work design theories that led to the development of the 

work design theory that informs the current dissertation, the Job Characteristics Model. I then 

introduce the core tenets of the Job Characteristics Model and argue for examining unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour in relation to one of these core tenets.   

3.2.1 Work Design Theories Leading to the Job Characteristics Model 

One of the earliest systematized forms of management, scientific management 

(Taylor, 1911), also fuelled one of the earliest work design theories, which centred around 

job simplification. Such work design was popularised during the industrial revolution, with 

the goal of maximising efficiency and productivity through simplicity, repetitiveness, and 

standardisation. Jobs were divided into as many sub tasks as possible and each sub task was 

completed by a single worker. For example, instead of having one employee assemble an 

entire car, each part of the car would be assembled by one worker, like bolting on the tyres, 

connecting the steering wheel, and so on. Workers also experienced very little autonomy by 

having to follow precisely the standardised instructions for completing the task. Research 

later highlighted the unintended consequences of scientific management and such simplified 

work design by showing their links with poor work satisfaction and motivation (Walker & 

Guest, 1952). These discoveries later paved the way for improved approaches to designing 

work that aimed to facilitate job satisfaction and motivation, such as Herzberg’s two-factor 

theory. 
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Frederick Herzberg’s two-factor theory (Herzberg, 1966) approached work design 

from an employee’s perspective by investigating what people wanted from their jobs, with 

the investigation leading to a typology of two ‘factors’ relevant to satisfaction at work: 

motivation and hygiene. Herzberg suggested that employee motivation was dependent upon 

the presence or absence of hygiene and motivation factors. Hygiene factors referred to policy, 

administration, salary, and quality of supervision; when these factors are adequate, employees 

will experience no dissatisfaction with their job.  However, the presence of the hygiene 

factors does not it itself improve employee satisfaction. Thus, to motivate employees, it was 

important to place an emphasis on motivation factors such as recognition, growth, 

responsibility, and achievement. However, researchers found it difficult to provide empirical 

support for the theory and it was suggested that a key reason for this lack of empirical support 

was methodological; that is, the factors in the theory could only be measured through very 

specific interviews (e.g., Wall & Stephenson, 1970). While Herzberg’s theory failed to 

receive adequate empirical support, one of its central propositions regarding the importance 

of intrinsic work factors for job motivation was drawn upon to generate the key tenets of the 

work design theory that I draw upon in this dissertation: the Job Characteristics Model 

(Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Hackman & Oldham, 1976). 

3.2.2 The Job Characteristics Model 

The Job Characteristics Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) remains to date one of the 

most dominant work design models used by researchers (Parker et al., 2017). This model 

proposes that five “core” job (or work) characteristics promote three critical “psychological 

states”, which in turn facilitate positive work outcomes (internal motivation, high work 

performance, and job satisfaction) and decrease negative work outcomes (absenteeism and 

turnover). The psychological states refer to an employee’s experience of personal 
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responsibility for the outcomes of their work, the meaningfulness of their job, and knowing 

the results of the work they are doing.  

The core job characteristics in the Job Characteristics Model are skill variety, task 

identity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback from the job. Skill variety is the extent to 

which one employs a variety of skills to complete their work; task identity is the extent to 

which one can complete a whole piece of work rather than its sub-parts; task significance is 

the extent to which one’s job influences the lives or work of others, either within or outside 

an organisation. Together, skill variety, task identity and task significance facilitate the key 

psychological state of experiencing one’s job as meaningful. The job characteristic autonomy 

(the extent to which one has control over their work and can decide when and how to perform 

it) promotes the critical state of personal responsibility for the outcomes of their work. 

Finally, the job characteristic feedback (the extent to which performing the job itself provides 

an employee clear and informative feedback about their work performance) facilitates the 

critical state of knowledge about the results of one’s work. The final proposition of the Job 

Characteristics Model is that an employee’s need for psychological growth is a moderator at 

two points of the model. Specifically, a high need for psychological growth is said to 

strengthen the positive relationship between job characteristics and psychological states, and 

the positive relationship between psychological states and work outcomes. The Job 

Characteristics Model is depicted in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1 

Graphical depiction of the job characteristics model (adapted from Hackman & Oldham, 

1980)

 

Meta-analytic studies aimed at testing the propositions of the Job Characteristics 

Model have generally supported that work characteristics influence several work outcomes 

through the three proposed mediators of responsibility, meaning, and knowledge of results, 

with the exception of the moderating role of need for growth (Fried & Ferris, 1987; 

Humphrey et al., 2007; Johns et al., 1992). The Job Characteristics Model fuelled a great deal 

of research on work design, which subsequently showed that work design influences several 

more attitudinal, behavioural, and cognitive outcomes through the critical psychological 

states than those initially theorised by Hackman and Oldham (1976), such as organisational 

commitment and burnout (Humphrey et al., 2007).  

In recent years, work design scholars have emphasised the need to better understand 

the influence of work characteristics on employee (un)ethical behaviour. Johns (2010) argued 

that unethical behaviour could be an ‘unintended consequence’ of work that is designed for a 

particular purpose. For example, he suggested that excessively narrow jobs, which may be 

designed to foster high in-role performance, could also lead to unethical behaviour by 
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reducing employees’ sense of responsibility for their actions. Unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour can be perceived by employees as contributing to high in-role performance by the 

employee who engages in such behaviour, particularly if the supervisor condones or engages 

in unethical pro-organisational behaviour themselves (e.g., Fehr et al., 2019). Further, one of 

the hallmarks of a narrow job is low job autonomy; employees in low autonomy jobs are, by 

definition, not in a strong position to choose the methods by which they complete their work, 

when they complete specific tasks at work, or engage in significant decision-making 

(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Parker (2014) argued that poor work design in the form of 

narrow and deskilled jobs might reduce individuals’ motivation to behave morally. 

Specifically, she argues that “deskilled jobs can result in narrow, “not my job” role 

orientations, reduced perspective taking, and lowered self-efficacy, which suggests that 

employees in deskilled jobs often lack ownership of, and self-efficacy for, addressing moral 

issues” (2014, p. 674). In this dissertation I focus particularly on investigating job autonomy 

(rather than other work characteristics in the Job Characteristics Model) as an antecedent of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour because low autonomy has not only been identified as 

a key aspect of a narrow job but low job autonomy may also lead employees to perceive that 

their organisation or leaders expect them to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

In the sections that follow, I describe how autonomy might function as an antecedent of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, only one study (to the best of my knowledge) 

has examined the association between job autonomy and unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. In a study across various organisations, Kalshoven et al. (2016) conducted a 

survey study to examine whether the job autonomy of followers moderates the relationship 

between followers’ perceptions of ethical leadership and those followers’ willingness to 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The results showed that the positive 
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relationship between ethical leadership and unethical pro-organisational behaviour was 

stronger for employees with low job autonomy, compared to those with high autonomy. 

While this study did not investigate why low job autonomy led to a greater willingness to 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour, the authors suggested that having low job 

autonomy may lead employees to justify their unethical pro-organisational behaviour by 

thinking that their organisation ‘wants’ them to engage in such behaviour. 

 While in some cases, employees may implicitly feel that their organisation wants 

them to perform no matter what the cost, in other cases, there are explicit directives to behave 

unethically, such as the Mercer Super Trust case described in Chapter 1. It is possible that if 

employees feel they are acting in a way that is desired by those with more control in the 

organisation, employees might consequently be less likely to take ownership or responsibility 

of their actions because they do not see themselves as the agent that desires such behaviour. 

Thus, low autonomy might reduce motivation for ethical behaviours when employees feel 

they have little personal responsibility for unethical pro-organisational behaviour and its 

ensuing consequences. It may also be the case that such thinking leads employees to 

rationalise unethical pro-organisational behaviour as acceptable. Indeed, Parker (2014) 

suggests that individuals in deskilled and narrow jobs may not pay much attention to the 

consequences or ethical implications of their actions because they perceive it is ‘not their 

job’, that is, not within their sphere of responsibility. 

In this dissertation, I integrate two theoretical frameworks that highlight the role of 

low autonomy in firstly promoting engagement in unethical pro-organisational behaviour and 

then promoting the rationalisation of that behaviour. The first theoretical framework is the 

Job Characteristics Model described above and the second is the Social Cognitive Theory of 

moral thought and action. In integrating these models, I answer Parker’s (2014) and Johns’ 
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(2010) calls to better understand how narrow jobs might facilitate unethical behaviour. In the 

sections that follow, I first describe how I use the Job Characteristics Model to study 

autonomy as an antecedent of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Building upon those 

arguments, I describe how I use Social Cognitive Theory to better understand how employees 

with low job autonomy might use moral disengagement to rationalise unethical pro-

organisational behaviour.  

3.2.2 Investigating Unethical Pro-Organisational Behaviour through the Job 

Characteristics Model 

The autonomy-responsibility tenet of the Job Characteristics Model may reasonably 

be extended to include unethical pro-organisational behaviour as an outcome. The Job 

Characteristics Model posits that when employees are afforded low levels of job autonomy, 

they are less likely to feel responsible for the outcomes of their work and in turn, they are less 

likely to experience positive work outcomes. As discussed in Chapter 2, employees who 

engage in unethical behaviour are not necessarily inherently ‘bad people’; rather one’s work 

context can be an important motivator of unethical behaviour. If employees with low job 

autonomy perceive directives to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour and have 

little control in deciding whether they adhere to these directives or not, they may then feel 

that they are not responsible for the effects their actions have on others. While unethical pro-

organisational behaviour can lead to short-term benefits for the organisation, this behaviour 

may have significant negative outcomes for certain organisational stakeholders including the 

clients that the organisation serves.  

To place the above into perspective, consider the experiences of employees like 

Tracey Granville at Mercer Super Trust, the pension fund company described in Chapter 1. 

The executives at the company provided an explicit directive to employees to engage in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour by deliberately depriving members of lower 
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membership fees in order to maintain company revenue. Tracey, the former employee of 

Mercer Super Trust, who was interviewed, indicated that her job autonomy was restricted – 

she was told she was not allowed to spend more than a certain amount of time helping the 

clients of the organisation. Therefore, low autonomy could reduce motivation for ethical 

behaviour because employees feel they have little control over how they do their job, which 

involves following company directives that disadvantage clients for the company’s benefit.  

Based on the arguments provided to this point, in this dissertation I test whether low 

(high) job autonomy might reduce (foster) employees’ responsibility for the outcomes of their 

work and in turn lead them to engage in (refrain from) unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. That is, I propose that job autonomy motivates ethical behaviour by leading 

employees to feel personally responsible for the outcomes of their work. Further, no known 

research has empirically examined whether personal responsibility can explain the 

relationship between autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Therefore, the 

first research question examined in the current dissertation is: 

Research Question 1: Does low job autonomy lead to unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour through low levels of personal responsibility for the consequences of one’s work? 

An additional element to consider in relation to the Mercer Super Trust case is how 

someone like Tracey might rationalise the consequences of unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour, which involves disadvantaging clients. That is, are there particular attitudes or 

moral processes fostered by low job autonomy that make it easier for employees to rationalise 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour? Thus, an important extension of understanding 

whether an employees’ personal sense of responsibility plays a role in facilitating unethical 

behaviour is to understand who else the employee might, instead, feel is responsible for such 

behaviour. Speaking to the importance of understanding cognitive processes associated with 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour, Umphress and Bingham assert: “if employees look to 
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situational factors such as role expectations to explain their unethical behaviour, employees 

are able to accept less personal responsibility and distance themselves from the unethical act” 

(2011, p. 626).  Given that employees might perceive a directive to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour, it may be possible that they instead feel that a figure of authority, 

that is someone who creates these directives, should instead be held responsible, rather than 

themselves. These employees may rationalise unethical behaviour by feeling that they should 

not be blamed for any wrongdoing. This proposition is important to further investigate 

because organisations might be able to better leverage ethics interventions if those in 

positions of power understand the impact of their decisions on ground-level employees. To 

investigate this, I draw upon the moral disengagement framework outlined in Bandura’s 

(1986) Social Cognitive Theory of moral thought and action. In the sections that follow, I 

provide an overview of this theory and subsequently argue why moral disengagement can 

shed a more comprehensive light on the relationship between job autonomy, experiences of 

responsibility, and unethical pro-organisational behaviour.     
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3.3 Part 2: Moral Disengagement 

3.3.1 Overview of Moral Disengagement 

The Social Cognitive Theory of moral thought and action (Bandura, 1986, 1991) 

proposes that people are intrinsically motivated to maintain a positive moral self-image that 

adheres to personal and social standards of moral behaviour. To maintain one’s moral self-

image, Social Cognitive Theory posits that individuals can regulate their behaviour through 

self-monitoring and self-reactance. Self-monitoring refers to judging one’s own conduct in 

relation to personal or social standards of moral behaviour, while self-reactance is the use of 

emotions to ensure that one does not engage in behaviour that facilitates negative emotions 

like shame or guilt. The self-regulatory processes foster people’s sense of moral agency by 

motivating them to behave in accordance with their personal or social moral standards. If 

individuals behave contrary to their personal or social standards (i.e., unethically), the 

emotional or cognitive consequences for the said individual are unpleasant.  

Bandura theorised that the self-regulatory processes which deter unethical behaviour 

are most strongly active when the agent of unethical behaviour understands the adverse 

consequences that this behaviour has on others. Yet, people are often faced with opportunities 

to behave unethically in a way that benefits themselves and when the motivation to do so is 

strong enough, Bandura suggests that people can deactivate their self-regulatory processes 

using a process known as moral disengagement. Moral disengagement is said to occur “most 

prominently in patterns of behaviour that serve the user in some way but injure others” 

(Bandura, 1986, p. 375). Moral disengagement allows individuals to continue feeling like a 

moral person by rationalising their behaviour as acceptable in relation to their internal 

standards or social context. Social cognitive theory implies that moral disengagement occurs 

before one engages in unethical behaviour (i.e., following forethought or deliberation) 

however, later research on moral processes has indicated that individuals can also rationalise 
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past unethical behaviour that was not initially deliberated (e.g., Haidt, 2001). I discuss later 

how the process of moral disengagement remains poorly understood and that one possible 

reason is that we do not fully understand when moral disengagement actually occurs in 

relation to unethical behaviour.  

Bandura (1986) proposed eight specific mechanisms of moral disengagement, which 

fall under three broader categories. The first category of moral disengagement focuses on the 

‘cognitive re-construal’ of unethical behaviour such that the behaviour in question is framed 

as a non-transgression in the eyes of the agent (i.e., the transgressor), or possibly others. The 

three mechanisms underpinning this category are moral justification, euphemistic labelling, 

and advantageous comparison. The second category of mechanisms involves 

‘misrepresenting the agent or the consequences’ of unethical behaviour namely through 

displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, and distortion of consequences. 

The final category involves creating ‘detrimental perceptions of the recipients’ of unethical 

behaviour, through dehumanisation and attribution of blame. Note that researchers have also 

identified moral disengagement mechanisms under the terms cognitive neutralisations or 

justifications (e.g., Ashforth & Anand, 2003; Sykes & Matza, 1957; Tenbrunsel & Messick, 

1999) however, these neutralisations/justifications are all comprehensively delineated in the 

framework of moral disengagement (see the review by Treviño et al., 2014). Each mechanism 

within its respective category is summarised in Table 1, and below I provide a simple 

example of how each of these mechanisms may be used.  

Think of a person who has passed through the self-check-out station at a supermarket. 

As she loads the groceries into her car, she realises that there is a bottle of vanilla essence in 

the corner of her trolley that is unpaid for. She has an internal standard against the act of 

stealing however, she may rationalise not paying for the bottle by thinking “this 

supermarket is overpriced anyway” (attribution of blame to the victim), or that “the 
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corporate “overlords” of the supermarket won’t notice a single bottle of vanilla essence 

missing” (dehumanisation of the victim). She may reframe the act by thinking “I really need 

this for a sick friend’s cake and don’t have time to go back” (moral justification for a 

“good” cause), “it’s not as bad as stealing a car” (advantageous comparison to worse 

unethical acts), or that it was “conveniently overlooked” from the billing process 

(euphemistic labelling). Furthermore, she could contemplate that “it’s no big deal, it’s a big 

supermarket” (distortion of consequences), or “if the person supervising the checkout didn’t 

notice this, why should I pay” (displacement of responsibility onto figures of authority). 

Finally, she may reason “I’m sure everyone forgets to pay for things at the check-out 

sometimes” (diffusion of responsibility to others). The mechanisms of moral disengagement 

and their definitions are summarised in Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1 

Categories and definitions of moral disengagement mechanisms   

Category Mechanism Definition 

Cognitive re-
construal 

Moral justification Reframing unethical behaviour as being in 
the service of social or valued purposes 

Euphemistic labelling Use of morally neutral language to make 
unethical behaviour seem benign or less 
harmful 

Advantageous comparison Comparison of unethical behaviour with 
even worse behaviour to make the original 
behaviour seem acceptable 

Misrepresenting 
the agent or 
consequences  

Distortion of consequences Minimizing the seriousness of the 
consequences of unethical behaviour  

Diffusion of responsibility Placing responsibility for unethical 
behaviour onto a group, thereby making 
one feel less responsible for a collective’s 
unethical actions 

Displacement of 
responsibility 

Placing responsibility for unethical 
behaviour onto an authority figure, thereby 
neutralizing personal responsibility 

Detrimental 
perceptions of 
recipients 

Attribution of blame  Placing the responsibility for unethical 
behaviour onto the victim in order to 
exonerate oneself 

Dehumanisation Cognitively framing the victims of 
unethical behaviour as ‘‘less than 
human,’’ or unworthy of human treatment 

 

3.3.2 Moral Disengagement in Organisational Research 

Moral disengagement has captured the attention of organisational ethics researchers in 

recent years in order to better understand cognitive processes that facilitate unethical 

behaviour (Treviño et al., 2014). Understanding how or why employees rationalise unethical 

behaviour may bring to light new ways of devising organisational ethics interventions. The 

way that people rationalise particular behaviours can subsequently lead others to use similar 

rationalisations for their own unethical behaviour (Haidt, 2001; Sykes & Matza, 1957). 

Within an organisation, moral disengagement may become a learned process by multiple 
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employees and embedded into an organisation’s culture. Moore and Gino (2013) suggest that 

organisations are likely to benefit from bespoke ethics interventions that promote moral 

processes by addressing different known antecedents or correlates of unethical behaviour to. 

For example, employees could be taught to recognise morally disengaged language as 

potential ‘red flags’ for unethical behaviour in their particular job contexts (Treviño et al., 

2014).  

To understand how moral disengagement is associated with unethical behaviour in 

organisations, one must first understand how moral disengagement is conceptualised in 

research. This understanding is essential because, as I describe next, moral disengagement is 

not typically studied in the way it was described in Social Cognitive Theory. Although 

Bandura described it as a process, moral disengagement across various disciplines (including 

in organisational research) is typically studied as a trait-like or attitudinal tendency to use 

morally disengaged thinking (i.e., an individual difference). This trait-like tendency is known 

as the propensity to morally disengage. In this line of research, the propensity to morally 

disengage has been ascertained as a predictor of employee unethical behaviour. However, in 

a recent review, De Cremer and Moore highlighted that “research has yet to accurately or 

fully capture how moral disengagement functions during the process of justifying bad 

behaviour” (2020, p. 377). More recently, to better understand the process of moral 

disengagement, researchers began to challenge the dominant method of studying moral 

disengagement as an individual difference. In this line of research, researchers have found 

that the propensity to morally disengage can be ‘activated’ (i.e., present as state-like) within 

particular contexts.  

In the sections that follow, I describe how each approach to studying moral 

disengagement has advanced an understanding of unethical behaviour in organisations. Given 

my focus on understanding job autonomy as an antecedent of unethical pro-organisational 
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behaviour, I also review known research examining work characteristics as facilitators of 

moral disengagement mechanisms. In turn, I argue for examining a specific mechanism of 

moral disengagement that might plausibly be facilitated by low job autonomy in relation to 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour: displacement of responsibility. 

3.3.3 The Trait-like Tendency to Morally Disengage 

The dominant term for the construal of moral disengagement as an individual 

difference is known as the “propensity to morally disengage” (Moore et al., 2012; Treviño et 

al., 2014). This propensity is conceptualised as a single higher-order construct representing 

the stable component of how an individual cognitively processes their own or others’ moral 

decisions and behaviours across many contexts (Moore et al., 2012). Thus, the propensity to 

morally disengage is a trait-like tendency. The measure for propensity to morally disengage 

gauges participants’ endorsement of general statements reflecting each of the moral 

disengagement mechanisms. For example, distortion of consequences is measured with the 

statement “taking personal credit for ideas that were not your own is no big deal” (Moore et 

al., 2012, p. 48).  

Considerable research to date has shown that individuals with a stronger (compared to 

weaker) propensity to morally disengage are more likely to make decisions to commit fraud 

(e.g., Barsky, 2011; Moore et al., 2012), engage in counterproductive work behaviours (e.g., 

G. Huang et al., 2017; Samnani et al., 2014) and are more willing to engage in unethical pro-

organizational behaviour (Shaw et al., 2020). One’s propensity to morally disengage can also 

shape the way in which employees perceive others’ unethical behaviours. For example, Fehr 

et al. (2020) showed that employees with a stronger propensity to morally disengage were 

more likely to retain trust in leaders who behave unethically partly because these individuals 

feel that their values are congruent with those of their leaders. 
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The individual difference lens of studying moral disengagement is undoubtedly useful 

because this trait-like tendency predicts employee unethical behaviour and favourable 

reactions towards others’ unethical behaviour. Thus, organisations might be able to identify 

those with higher propensities for moral disengagement and either avoid hiring them or 

perhaps choose to train them to recognise moral disengagement mechanisms (see Detert et 

al., 2008). However, as previously described, the past few years have seen moral 

disengagement researchers aim to better understand the process of moral disengagement. 

Many of these studies investigate moral disengagement as an outcome in a particular context, 

using generalised propensity to morally disengage scales or adapting these scales for the 

context of the study. Thus, the propensity to morally disengage is positioned as being a 

contextually-sensitive (or state-like) construct. Typically, if an individual reports higher 

scores on these moral disengagement measures in a particular context that presents an 

opportunity to engage in unethical behaviour, then the individual is said to have morally 

disengaged. I next describe examples illustrating this approach to studying moral 

disengagement as a process and, in turn, some issues with this approach. 

3.3.4 Moral Disengagement as a Process 

Notably, morally disengaged reasoning is also commonly examined in relation to 

counterproductive work behaviour, which is sometimes referred to as workplace deviance 

(Robinson & Bennett, 1995). Counterproductive work behaviour harms or intends to harm 

the organisation itself or other individuals within the organisation (see Chapter 2). Although 

counterproductive work behaviour is not the focal unethical behaviour examined in this 

dissertation, the research reviewed below provides some important lessons on how moral 

disengagement can be examined in relation to unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

One line of research suggests that unsatisfactory job environments can activate the 

propensity to morally disengage, which in turn leads employees to engage in workplace 
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deviance. For example, one study found that employees who experience greater job insecurity 

report higher levels of propensity to morally disengage, and in turn report engaging in high 

levels of workplace deviance (G. Huang et al., 2017). The authors of this study suggested that 

employees who engage in workplace deviance under conditions of job insecurity do so as a 

way of reckoning with the organisation’s lack of commitment towards them. Morally 

disengaging therefore allows employees to reframe deviant behaviour as acceptable under 

their circumstances. In another study, Valle et al. (2019) showed that employees who 

experience abusive supervision from their leaders are in turn more likely to report high levels 

of propensity to morally disengage and these employees subsequently reported engaging in 

higher levels of workplace deviance. Valle and colleagues theorised that moral 

disengagement allows individuals to reframe their behaviour as acceptable to ‘even the 

playing field’ between themselves and their abusive supervisors. Consistent with this notion, 

Hystad et al. (2014) found employees who felt that they were not treated with respect or 

experienced poor supervision were more likely to report a stronger propensity to morally 

disengage and, in turn, engage in deviant behaviours such as non-compliance and risk-taking.  

Recent research also shows how the propensity to morally disengage is activated in 

organisational contexts where employees can anticipate the impact of their (un)ethical 

actions. For example, Moore et al. (2019) found that when leaders encourage their 

subordinates to think of the morality of their actions when making business decisions (i.e., 

the leaders display ethical leadership), these subordinates report a lower propensity to 

morally disengage (Moore et al., 2019). Conversely, Knoll and colleagues (2016) 

investigated the activation of the propensity to morally disengage in a ‘moral gray zone’, 

which they defined as a situation where there is ambiguity about whether a particular act is 

unethical. Across two experimental studies, Knoll et al. (2016) found that the propensity to 

morally disengage is more strongly activated in employees under conditions of moral 



37 
 

ambiguity, compared to conditions where there is a clearer ethical solution to a dilemma and 

these employees were also more likely to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

There is a small amount of research that has examined work characteristics as 

facilitators of the propensity to morally disengage, which has been conducted in relation to 

counterproductive work behaviour. Fida et al. (2015) showed that relatively lower levels of 

social support from co-workers and supervisors were associated with relatively higher reports 

of the propensity to morally disengage. Further, employees who reported a stronger 

propensity to morally disengage were more likely to engage in counterproductive work 

behaviour. The authors suggested that employees who perceive an unsupportive 

organisational environment might feel less empathy for the organisation or its stakeholders, 

and therefore are more likely to reframe counterproductive work behaviour as acceptable 

using moral disengagement. The same study also showed that the propensity to morally 

disengage did not explain the relationship between low job autonomy and counterproductive 

work behaviour. One possibility for this finding is that the moral disengagement measure 

used in that study encompassed all eight mechanisms of moral disengagement, and autonomy 

may not necessarily be an antecedent of broader morally disengaged reasoning. Indeed, there 

is a growing body of research showing that specific contexts lead to the activation or 

inhibition of specific moral disengagement mechanisms, described next.  

Kish-Gephart et al. (2014) found, in an experimental study, that participants were less 

likely to report the use of distortion of consequences or attribution of blame (using a 

contextualised propensity to morally disengage measure) when they were provided 

information about the potential harm that poor work performance may cause to organisational 

stakeholders. In this study, participants were provided an incentive to earn a bonus if they 

completed a larger portion of a proofreading task, but the amount of proofreading required to 

obtain the bonus would result in poor quality work. Although this study did not specifically 
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investigate the role of a work characteristic, understanding the harmful impact of one’s work 

could arguably be interpreted as being similar to the work characteristic of task significance. 

As previously described, task significance is the extent to which employees perceive that 

their work has an impact on others. Other research has demonstrated that customer services 

representatives who experience high levels of abuse from customers are more likely to report 

elevated levels of the propensity to use the moral disengagement mechanisms 

dehumanisation and attribution of blame (Y. S. Huang et al., 2018). Across a field survey 

study and experimental study, Huang et al., (2018) showed that the propensity to morally 

disengage was activated due to feelings of hostility towards the customers who abused the 

employees. 

Issues in studying the process of moral disengagement. The growing literature on 

the contextual activation of the propensity to morally disengage, while useful, still does not 

completely ‘unpack’ the moral disengagement processes as they unfold. As previously stated, 

this line of research tends to position the propensity to morally disengage as a state-like 

construct. However, the research just reviewed shows that under particular circumstances, 

some cognitive process has likely occurred, leading one to report a stronger propensity to 

morally disengage at work, but not how that cognitive process unfolds. Social Cognitive 

Theory proposes that a self-regulatory mechanism must also be deactivated, but research has 

yet to capture this deactivation.  

Unpacking and capturing the process of moral disengagement (i.e., the actual 

deactivation of moral self-regulation) is arguably difficult in part because there are so many 

aspects to this process: monitoring one’s actions in relation to personal and/or social moral 

standards, anticipating unpleasant emotions in case one engages in unethical behaviour, and 

the possibility that moral disengagement may occur before or after one has engaged in 

unethical behaviour. Having little knowledge of exactly when moral disengagement occurs 
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presents a key measurement challenge in the sense that it is difficult to pinpoint when it 

should be measured in a research design. Another possible reason for a poor understanding of 

moral disengagement processes could be that each mechanism of moral disengagement 

serves a different purpose, and therefore there may not exist a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach for 

capturing a moral disengagement process in its entirety.  

Some researchers have tried to capture evidence of moral disengagement processes by 

asking participants to explain why an unethical decision was made in behavioural tasks (e.g., 

Reynolds et al., 2014). In this approach, moral disengagement is considered to have occurred 

if participants use phrases representing to moral disengagement mechanisms in their 

explanations. However, this approach still does not indicate exactly how moral 

disengagement unfolds; rather, it indicates that participants have likely reached a point where 

they are motivated to reframe unethical behaviour as acceptable. Others yet have examined 

the extent to which the opportunity to engage in unethical behaviour that benefits oneself 

might lead individuals to behave contrary to their values; this value-discrepancy was 

considered to be a proxy for moral disengagement (Shepherd et al., 2013). In a study of 

entrepreneurs, moral disengagement was suggested to occur if participants’ decision-making 

in a series of vignettes was inconsistent with their pro-environmental values. Shepherd et al. 

(2013) presented participants with a series of vignettes that outlined opportunities for 

participants to increase their organisation’s competitive advantage. This study showed that 

people with stronger pro-environmental values rated that self-interested opportunities would 

cause little harm to the environment (even though the level of harm would actually be 

substantial). One issue with the values discrepancy approach to measuring moral 

disengagement, however, is that it does not indicate whether participants used any particular 

type of moral disengagement mechanism. 
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3.3.5 Measuring Moral Disengagement: Summary and Further Research 

In summary, moral disengagement is a cognitive process by which individuals can 

deactivate their self-regulatory processes that usually keep them from behaving unethically. 

When moral disengagement occurs, individuals are able to cognitively frame their unethical 

behaviour as acceptable (i.e., congruent with their internal and social standards of moral 

behaviour). Moral disengagement prevents individuals from feeling guilty or shameful about 

their unethical behaviour. There are eight mechanisms of moral disengagement that allow for 

the reframing of unethical behaviour (e.g., moral justification, displacement of 

responsibility). However, capturing the multiple aspects of moral disengagement (e.g., what 

the deactivation of self-regulatory processes in relation to unethical behaviour looks like) has 

been challenging for researchers thus far. One approach to measuring moral disengagement is 

to measure individuals’ trait-like propensity to morally disengage. Research using this 

method shows that employees’ trait-like tendency for morally disengaging predicts unethical 

behaviour. Studies that aim to understand the process of moral disengagement have shown 

that the propensity to morally disengage can be activated as a situation-response in particular 

contexts, but such methods of study do not adequately describe how the process of moral 

disengagement unfolds. In this dissertation, I aim to advance the study of moral 

disengagement theoretically (by examining it in relation to autonomy and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour) and methodologically (using a novel method to measure moral 

disengagement as a process).  

While organisational researchers have cemented the importance of understanding 

moral disengagement in relation to employee unethical behaviour, there is no known research 

regarding job autonomy as an antecedent of moral disengagement in relation to unethical pro-

organisational behaviour (as opposed to counterproductive work behaviour). As stated earlier 

in this chapter, an important extension of understanding whether job autonomy facilitates 
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unethical pro-organisational behaviour through an employee’s sense of personal 

responsibility is to understand who else that employee might perceive to be responsible for 

their own unethical behaviour. Accordingly, I examine whether one specific mechanism of 

moral disengagement might plausibly be facilitated by low job autonomy in relation to 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour: displacement of responsibility. Bandura describes 

that displacement of responsibility involves “obscuring or distorting the relationship between 

actions and the effects they cause… Under conditions of displaced responsibility, people 

view their actions as springing from the dictates of authorities, rather than their being 

personally responsible for them…” (1986, p. 379).  

Displacement of responsibility is a theoretically meaningful mechanism of moral 

disengagement to examine in relation to both unethical pro-organisational behaviour and job 

autonomy. Firstly, the perception of low (or perhaps no) personal responsibility for one’s 

actions and the perception that others have more control over how one acts aligns with the 

experiences of employees with low job autonomy. However, displacement of responsibility 

goes beyond only perceptions of low personal responsibility for one’s actions by specifically 

perceiving that a figure of authority (as opposed to a friend, colleague, or subordinate) has 

more control over one’s unethical acts. Personal responsibility as described in the Job 

Characteristics Model does not relate specifically to unethical behaviour; indeed, I argue that 

low personal responsibility (as conceptualised in the Job Characteristics Model) may function 

as a gateway to displace responsibility for unethical behaviour. Secondly, the other 

mechanisms of moral disengagement are arguably not as strongly related to a situation in 

which an employee carries out their work with low levels of autonomy job and engages in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour. For example, in the case of diffusion of 

responsibility, an individual perceives that others in a similar situation (e.g., one’s colleagues) 

are also responsible for the unethical behaviour committed by said individual. Unethical pro-
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organisational behaviour may benefit the organisation or its members such as the employee 

themselves or the employee’s colleagues   (Umphress et al., 2010) however, those colleagues 

are not the entities that influence the level of job autonomy the morally disengaging 

employee may experience. Similarly, in the case of the mechanism ‘attribution of blame’, the 

victim of unethical pro-organisational behaviour (e.g., the customer or client) is not the entity 

that determines the level of control the employee has over how they carry out their work, 

even if the organisation benefits from the unethical pro-organisational behaviour committed 

towards that victim. As another example, employees who engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour may minimise the consequences of such behaviour by thinking “it’s 

not a big deal” however doing so does not necessarily relate to such employees having had 

low levels of control over how they do their work.  

I outlined previously that employees may perceive implicit or explicit directives to 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Further, Parker (2014) suggests that when 

employees feel they have little control over how they do their work, they may instead hold 

responsible for their actions someone who is in control of their work (e.g., a figure of 

authority). If employees in low autonomy jobs are provided some directive, even if it is not 

explicit, to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour, they are likely well placed to 

displace responsibility for their actions. An example of this can be seen in the 1967 Goodrich 

aircraft brake scandal, in which a number of employees in the company knew that the brakes 

were badly designed. The employees who felt obliged by their bosses to falsify documents 

about the brakes’ effectiveness did in fact acknowledge, “I have no control over this. Why 

should my conscience bother me? ... I just do as I’m told.” (Vandivier, 2002, p. 157). This 

example highlights the potential for low autonomy in facilitating displacement of 

responsibility. Accordingly, the second research aim of this dissertation is: 
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Research Question 2: Does low job autonomy lead to displacement of responsibility 

for unethical pro-organisational behaviour? 

3.4 Summary and Overview of Empirical Studies 

In summary, integrating the Job Characteristics Model with Social Cognitive Theory 

to study unethical pro-organisational behaviour aims to contribute to a better understanding 

of why this behaviour occurs and how employees rationalise its consequences. To address the 

research questions above, the following chapters describe three empirical studies. In Chapter 

4, I draw upon the existing method of measuring whether the propensity to morally disengage 

is activated in a particular context, to establish a relationship between autonomy and the 

propensity to displace responsibility at work. In Chapter 5, I aim to provide a practical 

application of the theoretical arguments described in this chapter, to a context where 

employees work with algorithmic decision-making. Specifically, I develop a rationale for 

conducting two experimental studies that aim to understand the causal relationship between 

autonomy, unethical pro-organisational, and displacement of responsibility, when employees 

work with algorithmic decision-making technology. The experimental studies are 

subsequently reported in Chapters 6 and 7.  

 In Chapters 6 and 7, I develop an experimental in-basket paradigm to examine 

whether autonomy causes unethical pro-organisational behaviour through one’s perception of 

personal responsibility for the outcomes of their work, when working with algorithmic 

decision-making technology. In Chapter 7, I also use a novel method to examine the process 

of moral disengagement; specifically, whether individuals rationalise the consequences of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour using displacement of responsibility. 
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Chapter 4: Field investigation of Job Autonomy as an Antecedent of the Propensity to 

Displace Responsibility at Work 

4.1 Overview and Goals of this Chapter 

In this chapter, I focus on investigating the relationship between job autonomy and the 

propensity to displace of responsibility at work. I begin by revisiting how moral 

disengagement is traditionally conceptualised in Social Cognitive Theory (as a process) and 

then I revisit the usefulness of studying the contextually activated propensity to morally 

disengage. I subsequently present a cross-sectional survey study that tests whether the 

relationship between job autonomy and the propensity to displace responsibility at work can 

be explained by the level of personal responsibility experienced by employees for the 

outcomes of their work.    
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4.2 Introduction 

The Social Cognitive Theory of moral thought and action (Bandura, 1986, 1991) 

posits that individuals have self-regulatory processes that help them behave in line with 

generally accepted social moral standards. However, individuals can deactivate these self-

regulatory processes to behave immorally without feeling emotions typically associated with 

wrongdoing, such as guilt or shame. When individuals deactivate these self-regulatory 

processes, they are said to have morally disengaged. The process of moral disengagement 

involves the use of a set of self-serving cognitive rationalisation techniques that allow them to 

justify their impending or past unethical behaviour to themselves or others. As described in 

Chapter 3, particular contexts can activate the propensity to morally disengage, which reflects 

a trait-like tendency to use moral disengagement mechanisms for rationalising unethical 

behaviour as acceptable. In the current study, I examine whether a particular aspect of an 

individual’s work context, their job autonomy, is associated with the propensity to use a 

particular moral disengagement mechanism: displacement of responsibility. In the sections 

that follow, I describe the theoretical basis of my investigation.   

As described in Chapter 3, an increasing body of research on employee moral 

disengagement shows how the propensity to morally disengage can be elevated by an 

individual’s work environment. A key driver for this line of research is the understanding that 

organisational contexts can provide motivational forces for people to behave unethically and 

importantly, these motivational forces help employees’ reframe unethical behaviour as 

acceptable. Researchers have identified a few key ways in which moral disengagement is 

influenced by employees’ immediate work context. These contextual factors (reviewed in 

Chapter 3) include insecure job environments, client interactions, and the opportunity for 

personal gain. Below, I turn to the under-examined role that job autonomy might play in 
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influencing the propensity to use specific mechanism of moral disengagement: displacement 

of responsibility.  

Job autonomy is “the extent to which a job allows freedom, independence, and 

discretion to schedule work, make decisions, and choose the methods used to perform tasks” 

(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006, p. 1323). In chapter 3 I reviewed meta-analytic evidence 

suggesting that job autonomy is a ‘motivational’ work characteristic that plays an important 

role in facilitating employee job satisfaction, well-being, and other job-related cognitions 

such as turnover intentions (Humphrey et al., 2007). The Job Characteristics Model 

(Hackman & Oldham, 1976) posits that job autonomy motivates attitudes, cognitions, and 

behaviours through the critical psychological state of ‘experienced responsibility’. 

Experienced responsibility refers to “the degree to which the individual feels personally 

accountable and responsible for the results of the work he or she does” (Hackman & Oldham, 

1976, p. 256); here onwards I refer to this construct as ‘personal responsibility’ for brevity. 

The Job Characteristics Model suggests that high levels of job autonomy lead an individual to 

feel that the outcomes of their work depend on their own efforts and actions, rather than on 

the mandates provided by their boss or work manuals. On the other hand, employees with 

low levels of job autonomy experience low levels of personal responsibility for the outcomes 

of their work because their outputs depend on following procedures or mandates from 

superiors. 

Low job autonomy is a defining feature of deskilled and/or narrow jobs that can lead 

employees’ to experience reduced perspective-taking, lowered self-efficacy, narrow role 

orientations, and ownership (i.e., responsibility) of their actions, which Parker (2014) 

suggested may subsequently dampen employees’ motivation to behave morally. If employees 

perceive that some mandate or directive to engage in unethical behaviour, they may not feel 

personally responsible for their actions, which may in turn shape how they cognitively 
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rationalise engaging in unethical behaviour. Specifically, low autonomy and a subsequent 

low sense of ownership or responsibility for one’s actions may foster employees’ propensity 

to use the moral disengagement mechanism displacement of responsibility for unethical 

behaviour at work.  

Displacement of responsibility involves attributing responsibility for one’s unethical 

actions (and ensuing consequences) onto figures of authority (e.g., one’s boss, or high-level 

executives in the organisation), rather than feeling personally responsible for them (Bandura, 

1986). Typically, the individual who displaces responsibility has perceived some directive 

from that figure of authority to engage in unethical behaviour. In organisational settings, such 

directives typically revolve around unethical pro-organisational behaviour (Umphress et al., 

2010), which is aimed at benefiting the organisation but disadvantaging the organisational 

stakeholders (e.g., clients). Therefore, it is likely that low autonomy jobs can facilitate 

employees’ propensity to displace responsibility, given that employees in such jobs are, by 

definition, not in a position to engage in substantial decision-making about how they do their 

work. Social cognitive theory suggests that when individuals are not in charge of making 

their own decisions (i.e., have low autonomy), they may be more likely to displace the 

responsibility for these actions onto figures of authority. 

Previous research has only investigated the relationship between job autonomy and 

the broader propensity to morally disengage (i.e., not specific to only one mechanism of 

moral disengagement) in the context of counterproductive work behaviour. The one known 

study in this respect tested whether job autonomy would predict the propensity to morally 

disengage when faced with the opportunity to engage in counterproductive work behaviour 

(Fida et al., 2015). This study found no relationship between job autonomy and the 

propensity to morally disengage; however, the authors utilised a broad measure of moral 

disengagement, which included all eight mechanisms of moral disengagement. Hence, any 
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specific relationship between job autonomy and displacement of responsibility may not have 

emerged. Indeed, there is a growing body of research showing how specific elements of the 

work environment (but not job autonomy) facilitate the propensity to use mechanisms of 

moral disengagement (e.g., Huang et al., 2018; Kish-Gephart et al., 2014). Furthermore, the 

measure of moral disengagement used in the study by Fida and colleagues was adapted to 

understand the propensity to morally disengage for counterproductive work behaviour (the 

focal dependent variable of their study). Thus, job autonomy may play different roles in how 

employees view counterproductive work behaviour and unethical pro-organisational 

behaviours, given that counterproductive work behaviour is typically to the detriment, not the 

benefit of the organisation. Displacement of responsibility specifically involves wrongdoing 

or immoral behaviour to benefit a figure of authority such as one’s boss or the broader 

organisation, not against that authority (which can be the case in counterproductive work 

behaviour). Therefore, the measure of propensity to displace responsibility that I use in the 

current research targets employees’ tendency to use this particular moral disengagement 

mechanism at work, when perceiving a directive to engage in unethical behaviour from a 

figure of authority. 

Given that job autonomy plays a crucial role in facilitating a sense of personal 

responsibility for the outcomes of one’s work, it is possible that people in jobs with low 

(high) autonomy may view displacement of responsibility for unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour to be more (less) acceptable, particularly if their low (high) autonomy jobs also 

reduce (facilitate) their sense of personal responsibility. No known study to date has 

investigated this specific relationship despite its theoretical plausibility. I therefore 

hypothesise:  

Hypothesis 1: Autonomy will be negatively associated with the propensity to displace 

responsibility at work.  
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Hypothesis 2: The negative association between autonomy and the propensity to displace 

responsibility at work will be mediated by personal responsibility. 

In this research I make two key contributions to the literature. Firstly, I increase 

researchers’ understanding of how employees’ propensity to displace responsibility at work 

can be influenced by a key characteristic of their immediate work context, their level of job 

autonomy. Secondly, this research extends the work design literature by drawing upon the 

tenets of the Job Characteristics Model to investigate a theoretically relevant cognitive 

outcome of job autonomy.  

4.3 Method 

4.3.1 Participants 

In total, 1239 participants from a broader longitudinal cohort study (“Generation 2” of 

the Raine Study3) were invited to complete a cross-sectional survey about personality, work, 

and wellbeing. The invited participants were those considered to still be ‘active’ in the cohort 

study, in the sense that they had not withdrawn or deferred from participating, were not 

untraceable, or deceased (Straker et al., 2017). Participants were invited to complete the 

survey online, however, paper-pencil formats were available upon request. All participants 

were entered into a draw to win one of four $200 gift vouchers and provided with a 

personalised feedback report that explained their scores on their personality, working life, and 

work-related wellbeing. This study received approval from the University of Western 

Australia’s Human Research Ethics committee (approval number: RA/4/1/7871). 

In total, 327 individuals completed the survey corresponding to a 26% response rate. 

The survey took between 45-60 minutes to complete. The mean age at time of completion 

 
3 Between 1989 and 1992, 2,900 women who were between 16 to 20 weeks pregnant were invited to participate 
in a study to investigate the effects of ultrasounds on birth outcomes. These women had presented for antenatal 
care at, or near, a public women and infants’ hospital in Perth, Western Australia. These women (“Generation 
1”) and the cohort of their babies (“Generation 2”) have been followed-up for research studies for the past 30 
years.  
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was 27.5 years (SD = 0.72) and 60% of participants were female. Only data from employed 

participants (N=294) were considered for the analyses. The participants were employed in a 

broad range of jobs including professional (42.8%), clerical (13%) and trades (9.7%). On 

average, participants had been working in their primary job for 3.14 years (SD = 2.64) and 

almost all participants (98%) had at least a high school level of education.  

4.3.2 Measures 

For all measures except the propensity to displace responsibility at work (as this 

construct was also measured for non-working participants in the broader survey), participants 

were asked to think about their primary job when answering the items. A full list of items 

representing each construct are available in Appendix A. 

Propensity to displace responsibility at work. Three items from Barsky’s (2011) 

measure of employee moral disengagement4 were used to the propensity to displace 

responsibility at work (e.g., “If an employee perceives that his/her company wants him/her to 

do something unethical, it is unfair to blame the employee for doing it”). The items were 

measured using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly 

agree). A mean score of the three items were used in the final analysis.  

Job autonomy. Job autonomy was measured using seven items from the Work 

Design Questionnaire (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006), which collectively captured the three 

facets of autonomy: scheduling autonomy (e.g., “The job allows me to decide on the order in 

which things are done on the job”), methods autonomy (“The job allows me to make 

decisions about what methods I use to complete my work”), and decision-making autonomy 

(“The job gives me a chance to use my personal initiative or judgement in carrying out the 

 
4 Compared to more frequently used scales for moral disengagement propensity such as Moore’s (2012) or 
Detert et al.’s (2008) scale, Barsky’s (2011) measure is specific to displacement of responsibility at work. Other 
more frequently used scales are not specific to the workplace, or they aim to measure a higher-order moral 
disengagement propensity construct by measuring all moral disengagement mechanisms at once. 
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work”). The items were measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly 

disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). I combined the three facets to make a mean job autonomy 

score, in order to be consistent with the arguments of Social Cognitive Theory and the Job 

Characteristics Model; that is, to examine how job autonomy overall influences cognition 

related to work. Furthermore, the three job autonomy facets were highly intercorrelated (see 

Table 4.1). 

Personal responsibility. Four items from Hackman and Oldham’s (1976) measure of 

personal responsibility were used in the current study (e.g., I feel I should personally take 

credit, or blame, for the results of my work on this job”). The items were measured using a 

seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). A mean 

score of the four items were used in the final analysis. 

Control Variables. Two individual difference control variables measured from the 

HEXACO Personality Inventory – Revised (Ashton & Lee, 2007) were identified as 

potentially confounding the relationship between the mediator, personal responsibility, and 

my dependent variable, the propensity to displace responsibility at work. Therefore, I 

inspected the relationship of these personality traits with my mediator and dependent variable 

and in case I needed to control for them in the final model. First, I measured Honesty-

Humility on the propensity to displace responsibility at work in light of previous research 

showing that Honesty-Humility is negatively associated with the propensity to morally 

disengage (Ogunfowora & Bourdage, 2014). I also measured Conscientiousness given that 

the trait is associated with being responsible (Ashton & Lee, 2007) and with the propensity to 

morally disengage (Kish-Gephart et al., 2014). Sixteen items for each personality trait (four 

for each facet of each trait) were measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 

(Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). A mean score of each personality trait was created 

and used in the analyses. 
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4.4 Results 

Prior to conducting any analyses, I screened for multivariate outliers and inspected the 

descriptive statistics and correlations amongst study variables using IBM SPSS Statistics 

version 25. I screened for multivariate outliers by calculating Mahalanobis’ distance using 

four predictors (job autonomy, personal responsibility, honesty-humility, and 

conscientiousness) and the outcome variable (the propensity to displace responsibility at 

work). Two cases were identified as multivariate outliers and excluded from further analysis, 

as they had a Mahalanobis’ distance value greater than the critical cut-off of 18.47 (df = 4, p 

<.001) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Thus, the final sample consisted of 292 participants. 

Table 4.1 presents descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables. Item-level 

descriptive statistics are available in Appendix A. 

Table 4.1 

Means, standard deviations (SD), and intercorrelations amongst field study variables 

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Propensity to 
Displace 
Responsibility at Work 

3.11 1.29 (.84) 
       

2. Decision-making 
Autonomy 

3.97 0.92 -.14 (.89) 
      

3. Methods Autonomy 3.88 1.01 -.12 .86 (.91)      
4. Scheduling 
Autonomy 

3.72 1.06 -.16 .72 .71 (.82) 
    

5. Overall Autonomy 3.86 0.92 -.15 .93 .93 .89 (.93)    
6. Personal 
Responsibility 

5.34 1.29 -.04 .27 .23 .16 .24 (.84) 
  

7. Honesty-Humility 3.61 0.49 -.16 .02 .04 .00 .02 .07 (.78)  
8. Conscientiousness 3.77 0.46 -.25 .14 .09 .15 .14 .14 .10 (.79) 

Note. Bivariate N ranges from 291 to 292.  For all |r| ≥ .12, p < .05.  For all |r| ≥ .16, p < .01.  

Cronbach's coefficient alpha is provided along the diagonal in parentheses. 

Table 4.1 indicates that the focal dependent variable, the propensity to displace 

responsibility at work, was negatively correlated with all facets of job autonomy (and 

therefore overall job autonomy) but was not correlated with the hypothesised mediator in the 
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overall model, personal responsibility. Both Honesty-Humility and Conscientiousness were 

significantly negatively correlated with the propensity to displace responsibility at work. 

However, only Conscientiousness (but not Honesty-Humility) was significantly positively 

correlated with the mediator, personal responsibility. Thus, I controlled only for 

Conscientiousness on the propensity to displace responsibility at work in the final analysis.  

To test the hypotheses, I specified the path model shown in Figure 4.1 using Mplus 

version 8.3. The model incorporates the following paths: (a) the regression of propensity to 

displace responsibility at work, onto job autonomy and personal responsibility, (b) the 

indirect path from job autonomy to propensity to displace responsibility at work, through 

personal responsibility and (c) the regression of propensity to displace responsibility at work 

onto the control variable conscientiousness. The indirect path was estimated by obtaining 

95% bias-corrected confidence intervals derived from 10000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes, 

2018). Model fit was evaluated using the following goodness-of-fit indices: the χ2 statistic, 

the comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the 

standardised root-mean square residual (SRMR).  I used the following rule-of-thumb cut-off 

values suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999) to evaluate model fit. CFI values above .90 

suggest adequate model fit, while CFI values close to .95 suggests excellent fit. RMSEA 

values close to close to or below .06 suggest excellent model fit, while SRMR values close to 

or below .08 suggest good model fit. The χ2 statistic should be non-significant (Kline, 2011).  

Prior to testing the path model, I conducted a confirmatory factor analysis for the 

measurement model to show that the key constructs (job autonomy, personal responsibility, 

and propensity to displace responsibility) constructs are distinct. The results supported that 

the hypothesised three-factor model (χ2 (74, N=292) = 153.68, p <.01; CFI =.99; RMSEA = 

.06; SRMR =.05) fit the data significantly better than a two-factor model where personal 

responsibility and displacement of responsibility were combined into a single factor (χ2 (76, 
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N=292) =621.29, p <.01; CFI =.81; RMSEA = .16; SRMR =.12), and a single factor model 

where all items were combined together (χ2 (77, N=292) =1083.65, p <.01; CFI =.64; 

RMSEA = .21; SRMR =.16). As the hypothesised measurement model demonstrated superior 

fit to the comparison models, I felt confident that the measures in this study were distinct 

from one another. 

The specified path model also yielded acceptable levels of fit to the data (χ2 (1, 

N=292) =3.50, p =.062; CFI =.937; RMSEA = .09; SRMR =.03).In support of Hypothesis 1, 

job autonomy was negatively associated with propensity to displace responsibility at work (B 

= -.18 (SE =.08), p=.035). However, Hypothesis 2 was not supported, as the upper and lower 

bound confidence intervals for the indirect pathway from job autonomy to propensity to 

displace responsibility at work through personal responsibility crossed zero (indirect effect 

estimate = .007, 95% CI= -.026, .048). Conscientiousness remained significantly associated 

with propensity to displace responsibility at work in the final model. The raw unstandardized 

path coefficients for all hypotheses are displayed in Figure 4.1.  

 

Figure 4.1 

Path model evaluating the indirect effect of job autonomy on propensity to displace 

responsibility at work, through personal responsibility.
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Note. Path coefficients are unstandardized, with standard errors reported in parentheses. Grey 

box and line correspond to control variables. * denotes p<.05, ** denotes p<.01; all other 

paths are non-significant. 

4.5 Discussion 

This study investigated the relationship between job autonomy and propensity to 

displace responsibility at work and whether this relationship is mediated by a sense of 

personal responsibility for the outcomes of one’s work. Data from a heterogenous working 

population sample of young adults were used to investigate these relationships.  

Hypothesis 1 was supported, as the results showed that job autonomy was negatively 

associated with propensity to displace responsibility at work. This particular finding of the 

study contrasts to that of the other known study that investigated the relationship between job 

autonomy and the propensity to morally disengage, which did not find a significant 

association between these variables (Fida et al., 2015). However, unlike the current study, 

Fida and colleagues’ measure of the propensity to morally disengage included all 

mechanisms of moral disengagement, rather than investigating only displacement of 

responsibility. Thus, Fida et al. (2015) did not investigate a specific relationship between 

autonomy and propensity to displace responsibility. Further, the items used to measure moral 

disengagement in the study by Fida et al. were adapted to the context of counterproductive 

work behaviour. The measure in my current study was more reflective of displacement of 

responsibility when perceiving a directive to engage in unethical behaviour; such directives 

are more typical of unethical pro-organisational behaviour rather than counterproductive 

work behaviour. Therefore displacement of responsibility may also be a more important 

mechanism of moral disengagement in relation to unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

compared to counterproductive work behaviour.  
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Contrary to expectations in Hypothesis 2, no indirect effect from job autonomy to 

propensity to displace responsibility at work through personal responsibility was observed. It 

is possible that personal responsibility may still be an important explanatory mechanism 

between autonomy and actual unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Further, personal 

responsibility may be a more important influence on propensity to displace responsibility at 

work in low autonomy jobs where employees actually perceive directives from authority 

figures to behave unethically. The current displacement of responsibility measure did not ask 

participants to think of whether the items related specifically to the experiences they have in 

their own jobs, as these items were also presented to non-working participants in the broader 

survey. Therefore, it was not possible to gauge the extent to which these cognitions apply to 

the Raine Study participants’ daily jobs, which may not necessarily involve directives (either 

implicit or explicit) to engage in unethical behaviour.  

Strengths and limitations. One of the strengths of this study was the use of a sample 

of employees in various jobs, hence the results suggest that job autonomy can influence 

employees’ propensity to displace responsibility at work across various jobs. However, these 

results still require interpretation with caution, due to some limitations that may influence the 

generalisability of the findings. Firstly, this study was cross-sectional in nature and thus the 

causal direction of the relationship between job autonomy and propensity to displace 

responsibility at work cannot be confirmed. Furthermore, the relationships I examined may 

be vulnerable to endogeneity, in the sense that there may be other factors causing the 

relationship between the independent and dependent variable that could not be controlled for 

(Spector, 2019).  

Another limitation of the study relates to range restriction; that is, the sample may not 

adequately represent the broader population (Sackett & Yang, 2000). While the Raine Study 

cohort is typically considered to be representative of the broader Australian population in the 
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same age group (Straker et al., 2017), only just over 25% of those participants responded to 

the broader survey. The mean values for job autonomy and personal responsibility lay 

towards the higher end of the measurement scale, which indicates that the data may not have 

representatively captured the experiences and cognitions of participants who work in very 

low autonomy jobs.  

Finally, as mentioned above, the measure of displacement of responsibility in the 

current study may not have been adequately contextualised towards participants daily jobs. 

That is, the way the broader survey was designed involved presenting the measure for 

propensity to displace responsibility at work to working and non-working participants. 

Therefore, I was unable to determine whether the current working participants answered 

these items while thinking about whether or not they personally perceive any directive to 

behave unethically at work. It is possible that the relationships that emerged in the current 

study may be stronger in a work context where employees have indeed perceived a directive 

to engage in unethical behaviour by a figure of authority.  

The experimental studies described in the forthcoming chapters aim to build on the 

findings of this study, and address the limitations raised here by manipulating job autonomy 

to observe its effects on unethical pro-organisational behaviour and displacement of 

responsibility. 

Implications and Conclusion. This study contributes to both the moral 

disengagement and work design literatures. This was the first known study to use the Job 

Characteristics Model as a guiding framework to specifically understand how employees 

might use the moral disengagement mechanism displacement of responsibility. Furthermore, 

the results are consistent with the idea that job autonomy is an important contextual factor in 

activating the propensity to displace responsibility at work, although a stronger research 
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design is needed to ascertain causal direction. To examine the causal effect of autonomy on 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour and displacement of responsibility in a controlled 

environment, the studies described in the forthcoming chapters test these relationships in a 

specific context.  
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Chapter 5: Investigating Autonomy, Unethical Pro-Organisational Behaviour, and 

Displacement of Responsibility in the Context of Algorithmic Decision-making 

5.1 Overview and Goals of this Chapter 

The overarching goal of this chapter is to provide the reader with the context for the 

two experimental studies that are described in Chapters 6 and 7. To this end, I describe the 

background and rationale for applying the theoretical arguments described in previous 

chapters to the specific context of working with algorithmic-decision making technology. 

Specifically, I use the context of algorithmic decision-making at work to manipulate job 

autonomy to investigate autonomy as an antecedent of unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

and displacement of responsibility. Technologies like algorithmic decision-making are being 

increasingly implemented into the workplace and can be designed in ways that affect job 

autonomy but also provide imperatives to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

This chapter concludes with an overview of how I test, through an experimental design, the 

causal relationship between autonomy, unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and 

displacement of responsibility.   
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“Working with a tool is never just a practical matter… It always entails moral choices and 

has moral consequences.” (Carr, 2015, pp. 221–222) 

One of the major attractions of introducing new technologies into the workplace 

centres around completing work with improved efficiency (Bader & Kaiser, 2019; Gombolay 

et al., 2015; M. H. Huang & Rust, 2018). Such technologies include algorithmic decision-

making systems, which are increasingly being implemented in various sectors such as health, 

customer service, and finance (M. H. Huang & Rust, 2018). Algorithmic decision-making 

refers to “automated decision making based on predefined rules and/or goals” (Lindenbaum 

et al., 2020, p. 247). In organisational settings, algorithmic decision-making involves using 

algorithms to support, inform, or govern decisions pertaining to organisational functioning 

(Leicht-Deobald et al., 2019). Algorithmic decision-making also involves the use of artificial 

intelligence, which refers to algorithms that can improve themselves (that is, they can 

“learn”). Examples of algorithmic decision-making include the algorithmic management 

practices used in ridesharing companies (Rosenblat & Stark, 2016), decision support tools for 

health practitioners (Cresswell et al., 2012), and Google’s Smart Compose software that aims 

to predict the content of users’ email replies (Chen et al., 2019).  

There is now a consensus amongst scholars that the implementation of new 

technologies such as algorithmic decision-making undeniably contributes towards shaping a 

new landscape of work, of which researchers must strengthen their understanding (Cascio & 

Montealegre, 2016; Parker & Grote, 2020; Parry et al., 2016; Wesche & Sonderegger, 2019). 

However, a major gap in researchers’ understanding of how humans will work alongside 

algorithmic decision-making systems centres around ethical decision-making (Mittelstadt et 

al., 2016). A significant concern regarding the use of algorithmic decision-making systems is 

that employees may be more susceptible to engaging in behaviour that benefits the 

organisation, but can have adverse consequences for the clients they serve (Mittelstadt et al., 
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2016). This type of behaviour falls under unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The current 

research therefore examines how working with algorithmic decision-making technology 

might render employees susceptible to engaging in unethical pro-organisational behaviour, 

and how they might morally disengage from its consequences using the moral disengagement 

mechanism displacement of responsibility. To carry out this investigation, I apply the 

theoretical arguments from previous chapters regarding autonomy as an antecedent of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour and moral disengagement to the context of 

technology. The domain of algorithmic decision-making is an important organizational 

context in which to examine the autonomy-unethical behaviour relationship because scholars 

are concerned that algorithmic decision-making can provide legitimate directives for humans 

to behave unethically (Mittelstadt et al., 2016). Organisational scholars have also called for a 

better understanding of unethical behaviour in this day and age where algorithms are 

increasingly being implemented in workplaces (De Cremer & Moore, 2020). 

5.2 Background and Rationale for the Current Research 

We are yet to fully understand exactly how algorithmic decision-making systems will 

impact the work of employees in ways that might influence (un)ethical behaviour. However, 

notable scholars of organisational psychology suggest that an essential place to start 

understanding technology-work relationships is work design (Parker & Grote, 2020). Work 

design is the content and organisation of an employee’s tasks, responsibilities, roles, and 

relationships (Parker, 2014), and can be thought of as the core contextual elements of one’s 

work environment. Work design is highly influential in shaping cognitive processes and 

behaviour, including proactivity (Parker et al., 2006), prosocial behaviour (Grant, 2007), and 

counterproductive work behaviour (Derfler-Rozin et al., 2016).  

A useful way of understanding the influence of work design on various outcomes is to 

focus on the role of specific work characteristics, which are “the attributes of the task, job, 
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and social and organizational environment” (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006, p. 1322). One of 

the most important work characteristics for positive employee outcomes is job autonomy, 

which is defined as the degree to which employees experience independence and discretion in 

three broad areas: 1) making decisions at work, 2) choosing the methods used to complete 

their work, and 3) scheduling their work (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Several studies 

show that higher levels of job autonomy are positively associated with valuable employee 

and organisational outcomes such as motivation, self-efficacy, and job performance (see 

Parker et al., 2017 for a review). Scholars now advocate for designing algorithmic decision-

making systems that allow employees to maintain sufficient levels of job autonomy to guard 

against detrimental work outcomes (Parker & Grote, 2020). The current research focuses on 

guarding against the undesirable outcome of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

Mittelstadt et al. (2016) provided a working taxonomy of the types of unethical 

outcomes that could result from working with algorithmic decision-making. A key type of 

unethical outcome Mittelstadt and colleagues discuss is an ‘unfair outcome’; an outcome 

might be deemed ‘unfair’ when evaluated by an observer against normative ethical criteria. 

Unfair unethical outcomes could include providing customers false product information, or 

omitting valuable information (e.g., newly implemented lower prices) for consumers in order 

to maintain profits. These outcomes are considered unfair because they benefit the 

organisation by disadvantaging key stakeholders such as their customers; as described in 

previous chapters, this type of behaviour is known as unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

(Umphress et al., 2010). In particular, prescriptive algorithmic decision-making, which aims 

to provide humans with possible actions to take in a given situation, could potentially present 

the human employees with response options that result in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour (Mittelstadt et al., 2016). Additionally, these technologies can be designed in ways 

that lead employees to experience low or high job autonomy (Kellogg et al., 2020). 
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Prescriptive algorithmic decision-making performs a function that Kellogg et al. 

(2020) described as “algorithmic recommending”, which can remove the need for employees 

to think through decisions and its implications. The aim of algorithmic recommending is to 

guide worker decisions by processing organisational data available to the algorithm and 

presenting the worker with choices on how to respond to a situation. Accordingly, 

prescriptive algorithmic decision-making can be designed to restrict or foster job autonomy 

but the extent to which job autonomy is affected depends on how the organisation chooses to 

implement it (Kellogg et al., 2020). Specifically, employers can either require their 

employees to abide by the suggestions of the algorithmic decision-making, or let the 

employees choose how they respond to a situation.  

The first empirical aim of this research is to investigate how the level of job autonomy 

afforded to employees when working with prescriptive algorithmic decision-making might 

influence unethical pro-organisational behaviour. In doing so, I compare the extent to which 

high or low job autonomy afforded to employees working with algorithmic decision-making 

inhibits or facilitates unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The second empirical aim of this 

research is to investigate the psychological processes (i.e., experiences of responsibility) 

associated with the hypothesised relationship between autonomy and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour within this context. Understanding the psychological processes 

associated with unethical behaviour in various contexts is a key step to improving the study 

of ethics in organisations (Tenbrunsel & Smith‐Crowe, 2008), and particularly so in the 

current digital age (De Cremer & Moore, 2020). The following section integrates the Job 

Characteristics Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) and Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 

1986) to inform the study of autonomy, unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and 

displacement of responsibility in the context of algorithmic decision-making. 
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5.3 Algorithmic Decision-Making, Autonomy, and Unethical Pro-Organisational 

Behaviour 

Prescriptive algorithmic decision-making provides humans with suggestions on how 

to respond to a situation. Thus, when using it, employees might either have to abide by its 

suggestions or the employees might have some discretion in deciding how to respond to the 

situation (Kellogg et al., 2020). However, not all suggestions provided by algorithmic 

decision-making are necessarily ethical (Mittelstadt et al., 2016). Low job autonomy when 

working with algorithmic decision-making may reduce the likelihood that employees will 

deviate from suggested courses of actions that constitute unethical behaviour. Conversely, 

having high job autonomy when working with algorithmic decision-making provides 

employees with more control in choosing a more ethical course of action (if they wish to) 

from what the algorithmic decision-making system recommends. Thus, having high or low 

autonomy with respect to using a particular algorithmic decision-making-suggested response 

may inhibit or facilitate unethical behaviour. I therefore hypothesise: 

Hypothesis 1: Individuals with low job autonomy will be more likely to engage in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour than those with high job autonomy.  

Researchers have also suggested that the use of algorithmic decision-making in 

workplaces – when it is designed in a way that human autonomy is low – has the potential to 

obscure the agent responsible for one’s behaviour or its negative effects on others (Leicht-

Deobald et al., 2019; Mittelstadt et al., 2016). Specifically, working with algorithmic 

decision-making creates the potential for an employee to assign responsibility for any 

behaviour (or ensuing consequences) onto entities that the employees feel have more control 

over the situation (e.g., their boss or the technology itself). This concern is consistent with the 

reasoning of work design scholars; Parker (2014) suggested that when individuals perceive 
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that they have little autonomy in situations at work, they are more willing to assign 

responsibility for unethical outcomes to those who are in control, rather than to themselves. 

The experience of personal responsibility for one’s actions and their associated consequences 

may thus act as crucial psychological state that explains the autonomy-unethical behaviour 

relationship in the algorithmic decision-making context.  

The Job Characteristics Model posits that when employees experience sufficient 

levels of positive work characteristics, they experience critical psychological states that 

facilitate desirable outcomes such as high job satisfaction and job performance (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1976). One of the key tenets of the Job Characteristics Model is that job autonomy 

facilitates the key psychological state of personal responsibility for the outcomes of one’s 

work (here onwards I refer to this state as ‘personal responsibility’). That is, employees who 

experience low (high) levels of job autonomy are said to experience low (high) levels of 

personal responsibility. Employees in low autonomy jobs are, by definition, not in a strong 

position to choose the methods by which they complete their work, when they complete 

specific tasks at work, or engage in significant decision-making. Employees in such jobs 

must likely act in accordance with directives from bureaucratic processes, or from an entity 

with more decision-making authority (Parker, 2014). Thus, if algorithmic decision-making is 

used in a way that reduces employees’ decision-making autonomy, this may reduce 

employees’ sense of personal responsibility for the outcomes of their work. These employees 

may then be more likely to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. However, there 

is no known empirical research regarding the ethical outcomes of reduced autonomy and/or 

experienced responsibility in the context of algorithmic decision-making. To investigate this 

relationship, I extend the following hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 2: The relationship between job autonomy and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour is mediated by the level of personal responsibility the employee 

experiences for the outcomes of their work. 

It is also possible that low autonomy might also create a baseline perception for 

employees that responsibility for any outcome of their work rests with someone who has 

more control over it than they do. Three plausible candidates in the current context that could 

be perceived by employees as having more control than themselves are: a human higher-level 

manager, the technology itself (Wesche & Sonderegger, 2019), or the designers of the 

technology. The manager may decide the extent to which their subordinates can use their own 

judgement or adhere to the algorithmic decision-making suggestions (Kellogg et al., 2020). 

Alternatively, the algorithmic decision-making technology may itself be perceived as a 

proverbial ‘figure of authority’ given that the role of this technology is to provide employees 

with ostensibly legitimate courses of action to take in response to a situation. A third potential 

figure of authority may be the algorithmic decision-making designers, who might be 

considered responsible by virtue of them programming the prescriptive algorithmic decision-

making suggestions, without accounting for any consequences (Mittelstadt et al., 2016). An 

employee’s perception that one of these entities is responsible for the outcomes of their work 

may possibly act as an alternative responsibility mechanism that could explain the 

relationship between autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour. To explore this 

possibility, I extend the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between job autonomy and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour is mediated by an employee’s perception that a figure of authority 

is responsible for outcomes of the employee’s work. 
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A key question that remains, however, is whether and how do employees’ experiences 

of responsibility change, once they have actually encountered an opportunity to engage in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour? This question is important to answer because of the 

need to understand who might be held responsible if ‘things go wrong’ while working with 

algorithms (Kellogg et al., 2020), for example if someone engages in unethical behaviour. 

Unethical pro-organisational behaviour is considered to be a behaviour that has negative 

outcomes/consequences for an organisation’s external stakeholders (i.e., their clients) 

(Umphress et al., 2010). A salient negative outcome of unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour tends to involve disadvantaging a customer/client of the organisation for the 

benefit of that organisation or the employee engaging in such behaviour. The next section 

therefore provides an overview of how Social Cognitive Theory can be applied to understand 

how employees’ experiences of responsibility might be affected if algorithmic decision-

making presents them with the opportunity to engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. 

Social cognitive theory proposes that the process of moral disengagement (described 

in previous chapters) allows individuals to engage in unethical behaviour without feeling 

guilty or shameful about having transgressed personal or social standards for moral 

behaviour. According to the theory, one way to avoid the feeling of having transgressed one’s 

standards for moral behaviour is to misrepresent the agent of unethical behaviour using the 

mechanism of displacement of responsibility, which individuals reframe unethical behaviour 

as acceptable. Specifically, individuals who do not feel in control of their behaviour perceive 

that a figure of authority is responsible for their behaviour and its effects on others. This 

figure of authority is perceived to have more control over the individual’s behaviour. 

Displacement of responsibility is said to detach the individual who might, or has already, 
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engage(d) in unethical behaviour from the negative consequences that this behaviour has on 

others.  

As previously described, prescriptive algorithmic decision-making is typically 

designed to maximise an organisation’s outcomes (e.g., revenue) but it may do so without 

necessarily considering what is also best for the organisation’s client (Mittelstadt et al., 

2016). Explicit directives to work with algorithmic decision-making that is also capable of 

facilitating unethical pro-organisational behaviour may create an implicit directive for an 

employee to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. As noted above, in the context 

of algorithmic decision-making, there are multiple figures of authority onto whom employees 

might displace responsibility for unethical pro-organisational behaviour and its consequences. 

These are the executives who decide how algorithmic decision-making is used, the algorithm 

itself, or even the designers of the algorithm. If an employee with low autonomy responds to 

a situation using an algorithmic decision-making suggestion that seems to condone unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour, that employee might displace responsibility for the unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour and its consequences onto a manager, the software, or its 

designers.   

5.3.1 Empirically Examining the Displacement of Responsibility  

According to Bandura’s conceptualisation of displacement of responsibility, there are 

three components to this moral disengagement mechanism. Firstly, the individual must either 

perceive some imperative and opportunity to commit an unethical act or have already 

committed an unethical act; in the absence of any unethical act, the person would have 

nothing to displace responsibility for. Secondly, individuals should experience low levels of 

personal responsibility for the consequences of their actions, because according to this 

mechanism, they do not feel they are the true agent or controller of their actions. And thirdly, 

the individual should instead direct (i.e., displace) responsibility for their unethical behaviour 
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or its consequences onto a figure of authority that provides an imperative (implicitly or 

explicitly conveyed) for that individual to engage in unethical behaviour. For example, in the 

Mercer Superannuation case I described in Chapter 1, employees were specifically informed 

by upper management not to advise their customers about lower account fees nor to make it 

easy for customers to access this entitlement, in order to retain high revenue for the company 

(Hayne, 2019). In other words, these employees were given a directive by a figure of 

authority to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour (Hayne, 2019). Employees in 

such situations are likely well placed to displace responsibility for the negative consequences 

that customers experience (i.e., not having access to low fees) onto the upper management 

(i.e., figures of authority). The behaviour was unethical, they felt they were not personally 

responsible, hence they may have felt that senior manager was responsible. 

Although the theory of moral disengagement is alluring, capturing the processes of 

moral disengagement (regardless of the mechanism) has been a difficult task for researchers 

thus far (Moore, 2015). I outlined in Chapter 3 that researchers to date have used various 

methods to examine the process of moral disengagement including contextualised measures 

of trait-like moral disengagement (e.g., Y. S. Huang et al., 2018), asking participants post-hoc 

why they made unethical choices within experimental tasks (Reynolds et al., 2014), or by 

observing individuals engaging in unethical behaviours that contradict those individuals’ 

prosocial values (Shepherd et al., 2013). However, none of these approaches fulfil all three 

specific components of displacement of responsibility described above. Thus, for the current 

research, I develop a novel paradigm that is designed to activate all three of these 

components. I then use it to experimentally test the causal relation of autonomy and 

displacement of responsibility.    

The paradigm I created firstly provides research participants legitimated opportunities 

to engage in ‘reprehensible’ behaviour in the form of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 
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Secondly, I examine how personally responsible participants feel for the outcomes of their 

work under conditions of high or low job autonomy, with the expectation that lower job 

autonomy may allow participants to detach themselves from responsibility for the negative 

outcomes their work has on customers. Thirdly, I examine the extent to which engaging in 

unethical behaviour facilitates displacement of responsibility onto a figure of authority. As 

previously stated, to displace responsibility, one must ‘nominate’ a plausible alternative 

responsible agent, namely a key figure of authority (e.g., a manager or the technology). 

Where displacement of responsibility has occurred, it is expected that low autonomy would 

cause employees to ‘redirect’ some responsibility for the consequences of their actions away 

from themselves and onto a figure of authority, after engaging in unethical behaviour.  

In the experimental studies that follow, participants’ experiences of responsibility for 

the consequences of their work are measured at two time points: before (i.e., Time 1) and 

after (i.e., Time 2) participants are provided opportunities to engage in unethical behaviour. 

Therefore, through examining discrepancies between these two measures, it becomes possible 

to determine whether engaging in unethical behaviour is associated with the ‘redirection’ of 

an employee’s sense of responsibility away from the self. In the absence of any intervention 

or engagement in unethical behaviour, one would expect that participants’ sense of personal 

responsibility is unlikely to change as they simply progress through a task; i.e., no unethical 

behaviour means nothing to displace responsibility for (see above). Similarly, participants’ 

perceptions that a figure of authority might be responsible for the consequences of 

participants’ work over time is also unlikely to change absent any opportunity to engage in 

unethical behaviour. Accordingly, displacement of responsibility, by definition cannot occur 

before participants are presented with opportunities to engage in unethical behaviour or if 

participants do not engage in unethical behaviour when given the opportunity.  
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Opportunities to displace responsibility are expected to be created by conditions of 

low autonomy, coupled with the engagement in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. In 

terms of measurement, where displacement of responsibility occurs, it should manifest as: 1) 

an additional negative association between unethical pro-organisational behaviour and 

personal responsibility at Time 2 and 2) a simultaneous positive association between 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour and perceptions that a figure of authority is 

responsible for the negative outcomes of one’s work at Time 2. Additionally, unethical pro-

organisational behaviour is expected to affect perceptions of responsibility at Time 2 beyond 

(i.e., controlling for) the Time 1 measures. Building on the relationships hypothesised in the 

preceding sections of this chapter, I further hypothesise: 

Hypothesis 4a: consistent with moral disengagement, engaging in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour is negatively associated with personal responsibility at Time 2, 

controlling for personal responsibility at Time 1;  

Hypothesis 4b: consistent with moral disengagement, unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour is positively associated with the perceptions that a figure of authority is 

responsible for the negative outcomes of one’s work at Time 2, controlling for these 

perceptions at Time 1. 

All hypotheses described in this chapter are shown in Figure 5.1.  
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Figure 5.1 

Hypothesised relationships tested across experimental studies 

 

Note. Grey lines indicate relationships included for control purposes. - indicate negative 

relationships, + indicate positive relationships. 

5.4 Overview of Studies and Experimental Paradigm 

I tested my hypotheses across two experimental studies using a novel experimental 

paradigm. I created an experimental paradigm that simulates the deployment of a prescriptive 

algorithmic decision-making system in a work environment, where participants were 

provided with high or low levels of autonomy over their work processes. I primarily aimed to 

manipulate the decision-making and methods dimensions of job autonomy in the 

experimental paradigm. I simulated a realistic job setting in which participants completed an 

inbox task while working with an algorithmic decision-making system in their role as 

customer service officers in a fictitious hotel. Inbox tasks have frequently been used in 

organisational research that investigates ethical decision making (e.g., Connelly et al., 2004; 

Treviño & Youngblood, 1990) as well as moral disengagement (Barsky, 2011). Inbox tasks 

typically require participants to play the role of an employee within an organisation, where 

they are presented emails or memos from individuals within or outside that organisation. 
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Participants are then typically required to decide upon a course of action regarding the 

contents of the email or memo. In ethical decision-making inbox tasks, around 25 percent of 

the emails contain ethical dilemmas and the rest contain distractor material which do not have 

a specific ethics-focus (e.g., Barsky, 2011; Treviño & Youngblood, 1990). An important 

point to note is that the design of the task provided all participants the opportunity to engage 

in ethical behaviour. 

I designed this simulation as a customer service job for several reasons. Firstly, 

algorithmic decision-making is being increasingly deployed in the service sector (M. H. 

Huang & Rust, 2018); secondly, responding to emails from past or future guests is common 

in the hospitality sector in the 21st century. Thus, this task allowed me to create a situation 

where I expected to observe unethical behaviour in a highly naturalistic setting, while 

maintaining experimental control. The following chapters describe the preliminary work 

(explained below) conducted prior to undertaking each experiment, followed by the 

experiments themselves. 

As the paradigm contained novel content, I conducted three validation ‘mini-studies’ 

for the manipulations and stimuli that would be used in the main experimental studies. One of 

the validation studies therefore aimed to ensure that the emails presented in the inbox task 

were realistic and provided participants with the opportunity to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour, while the others sought to validate the autonomy manipulation 

content used in each respective experiment. The manipulation content validation studies 

aimed to ensure that the autonomy manipulation in the experiments would indeed present 

participants with high or low levels of autonomy. In Chapter 6, I present the first of these 

manipulation validation studies, which informed the autonomy manipulation in Experiment 1. 

To address some potential limitations of Experiment 1, I created a variation of the autonomy 
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manipulation, which was validated in the second manipulation validation study and 

subsequently used in Experiment 2.  

Experiment 1 tests the first two hypotheses; Experiment 2 is a conceptual replication 

of Experiment 1 and aims to test all hypotheses using a refined autonomy manipulation and a 

more fine-grained measure of responsibility. All studies conducted for the research in 

chapters six and seven received approval from the university’s institutional Human Research 

Ethics Committee (approval number: RA/4/20/4433). To mask the purpose of this research, 

all studies described in the following two chapters were advertised to participants under the 

title “Understanding Customer Service Jobs”. 
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Chapter 6: Validation Studies 1 and 2, and Experiment 1  

6.1 Overview and Goals of this Chapter 

In this chapter, I first describe two preliminary content validations studies (Validation 

Studies 1 and 2), followed by Experiment 1. Validation Study 1 assessed the content validity 

of the autonomy manipulation designed for the experiment, while Validation Study 2 

assessed the extent to which the stimuli for the inbox task were realistic and presented 

participants with the opportunity to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The 

content of the validation studies was subsequently used for the paradigm in Experiment 1.  

6.2 Validation Study 1: Autonomy Manipulation Validation 

The purpose of the manipulation validation study was to ensure that there was 

construct and discriminant validity of the autonomy manipulation for Experiment 1. I 

primarily aimed to manipulate decision-making and methods autonomy to resemble the way 

in which prescriptive algorithmic decision-making, depending on how it is configured, can be 

designed to affect an employee’s job autonomy (outlined in Chapter 5).  

6.2.1 Method 

6.2.1.1 Participants 

Fifteen individuals were recruited for the purposes of this exercise from Amazon’s 

crowdsourcing platform, Mechanical Turk (MTurk), via TurkPrime’s CloudResearch 

platform (Litman et al., 2017). The participants (47% female) were all residents of the United 

States of America, reported a mean age of 34.4 years (SD = 8.75), and indicated that they had 

completed at least a high school equivalent level of education.  

6.2.1.2 Procedure 

This task was hosted on the Qualtrics Survey Software (Core-XM) platform. 

Following informed consent and completion of the brief demographic questionnaire, 
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participants were informed that they would see two emails (i.e., the stimuli in this study) that 

describe how a Customer Services Officer might carry out their job. Participants were then 

presented the stimuli (described below) and asked to rate the work design of each. The 

presentation order of the stimuli was counter-balanced by the survey software to minimise 

potential order or anchoring effects. Specifically, I wanted to minimise the risk participants 

use their perceptions of one email as a comparative anchor when rating the second email. 

Upon completion of the task, participants were thanked for their time and paid US$1.25. 

6.2.1.3 Materials 

Demographic measures. Participants completed some basic demographic questions 

including age, gender, employment status, and highest level of education. A full list of these 

items can be found in Appendix B, Section 1. 

Stimuli. Two emails were created to manipulate autonomy (one designed to elicit low 

autonomy and the other high autonomy). These emails were framed as being written by the 

fictitious “Paradise Point Hotel” Guest Services Manager, Riley Watson. The name ‘Riley’ 

was chosen for the manager because it functions as a gender-neutral name in several English-

speaking nations. Accordingly, I here onwards use the pronouns “they/them/their” when 

referring to Riley. The email from Riley Watson was addressed to Customer Services 

Officers (CSOs) working at Paradise Point Hotel.  

The emails were designed to capture the essence of a high or low autonomy job. High 

autonomy jobs typically allow an employee to use their personal initiative and judgement to 

make decisions about their work (e.g., in problem solving, in scheduling their tasks, and the 

method by which they complete their tasks). Low autonomy jobs typically require an 

employee to follow relatively restrictive procedures in their work, providing little capacity for 

the employee to make independent decisions, and use their personal judgement.  
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In both the high and low autonomy emails, Riley Watson begins by informing CSOs 

of Paradise Point Hotel’s recent investment in an artificial intelligence5 system for the 

purposes of lifting the rankings of the hotels in customer service, booking success, and 

revenue. Riley Watson also reminds the CSOs that their performance ratings depend on their 

booking success and bringing in overall revenue; this statement regarding their performance 

ratings was included to create some sense of self-interested incentive to behave unethically, 

while still providing a benefit the organisation. Autonomy was then manipulated in the 

remainder of Riley Watson’s email, by informing participants in each condition the extent to 

which they can make their own decisions (see below) about choosing a response to the 

customer emails. The exact wording of these parts of the email can be viewed in Appendix B, 

Section 1; below I present the manipulation text that differed across the high and low 

autonomy emails. 

The wording of the manipulation text was adapted from the wording used in 

Morgeson and Humphrey’s (2006) measure of job autonomy. The full emails had almost the 

same word count (141 and 140 words for the high and low autonomy condition, respectively) 

to ensure cognitive load in terms of reading was similar in both instances.   

In the high autonomy condition, participants were provided with the following 

information in Riley Watson’s email:  

When responding to customer emails, SmartAnswer
TM

  will recommend a “top 

reply” to use (denoted by:  ) but you can always use your personal initiative 

and judgement in choosing a response. You are free to make your own decisions. 

In the low autonomy condition, participants were instead informed: 

 
5 I used the term “artificial intelligence” instead in the task instead of “algorithmic decision-making” in the task 
because I felt the latter was too technical for lay participants. 
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When responding to customer emails it is in your best interests to use the “Top 

Reply” option (denoted by: ) out of what SmartAnswer
TM

 provides you 

with.  Your management team advises against deviating from the top reply. 

 

Rating survey. Participants were provided with 14 items from the Work Design 

Questionnaire (WDQ; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006), which measured the five key work 

characteristics from the Work Characteristics Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976): autonomy, 

task variety, task significance, feedback from the job and task identity. Six items were used 

for each subcategory of job autonomy (two each for decision, method, and scheduling 

autonomy) and two items each for the rest of the work characteristics. All items were rated on 

a five-point Likert Scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). 

6.2.2 Results 

 Overall, this task took on average 10.34 minutes to complete (SD = 10.67). Careless 

responding was determined via visual inspection. One individual was excluded from the 

analysis due to having engaged in careless responding (Meade & Craig, 2012); that is, the 

participant was responding at either extreme of the response scale for items measuring the 

same construct. Another individual was excluded from the analysis for having (apparently) 

completed the task in 22 seconds hence, the final sample size consisted of 13 individuals.  

6.2.2.1 Validation Criteria 

To gauge whether the autonomy manipulations were valid representations of low and 

high autonomy, I created mean scores of each of the five measured work characteristics and 

evaluated these against pre-determined criteria. For the low autonomy email, I aimed to 

obtain a mean rating of around 2.5 or lower (out of a possible 5) on the decision-making and 

methods autonomy dimensions; for the high autonomy email, I aimed to obtain a mean rating 
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of around 4 or higher on the relevant autonomy dimensions. Furthermore, the other work 

characteristics were required to be rated as evenly as possible in both emails, to ensure only 

autonomy was being manipulated.  

Along with examining the mean ratings, I conducted paired-samples t-tests to 

investigate whether the dimensions of autonomy were being rated as significantly different 

across the high and low manipulation emails. To ensure the experimental manipulation was 

not confounded with other work design effects, I also conducted paired-samples t-tests across 

autonomy conditions for the other measured work characteristics, to ensure they were being 

rated relatively similarly across the emails. Table 6.1 presents the descriptive statistics (using 

mean scores) and t-test results for this study; item-level descriptive statistics can be found in 

Appendix B, Section 2.  

Table 6.1 shows that the manipulation validation results largely met the validation 

criteria and only the autonomy dimensions (but not other work characteristics) were rated as 

significantly different from each other. Although I primarily aimed to manipulate decision-

making and methods autonomy, scheduling autonomy was also found to be significantly 

different across conditions. However, this was not a major concern given that scheduling 

autonomy involves decision-making itself and the dimensions of autonomy are interrelated 

(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Therefore, these email stimuli were deemed suitable for use 

in Experiment 1.  
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Table 6.1 

Means, standard deviations (SD) and t-tests for work characteristic ratings in Validation 
Study 1 

Work Characteristic 
High Autonomy 

Email Mean (SD) 
Low Autonomy 

Email Mean (SD) 
Mdiff t-test results 

Decision-making 
autonomy 

4.23 (0.81) 2.00 (0.84) 2.23 t(12) = 6.11* 

Methods Autonomy 4.38 (0.55) 2.08 (0.91) 2.30 t(12) = 8.23* 
Scheduling Autonomy 4.15 (0.66) 2.73 (0.93) 1.42 t(12) = 4.26* 
Task Identity 3.73 (0.63) 3.73 (0.7) 0.00 t(12) = .00 
Task Significance 3.81 (0.69) 3.42 (0.73) .39 t(12) = 2.54 
Task Variety 3.73 (0.83) 3.42 (1.12) .31 t(12) = 1.76 
Feedback from the Job 3.88 (0.74) 3.88 (0.77) 0.00 t(12) = .00 

Note. N=13. *denotes that the test is significant at a Bonferroni-corrected p-value of .007; all 

other t-tests are non-significant. 
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6.3 Validation Study 2: Stimuli Validation 

 The purpose of the stimuli validation study was to establish content and face validity 

for the email stimuli that would be used in the two main experiments. The main experiments 

presented participants with two response options associated with each email stimulus, which 

were ostensibly provided by the “SmartAnswerTM” algorithmic decision-making system. 

Therefore, I also sought to determine that the response options associated with the dilemma 

email stimuli would present participants with opportunities to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour, while the distractor stimuli would not have a significant ethical 

component.  

6.3.1 Method 

6.3.1.1 Participants 

Twenty-five individuals (32% female) were recruited from Amazon’s MTurk 

platform via CloudResearch. Most (84%) of the participants were employed in either full-

time, part-time, or casual roles. The mean age was 37.1 years (SD=12.53), and 88% of 

participants were residents of the United States of America (three participants resided in 

India). 

6.3.1.2 Procedure 

This task was hosted on the Qualtrics (Core-XM) platform. Following informed 

consent and completion of basic demographic questions, I provided participants with a 

rationale for the task. I informed them that my research team needed their help before 

launching a broader research study aimed at better understanding customer services jobs and 

to that end, the research team had created 12 email stimuli and corresponding response 

options. I further informed participants that the broader study required a different set of 

research participants to play the role of a Customer Service Officer (CSO) in a hotel called 

Paradise Point Hotel, whose primary job was answering emails from customers regarding 
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bookings, billing, and other general enquiries. I explained that a CSO’s performance would 

be judged according to the certain key performance indicators (KPIs), and that meeting, 

exceeding, or failing to meet expectations on the KPIs could affect a CSO’s employment 

experience at Paradise Point Hotel. The KPIs were 1) the net number of bookings secured by 

the CSO, and 2) the net revenue in dollars that the CSO can reasonably take credit for based 

on their actions or decisions. Participants were then shown a full worked example of how 

they might go about completing the task (explained shortly), using an example email. The 

worked example included explanations of why certain responses might be (in)effective at 

meeting KPIs or demonstrate unethical behaviour towards the customer experience at 

Paradise Point hotel. 

After the worked example, twelve stimulus blocks were presented one at a time by the 

Qualtrics software in a randomised order, and each block contained an email (and associated 

rating exercises), followed by the response options (and associated rating exercises). 

Participants first completed the email rating exercise and then the response options rating 

exercise. At the end of the task, participants completed three attention check questions (two 

multiple-choice and one open-ended). They were then thanked for completing the task and 

paid US$7.00. 

6.3.1.3 Materials 

Demographics measures. Participants completed some basic demographic questions 

including age, gender, employment status, and highest level of education they had achieved. 

The full list of questions can be found in Appendix B, Section 1. 

Stimuli. Twelve stimuli in the form of emails were presented to participants, each 

containing queries that were typical for hotel customers. The queries pertained to issues such 

as check-in times, unexpected fees, booking extensions, and refunds. The fictitious customers 
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‘sending’ the emails were given names associated with various cultural backgrounds, using a 

random name generator (https://www.name-generator.org.uk/quick/). The stimuli contents I 

constructed were based on content typically found in traveller experiences on review websites 

(e.g., Trip Advisor) as well as internet discussion forums (e.g., threads on the social media 

website, Reddit). Four of the stimuli were constructed with the aim to pose an ethical 

dilemma whereas the remaining eight stimuli were created as distractors (i.e., without an 

explicit ethical focus). Examples of dilemma and distractor email stimuli are provided in 

Table 6.2, and the full set of stimuli can be found in Appendix B, Table B5. 

Each email stimulus was accompanied by four potential responses (see examples in 

Table 6.2) that could be used by a CSO to reply to an email. In each response set, two items 

were ‘target’ items, while the other two items were nonsensical or absurd (when considered 

in relation to the email content) and were not intended for use in the final experiment. In 

other words, two responses out of four would not have made sense in the context of the 

corresponding email. These additional responses were included with the hope of minimising 

anchoring effects between the two target responses, where participants’ rating of one target 

statement might be influenced by their rating on the other (Jacowitz & Kahneman, 1995). For 

example, Strack and Mussweiler (1997) showed that participants take more time to think 

about their responses in judgement tasks (and thereby reduce anchoring effects) when 

implausible, or seemingly unrelated, items are included with the target items. The set of 

responses corresponding to the ethical dilemma emails contained at least one unethical 

response option. 
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Table 6.2 

Examples of dilemma and Distractor emails along with the corresponding response options 
presented to participants in Validation Study 2  

Email Response Options 
Dilemma Email 
 
From: Maria Parsons 
Sent: 30 May 2019 16:15 
To: 
customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Points not applied for booking discount 
 
Hi, 
I used my loyalty points for my booking and the 
total was meant to come to $160. It seems my 
points were applied and I was still charged $300. 
Can you please clarify this and see if there was a 
system error when I did my payment? My 
reservation number is IJQWAG6P. 
 
Regards, 
Maria 

1) We apologize for any 
inconvenience caused by this. I will 
forward your query to accounting; 
they will help refund the difference 
of $140 as soon as possible. * 

2) Your booking total came to $300 
hence, that's the amount you had to 
pay. If your points did not provide 
you the discount but have 
disappeared, we cannot provide you 
with a refund. We apologize for the 
inconvenience. * 

3) Please check all your receipts again 
to confirm what you paid during 
booking confirmation. + 

4) The points system is designed to 
provide you with a discount when 
you have stayed with us multiple 
times. + 

Distractor Email 
 
From: Ramesh Chandrashekhar 
Sent: 31 May 2019 09:27 
To: 
customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Arriving before check-in time 
 
Hello Paradise Point Staff, 
3pm was the earliest check-in time option I could 
choose from your drop-down menu. Our flight 
lands at 11.10am and we expect to arrive soon 
after this. If the room is not ready, may we 
please store our luggage with you? 
 
Regards, 
Ramesh. S. Chandrashekhar 

1) Yes, you may store your luggage 
here until the room is ready. * 

2) Luggage is stored at a charge of $15 
if arriving prior to check-in and you 
are welcome to do so. * 

3) We do not have luggage storage 
facilities but you may wait in our 
deluxe café with your luggage until 
3pm. + 

4) Check-in times are non-negotiable. 
Please consider changing your 
flight time. + 

Note. * denotes target responses, + denotes nonsensical responses. 

Rating questions. Each email stimulus was rated on a single item each for ease of 

understanding (“this email is easy to understand”) and realism (“this email reflects a realistic 

customer enquiry”), using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 
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(Strongly agree). Each of the four accompanying email responses was rated on the extent to 

which selecting that option would improve a CSO's standing on their KPIs, using a three-

point categorical scale (Negative effect on performance indicators, No effect on performance 

indicators, Positive effect on performance indicators). Finally, each response option was 

rated on the extent to which selecting that option would be perceived as unethical (i.e., appear 

to disadvantage the customer, to the benefit of the CSO e.g., by lying, cheating, or 

deliberately going against the customer's best interests), using a four-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (Not unethical at all) to 4 (Extremely unethical).  

Attention checks. Participants answered two multiple-choice questions which asked 

them to choose which statement regarding the study was true out of four options (the correct 

answers being “some questions referred to hotel bookings” and “I was asked whether emails 

were easy to understand”). Participants also answered one open-ended question asking them 

to write one or two sentences in their own words as to what the task entailed. These measures 

also aimed to guard against the possibility that bots had ‘completed’ the task instead of 

humans, a common problem in online crowdsourcing platforms (Schmidt, 2015). The full 

text of the attention check questions can be found in Appendix B, Section 4. 

6.3.2 Results 

The task took on average 31.56 minutes to complete (SD = 14.94). Four participants 

who failed at least one of the three attention checks were excluded from the analyses, leaving 

a final sample of 21 individuals. 

6.3.2.1 Validation Criteria – Ease of Understanding and Realism 

To determine whether the email stimuli and the target response options could be 

included in the main study, I examined descriptive statistics or percentage frequencies against 

several cut-off values specified a priori. The retention criteria were created to ensure the 
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stimuli maintained sufficient external and construct validity. For the email stimuli to ‘pass’ 

retention criteria, I aimed to obtain mean ratings of at least 4 or above (out of 5) on both ease 

of understanding and realism. 

Table 6.3 provides the descriptive statistics for validating the email stimuli as realistic 

and understandable. The table shows that all emails’ content was rated to be sufficiently 

realistic and easy to understand.  

Table 6.3 

Means and standard deviations (SD) for each email’s rating on ease of understanding and 
realism in Validation Study 2 

Email Ease of 
Understanding 

Mean (SD) 

Realism 
Mean (SD) 

Dilemma - Loyalty points not applied 4.81 (0.40) 4.81 (0.40) 
Dilemma - Not given the right room 4.71 (0.56) 4.81 (0.40) 
Dilemma - Surprise booking fee 4.86 (0.36) 4.67 (0.58) 
Dilemma - surprise check out fee 4.86 (0.36) 4.67 (0.58) 
Distractor - Asking for baby crib 4.86 (0.36) 4.81 (0.40) 
Distractor - Extending stay at hotel  4.67 (0.73) 4.67 (0.58) 
Distractor - Loyalty program sign up 4.81 (0.4) 4.71 (0.46) 
Distractor - Pre-check-in luggage 
storage 4.71 (0.72) 4.71 (0.56) 
Distractor - Query about breakfast  4.76 (0.44) 4.67 (0.48) 
Distractor - Refund not received 4.90 (0.30) 4.95 (0.22) 
Distractor – Shuttle booking ticket 4.71 (.64) 4.62 (.80) 
Distractor – Website booking error 4.67 (.73) 4.67 (.58) 

Note. N = 21. 

6.3.2.2 Validation criteria – Target Responses for Dilemma and Distractor Stimuli 

Among the dilemma email stimuli, for unethical target responses to ‘pass’ retention 

criteria, I aimed to obtain a mean unethicalness rating of at least 2.5 or higher, and a mean 

KPI effectiveness rating of 2.5 or higher. Additionally, I aimed to obtain a mean 

unethicalness rating for the ethical target response to be 2 or less, and that the KPI 
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effectiveness rating be lower than that of the unethical target response for a dilemma 

stimulus.  

For the distractor stimuli, I expected to maintain an unethicalness rating for both 

target responses to be less than 2, but had no specific expectations regarding the KPI 

effectiveness rating for these responses hence, the KPI effectiveness ratings were allowed to 

vary. As mentioned previously, the non-target responses were included to reduce anchoring 

effects hence, I do not report the ratings for these in the results. A graphical depiction of 

retention criteria for target responses is depicted in Figure 6.1.  

Figure 6.1 

Graphical depiction of retention criteria for target responses to each type of email stimulus 
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Table 6.4 provides descriptive statistics for validating the target responses associated 

with each email stimulus. As can be seen in Table 4, almost all the associated responses 

passed retention criteria. The unethical target response to the dilemma stimulus “Surprise 

check-out fee” was rated slightly below the cut-off criterion for unethicalness however, I 

decided to include this response in the final study given that it had a high KPI effectiveness 

rating, and that the corresponding ethical target response was rated to be low on 

unethicalness and KPI effectiveness. Thus, altogether, the results of this validation study 

indicated that all emails and their associated target responses were suitable for use in the 

experimental studies.  
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Table 6.4 

Descriptive statistics for rating target responses on Key Performance Indicator (KPI) 
effectiveness and Unethicalness in Validation Study 2 

Email Stimuli Target Responses KPI 
effectiveness 
mean (SD) 

Unethicalness 
mean (SD) 

Dilemma Loyalty points not applied - Target Response 1 1.24 (.63) 1.00 (0) 
Dilemma Loyalty points not applied - Target Response 2* 2.81 (.51) 2.95 (.74) 
Dilemma not given the right room - Target Response 1 1.86 (.79) 1.00 (0) 
Dilemma not given the right room - Target Response 2* 2.57 (0.68) 3 (.775) 
Dilemma surprise booking fee - Target Response 1 1.38 (.59) 1.00 (0) 
Dilemma surprise booking fee - Target Response 2* 2.76 (.54) 2.57 (.75) 
Dilemma surprise check out fee - Target Response 1 1.19 (.60) 1.00 (0) 
Dilemma surprise check out fee - Target Response 2* 2.76 (.54) 2.33 (1.11) 
Distractor – Loyalty program enrolment – Target Response 1  2.43 (0.51) 1.00 (0) 
Distractor – Loyalty program enrolment – Target Response 2  2.57 (.60) 1.05 (.22) 
Distractor – refund not received – Target Response 1  1.43 (.60) 1.00 (0) 
Distractor – refund not received – Target Response 2  1.81 (.51) 1.14 (.36) 
Distractor – asking for baby crib – Target Response 1 2.82 (.53) 1.12 (.03) 
Distractor – asking for baby crib – Target Response 2 1.76 (.90) 1.00 (0) 
Distractor – query about breakfast – Target Response 1 2.76 (.54) 1.76 (.63) 
Distractor – query about breakfast – Target Response 2  2.24 (.54) 1.57 (.60) 
Distractor – pre check-in luggage storage – Target Response 1  2.05(.38) 1.00 (0) 
Distractor – pre check-in luggage storage – Target Response 2  2.95 (.22) 1.81 (.81) 
Distractor – extending stay at hotel – Target Response 1  1.62 (.44) 1.00 (0) 
Distractor – extending stay at hotel – Target Response 2  1.24 (.44) 1.48 (.60) 
Distractor – shuttle booking ticket – Target Response 1  1.94 (.75) 1.24 (.44) 
Distractor – shuttle booking ticket – Target Response 2  2.18 (.64) 1.53 (.8) 
Distractor – website booking error – Target Response 1  2.05 (.67) 1.05 (.22) 
Distractor – website booking error – Target Response 2  2.95 (.22) 1.10 (.44) 

Note. * denotes the response providing an opportunity to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour 
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6.4 Experiment 1 

 In this section, I describe the first main experimental study designed for testing 

whether autonomy facilitates unethical pro-organisational behaviour through a sense of 

personal responsibility for the outcomes of one’s work (Hypotheses 1 and 2). The autonomy 

manipulation and stimuli validation studies in described in the preceding sections informed 

the content of this experiment, having ascertained that participants across experimental 

conditions would experience low or high levels of job autonomy. Further, the validation 

study also confirmed that the options offered by the algorithmic decision-making system 

provided an opportunity to engage in behaviour that would be considered by many to be 

unethical. The method and the first two hypotheses were pre-registered on the Open Science 

Framework (see Appendix C, Section 1); footnotes indicate when and why deviations from 

the pre-registration occurred. 

6.4.1 Method 

6.4.1.1 Sample Size Determination 

The sample size was estimated via a priori power analyses using GPower 3.1 (Faul et 

al., 2007). I selected the z-test family and Poisson regression as the statistical test given that 

the dependent variable in this study (unethical pro-organisational behaviour) would be 

operationalised as a count variable. I then selected the following parameters: Tails = 2; Exp 

(β1) = 1.5 (I expected approximately 50% more unethical behaviour in the low autonomy 

condition compared to the high autonomy condition); α error probability = .05; Power: .90; 

Base rate exposure = 1 (participants would be exposed to a minimum of one opportunity to 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour); Mean exposure = 1 (participants would be 

completing the experiment over one sitting on the same day); R2 other X = 0 (the independent 

variable autonomy is manipulated and randomised therefore should not be correlated with 

other variables); Distribution: binomial; Xparm µ = .50 (participants had a 50/50 chance of 



91 
 

being randomly assigned to only one of two autonomy conditions). The power analysis 

indicated a required sample size of 210 participants. However, Coxe and MacKinnon (2010) 

found that mediation analyses using a count dependent variable may yield biased parameter 

estimates; therefore, they recommend increasing the sample size slightly to attenuate 

potential biases. Though Coxe and MacKinnon (2010) did not indicate what proportion to 

increase the sample size by, I aimed to recruit at least 50 individuals more than that 

recommended by the power analysis.  

6.4.1.2 Participants 

A total of 289 individuals (57% female) participated in this study and were recruited 

from Amazon’s MTurk platform via CloudResearch. Participants’ mean age was 39.6 years 

(SD = 11.58) and 88% of participants were employed in either full-time, part-time, or casual 

work. All participants were residents of the United States of America. 

6.4.1.3 Procedure  

This task was designed and hosted on the Qualtrics (Core-XM) platform. Following 

informed consent, participants answered an approximately 10-minute pre-experiment 

questionnaire before commencing the main study. This questionnaire measured demographics 

and personality. 

Next, participants were asked to play the role of a Customer Services Officer (CSO) 

working at the Paradise Point Hotel, where their job requires responding to a series of emails 

pertaining to customer booking enquiries, requests for information or billing issues. To create 

a realistic work context and allow them to familiarise themselves with their role, I provided 

an organisational chart that showed their job role in relation to others in Paradise Point Hotel 

(see Figure 6.2). Participants were also informed that at various times during the task, I would 

ask them how they were finding the job of a CSO. 
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Figure 6.2 

Organisation Chart Provided to Participants in Experiments 1 and 2 

 

Note. Participants were informed that they played the role of the Customer Services Officer 1, 

highlighted in green. 

Prior to commencing the main task, participants were provided with an example of 

how they would be completing the task. Specifically, they were provided an example email 

(not used in the main study) and were shown how they could go about responding to 

customers using the SmartAnswerTM software. This example also showed that all email 

responses selected by participants would then be formatted into a pre-made company email 

template, which participants could view before ‘sending’ the reply to a customer. This 

template can be viewed in Appendix B, Section 6.  The survey software then randomly 

assigned participants to either the high or low autonomy condition to complete the inbox task; 

the manipulation was in the form of the email from the Guest Services Manager Riley 

Watson. Apart from the content of the autonomy manipulation (from Validation Study 1), the 

procedure was the same for all participants. After reading the autonomy manipulation email, 

participants were asked to type a short response to Riley Watson regarding Riley’s email, 

followed by two multiple choice attention check questions.  
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All participants worked through 12 customer emails (from Validation Study 2) across 

four email blocks (a set of emails is a ‘block’), with each block comprising three emails from 

customers that required Customer Services’ attention. The emails in each block were 

presented in a random order by the survey software. The first block of emails presented three 

distractor emails, to familiarise participants with the task. The next three blocks of emails 

were presented to participants in a random order, with each block containing either one or 

two ethical dilemma emails. Four emails in total posed ethical dilemmas to the participants, 

while the rest were distractors. Each email was accompanied by two possible response 

options, with one of them being marked as a “top reply” with a yellow star next to it, to 

signify the company-preferred algorithmic decision-making-selected answer. Participants 

were required to choose which of the two response options they would like to use to respond 

to the customer’s query; the chosen response would then be “pasted” into a formatted email 

with the Paradise Point Hotel signature which participants could examine before ‘sending’ 

the email to the customer.  

Per the validation criteria of Validation Study 2, the “top reply” response option for 

the dilemma emails was always unethical while the alternative was ethical. In the distractor 

emails, the “top reply” response usually aimed to positively meet KPIs, while the alternative 

either did the same or did not meet KPIs as saliently as the top reply. The order in which 

response options for each email were presented was also randomised. Importantly, the low 

autonomy manipulation did not render participants with no choice but to behave unethically; 

rather, participants with low autonomy could still deviate from the SmartAnswerTM suggested 

unethical response if they so chose. 

After the first block of distractor emails (i.e., before having worked through the 

distractor emails), participants were asked to rate how they were finding the job of a CSO. 

The rating questions contained a measure of personal responsibility and distractor items. 
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These questions were asked again, at the end of the task (i.e., after participants had worked 

through the dilemma emails) for purposes of consistency given that participants were told 

that they would be asked multiple times about their experiences as a CSO. Once participants 

finished working through the task, they were asked to answer manipulation check questions 

and a second set of attention check questions; I then thanked the participants for their time 

and paid them US$6.00. A flow-chart of the procedure is depicted in Figure 6.3. 
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Figure 6.3 

Flow-chart of the Procedure for Experiment 1

 

Note. R1 and R2 refer to each response option; R2 in Red font represents an unethical 

response option. Yellow star represents a “top reply” response option corresponding to each 

respective email.  
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6.4.1.4 Materials 

The full version of all content be found in Appendix B. 

Demographics. Participants answered basic demographic questions including age, 

gender, employment status, and highest level of education. 

Control variables. Participants completed the 60-item HEXACO Personality 

Inventory (Ashton & Lee, 2009). While this was a randomised study design, I measured two 

personality traits as control variables, Honesty-Humility and Conscientiousness, as they were 

identified as potential confounds in the relationship between the mediator (personal 

responsibility) and dependent variable (unethical pro-organisational behaviour). Previous 

research has shown that individuals may be more likely to engage in unethical behaviour if 

they exhibit low levels of Honesty-Humility (Zettler & Hilbig, 2010) and conscientiousness 

(Kish-Gephart et al., 2014). Conscientiousness has also been associated with being 

responsible (Ashton & Lee, 2007).  

Manipulation of autonomy. Participants were presented with either the high or low 

autonomy manipulation email from Validation Study 1. 

 Personal responsibility and distractor items. I prefaced the measurement of 

personal responsibility and distractor items at both time points with the following 

instructions: “We would now like to ask you some questions about how you are finding your 

job today. Thinking about your role as Customer Services Officer at Paradise Point Hotel, 

please indicate your agreement with the following statements.” Four items were used to 

measure personal responsibility and were adapted from the ‘experienced responsibility’ 

measure in Hackman and Oldham’s (1980) Job Diagnostic Survey. The items were: “I feel I 

should personally take the credit or blame for any consequences of my decisions in this job”, 

“I feel a high degree of personal responsibility for the work I do on this job”, “I feel 



97 
 

responsible for ensuring that the customers' needs are met”, “I feel responsible for ensuring 

that revenue is brought in for the hotel”. I also measured experienced meaning (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1976) as another theoretically possible mediator6, although I did not expect it to 

explain unethical behaviour, given that it does not relate to displacement of responsibility. 

The meaning measure was included to rule out that engaging in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour was not a result of participants finding the role less meaningful. The items for 

experienced meaning were adapted from the ‘experienced meaning’ measure in the Job 

Diagnostic Survey (e.g., “Most of the things I have to do in this job seem useless or trivial”). 

All items were rated on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly 

agree). I included three distractor items each time personal responsibility was measured, 

pertaining to task enjoyment, self-efficacy, and task difficulty.  

Attention and manipulation checks. I first embedded two attention check items in 

one block each of the HEXACO-60 section of the pre-experiment questionnaire (e.g., “This is 

an attention check. Please select “Disagree”). Then I presented a set of attention checks after 

Riley Watson’s email, the first of which required participants to write a short response to 

Riley’s email. Two multiple-choice questions then asked participants 1) what their role in the 

company was and 2) how they were told to response to customer emails (i.e., use their 

personal judgement, or not to deviate from the recommended answer).  

At the end of the task, I presented manipulation checks and second set of attention 

check questions. The manipulation check items asked participants to think about their role as 

a CSO in Paradise Point Hotel and indicate the extent to which they felt 1) they were able to 

make their own decisions in responding to customers and 2) they had to disadvantage 

 
6 Meta-analytic evidence has shown experienced meaning to be an important mediator of the relationship 
between autonomy and various work outcomes (Humphrey et al., 2007) hence, we included this construct in our 
measures.  
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customers to comply with performance indicators of revenue and bookings. The items were 

measured using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 5(Strongly 

Agree). The attention checks asked participants to choose which statements regarding the 

study were true out of four options (e.g., “some questions referred to hotel bookings” and “I 

was provided information about physical activities that help women to stay healthy”). Finally, 

I asked participants two write a very brief description of the contents of the task they had just 

completed. 

6.4.2 Results 

 The data screening procedures and analytical strategy for this Experiment were pre-

registered on the Open Science Framework prior to data collection. The preregistration can be 

found in Appendix C, Section 1. Overall, the mean time taken to complete this task was 28.1 

minutes (SD = 12.12).  

6.4.2.1 Data Screening 

I first screened the data to identify any cases that met one or more of the pre-

determined exclusion criteria. The first was incorrectly answering at least three out of the six 

multiple choice attention checks in the entire task (described in the methods section); or 

entering illogical answers to both of the open-ended attention check questions (one was after 

the manipulation information, and the other at the very end of the survey). Answers were 

considered illogical if the content was completely unrelated to the topic of the study (e.g., “I 

was asked about my opinion relating to financial compensations os [sic] care workers”), or if 

they contained a string of semantically incoherent words that did not comprise a proper 

sentence (e.g., “yes repectively [sic] attention shout be clear to move”). One participant 

emailed the researcher with their Mturk worker ID number (which is separate from any 

personally identifying information) to convey that they had misunderstood the task hence, 

this person was excluded from the analyses.  



99 
 

I also screened for participants who completed the study very quickly, as these 

individuals may not have properly processed the requirements of the tasks or read the 

instructions properly. Given that the average time taken to complete the study was 28.12 

minutes, I excluded four participants who completed the study in under 10 minutes 

(approximately one-third of the average time). I visually screened for careless responders 

(Meade & Craig, 2012), who might select contradictory response options to similar items in a 

given scale (e.g., choosing strongly agree on one item of a scale and then strongly disagree on 

similar item within the same scale). Careless responders may also repeatedly answer in a non-

random pattern, e.g., providing several consecutive items a response of “4,” or repeating a 

pattern of “1, 2, 3”. Applying all exclusion criteria led to a final sample of 276 of the original 

289 participants. 

6.4.2.2 Manipulation check 

To ensure that the autonomy manipulation in this study was successful, I conducted 

an independent-samples t-test on the results of the item measuring whether participants felt 

they were able to make their own decisions in responding to customers. Participants in the 

low autonomy condition (N=136, mean = 2.72, SD = 1.20), compared to those in the high 

autonomy condition (N=140, mean = 4.10, SD = 0.72), experienced significantly lower levels 

of autonomy, indicating that the manipulation was successful (Mdiff = 1.38, t(220) = -11.51, 

p<.001, Cohen’s d = 1.39)7.  

I also conducted an independent samples t-test on the results of the item measuring 

whether participants felt they had to disadvantage customers to in order to meet their 

performance indicators of bookings and revenue. This would indicate whether participants 

perceived that there was some directive towards engaging in unethical pro-organisational 

 
7 Levene’s test of equality of variances was violated (F = 84.90, p<.001), hence I report the t-test that accounts 
for the violation. 
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behaviour. Participants in the low autonomy condition (N=136, mean = 2.69, SD = 1.17), 

compared to those in the high autonomy condition (N=140, mean = 3.74, SD = 1.11) felt 

more pressured to disadvantage their customers for the company’s benefit (Mdiff = 1.05, 

t(274) = 7.62, p<.001, Cohen’s d =.920).  

6.4.2.3 Operationalising Unethical Pro-organisational Behaviour 

I created a count variable using the number of times (out of the four opportunities) 

that participants chose the unethical response option when responding to dilemma stimuli. 

The unethical response option for the dilemma emails was always the SmartAnswerTM “top 

reply”. Table 6.5 provides the percentage of participants that chose the “top reply” option in 

each condition.  

The table shows that participants in the low autonomy condition were roughly two to 

four times more likely than those in the high autonomy condition to choose the SmartAnswer-

TM “top reply” option for the dilemma stimuli. However, for most of the distractor stimuli, 

participants in the low autonomy condition were almost equally likely to choose the top reply 

as those in the high autonomy condition; the variation between conditions for some distractor 

stimuli likely reflects the nature of the high autonomy manipulation whereby participants 

could make their own decisions about email responses. Furthermore, despite receiving clear 

directives to use the SmartAnswerTM top replies via a strong manipulation, around half of the 

participants in the low autonomy condition did not choose the SmartAnswerTM suggested 

(unethical) top reply for the dilemma emails. However, almost all participants in this 

condition chose the top reply for the distractor emails. Taken together, this pattern indicates 

that a substantive portion of participants in the low autonomy condition were reluctant to 

merely comply with the algorithm’s unethical suggestions.  
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Table 6.5 

Percentage of participants choosing the “Top Reply” option in Experiment 1, grouped by 
autonomy condition 

Type of 
Email 

Summary of Email % of participants in 
Low Autonomy 

condition that chose 
Top Reply 

% of participants in 
High Autonomy 

condition that chose 
Top Reply 

Dilemma Loyalty points not applied 48 12 
Dilemma Not given the right room 44 11 
Dilemma Surprise booking fee 55 25 
Dilemma Surprise check out fee 70 45 
Distractor Asking for baby crib 88 71 
Distractor Extending stay at hotel  99 100 
Distractor Loyalty program sign up 91 62 
Distractor Pre-check-in luggage storage 93 64 
Distractor Query about breakfast  95 86 
Distractor Refund not received 88 61 
Distractor Shuttle Booking Ticket 96 94 
Distractor Website booking error 99 97 

Note. N (Low Autonomy) = 136; N (High Autonomy) = 140. 

6.4.2.4 Hypothesis Testing 

Using IBM SPSS Statistics version 25, I first examined the bivariate correlations 

between the target variables in the study and as well as these variables’ correlation with the 

theoretically relevant dimensions of personality: Conscientiousness and Honesty-Humility. 

Table 6.6 shows a negative relationship between job autonomy condition and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour count, indicating that low levels of job autonomy are associated 

with high counts of unethical behaviour. The descriptive statistics for individual items from 

which a mean score was created (e.g., personality, personal responsibility) are shown in 

Appendix B, Table B6. Job autonomy condition was also positively associated with personal 

responsibility, indicating that low levels of autonomy are associated with low levels of 

personal responsibility. Personal responsibility was also negatively associated with unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour count, indicating that low levels of personal responsibility are 

associated with high levels of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Further, in line with 
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theoretical expectations, honesty-humility was negatively associated with unethical pro-

organisational behaviour and personal responsibility however, only conscientiousness was 

positively associated with personal responsibility. Therefore, Honesty-Humility was included 

as a control variable in the final model. 

Table 6.6  

 Descriptive statistics and correlations amongst Experiment 1 variables 

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Autonomy Conditiona NA NA      
2. Unethical Pro-Organisational 
Behaviour Count 

1.54 1.49 -.41**  
   

3. Personal ResponsibilityT1 3.88 0.77 .31** -.22** (.75)   
4. Conscientiousness 3.93 0.56 .10 -.02 .25** (.80)  
5. Honesty-Humility 3.60 0.72 .09 -.13* .13* .22** (.81) 

Note. N = 276. *p<.05, **p<.01. Cronbach's coefficient alpha is provided along the diagonal 

in parentheses. 

a Low autonomy = 0, high autonomy = 1. 

 

Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 1 stated that individuals who experience low job autonomy 

will be more likely to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour than those with high 

job autonomy. To test this hypothesis, I conducted a Pearson Chi-square test to investigate 

whether participants in the low autonomy condition (N=136) would engage in more unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour than participants in the high autonomy condition (N = 140). The 

results showed that those in the low autonomy condition (total unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour count = 109) were significantly more likely to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour than those in the high autonomy condition (total unethical pro-

organisational behaviour count = 76), χ2 (4, 276) = 53.0, p<.001. 
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Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 2 stated that the relationship between job autonomy and 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour is mediated by the level of personal responsibility the 

employee experiences for the outcomes of their work. 

The mediator in this study was the mean personal responsibility score for the 

outcomes of one’s work at Time 1. This point of measurement was before participants were 

exposed to opportunities to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour and also 

indicates the most immediate effect of job autonomy on participants’ perceived consequences 

of their actions.  

To test Hypothesis 2, I specified the path model shown in Figure 6.4, using Mplus 

version 8.3. The model incorporates the following paths: (a) the regression of unethical pro-

organisational behaviour on autonomy condition and personal responsibility and (b) the 

indirect path of autonomy on unethical pro-organisational behaviour, through personal 

responsibility. The indirect path was estimated by obtaining 95% bias-corrected confidence 

intervals derived from 10,000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes, 2018). I also controlled for the 

effects of honesty-humility on unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

Given that the dependent variable (unethical pro-organisational behaviour) was a 

count variable, I explored whether I could estimate the unethical behaviour pathway using 

Poisson regression (Coxe et al., 2009) but first tested the assumption of equidispersion for 

count variables in Poisson distributed data. I examined the overall mean (µ =1.54) and 

variance (σ2 = 2.24) of the unethical behaviour count variable in the final sample. The 

examination indicated that the data were overdispersed, given the higher variance compared 

to the mean. To account for overdispersion, negative binomial regression models are a 

recommended suitable alternative to test a model that includes count dependent variables 
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(Hilbe, 2011). Therefore, I specified the unethical pro-organisational behaviour regression 

path to be estimated using a negative binomial distribution. 

 As can be seen in Figure 6.4, Hypothesis 2 was not supported. Although the results 

revealed a direct negative relationship from autonomy to unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour (B= -.78, SE = .12, p<.001), there was no evidence of an indirect effect from 

autonomy to unethical pro-organisational behaviour through personal responsibility. The 

confidence intervals for the indirect pathway from autonomy to unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour crossed zero (indirect effect estimate = -.044, 95% CI= -.102, .012). The raw 

unstandardized path coefficients pertaining to Hypothesis 2 are displayed in Figure 6.48. 

Figure 6.4 

Path model evaluating the indirect effect of autonomy condition on unethical pro-

organisational behaviour through personal responsibility 

 

Note. Path coefficients are unstandardized, accompanied by standard errors in parentheses. 

*denotes p<.001; all other paths are non-significant.  

 
8 Conventional fit indices cannot be computed in Mplus when a path model includes count variables as 
dependent variables. Therefore, I ran the same model again while treating unethical behaviour as a continuous 
dependent variable; the results suggested the model was likely well-fitting: χ2 (1, N=276) = 3.48, p =.06; CFI 
=.970; RMSEA = .095; SRMR =.036. 
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Exploratory path analysis. I also conducted an exploratory path analysis to 

investigate the potential alternative explanation that experienced meaning for one’s work 

mediates the relationship between autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

However, as previously stated I did not expect meaning to explain the relationship between 

autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The paths specified in this model were 

the same as for the personal responsibility mediation test, except that the mediator specified 

was experienced meaning at Time 1. Specifying meaning rather than personal responsibility 

as mediator yielded poorer model fit: χ2 (1, N=276) = 5.53, p =.019; CFI =.943; RMSEA = 

.128; SRMR =.045. Furthermore, the direct negative relationship from autonomy to unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour (B= -.84, SE = .12, p < .001), was not mediated by experienced 

meaning; the confidence intervals for the indirect pathway from autonomy to unethical pro-

organisational behaviour crossed zero (indirect effect estimate = -.011, 95% CI= -.042, .074).  

6.4.3 Discussion 

 This study had two broad aims: the first was to investigate whether autonomy 

influences unethical pro-organisational behaviour in the context of algorithmic decision-

making and the second was to investigate whether personal responsibility for the outcomes of 

one’s work can explain the relationship between autonomy and unethical behaviour. In the 

following section I will briefly discuss the results, followed by how Experiment 2 builds 

upon these findings. A deeper discussion of the current results is deferred until Experiment 2 

is presented. 

The results of this study showed that participants working with an algorithmic 

decision-making system who are granted low job autonomy engaged in significantly more 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour compared to participants granted high job autonomy. 

This finding is consistent with the tenets of the Job Characteristics Model (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1976), which posits that low-autonomy jobs are associated with negative workplace 
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outcomes (in this case, unethical pro-organisational behaviour). However, the mediation 

results were not entirely consistent with the theoretical arguments of the Job Characteristics 

Model, which suggest that the relationship between autonomy and work outcomes can be 

explained by the level of personal responsibility one experiences for the outcomes of their 

work. That is, low (high) autonomy was associated with low (high) levels of personal 

responsibility but personal responsibility was not in turn related to engagement in unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour.  

While it is possible that unethical pro-organisational behaviour is not an outcome of 

the autonomy-personal responsibility relationship theorised in the Job Characteristics Model, 

further investigation is warranted to support this notion. Unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour is considered to be a behaviour that has negative consequences for an 

organisation’s clients. In the context of unethical pro-organisational behaviour, the most 

salient negative consequences tend to involve disadvantaging a customer/client of the 

organisation for the benefit of that organisation or the employee engaging in the unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour. The measure of personal responsibility used in the current 

study did not specifically refer to the negative consequences of unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour for the customer that may arise from participants choosing the unethical 

SmartAnswerTM responses. Rather, the measure asked whether participants felt personally 

responsible for the work they did on the job, any consequences of the decisions of their job, 

whether customers’ needs are met, and whether revenue was brought in for the hotel. It is 

possible that a more targeted measure of personal responsibility is required to examine the 

extent to which employees feel personally responsible for negative consequences related to 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour. To address this limitation and gain a clearer picture 

of whether personal responsibility might explain the relationship between autonomy and 

unethical behaviour, the next study uses a more specific measure of personal responsibility.  
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My next study also aims to address a limitation regarding the wording of the low 

autonomy manipulation, in the sense that some of the wording used to create a low autonomy 

situation may have presented as ambiguous and potentially threatening to participants. 

Specifically, participants were told, without clear reasoning, that it was in their “best 

interests” to use the Top Reply option when responding to customer emails. While such 

wording was used to create an incentive to behave unethically, I was concerned that this 

wording could possibly lead participants to feel the threat of some punishment if they deviate 

from the company-preferred email response. Accordingly, Experiment 2 addresses this 

limitation by using a modified autonomy manipulation email.  

The findings of the current study also motivate explanation regarding the role played 

by low autonomy in facilitating the moral disengagement mechanism displacement of 

responsibility when working with algorithmic decision-making. Social cognitive theory 

suggests that an individual can detach themselves from the negative consequences of their 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and subsequently place the responsibility for these 

negative consequences onto a plausible figure of authority. Therefore, the measure of 

responsibility that I use in the next study also allows for examining the extent to which 

participants perceive that figures of authority are responsible for any negative consequences 

customers might experience from the work of a CSO. 

  



108 
 

Chapter 7: Validation Study 3 and Experiment 2 

7.1 Overview and Goals of this Chapter 

The goal of this chapter is to test all hypotheses described in Chapter 5 and in so 

doing, address the limitations in Experiment 1 and examine how displacement of 

responsibility unfolds. As one of the limitations of Experiment 1 was the wording of the 

autonomy manipulation, the first part of this chapter describes a third validation study for the 

refined autonomy manipulation used in Experiment 2. The refined manipulation primarily 

aims to provide a clearer and non-threatening rationale to participants for the task they are 

expected to undertake in the main experiment. The second part of this chapter describes the 

method and results for Experiment 2. This chapter closes with a discussion of the collective 

findings from Experiments 1 and 2.  

7.2 Validation Study 3: Modified Autonomy Manipulation Validation 

 The purpose of the manipulation validation study was to ensure that there was 

construct and discriminant validity of the revised autonomy work characteristic manipulation 

to be used in the next experiment. To reduce the potential ambiguity of the autonomy 

manipulation in the previous study, participants were also provided with clearer instructions 

as to why they were required to work with the SmartAnswerTM software. To reduce the 

potential threatening aspect of the manipulation, participants in the low autonomy condition 

were no longer told that it was in their “best interests” to adhere to the SmartAnswerTM 

response options. Rather, the manipulations emphasised that SmartAnswerTM was being 

employed to help the CSOs of Paradise Point Hotel to more efficiently meet their key 

performance indicators and to this end, they were granted high or low levels of job autonomy. 

In so doing, the employee is still encouraged to behave in a way that benefits the 

organisation, as well as themselves.  



109 
 

7.2.1 Method 

The method for this study was identical to Validation Study 1, with the only change 

being the wording of the autonomy manipulation.  

7.2.1.1 Participants 

Seventeen colleagues of mine at the University of Western Australia participated in 

the current study. The participants (65% female) were all residents of Australia, had mean 

age of 29.5 years (SD = 4.18), and had completed at least a high school equivalent level of 

education. 

7.2.1.2 Procedure 

This task was hosted on the Qualtrics (Core-XM) platform and followed the same 

procedure as Validation Study 1. Following informed consent and completion of the brief 

demographic questionnaire, participants were informed that they would see two emails (i.e., 

the stimuli in this study) that describe how a Customer Services Officer might carry out their 

job. Participants were then presented the stimuli (described below) and asked to rate the work 

design of each. The presentation order of the stimuli was counter-balanced by the survey 

software to minimise potential order or anchoring effects. All measures (demographics and 

work design rating items) were the same as for Validation Study 1.  

7.2.1.3 Stimuli 

Two emails were created to manipulate autonomy (one designed to elicit low 

autonomy and the other high autonomy). These emails were framed as being written by the 

fictitious “Paradise Point Hotel” Guest Services Manager, Riley Watson.  

In both the high and low autonomy emails, Riley Watson begins by informing CSOs 

of Paradise Point Hotel’s recent investment in an artificial intelligence system 

(SmartAnswerTM). In the current study, both the versions of Riley’s email frames the 
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investment in SmartAnswerTM as a useful tool that aims to assist CSOs with doing their job 

more efficiently and with helping them meet their performance indicators. Both versions of 

Riley’s email also requested CSOs to stay alert for inconsistencies between SmartAnswerTM 

recommended top replies that seemed unrelated to the query of the customer. I added this 

element into the manipulation emails to firstly add to the realism of the task. Secondly, this 

element aimed to provide participants (particularly in the low autonomy condition) a valid 

reason to continue working alongside an algorithm that restricts their autonomy and that 

might be seen as able to complete the job of a CSO without needing any human involvement. 

The exact wording of these parts of the email can be viewed in Appendix B, Section 3; below 

I present the manipulation text that differed across the high and low autonomy emails. 

The wording of these instructions was adapted from the wording used in Morgeson 

and Humphrey’s (2006) measure of job autonomy. The full stimuli can be viewed in 

Appendix B, Section 3. Both versions of the email had similar word counts (192 and 187 

words for the high and low autonomy stimuli, respectively) to ensure cognitive load in terms 

of reading was as similar as possible in both instances.   

In the high autonomy condition, participants were provided with the following 

information in Riley Watson’s email:  

To help you efficiently respond to customer emails, SmartAnswerTM will 

recommend a “top reply” to use (denoted by: ). You can choose this top reply, 
or you can use your personal initiative and judgement to choose an alternative 
response. We encourage you to make your own decisions about how you respond 
to customers. 

  
You might have to deviate from the top reply if SmartAnswerTM presents responses 
that are unrelated to queries posed by a customer. Please stay alert for such instances. 
The SmartAnswerTM software is still in a trial stage and you can help maximise its 
efficiency by picking up these errors in these early stages. 

 

In the low autonomy condition, participants were instead informed: 
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To help you efficiently respond to customer emails, SmartAnswerTM will recommend 

a “top reply” to use (denoted by: ). You should choose this top reply, rather 
than using your personal initiative and judgement when responding to emails. 
We advise against making your own decisions about how you respond to 
customers.  
 
You should deviate from the top reply if SmartAnswerTM presents responses that are 
unrelated to queries posed by a customer. Please stay alert for such instances. The 
SmartAnswerTM software is still in a trial stage and you can help maximise its 
efficiency by picking up these errors in these early stages. 

7.2.2 Results 

 Overall, this task took on average 8.88 minutes to complete (SD = 1.61). No 

individuals were excluded for having engaged in careless responding, determined via visual 

inspection (Meade & Craig, 2012), nor for completing the task too fast in light of the mean 

completion time.  

7.2.2.1 Validation Criteria 

To gauge whether the autonomy manipulations were valid representations of low and 

high autonomy, I created mean scores of each of the five measured work characteristics and 

evaluated these against pre-determined criteria. As per Validation Study 1, for the low 

autonomy email I aimed to obtain a mean rating of around 2.5 or less (out of a possible 5) on 

the decision-making and methods autonomy dimensions; for the high autonomy email I 

aimed to obtain a mean rating of around 4 or more on the relevant autonomy dimensions. 

Furthermore, the other work characteristics needed to be rated as evenly as possible in both 

emails, to ensure only autonomy was being manipulated. Along with examining the means, I 

conducted paired-samples t-tests to investigate whether the dimensions of autonomy were 

being rated as significantly different across the high and low manipulation emails, and 

whether the other work characteristics were being rated relatively similar across the emails.  

Table 7.1 shows the descriptive statistics and results from paired-samples t-tests that 

tested whether the means were significantly different from each other. The table indicates that 
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the manipulation validation results largely met the validation criteria; although the mean for 

methods autonomy in the high autonomy email was slightly below 4, the t-test results show it 

was significantly higher than that of the mean in the low autonomy email. Feedback from the 

job, however, was rated as significantly higher for the high autonomy email than the low 

autonomy email although this result was not a major concern for two primary reasons. Firstly, 

the mean differences and effect sizes for differences in decision-making autonomy (Hedges' g 

= 4.32) and methods autonomy (Hedges' g = 3.68) were at least four times larger than the 

mean difference and effect size for the difference in feedback from the job (Hedges' g = .82). 

Secondly, it is possible that perceiving high levels of autonomy also leads to perceptions that 

one can do perform quality work when using an algorithmic decision-making system, 

compared to the quality of work performed under conditions of low autonomy; this 

perception of work quality reflects a form of feedback from the job. For these reasons these 

emails were deemed suitable for use in Experiment 2.  

Table 7.1 

Means, standard deviations (SD) and t-tests for work characteristic ratings in Validation 
Study 3 

Work Characteristic 
High Autonomy 
condition Mean 

(SD) 

Low Autonomy 
condition Mean 

(SD) 
Mdiff t-test results 

Decision-making 
autonomy 4.21 (0.56) 1.68 (0.61) 2.53 t(16)=10.5* 
Methods Autonomy 3.85 (0.63) 1.71 (0.53) 2.14 t(16)=9.68* 
Scheduling Autonomy 3.24 (0.85) 2.71 (0.75) 0.53 t(16)=3.04 
Task Identity 3.71 (0.56) 3.24 (0.77) 0.47 t(16)=2.18 
Task Significance 2.97 (1.01) 2.91 (0.96) 0.06 t(16)=0.62 
Task Variety 2.97 (0.78) 2.35 (0.86) 0.62 t(16)=2.92 
Feedback from the Job 3.35 (0.81) 2.71 (0.77) 0.64 t(16)=4.07* 

Note. N=17. *denotes that the test is significant at a Bonferroni-corrected p-value of .007; all 

other t-tests are non-significant. 
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7.3 Experiment 2 

 In this section, I describe how the second main experimental study was adapted from 

the first, to test all hypotheses. Thus, Experiment 2 had two broad aims; firstly, Experiment 2 

is a conceptual replication of Experiment 1 and was also designed to examine whether low 

job autonomy facilitates the moral disengagement mechanism displacement of responsibility. 

The second autonomy manipulation validation study indicated that participants across 

experimental conditions would experience low or high levels of job autonomy. This modified 

manipulation, along with the contents of the stimuli validation study in described in Chapter 

6 informed the content of Experiment 2. The method and hypotheses9 for this study were pre-

registered on the Open Science Framework via www.aspredicted.com (see Appendix C, 

Section 2); footnotes indicate when and why deviations from the pre-registration occurred. 

7.3.1 Method 

The methodology of Experiment 2 was identical to that of Experiment 1 (refer to 

Figure 6.3) in terms of sequence and flow but there were two key changes in content. Firstly, 

the autonomy manipulation was modified as per Validation Study 3 to improve the external 

validity of the manipulation, particularly for the low autonomy condition. In keeping with the 

instructions from Riley Watson that the SmartAnswerTM software may return ineffective 

responses, for two of the distractor emails, the “top reply” response was a nonsensical 

response option that did not directly address the customer’s query, while the alternative was 

sensible and aimed to positively meet KPIs. As stated previously, I wanted to provide 

participants with a valid reason to work alongside the algorithmic decision-making system 

and I addressed this by occasionally presenting them with such nonsensical top replies. I 

created only two nonsensical responses because having too many illogically related answers 

 
9 Except Hypothesis 3; this was added after the pre-registration to better understand the process of moral 
disengagement outlined in Chapter 5.  
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might have led participants in either condition to not trust the SmartAnswerTM system at all. 

For the remaining distractor emails, the “top reply” response and alternative response were 

unchanged from the previous study (i.e., both response options including the “top reply” were 

logically connected to the customer enquiry). Table 7.2 provides an example of a distractor 

email and its corresponding illogical and sensible replies, and an example of a distractor 

email with two corresponding sensible replies.   

Table 7.2 

Example of a distractor email with corresponding logical and illogical response option used 
in Experiment 2 

Distractor Email Content Response Options 
From: Percy Duncan 
Sent: 31 May 2019 11:11 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Clarification about breakfast 
 
Hi there, 
On your website, you say that you include breakfast 
for all guests. However, I am being asked to choose 
the number of breakfast coupons I would like for my 
stay for $12 each on the booking page. Does this 
mean you don’t include breakfast? 
 
Regards, 
Percy 

1. Our lunch service runs from 12-
2pm daily. Please inform us of 
any allergies or dietary 
requirements two days prior to 
arrival.* 
 
 
 
 

2. Our website is currently being 
updated. Breakfast is provided 
for a fee of $12 for each day 
that you access our breakfast 
service. 

Note. * corresponds to illogical response option which was marked as a “Top Reply” in the 

task.  

The second change from Experiment 1 was that instead of the personal responsibility 

measure used in the previous study, I measured participants’ “allocation of responsibility for 

the consequences of their work”, which is described in detail in the next section. The purpose 

of this measure was to allow a specific examination of which particular individuals were 

perceived by participants as being responsible for the negative consequences of the work 

being completed in the task. This new measure (along with the same distractor items from 

Experiment 1) was placed at the same time points as the personal responsibility items in the 
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previous experiment. The first measurement occurred after the first block of distractor emails 

(i.e., before having worked through the distractor emails) and then at the end of the task (i.e., 

after having worked through the all emails, including dilemmas). After presenting the 

allocation of responsibility measure, participants answered three distractor items on task 

enjoyment, self-efficacy, and task difficulty.  

7.3.1.1 Participants 

A total of 268 individuals (49% female) recruited from Amazon’s MTurk platform via 

CloudResearch participated in this study. Participants’ mean age was 38.45 years (SD = 

12.18) and 83% of participants were employed in either full-time, part-time, or casual work. 

All participants were residents of the United States of America.  

7.3.1.2 Measures 

The measures in this study were the same as for Experiment 1 with some changes. 

Experienced meaning was not measured. Next, instead of using the personal responsibility 

measure adapted from Hackman and Oldham (1980), I used an allocation of responsibility 

measure created for the purposes of this study. The new measures are described below and 

can be viewed in full in Appendix B, Table B7.  

Allocation of responsibility. Participants used five items to rate the extent to which 

they perceived various entities were responsible for the possible negative consequences of 

their work as a CSO. The five entities that the participants were asked to consider as 

potentially responsible for such consequences were: themselves (i.e., the CSO), the 

managers/executives at Paradise Point Hotel (i.e., the human high level figures of authority), 

the customers, the SmartAnswerTM software, and the designers of the SmartAnswerTM 

software. All entities were rated using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ([this entity] 



116 
 

should not be held responsible at all) to 5 (should be held completely responsible). The 

measure was prefaced with the following instructions:  

“We would now like to ask you some questions about how you are finding your job 

today, as Customer Services Officer at Paradise Point Hotel.”  

To rate responsibility for negative consequences of their work, participants were 

told: 

“Please imagine that you've been working in this role and responding to 
customer emails for a while now. Imagine that at some point during this job, 
you learn that your customers contact Paradise Point Hotel and complain that 
they have been unfairly disadvantaged by some of the email responses.  
  
Who do you believe should be responsible for customers feeling this way? 
  
Below, please indicate to what extent you see each of the following entities as 
being responsible if your customers feel unfairly disadvantaged by the email 
responses.” 
 
 

7.3.2 Results 

The data screening procedures and analytical strategy for this Experiment were 

identical to that of Experiment 1 and were pre-registered on the Open Science Framework 

prior to data collection (see Appendix C, Section 2). Overall, the mean time taken to 

complete this task was 29.87 minutes (SD = 13.45). The sample size for this experiment was 

determined via a power analysis, using the same parameters described for Experiment 1.  

7.3.2.1 Data Screening 

Using the same pre-registered data screening and exclusion criteria as Experiment 1, I 

excluded 12 participants, leaving a final sample of 256. 

7.3.2.2 Manipulation Check 

To ensure that the autonomy manipulation in this study was successful, I conducted 

an independent-samples t-test on the results of the item measuring whether participants felt 
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they were able to make their own decisions in responding to customers. Participants in the 

low autonomy condition (N=132, mean = 2.87, SD = 1.26), compared to those in the high 

autonomy condition (N=123, mean = 4.06, SD = 0.78), experienced significantly lower levels 

of autonomy, indicating that the manipulation was successful (Mdiff = 1.19, t(221) = -9.11, 

p<.001, Cohen’s d = 1.13)10.  

I also conducted an independent samples t-test on the results of the item measuring 

whether participants felt they had to disadvantage customers to in order to meet their 

performance indicators of bookings and revenue. This would indicate whether participants 

perceived that there was some directive towards engaging in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. Participants in the low autonomy condition (N=132, mean = 3.80, SD = 1.16), 

compared to those in the high autonomy condition (N=124, mean = 2.44, SD = .94) felt more 

pressured to disadvantage their customers for the company’s benefit (Mdiff = 1.35, t(248.5) = 

10.25, p<.001, Cohen’s d =.23)11.  

7.3.2.3 Operationalising Unethical Pro-organisational Behaviour 

As per Experiment 1, the number of times, out of four opportunities, that participants 

chose the unethical response option when responding to dilemma stimuli was the measure of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The unethical response option for the dilemma emails 

was always the SmartAnswerTM “top reply”. Table 7.3 provides the percentage of participants 

that chose the “top reply” option in each condition. The response patterns in this experiment 

are similar to those of Experiment 1. Table 7.3 shows that participants in the low autonomy 

condition were roughly two to eight times more likely than those in the high autonomy 

condition to choose the SmartAnswerTM “top reply” option for the dilemma stimuli. 

 
10 Levene’s test of equality of variances was violated (F = 83.79, p<.001), hence I report the t-test that accounts 
the for the violation. 
11 Levene’s test of equality of variances was violated (F =4.32, p<.05), hence I report the t-test that accounts the 
for the violation. 
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However, for most of the distractor stimuli, participants in the low autonomy condition were 

almost equally likely to choose the top reply as those in the high autonomy condition; the 

variation between conditions for some distractor stimuli likely reflects the nature of the high 

autonomy manipulation whereby participants could make their own decisions about email 

responses. Finally, despite receiving clear instructions to use the SmartAnswerTM top replies 

via a strong manipulation, around half of the participants in the low autonomy condition did 

not chose the SmartAnswerTM suggested (unethical) top reply for the dilemma emails. A very 

low proportion of participants in either condition chose the nonsensical top replies 

corresponding to two of the distractor dilemmas. This suggests that although the autonomy 

manipulation was strong, participants were actively considering the response options 

presented to them and paying attention to the task. Altogether, these patterns show that 

participants in the low autonomy condition were reluctant to merely comply with the 

algorithm’s unethical suggestions, despite the strong autonomy manipulation, consistent with 

the findings from Experiment 1. 
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Table 7.3 

Percentage of participants choosing the “Top Reply” option in Experiment 2, grouped by 

autonomy condition 

Type of 
Email 

Summary of Email % of participants in 
Low Autonomy 

condition that chose 
Top Reply 

% of participants in 
High Autonomy 

condition that chose 
Top Reply 

Dilemma Loyalty points not applied 39 5 
Dilemma Not given the right room 33 7 
Dilemma Surprise booking fee 53 22 
Dilemma Surprise check out fee 58 22 
Distractor Asking for baby crib 79 43 
Distractor Extending stay at hotel  97 96 
Distractor Loyalty program sign up 88 53 
Distractor Pre-check-in luggage storage 83 47 
Distractor Query about breakfast *  14 6 
Distractor Refund not received* 9 2 
Distractor Shuttle Booking Ticket 94 91 
Distractor Website booking error 96 91 

Note. N (Low Autonomy) = 132; N (High Autonomy) = 124. *denotes that a nonsensical 

“Top reply” was associated with the distractor stimuli. 

7.3.3 Hypothesis Testing 

7.3.3.1 Terminology for Responsibility Measures 

Any measure of responsibility from Time 1 or Time 2 has a subscripted suffix of T1 

and T2, respectively (e.g., Personal ResponsiblityT1 or Personal ResponsiblityT2). I remind the 

reader here that the Time 1 measurement was taken one-third of the way through the task, 

before participants were presented with opportunities to engage in unethical behaviour, while 

the Time 2 measurement was taken at the end of the task, when participants had been 

presented with four opportunities to engage in unethical behaviour.  

An ‘overall authority’ score was created to examine the extent to which participants 

perceived any figure of authority was responsible for the consequences of their work. Each 

participant’s score for overall authority represents the highest amount of responsibility 
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allocated to any one of the following three figures of authority within the allocation of 

responsibility measure. These three figures of authority were: the human high-level manager, 

the algorithm, and the algorithm’s designer for the negative consequences of participants’ 

work. The score does not differentiate which figure of authority participants allocate the 

highest level of responsibility to. Instead, the score reflects the extent to which participants 

perceive that some plausible figure of authority is responsible for the negative consequences 

of the participant’s work. For example, a participant associated with score of five on “Overall 

Authority” may have rated the algorithm with a score of five (i.e., holds the algorithm 

completely responsible for negative consequences), while rating the manager or the 

algorithm’s designer with a score of one (i.e., participant feels these two entities should not 

be responsible for negative consequences). Alternatively a participant associated with a score 

of five on “Overall Authority” may have rated the manager with a score of five (i.e., feels the 

manager should be held completely responsible for negative consequences), the algorithm 

with a score of three (i.e., feels the algorithm should be held somewhat responsible for 

negative consequences) or the algorithm’s designer with a score of one (i.e., feels the 

designer should not be held responsible at all for negative consequences).  

Correlations. I first examined the bivariate correlations between the key variables 

and the individual difference variables measured in this study, using IBM SPSS Statistics 

version 25. Table 7.4 shows the descriptive statistics and correlations amongst all study 

variables. The descriptive statistics for individual items from which a mean score was created 

(e.g., personality) are shown in Appendix B, Table B7. Table 7.4 shows a negative 

relationship between job autonomy condition and unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

count, indicating that low job autonomy was associated with high counts of unethical 

behaviour. The table also shows that autonomy and personal responsibility were negatively 

correlated with Overall Authority, indicating that low job autonomy and low personal 
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responsibility were associated with allocating higher levels of responsibility onto figures of 

authority for the negative consequences of one’s work.  Neither Honesty-Humility nor 

Conscientiousness were associated with both the mediator (personal responsibility) and 

dependent variables (unethical pro-organisational behaviour and perceptions of a figure of 

authority’s responsibility). Therefore, these variables were not included as controls in the 

final models. 
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Table 7.4 

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations amongst Experiment 2 variables 

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

1. Autonomy  

conditiona 
NA NA  

                
2. Unethical pro-
organisational Behaviour 
Count 

1.21 1.46 -.44  

               
3. Personal ResponsibilityT1 3.07 1.13 .25 -.24  

              
4. Personal ResponsibilityT2 3.07 1.14 .29 -.32 .71  

             
5. Manager ResponsibilityT1 3.29 1.12 -.22 .12 -.17 -.11  

            
6. Manager ResponsibilityT2 3.37 1.12 -.29 .19 -.16 -.18 .76  

           
7. Software ResponsibilityT1 2.91 1.16 -.28 .16 -.03 -.08 .32 .32  

          
8. Software ResponsibilityT2 3.06 1.18 -.27 .21 -.10 -.12 .30 .35 .74  

         
9. Software Designer 
ResponsibilityT1 

3.06 1.13 -.28 .20 -.16 -.12 .44 .41 .64 .61  

        
10. Software Designer 
ResponsibilityT2 

3.05 1.12 -.31 .22 -.22 -.22 .45 .54 .57 .70 .77  

       
11. Overall authority 
ResponsibilityT1 

3.70 1.02 -.30 .16 -.18 -.14 .79 .67 .61 .51 .68 .61  
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Table 7.4 Continued                    

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

12. Overall Authority 
ResponsibilityT2 

3.71 1.03 -.35 .24 -.17 -.21 .65 .80 .52 .62 .57 .68 .80  

     
13. Honesty-Humility 3.46 0.69 -.13 .03 -.09 -.05 -.03 -.05 .05 .10 .02 .08 .01 .06 (.77) 

    
14. Conscientiousness 3.82 0.60 -.07 .05 -.03 .05 .03 .00 -.08 -.03 .04 .01 -.01 -.01 .33 (.81) 

   
Note. N = 256. Significant correlations (p<.05) are indicated in bold. Cronbach's coefficient alpha, where applicable, is provided along the 

diagonal in parentheses. All responsibility measures except for Overall Authority are single-item measures.  

a Low autonomy = 0, high autonomy = 1 
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7.3.3.2 Hypothesis 1 

Hypothesis 1 stated that individuals who experience low job autonomy will be more 

likely to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour than those with high job 

autonomy. To test this hypothesis, I conducted a Pearson Chi-square test to investigate 

whether participants in the low autonomy condition (N=132) would engage in more unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour than participants in the high autonomy condition (N = 124). The 

results showed that those in the low autonomy condition (total unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour count = 85) were significantly more likely to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour than those in the high autonomy condition (total unethical pro-

organisational behaviour count = 48), χ2 (4, N = 256) = 58.13, p<.001. 

7.3.3.3 Hypothesis 2 

Hypothesis 2 stated that the relationship between job autonomy and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour is mediated by the level of personal responsibility the employee 

experiences for the outcomes of their work. 

Consistent with Experiment 1, the mediator to test this hypothesis was the Time 1 

Personal Responsibility score (i.e., Personal ResponsiblityT1) however, in the current study, 

personal responsibility was a single item-measure. To test hypothesis 2, I specified the path 

model shown in Figure 7.1, using Mplus version 8.3. The model incorporates the following 

paths: (a) the regression of unethical pro-organisational behaviour on job autonomy condition 

and Personal ResponsiblityT1 and (b) the indirect path of autonomy on unethical pro-

organisational behaviour, through Personal ResponsiblityT1. The indirect path was estimated 

by obtaining 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals derived from 10,000 bootstrapped 

samples (Hayes, 2018).  
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As per Experiment 1, to gauge the appropriateness of conducting a Poisson regression 

with the count variable, I tested assumption of equidispersion. An examination of the overall 

the mean (µ =1.21) and variance (σ2 = 2.12) of the unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

count variable once again indicated that unethical pro-organisational behaviour was 

overdispersed. Therefore, I specified the unethical pro-organisational behaviour regression 

path to be estimated using a negative binomial distribution. 

 As can be seen in Figure 7.1, Hypothesis 2 was supported. The results revealed a 

direct negative relationship between autonomy on unethical pro-organisational behaviour (B= 

-1.10, SE = .17, p<.001), and evidence for an indirect effect from autonomy to unethical pro-

organisational behaviour through Personal ResponsiblityT1. The confidence intervals for the 

indirect pathway from autonomy to unethical pro-organisational behaviour did not cross zero 

(indirect effect estimate = -.083, 95% CI= -.172, -.029). In other words, participants who 

experienced low (high) job autonomy subsequently experienced low (high) levels of Personal 

ResponsiblityT1 for the negative consequences of their work, and in turn engaged in low 

(high) levels of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The raw unstandardized path 

coefficients pertaining to Hypothesis 2 are displayed in Figure 7.1. 
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Figure 7.1 

Path model evaluating the indirect effect of autonomy on unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour through Personal ResponsibilityT1.  

 

Note. Path coefficients are unstandardized, accompanied by standard errors in parentheses. 

*denotes p<.05; **denotes p<.001. 

7.3.3.4 Hypothesis 3 

The exploratory hypothesis 3 stated that: The relationship between job autonomy and 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour is mediated by an employee’s perception that a 

figure of authority is responsible for outcomes of the employee’s work. 

To test Hypothesis 3, I conducted the same the mediation analysis that tested 

Hypothesis 2, with the exception that the mediator specified in this model was the Overall 

AuthorityT1 score. Hypothesis 3 was not supported because the direct negative relationship 

from autonomy to unethical pro-organisational behaviour (B= -1.16, SE = .17, p<.001) was 

not mediated by participants’ perceptions that an authority figure was responsible for the 

consequences of one’s work. The confidence intervals for the indirect pathway from 

autonomy to unethical pro-organisational behaviour crossed zero (indirect effect estimate =   

-.02, 95% CI= -.11, .04). Overall AuthorityT1 was also not associated with unethical pro-

organisational behaviour (B= .04, SE = .07, p=.589). 
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7.3.3.5 Hypothesis 4 

Hypothesis 4 stated that consistent with moral disengagement (a) engaging in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour is negatively associated with personal responsibility 

at Time 2, controlling for personal responsibility at Time 1; (b) unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour is positively associated with the perceptions that a figure of authority is 

responsible for the negative outcomes of one’s work at Time 2, controlling for these 

perceptions at Time 1. 

To test Hypothesis 4, I specified the path model shown in Figure 7.2 in Mplus version 

8.3. The model incorporates the following paths: (a) the regressions of Personal 

ResponsibilityT1, Overall Authority ResponsibilityT1, and unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour on autonomy; (b) the regression of unethical pro-organisational behaviour on 

Personal ResponsibilityT1, Overall Authority ResponsibilityT1, and Autonomy; and (c) the 

regressions of Personal ResponsibilityT2 and Overall Authority ResponsibilityT2 on unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour.  

Given that unethical pro-organisational behaviour was an outcome and predictor 

variable in the hypothesised model, I treated it as a continuous variable in the analysis. 

However, to ensure that the statistical significance tests of the path estimates in the final 

model were robust, I conducted a separate analysis in which I estimated only the paths 

leading to unethical pro-organisational behaviour while treating unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour as a count variable. These path estimates were very similar to those obtained in the 

final model, suggesting that treating unethical pro-organisational behaviour as continuous for 

the purposes of these final analyses was not leading to misleading conclusions. The 

unstandardized estimate for the regression of unethical pro-organisational behaviour onto 

Personal responsibilityT1 when treating unethical pro-organisational behaviour as a count 
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variable was .03 lower here than in the final model, but the estimate was still significant (p = 

.02). 

The final model was an excellent fit for the data, χ2 (5, N=256) = 8.64, p =.124; CFI 

=.99; RMSEA = .05; SRMR =.04. As can be seen in Figure 7.2, hypothesis 4 was supported. 

Engaging in unethical behaviour was negatively associated with personal responsibilityT2 (B 

= -.12, SE =.04, p = .001) and positively associated with the Overall AuthorityT2 (B = .08, SE 

=.03, p = .002), having controlled for Personal ResponsibilityT1 and Overall AuthorityT1. The 

unstandardized path coefficients are displayed in Figure 7.2. These findings, taken together 

with those of Hypothesis 2 and 3, indicate that, low job autonomy can lead individuals to 

‘redirect’ or displace responsibility from themselves onto a figure of authority for the 

negative consequences of their work when provided opportunities to engage in unethical 

behaviour.  

Figure 7.2 

Path model and unstandardized coefficients evaluating the causal effect of autonomy on 

displacement of responsibility onto Overall Authority. 

 

Note. * denotes p < .05; ** denotes p < .01. All other paths non-significant. Grey lines and 

font indicate relationships or variables included for control purposes. 
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Exploratory analyses. I also conducted three additional exploratory path analyses 

that examined displacement of responsibility in relation to each of the three individual figures 

of authority separately (i.e., the manager, the software, or the software designer). These 

analyses were conducted to understand whether participants displaced responsibility onto 

different figures of authority, to systematically differing degrees. Wesche and Sonderegger 

(2019) describe employees may not perceive human and technology to possess equal 

authority, hence I conducted these exploratory analyses. I did not derive any specific 

hypotheses as to whether displacement of responsibility would occur for some figures of 

authority but not others.  

For each analysis, the specified paths were the same as those in the overall authority 

analysis (see Figure 7.2), except the individual authority variables were substituted for the 

overall authority variable. In each respective analysis, the Time 1 and Time 2 authority 

variables were represented by the single item indicators of how responsible participants 

thought one figure of authority should be for the negative consequences of participants’ work. 

Table 7.5 displays the unstandardized path coefficients and model fit indices for each 

exploratory path analysis. The exploratory analyses revealed that participants were most 

strongly inclined to displace responsibility onto the human manager and the software itself, 

but not onto the software designers. 
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Table 7.5  

Unstandardized path estimates and model fit information for each exploratory path analysis in Experiment 2, grouped by figure of authority 

  Authority is Manager Authority is SmartAnswerTM 

Software 

Authority is SmartAnswerTM 

Software Designer 

Path  B SE B SE B SE 
Autonomy  Personal ResponsibilityT1 .58 .14 .58 .14 .58 .14 

Autonomy  Unethical Pro-organisational 
Behaviour 

-1.17 .17 -1.12 .17 -1.11 .17 

Autonomy  Authority ResponsibilityT1 -.49 .16 -.65 .14 .64 .14 

Personal ResponsibilityT1  Unethical Pro-
organisational Behaviour 

-.18 .07 -.18 .07 -.17 .07 

Authority ResponsibilityT1  Unethical Pro-
organisational Behaviour 

.01 .08 .07 .07 .09 .08 

Unethical Pro-organisational Behaviour  
Personal ResponsibilityT2 

-.12 .04 -.12 .04 -.12 .04 

Unethical Pro-organisational Behaviour  
Authority ResponsibilityT2 

.08 .03 .07 .03 .05 .03 

Personal ResponsibilityT1  Personal 
ResponsibilityT2 

.67 .04 .68 .04 .66 .05 

Authority ResponsibilityT1  Authority 
ResponsibilityT2 

.75 .04 .74 .04 .76 .04 

Model Fit Information χ2 (5, N=256) = 10.22, p 
=.06; CFI =.99; RMSEA = 
.06; SRMR =.04 

χ2 (5, N=256) = 4.85, p =.435; 
CFI =1.00; RMSEA = .00; 
SRMR =.02 

χ2 (5, N=256) = 11.33, p =.045; 
CFI =.99; RMSEA = .07; 
SRMR =.04 

Note. Bold font indicates paths significant at p<.05. 
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7.3.4 Discussion of Experiment 2 

Experiment 2 had two broad aims: firstly, to investigate the replicability of the 

findings of Experiment 1 using a refined autonomy manipulation and a more targeted 

measure of responsibility. The second aim was to examine whether low job autonomy 

facilitates the moral disengagement mechanism displacement of responsibility. The results of 

Experiment 2 supported all hypotheses except for the exploratory Hypothesis 3.  

 The results of Experiment 1 were partially replicated in this study. In line with 

Experiment 1, participants in the low autonomy condition engaged in significantly greater 

amounts of unethical pro-organisational behaviour than participants in the high autonomy 

condition. While in Experiment 1, personal responsibility did not mediate the relationship 

between autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour, in Experiment 2 personal 

responsibility for the negative consequences of one’s work did partially mediate this 

relationship. Additionally, Experiment 2 showed that the negative relationship between 

autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour was not explained at all by 

participants’ initial perceptions that a figure of authority should be held responsible for the 

consequences of participants’ work. Taken together, these findings indicate that personal 

responsibility for the negative consequences of one’s work plays an important role in 

facilitating unethical pro-organisational behaviour under conditions of low autonomy.  

 The results of Experiment 2 also indicated evidence for a causal effect of autonomy 

on displacement of responsibility. Displacement of responsibility manifested in the manner 

expected, which is as follows. Firstly, being afforded a low level of autonomy led participants 

to experience a relatively low level of personal responsibility, compared to those afforded 

high autonomy. This was true both before and after participants faced an opportunity to 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. However, following the opportunity to 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour, participants also attributed some level of 
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responsibility for the consequences of their work to a figure of authority, while no such 

responsibility was attributed before the opportunity to engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. Additionally, the exploratory path analyses revealed that displacement of 

responsibility was most likely to occur onto the human high-level manager and the 

technology itself, but not the designers of the technology. The implications of all 

experimental findings are discussed in the next section.  

7.4 General discussion of Experimental Studies 

 The experimental studies described in Chapters 6 and 7 were conducted to apply the 

overarching theoretical arguments of this dissertation regarding unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour, autonomy, and moral disengagement in the context of technology. The 

experimental paradigm developed for these empirical studies also allowed for a novel 

investigation of the moral disengagement mechanism displacement of responsibility in the 

context of algorithmic decision-making. The paradigm provided participants opportunities to 

engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and opportunities to measure the extent to 

which participants perceive that they or others are responsible for the consequences of their 

work when working with an algorithmic decision-making system. Three key findings 

emerged across the studies, which are described in turn below. 

The first key finding was that employees who have low job autonomy when working 

with algorithmic decision-making are more likely to engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour; on the other hand, high job autonomy when working with algorithmic decision-

making systems appeared to be an effective guard against unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour. Very few individuals in the high autonomy condition engaged in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour across both experiments, each of which employed different versions 

of an autonomy manipulation. Around half the number of participants with low job autonomy 

across the experiments engaged in unethical pro-organisational behaviour, while those with 
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high autonomy were far less likely to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 

Therefore, ensuring that employees experience sufficient levels of job autonomy is likely to 

be an important consideration for organisations who choose to implement prescriptive 

algorithmic decision-making.  

The second key finding was that in Experiment 2, job autonomy predicted unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour through participants’ level of personal responsibility for the 

negative consequences of their work. Specifically, low (high) job autonomy facilitated lower 

levels (higher) of personal responsibility for the negative consequences of their work, and in 

turn, higher (lower) amounts of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. These findings 

contrasted with those of Experiment 1, in which personal responsibility did not mediate the 

negative relationship between autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The 

contrasting mediation results across the two studies are likely due to the nature of the 

personal responsibility measures employed in each experiment. While the measure of 

personal responsibility in Experiment 1 was broader, the responsibility measure of 

Experiment 2 was targeted towards the negative consequences often associated with unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour. Indeed, unethical pro-organisational behaviour leads the targets 

of that behaviour (in the current context, the targets are the customers of Paradise Point 

Hotel) to specifically experience negative consequences such as being overcharged or 

missing out on promised sale prices.  

Finally, the results of Experiment 2 indicated evidence for a causal effect of low job 

autonomy on displacement of responsibility. The current research represented one of the first 

attempts I am aware of to examine displacement of responsibility as a process. To this end, I 

developed a novel approach that successfully ‘unpacked’ the three components of 

displacement of responsibility, in order to understand how displacement of responsibility 

unfolds. The first component was that the individual must either perceive some imperative 
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and opportunity to commit an unethical act or have already committed an unethical act. All 

participants were given an opportunity to engage in unethical behaviour, and the imperative 

was indirectly provided to participants in the low autonomy condition. Specifically, 

participants were advised not to deviate from the SmartAnswerTM Top Reply (some of which 

were created to be unethical). Importantly, the design of the task did allow all participants to 

deviate from the SmartAnswerTM Top Reply. Thus, even those in the low autonomy condition 

were always provided the choice and opportunity to choose the ethical responses in the 

dilemma emails. The second component was that individuals should experience low levels of 

personal responsibility for the consequences of their actions, because they do not feel they are 

the true agent or controller of their actions; Experiment 2 showed that low job autonomy 

fostered low levels of personal responsibility throughout the task. The third component was 

that an individual should instead direct (i.e., displace) responsibility for their unethical 

behaviour or its consequences onto a figure of authority that provides an imperative 

(implicitly or explicitly conveyed) to engage in unethical behaviour. The results showed that 

after participants engaged in unethical behaviour, they felt that the human high-level manager 

and the algorithmic decision-making software itself should be held responsible if customers 

were to be unfairly disadvantaged from the email responses provided. Further, responsibility 

for negative consequences was not attributed to a figure of authority prior to engaging in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

The findings regarding displacement of responsibility legitimise scholars’ concerns 

that working with algorithmic decision-making can obscure the agent responsible for 

unethical behaviour or its negative effects on others (Leicht-Deobald et al., 2019; Mittelstadt 

et al., 2016). That is, employees are likely to feel that a human-high level manager or the 

prescriptive algorithmic decision-making technology (but not the technology designer) can be 

plausibly held responsible for adverse consequences arising from the employee’s behaviour. 
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The algorithmic decision-making designer may not have been perceived to be as plausible a 

figure of authority as the manager and algorithmic decision-making technology. Within 

Social Cognitive Theory, Bandura (1986) suggests that individuals are more likely to displace 

responsibility to figures of authority that are perceived to have the most legitimate control 

over the individual’s actions. Perhaps participants felt that the designer did not have much 

legitimate authority over the work that was completed in the task, and therefore the designer 

was perceived to be the least plausible entity for displacement of responsibility. By contrast, 

the managers directed how employees may use the software to complete the task (i.e., by 

granting them low or high job autonomy), while the SmartAnswerTM software presented the 

human with response options that directly influenced the outcomes of participants’ work.  

7.4.1 Implications for Theory and Research 

7.4.1.1 Work Design 

The findings of these studies were largely consistent with the theoretical tenets of a 

key work design theory, the Job Characteristics Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976), which 

suggests that autonomy influences work outcomes through the level of personal responsibility 

that employees experience for the consequences of their work. While the Job Characteristics 

Model does not specifically consider (un)ethical behaviour or cognitions as outcomes, the 

research presented here suggests that the model is still likely to be useful for understanding 

ethics through work design. However, the persistent direct effect between autonomy and 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour in Experiment 2 suggests that there are likely to be 

other pathways through which the relationship between autonomy and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour can be explained. 

One alternative pathway by which autonomy might facilitate unethical pro-

organisational behaviour could be self-efficacy, which Parker (2014) and Hannah et al. 

(2011) suggested may influence individual’s motivation to engage in moral behaviours. Self-
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efficacy refers to an individual’s belief that they can carry out actions effectively (Bandura, 

1986). Studies have shown that job autonomy can positively influence employees’ sense of 

self-efficacy (e.g., Parker, 1998). Self-efficacy may be an important moral motivational 

mechanism in the context of algorithmic decision-making because, by definition, the 

technology relieves humans of the opportunity to reason through decisions themselves 

(Kellogg et al., 2020). Thus, using algorithmic decision-making technology could make 

employees feel that they are not as capable of making moral decisions or deviating from 

ostensibly unethical directives from figures of authority. Future research should explore this 

possibility. I describe other suggestions for explanatory pathways in the following (and final 

chapter) of this dissertation. 

7.4.1.2 Social Cognitive Theory and Moral Disengagement 

These experiments showed that moral disengagement is likely to be an important 

psychological process associated with unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Furthermore, 

an understanding of moral disengagement when working with algorithmic decision-making is 

likely to become increasingly important as this type of technology evolves and becomes 

embedded into workplaces. This research also adds to the body of work on measuring the 

process of moral disengagement, by having ‘unpacked’ and examined individual components 

of displacement of responsibility. This novel methodology can guide the examination of 

displacement of responsibility other organisational contexts; the full implications of this 

methodological advancement are discussed in Chapter 8. 

7.4.2 Implications for Practice 

 This research provides important insights for examining the role of work design in the 

digital age and how algorithmic decision-making might influence unethical behaviour. These 

studies suggest that there may be merit in encouraging work design and technology scholars 

to work together to create algorithmic decision-making systems that are ethical and allow 
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employees to use their personal initiative and judgement in ways that helps them engage in 

more ethical behaviours. Further, this research showed that individuals with high autonomy 

still engaged in some unethical pro-organisational behaviour and therefore, future 

prescriptive algorithmic decision-making could prompt employees to consider the ethical 

implications of their actions. For example, the system could provide information about the 

long-term gains of ethical behaviour such as customer loyalty and continued business. Doing 

so would also enhance other positive work characteristics such as feedback that comes from 

doing the job itself.  

Designers of algorithmic decision-making technologies also have an important role to 

play in ensuring that unethical pro-organisational behaviour does not become commonplace 

in what are increasingly technologized workplaces. That is, these designers should seek to 

ensure that the technologies they create are efficient and beneficial to the organisation, but at 

the same time do not create these benefits in a way that disadvantages the clients that the 

organisation exists to serve. The findings on displacement of responsibility suggest that 

managers in organisations may need to think carefully about how they implement algorithmic 

decision-making technologies and to be willing to hold themselves responsible for outcomes 

that are beyond their employees’ control. This is particularly necessary because ultimately, 

the technology itself cannot comprehend or feel responsibility towards humans. 

7.4.3 Limitations 

The findings of these studies should be interpreted in light of some limitations. 

Firstly, this research is limited in its ability to provide generalisable results given the use of 

an experimental paradigm based on anecdotal evidence regarding the way algorithmic 

decision-making systems function. Although the experiments were designed to mimic the use 

of prescriptive algorithmic decision-making as closely as possible to the ‘real world’, future 
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research should examine the relationships investigated here within organisations, using real 

technologies, and across job sectors.  

Another potential limitation is that in Experiment 2, feedback is likely to have been 

manipulated in a minor way by virtue of creating a more comprehensive autonomy 

manipulation. Specifically, the low and high job autonomy email manipulations were also 

rated to provide low and high levels feedback from doing the job itself, respectively. This 

effect was not observed in Experiment 1, where the manipulation did not provide as detailed 

instructions and rationales for the work the Customer Services Officer was asked to carry out. 

While the effect sizes of the difference in feedback across the Experiment 2 manipulation 

emails was four to five times smaller than the effect sizes for differences in autonomy, it is 

not possible to conclusively say that only autonomy caused unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour or displacement of responsibility. Future research may seek to better disentangle 

the effects of feedback from the job and autonomy in facilitating unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour.  

7.4.4 Conclusion 

 The studies presented in Chapters 6 and 7 suggest that autonomy is likely to be 

important antecedent of unethical pro-organisational behaviour and displacement of 

responsibility. Additionally, the results highlight that the effects of new technologies on work 

outcomes may beneficially be studied through the lens of work design. In the following final 

chapter, I integrate the overarching implications of all findings in this thesis.  
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Chapter 8: General Discussion 

Why do employees engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and how do 

they rationalise its potential negative consequences? In this dissertation, I sought to address 

two lines of inquiry of theoretical and practical importance in the unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour literature. I firstly aimed to extend research on the contextual antecedents of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour by investigating the role of job autonomy in this 

respect. Secondly, I aimed to examine whether employees with low job autonomy might 

morally disengage from the consequences of unethical pro-organisational behaviour using 

displacement of responsibility. In this final chapter, I first summarise the arguments and 

findings of the past seven chapters then discuss the theoretical and practical implications of 

this work. Limitations and suggestions for future research beyond the relationships identified 

in this dissertation are also discussed.  

8.1 Summary  

The empirical studies conducted in this dissertation were guided by the integration of 

the Job Characteristics Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) and the Social Cognitive Theory 

of moral thought and action, which underlies the moral disengagement framework (Bandura, 

1986). The rationale for this theoretical integration was outlined in Chapter 3 and is revisited 

as follows. The Job Characteristics Model posits that autonomy motivates positive work 

outcomes by fostering a psychological state of personal responsibility for the outcomes of 

one’s work. I argued that the autonomy-responsibility tenet from this model could reasonably 

be extended to include unethical pro-organisational behaviour as an outcome. In so doing, I 

drew upon the previous theorising that employees who experience low job autonomy may not 

feel responsible for the outcomes of unethical behaviour that they feel they have little control 

over (Parker, 2014). I then argued that an important extension of understanding the 

aforementioned relationship is to understand who else employees might plausibly hold 



140 
 

responsible for the outcomes of unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Accordingly, I drew 

upon Social Cognitive Theory to examine whether autonomy might facilitate displacement of 

responsibility for outcomes of unethical behaviour onto a figure of authority. Displacement of 

responsibility is one of eight moral disengagement mechanisms outlined in Social Cognitive 

Theory (Bandura, 1986). Three empirical studies were conducted to understand the 

relationship between autonomy, unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and displacement of 

responsibility; the collective findings of these studies are depicted in Figure 8.1.  

Figure 8.1 

Graphical Depiction of the Collective Findings from Empirical Studies 

 

Note. + indicates positive relationship, - indicates negative relationship. 

In Chapter 4, I conducted a cross-sectional investigation to test the relationship 

between autonomy and the propensity to displace responsibility at work. The findings of this 

study indicated that job autonomy was negatively associated with the propensity to displace 

responsibility at work; however, this relationship was not explained by employees’ sense of 

personal responsibility for the outcomes of their work. The findings of the cross-sectional 

study add to the growing body of literature that highlights the association of specific 

contextual variables with specific mechanisms of moral disengagement (e.g., Y. S. Huang et 

al., 2018; Kish-Gephart et al., 2014). Nonetheless, the cross-sectional study in Chapter 4 was 
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associated with several limitations, including having no measure of unethical pro-

organisational behaviour itself, its cross-sectional design, and range restriction of the 

measured job autonomy. Therefore, two experimental studies were conducted to establish 

firstly whether there was a causal relationship between autonomy and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour, and secondly, whether low autonomy can also facilitate the process 

of displacement of responsibility for unethical pro-organisational behaviour.  

In Chapter 5, I proposed the utility in applying the theoretical arguments from Chapter 

3 in a work context where employees use algorithmic decision-making. This type of 

technology is often introduced into workplaces to improve efficiency and, by nature of its 

design, can influence employees’ level of job autonomy. Multiple scholars have raised 

concerns that working with algorithmic decision-making technologies can, by nature of their 

designs, facilitate unethical pro-organisational behaviour yet the agent responsible for such 

behaviour might not be easily identifiable. Accordingly, the two experimental studies in this 

dissertation were conducted in the context of working with algorithmic decision-making 

technology. 

In Chapter 6, I described two content validation studies that were designed to inform a 

realistic customer services job simulation for the experiments that followed. The first 

validation study showed that the manipulated variable in the experiments, job autonomy, 

would indeed lead participants to experience high or low levels of job autonomy when 

carrying out their work with algorithmic decision-making software. The second validation 

study verified that the email stimuli for the experiments were realistic and that the associated 

email response options would present participants legitimated opportunities to engage in 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour. The first experimental study found that participants 

who experienced low job autonomy engaged in significantly higher levels of unethical pro-

organisational behaviour, compared to those who experienced high job autonomy. However, 
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when testing for the mediating effect of personal responsibility in the relationship between 

autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour, no such mediation effect was found. 

To address this finding, I revisited the outcomes of unethical pro-organisational behaviour to 

inform how I measured personal responsibility for those outcomes in the second experiment.  

Unethical pro-organisational behaviour involves negative outcomes for the clients or 

customers who are disadvantaged by this behaviour (e.g., overpaying or having to pay 

previously unannounced fees). The cross-sectional survey study (in Chapter 4) and the first 

experiment (in Chapter 6) both used measures of personal responsibility for general outcomes 

of one’s job. In these studies, no mediation effect was found for the relationship between 

autonomy and 1) the propensity to displace responsibility at work (Chapter 4) nor 2) 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour (Chapter 6). Accordingly, a more specific measure of 

personal responsibility used in the second experiment, described in Chapter 7. The final 

measure of personal responsibility aimed to gauge personal responsibility, specifically, for 

any potential negative outcomes that might arise for the customer, when carrying out their 

work using algorithmic decision-making technology. The second experiment also aimed to 

use a more refined autonomy manipulation, to address some potential limitations of the 

autonomy manipulation described in Chapter 6. Specifically, I wanted to remove any 

potentially threatening wording from the manipulation text that could be confounding the 

effects of job autonomy as well as provide participants an even more realistic reason to work 

with the algorithmic decision-making technology.  

Guided by the findings of the previous two studies, in Chapter 7 I conducted a third 

content validation study. This validation study verified that a modified autonomy 

manipulation (addressing the concerns described above) would still present participants with 

high or low levels of job autonomy. The experimental study that followed aimed to test the 

causal relationship between autonomy and unethical behaviour, as well as the causal 
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relationship between autonomy and the process of displacement of responsibility. To this end, 

the findings from Experiment 2 showed that the relationship between autonomy and unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour was mediated by participants’ personal responsibility for the 

negative outcomes of their work. This finding suggests the importance for the explanatory 

role of personal responsibility for the specific negative outcomes of a behaviour like 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour however, this result should be replicated in future 

research.   

The findings of the current research suggest that when employees experience low 

levels of job autonomy, displacement of responsibility is likely to be an influential form of 

rationalisation for unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Indeed, low autonomy was 

associated with displacement of responsibility not only in the heterogenous sample of 

employees in the cross-sectional field study but also in a targeted experimental setting. The 

experiment also used a novel methodological approach to capture the process of how 

displacement of responsibility unfolds. Specifically, I measured how responsibility changes 

This method of understanding displacement of responsibility was guided by measuring 

individually the theoretical components of this moral disengagement mechanism, as outlined 

by Bandura (1986). The results subsequently showed that, after being presented with the 

opportunity to engage in unethical behaviour, participants with low job autonomy reported 

additional low levels of personal responsibility for negative consequences of their work and 

stronger perceptions that a figure of authority should be held responsible for those 

consequences.  Given that little research to date has examined how the process of moral 

disengagement unfolds (De Cremer & Moore, 2020), the findings from Experiment 2 are an 

important step towards better understanding moral disengagement processes. 



144 
 

8.2 Theoretical Implications 

The collective findings of the studies in this dissertation contributes to the literature 

on unethical pro-organisational behaviour, work design, and moral disengagement. Firstly, 

my findings examine the contextual antecedents of unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

from a theoretically meaningful lens of work design. Research on unethical pro-

organisational behaviour has thus far neglected to consider how work design can influence 

this type of behaviour. Prior research has used the lens of work design to examine the 

occurrence of counterproductive work behaviour (e.g., Derfler-Rozin et al., 2016; Fida et al., 

2015; Lu et al., 2017) and the current findings regarding unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour suggest is merit in continuing to examine how work design influences employee 

unethical behaviour more broadly. Secondly, the current findings extend a growing body of 

research that specific contextual elements can facilitate the use of specific mechanisms of 

moral disengagement (e.g., Barsky, 2011; M. H. Huang & Rust, 2018; Kish-Gephart et al., 

2014). The current research is the first I am aware of to examine the role of autonomy 

facilitating displacement of responsibility in an organisational context, and especially in a 

context where employees use algorithmic decision-making to carry out their work.  

Additionally, the collective findings highlighted that the autonomy-responsibility 

tenet of the Job Characteristics Model can be used to study both unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour and displacement of responsibility, however some adaptation is likely required. 

The responsibility variable in the Job Characteristics Model originally pertains to an 

individual’s sense of “personal responsibility for the work outcomes” (Hackman & Oldham, 

1980, p. 287) and is expected to mediate the relationship between job autonomy and multiple 

work outcomes (see also Humphrey et al., 2007). However, it is likely important to account 

for the type of outcome that an employee might feel responsible for when investigating an 
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explanatory mechanism between autonomy and unethical pro-organisational behaviour (i.e., 

the negative effects on others). 

Another important implication of the current research relates to the measurement of 

moral disengagement as a process. Past research has hardly broken down the components of 

specific mechanisms of moral disengagement and linked these components back to the 

organisational context in which unethical behaviour occurs. To move forward in 

understanding how moral disengagement unfolds, I encourage researchers to critically 

examine the individual components of each moral disengagement mechanism, and integrate 

them theoretically with the processes by which specific contextual elements influence 

organisational outcomes, in a similar way to how I examined autonomy, personal 

responsibility, and displacement of responsibility. Further, when an individual morally 

disengages, they are trying to cognitively distance themselves from the negative 

consequences their unethical behaviour has on others. Thus, measuring moral disengagement 

as a process should involve measuring a change in the way individuals construe the 

consequences of their actions when given the opportunity to engage in unethical behaviour.  

8.3 Practical Implications 

As described in Chapter 7, this research has multiple practical implications for using 

algorithmic decision-making in the workplace. These include designing these technologies to 

better facilitate ethical behaviour and ensuring managers understand how implementing 

algorithmic decision-making affects their employees’ perceptions of responsibility for 

unethical behaviour. Beyond these, a further practical implication is that paying closer 

attention to employees’ job autonomy when considering ethics interventions in organisations 

may be quite beneficial. Understanding how work design influences work outcomes can 

facilitate powerful intervention strategies that involve redesigning jobs (e.g., Grant, 2008; 

Parker, 1998; Parker et al., 1997), which is also known as job enrichment (Hackman & 
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Oldham, 1976). Job enrichment typically includes increasing the presence of known 

beneficial work characteristics (e.g., autonomy) that can motivate desirable work outcomes. 

Prior field research has shown that increasing autonomy can lead to performance 

improvements (e.g., Cordery et al., 2010), and foster more positive job attitudes and reduce 

turnover intentions (e.g., Orpen, 1979). Therefore, increasing job autonomy might lead 

employees to experience higher levels of personal responsibility for the outcomes of their 

work and in turn, reduce unethical pro-organisational behaviour and displacement of 

responsibility. Future research should test this proposition. 

8.4 Limitations 

While the research in this dissertation has multiple theoretical and practical 

implications, certain limitations beyond those already mentioned in previous chapters must be 

acknowledged regarding the generalisability of the current findings. One broad limitation 

across all studies is that they were conducted with a western demographic sample, and 

therefore the relationships that emerged cannot be assumed to be universal. The field study 

participants were all residents of Australia, while participants in the experimental studies 

were all residents of the United States of America. Indeed, prior research has shown that the 

effects of work characteristics (including job autonomy) on work outcomes can be moderated 

by culture; that is, employees in non-western countries may not perceive high job autonomy 

to be as beneficial for their work as those in western countries (Erez, 2010). Therefore, future 

research should seek to examine the relationships investigated here in cross-cultural contexts, 

particularly as algorithmic decision-making technology is being implemented into 

workplaces globally (Cascio & Montealegre, 2016).   

Another limitation is that the causal relationships between autonomy, unethical pro-

organisational behaviour, and displacement of responsibility were established within a very 

specific (customer services) job simulation. Further, the sample of participants were drawn 
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from a crowdsourcing platform (Amazon’s Mechanical Turk) and therefore future research 

should aim to replicate the findings of the experiments with employees who actually work 

with algorithmic decision-making technology. While the experimental paradigm was 

designed to be as externally valid as possible, future research should examine the 

relationships investigated here in real organisations and across different job settings.  

Finally, the way in which I measured displacement of responsibility in Experiment 2 

cannot be assumed to completely capture the process of how this moral disengagement 

mechanism unfolds. That is, I examined what may reasonably be the a priori and post hoc 

cognitions relating to perceptions of one’s own and an authority figure’s responsibility for the 

consequences of one’s actions. However, in this this research I could not capture exactly 

when participants felt that responsibility for the negative consequences of their work should 

shift away from themselves and onto a figure of authority. In an inbox task like that used in 

my experimental studies, the closest one might get to measuring the moment this shift occurs 

would likely require asking participants about their perceptions of responsibility after each 

email they work through. Doing so, however, would likely create demand characteristics for 

participants and bias their responses during the task. Further, in a review of moral 

disengagement and how it is measured, Moore (2015) acknowledged that for researchers to 

capture moral disengagement “in the moment” (p. 202) it may be that brain imaging using 

technologies like functional magnetic resonance imaging are required. The use of such 

technology might provide researchers with a more complete picture of the process of moral 

disengagement. 

8.5 Future Research Directions 

8.5.1 Alternative Mediator  

In the empirical studies, there remained a direct effect of autonomy on 1) unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour (Chapters 6 and 7) and 2) the propensity to displace 
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responsibility at work (Chapter 4). This persistent direct effect indicates that there are likely 

to be alternative psychological processes to personal responsibility that could explain why 

autonomy influences moral thought and action. In Chapter 7, I suggested the value of 

examining self-efficacy as an alternative mediator. Another alternative mediator (to personal 

responsibility) in the relationship between autonomy and unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour could be an individual’s role orientation. Role orientation refers to how employees 

“define their work role, including what types of and breadth of tasks, goals and problems they 

see as within their set of responsibilities, and how they believe they should approach those 

tasks, goals, and problems to be effective” (Parker, 2007, p. 404). Parker (2014) suggests that 

employees may not to not take ownership of moral issues in narrow and deskilled jobs, which 

are partly characterised by low job autonomy. Prior research has shown that low autonomy is 

associated with narrow role orientations and thinking that certain tasks and responsibilities 

are beyond one’s job (Parker et al., 1997). Employees with more flexible role orientations can 

be more proactive about how they approach problems at work (Parker, 2007). It is possible 

that low autonomy can also facilitate unethical pro-organisational behaviour if employees 

perceive that their job involves only doing what they are told in order to perform effectively, 

or that the consequences (short- and long-term) of unethical behaviour are not their 

responsibility to deal with. Therefore, employees with low autonomy may not proactively 

refrain from engaging in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Employees with these 

narrow role orientations may consequently also displace responsibility for this behaviour or 

its consequences (Parker, 2014), by thinking that it is merely their job to comply with the 

directives from figures of authority.  

Exploring role orientation as a mediator between autonomy and unethical pro-

organisational behaviour could also shed light upon other potential moral disengagement 

mechanisms that employees might use under conditions of low autonomy. For example, a 
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narrow role orientation may prevent employees from thinking through how unethical pro-

organisational behaviour actually affects others, be it the clients or the organisation itself. 

Accordingly, when faced with the opportunity to engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour, employees with low autonomy may also use the moral disengagement mechanism 

‘distortion of consequences’, which involves minimising the adverse consequences that 

unethical behaviour has on others. For example, these employees might think “it’s not a big 

deal, I’m not harming anyone” because the employee’s narrow role orientation due to low 

autonomy does not motivate them to proactively think about the adverse consequences of 

their actions. 

8.5.2 Expanding research on work design as an antecedent of unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour and moral disengagement  

Another avenue for future research is examining whether a type of work design that 

centres around other people, relational work design (Grant, 2007; Grant & Parker, 2009), 

might influence employees’ engaging in unethical pro-organisational behaviour. Relational 

work design is typified by work characteristics such as task significance, feedback from 

others, and social support; this type of work design connects employees to the impact their 

work has on the beneficiaries of that work. Subsequently, employees are said to experience a 

stronger motivation to have a positive impact on those beneficiaries (Grant, 2007). The 

beneficiaries of one’s work include co-workers, superiors, clients/customers, and 

communities.  

A particularly interesting relational work characteristic for future research to explore 

is task significance, the extent to which one’s job influences the lives or work of others, either 

within or outside an organisation (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). When employees perceive 

that their work has an impact on others (e.g., customers of the organisation), they will likely 

care more about the possible negative consequences their work has on others and therefore be 
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less willing to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviours. Social support from 

colleagues and supervisors could also play a key role in facilitating or inhibiting unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour. When employees experience social support in their work, they 

may be better placed to discuss the ethical implications of their actions with colleagues, be 

reminded of social moral standards, and be less likely to engage in unethical pro-

organisational behaviour. Indeed, Social Cognitive Theory suggests that individuals are 

motivated to behave ethically if potential or past unethical behaviour can be scrutinized by 

others (Bandura, 1986).  

Future research might employ the lens of relational work design to explore 

interventions in low autonomy jobs in which other work characteristics could be enhanced, 

such as receiving feedback from others. ‘Feedback from others’ is a relational work 

characteristic that represents the “degree to which employees receive information from 

supervisors, coworkers, customers, clients, or others about their performance” (Grant & 

Parker, 2009, p. 324). Bandura (1986) highlights that individuals are less likely to harm 

others when one is aware that their actions may indeed harm others. Therefore, future 

research may benefit from examining whether employees with low autonomy are less likely 

to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour if they do receive actual customer 

feedback on the effects that the employee’s actions have on them. Prior research in a related 

line of enquiry demonstrates that when employees provide upward feedback to leaders about 

how they are treated, leaders are less likely to behave in a self-interested manner that 

negatively affects employees (Oc et al., 2015). While employees in low autonomy jobs have 

little decision-making about how they do their job, receiving feedback on about how exactly 

customers feel disadvantaged by the employee’s unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

might reduce the incidence of such behaviour. It is possible that employees experience more 

responsibility for the consequences of their work after receiving such feedback and in turn, 
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may be also be less susceptible to morally disengaging using displacement of responsibility. 

Indeed, Bandura (1986) suggests that people might feel more responsible for the 

consequences of their actions when having knowledge of the ensuing consequences.  

Future research could also adopt the lens of work design to extend findings about 

engaging in unethical pro-organisational behaviour and morally disengaging under conditions 

of ambiguity (see Knoll et al., 2016; also described in Chapter 2). Employees may be more 

likely to engage in unethical pro-organisational behaviour if they experience role ambiguity, 

which occurs when employees feel they do not have a clear understanding of their job-related 

responsibilities, results, or objectives (Kahn et al., 1964). My review in Chapter 2 showed 

that employees may view unethical pro-organisational behaviour as necessary for success in 

their job or organisation, or that it is perceived as good performance, but this information is 

not always explicitly conveyed. Indeed, multiple studies on what are considered desirable 

leadership styles (e.g., transformational leadership, ethical leadership) appear to be 

inadvertently facilitating subordinates’ willingness to engage in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour (e.g., Effelsberg et al., 2014; Kalshoven et al., 2016; Miao et al., 2019). Role 

ambiguity could thus serve as a critical moderator of the relationship between leadership and 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour and future research should explore this possibility. To 

my knowledge, research has yet to investigate whether the extent to which employees 

experience clarity about the ethical expectations of their role (rather than the broader norms 

of their organisation), and how they should be achieving results, influences unethical pro-

organisational behaviour. Employees experiencing role ambiguity may also be well-placed to 

displace or diffuse responsibility for consequences of unethical pro-organisational behaviour 

onto their superiors or colleagues, respectively, as they do not have a clear understanding of 

what is within their sphere of responsibility. 
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8.5.3 Advancing Research on the Process of Moral Disengagement 

Extant methods of measuring the process of moral disengagement include using 

adaptations of propensity to morally disengage measures (e.g., Y. S. Huang et al., 2018; 

Kish-Gephart et al., 2014) or asking participants to justify post-hoc why they engaged in 

certain behaviours to gauge moral disengagement (e.g., Reynolds et al., 2014). However, the 

novel approach to investigating the process of displacement of responsibility from Chapter 7 

highlights fruitful opportunities for future research on moral disengagement. Moral 

disengagement occurs in part to avoid feeling negative emotions associated with unethical 

behaviour such as guilt or shame (Bandura, 1986). The present research therefore can be 

extended to better understand displacement of responsibility by examining whether different 

levels of autonomy also leads employees to report differing levels of guilt and/or shame for 

the negative consequences of their work after engaging in unethical pro-organisational 

behaviour.  

Researchers could also adapt the current method of measuring displacement of 

responsibility to an organisational context by using experience sampling methodology. A 

recent study used experience sampling methodology to examine the effect of affect on 

unethical behaviour to benefit a teammate (Umphress et al., 2020). This study measured 

affect twice a day for two weeks. During the second measurement of affect (at the end of the 

day), participants were asked to indicate whether they had any opportunity to engage in 

unethical behaviour that benefited a teammate. Future research could draw upon such an 

experience sampling methodology to adapt the measurement of different components of 

displacement of responsibility from Experiment 2. For example, a baseline measurement of 

autonomy and personal responsibility could be taken at the start of the study. During the main 

part of the study, participants could be asked distractor questions and indeed more about their 

affect (to address my previous point about guilt and shame in relation to moral 
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disengagement). At the end of the day, employees could be asked to comment on any 

behaviour that occurred, which could constitute unethical pro-organisational behaviour, and 

who employees feel should be responsible for that behaviour or its consequences. 

8.5 Conclusion 

In this dissertation, my goal was to better understand how employees’ context can 

facilitate unethical pro-organisational behaviour and moral disengagement, through the lens 

of work design. The collective findings across the three empirical studies indicate that job 

autonomy, an important part of an employee’s work design, is likely to influence employees 

engaging in unethical pro-organisational behaviour and morally disengaging from it using 

displacement of responsibility. In particular, this research highlights the important role work 

design may play in facilitating or inhibiting unethical behaviour and displacement of 

responsibility in a context where employees use algorithmic decision-making. I hope that my 

findings inspire future researchers to continue examining the role of work design more 

broadly to understand moral disengagement as well as the antecedents and consequences of 

unethical pro-organisational behaviour. 
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Appendix A: Chapter 4 Survey Items and Descriptive Statistics 

Construct Item N Min Max Mean SD 
Propensity to 
Displace 
Responsibility at 
Work 

Employees are not at fault for 
wrongdoing if their boss puts too 
much pressure on them to perform 
at work. 

291 1 7 3.10 1.47 

Employees cannot be blamed for 
wrongdoing if they feel that their 
boss pressured them to do it. 

291 1 7 3.13 1.44 

If an employee perceives that 
his/her company wants him/her to 
do something unethical, it is unfair 
to blame the employee for doing it. 

291 1 7 3.09 1.54 

Scheduling 
Autonomy 

The job allows me to make my 
own decisions about how to 
schedule my work. 

292 1 5 3.66 1.21 

The job allows me to decide on the 
order in which things are done on 
the job. 

292 1 5 3.78 1.09 

Decision-making 
autonomy 

The job gives me a chance to use 
my personal initiative or judgement 
in carrying out the work. 

292 1 5 4.18 0.86 

The job allows me to make a lot of 
decisions on my own. 

292 1 5 3.94 1.08 

The job provides me with 
significant autonomy in making 
decisions. 

292 1 5 3.78 1.11 

Methods 
Autonomy 

The job allows me to make 
decisions about what methods I use 
to complete my work. 

292 1 5 3.88 1.06 

The job allows me to decide on my 
own how to go about doing my 
work. 

292 1 5 3.89 1.04 

Personal 
Responsibility 

It’s hard, on this job, for me to care 
very much about whether or not the 
work gets done right. (reverse-
scored) 

291 1 7 5.46 1.67 

I feel a very high degree of 
personal responsibility for the work 
I do on this job. 

292 1 7 5.48 1.59 

I feel I should personally take 
credit, or blame, for the results of 
my work on this job. 

292 1 7 5.17 1.55 

Whether or not this job gets done 
right is clearly my responsibility. 

291 1 7 5.26 1.50 

Honesty-Humility 
(Sincerity Facet) 

If I want something from a person I 
dislike, I will act very nicely 

292 1 5 3.08 0.96 
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Construct Item N Min Max Mean SD 
toward that person in order to get 
it. (reverse scored) 

I wouldn't use flattery to get a raise 
or promotion at work, even if I 
thought it would succeed. 

292 1 5 3.45 1.02 

If I want something from someone, 
I will laugh at that person's worst 
jokes. (reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.66 0.94 

I wouldn't pretend to like someone 
just to get that person to do favours 
for me. 

292 1 5 3.66 1.06 

Honesty-Humility 
(Fairness Facet) 

If I knew that I could never get 
caught, I would be willing to steal a 
million dollars. (reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.39 1.23 

I would be tempted to buy stolen 
property if I were financially tight. 
(reverse scored) 

292 1 5 4.26 0.82 

I would never accept a bribe, even 
if it were very large. 

292 1 5 3.71 1.07 

I’d be tempted to use counterfeit 
money, if I were sure I could get 
away with it. (reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.99 1.12 

Honesty-Humility 
(Greed Avoidance 
Facet) 

Having a lot of money is not 
especially important to me. 

292 1 5 3.04 1.00 

I would like to live in a very 
expensive, high-class 
neighbourhood. (reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.10 1.10 

I would like to be seen driving 
around in a very expensive car. 
(reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.60 1.08 

I would get a lot of pleasure from 
owning expensive luxury goods. 
(reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.27 1.13 

Honesty-Humility 
(Modesty Facet) 

I am an ordinary person who is no 
better than others. 

292 1 5 3.54 1.00 

I wouldn’t want people to treat me 
as though I were superior to them. 

292 1 5 3.93 0.89 

I think that I am entitled to more 
respect than the average person is. 
(reverse scored) 

292 2 5 4.10 0.80 

I want people to know that I am an 
important person of high status. 
(reverse scored) 

292 2 5 4.03 0.87 

Conscientiousness 
(Organised Facet) 

I clean my office or home quite 
frequently. 

292 1 5 3.83 0.95 

I plan ahead and organise things, to 
avoid scrambling at the last minute. 

292 1 5 3.96 0.96 
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Construct Item N Min Max Mean SD 
People often joke with me about 
the messiness of my room or desk. 
(reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.85 1.09 

When working, I sometimes have 
difficulties due to being 
disorganized. (reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.92 0.96 

Conscientiousness 
(Diligence Facet) 

When working, I often set 
ambitious goals for myself. 

292 1 5 3.87 0.85 

I often push myself very hard when 
trying to achieve a goal. 

292 1 5 3.95 0.85 

Often when I set a goal, I end up 
quitting without having reached it. 
(reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.69 0.91 

I do only the minimum amount of 
work needed to get by. (reverse 
scored) 

292 2 5 4.09 0.82 

Conscientiousness 
(Perfectionism 
Facet) 

I often check my work over 
repeatedly to find any mistakes. 

292 1 5 3.73 0.96 

When working on something, I 
don't pay much attention to small 
details. (reverse scored) 

292 1 5 4.05 0.81 

I always try to be accurate in my 
work, even at the expense of time. 

292 1 5 3.89 0.81 

People often call me a 
perfectionist. 

292 1 5 3.27 1.11 

Conscientiousness 
(Prudence Facet) 

I make decisions based on the 
feeling of the moment rather than 
on careful thought. (reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.58 1.00 

I make a lot of mistakes because I 
don't think before I act. (reverse 
scored) 

292 1 5 3.91 0.81 

I don’t allow my impulses to 
govern my behaviour. 

292 1 5 3.27 0.92 

I prefer to do whatever comes to 
mind, rather than stick to a plan. 
(reverse scored) 

292 1 5 3.42 0.90 
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Appendix B: Task Content and Additional Statistics from Chapter 6 and 7 

Section 1: Demographic Questions from all Validation Studies and Experiments 

Before we start the study, we would first like to ask you for some background information. 
We use your answers to these questions to make comparisons across different groups of 
people. All questions are optional, but we would greatly appreciate it if you answered them 
all. 

1) Please specify the gender with which you identify 
 Male 
 Female  
 Other  

2) Please specify your age in years (please use numbers only e.g., "25" or "44.5") 

________________________________________________________________ 

3) In which country do you reside? 
 Afghanistan (1) ... Zimbabwe (1357) 

4) Counting from the first year of formal education you attended when you were a child, 
approximately how many years of formal education have you had?  (please enter this 
in as number e.g. "15"). 

________________________________________________________________ 

5) Which of the following option below best describes the highest educational 
qualifications you have achieved? 
 Completed lower High School/ Secondary Education (i.e. Year 10 equivalent)   
 Completed upper High School/ Secondary Education (i.e. Year 12 equivalent)   
 Technical Diploma  
 Bachelor's Degree  
 Postgraduate Degree (e.g. Masters/ Doctorate)    
 Other (please specify) 

________________________________________________ 
6)  Which of the following categories best describes your occupation? 

 Student   
 Upper Level Management   
 Mid Management   
 Lower Level Management   
 Marketing/Sales   
 Manufacturing   
 Professional   
 Technician   
 Customer Service   
 Currently Unemployed   
 Other (please specify)  

________________________________________________ 
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7) Which of the following best describes the main purpose of the organization for 
which you work?  If you are a student, please indicate the type of organisation you 
are most likely to work for when you complete your studies, if you can.    
 Manufacturing   
 Research and Development   
 Engineering   
 Professional Services   
 Health   
 Education   
 Retail   
 Military   
 Religious   
 Arts/Culture   
 Other (please specify)  

________________________________________________ 

 

8) How many years have you worked full-time?  (Please enter this in as a number e.g. 
"3") 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

9)  Finally, if you are currently working, how many years have you worked in the 
organisation you work for now?  Please enter the number of years below (please enter 
this in as number e.g. "12.5"). 

________________________________________________________________ 

10) Which of the following option below best describes your current employment 
arrangement? 
 Permanent full time   
 Permanent part time   
 Contract full time   
 Contract part time   
 Casual   
 Currently unemployed   
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Section 2: Autonomy Manipulation from Validation Study 1 and Experiment 1 

High Autonomy Manipulation Content 
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Table B1 

Descriptive Statistics for Each Item used to Rate the High Autonomy Manipulation in 
Validation Study 1 

Construct Item Min Max Mean SD 
Scheduling 
Autonomy 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make their own decisions about how to schedule 
their work. 

3 5 4.23 0.60 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
decide on the order in which things are done on 
the job. 

2 5 4.08 0.86 

Decision 
Autonomy 

The job gives the Customer Services Officer a 
chance to use their personal initiative or 
judgement in carrying out the work. 

2 5 4.46 0.88 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make a lot of decisions on their own. 

2 5 4.00 0.82 

Methods 
Autonomy 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make decisions about what methods they use to 
complete their work. 

3 5 4.31 0.63 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
decide on their own how to go about doing their 
work. 

4 5 4.46 0.52 

Task Variety The job involves doing a number of different 
things. 

2 5 3.77 0.83 

The job requires the performance of a wide range 
of tasks. 

2 5 3.69 0.85 

Task 
Significance 

The results of this work are likely to significantly 
affect the lives of other people. 

2 5 3.92 0.86 

The job itself is very significant and important in 
the broader scheme of things. 

2 4 3.69 0.63 

Task Identity The job involves completing a piece of work that 
has an obvious beginning and an end. 

2 5 3.46 0.97 

The job provides the employee to completely 
finish the pieces of work they begin. 

3 5 4.00 0.58 

Feedback 
from the Job 

The job itself will provide information about the 
employee’s performance. 

2 5 3.85 1.14 

The work activities themselves provide direct and 
clear information about the effectiveness (e.g., 
quality and quantity) of the employee’s job 
performance. 

2 5 3.92 0.76 

Note. N=13 for all items.  
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Low Autonomy Manipulation Content 
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Table B2 

Descriptive Statistics for Each Item used to Rate the Low Autonomy Manipulation in 

Validation Study 1 

Construct Item Min Max Mean SD 
Scheduling 
Autonomy 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer 
to make their own decisions about how to 
schedule their work. 

1 4 2.46 1.05 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer 
to decide on the order in which things are 
done on the job. 

2 5 3.00 1.00 

Decision 
Autonomy 

The job gives the Customer Services Officer a 
chance to use their personal initiative or 
judgement in carrying out the work. 

1 5 2.00 1.00 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer 
to make a lot of decisions on their own. 

1 4 2.00 0.71 

Methods 
Autonomy 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer 
to make decisions about what methods they 
use to complete their work. 

1 5 2.15 1.14 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer 
to decide on their own how to go about doing 
their work. 

1 4 2.00 0.82 

Task Variety The job involves doing a number of different 
things. 

2 5 3.46 1.13 

The job requires the performance of a wide 
range of tasks. 

2 5 3.38 1.12 

Task 
Significance 

The results of this work are likely to 
significantly affect the lives of other people. 

2 4 3.46 0.78 

The job itself is very significant and important 
in the broader scheme of things. 

2 5 3.38 0.96 

Task Identity The job involves completing a piece of work 
that has an obvious beginning and an end. 

2 5 3.77 1.01 

The job provides the employee to completely 
finish the pieces of work they begin. 

2 5 3.69 0.75 

Feedback 
from the Job 

The job itself will provide information about 
the employee’s performance. 

1 5 3.62 1.12 

The work activities themselves provide direct 
and clear information about the effectiveness 
(e.g., quality and quantity) of the employee’s 
job performance. 

3 5 4.15 0.69 

Note. N=13 for all items.  
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Section 3: Autonomy Manipulation from Validation Study 3 and Experiment 2 

High Autonomy Manipulation 
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Table B3 

Descriptive Statistics for Each Item used to Rate the High Autonomy Manipulation in 

Validation Study 3 

Construct Item Min Max Mean SD 
Scheduling 
Autonomy 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make their own decisions about how to schedule 
their work. 2 5 3.24 1.03 
The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
decide on the order in which things are done on 
the job. 2 5 3.24 0.75 

Decision 
Autonomy 

The job gives the Customer Services Officer a 
chance to use their personal initiative or 
judgement in carrying out the work. 4 5 4.47 0.51 
The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make a lot of decisions on their own. 2 5 3.94 0.75 

Methods 
Autonomy 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make decisions about what methods they use to 
complete their work. 2 5 3.59 1.00 
The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
decide on their own how to go about doing their 
work. 3 5 4.12 0.60 

Task Variety The job involves doing a number of different 
things. 2 4 3.06 0.83 
The job requires the performance of a wide range 
of tasks. 1 4 2.88 0.86 

Task 
Significance 

The results of this work are likely to significantly 
affect the lives of other people. 1 4 3.06 1.09 
The job itself is very significant and important in 
the broader scheme of things. 1 4 2.88 1.05 

Task Identity The job involves completing a piece of work that 
has an obvious beginning and an end. 3 5 3.82 0.64 
The job provides the employee to completely 
finish the pieces of work they begin. 3 5 3.59 0.71 

Feedback 
from the Job 

The job itself will provide information about the 
employee’s performance. 1 5 3.41 0.87 
The work activities themselves provide direct and 
clear information about the effectiveness (e.g., 
quality and quantity) of the employee’s job 
performance. 1 5 3.29 0.92 

Note. N=17 for all items.  
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Low Autonomy Manipulation 
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Table B4 

Descriptive Statistics for Each Item used to Rate the Low Autonomy Manipulation in 
Validation Study 3 

Construct Item Min Max Mean SD 
Scheduling 
Autonomy 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make their own decisions about how to schedule 
their work. 2 5 2.76 0.83 
The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
decide on the order in which things are done on 
the job. 2 5 2.65 0.93 

Decision 
Autonomy 

The job gives the Customer Services Officer a 
chance to use their personal initiative or 
judgement in carrying out the work. 1 3 1.65 0.70 
The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make a lot of decisions on their own. 1 3 1.71 0.59 

Methods 
Autonomy 

The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
make decisions about what methods they use to 
complete their work. 1 2 1.65 0.49 
The job allows the Customer Services Officer to 
decide on their own how to go about doing their 
work. 1 3 1.76 0.66 

Task Variety The job involves doing a number of different 
things. 1 4 2.41 1.00 
The job requires the performance of a wide range 
of tasks. 1 4 2.29 0.85 

Task 
Significance 

The results of this work are likely to significantly 
affect the lives of other people. 1 4 3.00 1.12 
The job itself is very significant and important in 
the broader scheme of things. 1 4 2.82 0.95 

Task Identity The job involves completing a piece of work that 
has an obvious beginning and an end. 2 5 3.35 1.00 
The job provides the employee to completely 
finish the pieces of work they begin. 2 4 3.12 0.78 

Feedback 
from the Job 

The job itself will provide information about the 
employee’s performance. 1 4 2.65 0.93 
The work activities themselves provide direct and 
clear information about the effectiveness (e.g., 
quality and quantity) of the employee’s job 
performance. 1 4 2.76 0.97 

Note. N=17 for all items.  
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Table B5 

Dilemma and Distractor Email Stimuli and Corresponding Response Options used from Validation Study 2 in Experiments 1 and 2 

Email Type Email Non-Top Reply 
(Experiment Number 
Stated)  

Top Reply (Experiment 
Number Stated) 

Dilemma – 
not given the 
right room 

From: Xin Yi Chew 
Sent: 31 May 2019 10:13 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Check my allocated room 
 
Hi Paradise Point People, 
I booked your queen room at 30% off based on your “flash discount” 
email promotion last week. I paid in full ($560) and my confirmation 
email also showed I booked the queen room. 
 
Today I received my Upcoming Stay Reminder, which shows that I 
am in the studio room. I paid for the queen based on your sale and I 
would like you to confirm that I am still going to get that room. 
 
Many thanks, 
Xin Yi Chew  
Booking ref: HILL68ZG 

We apologize for the 
inconsistency. There 
must have been an error 
in our system. I will 
place you in a queen 
room and send you a 
new reminder email. 
Please get in touch if 
you do not receive the 
new reminder within 30 
minutes. (Experiment 1, 
2) 

Our automated system 
completes the room 
allocations. You have paid 
a studio-equivalent room 
rate hence you are in a 
studio room. We cannot 
change the system 
allocation and 
unfortunately, sale 
bookings are non-
refundable. (Experiment 1, 
2) 



178 
 

Email Type Email Non-Top Reply 
(Experiment Number 
Stated)  

Top Reply (Experiment 
Number Stated) 

Dilemma – 
Loyalty 
points not 
applied 

From: Maria Parsons 
Sent: 30 May 2019 16:15 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Points not applied for booking discount 
 
Hi, 
I used my loyalty points for my booking and the total was meant to come to 
$160. It seems my points were applied and I was still charged $300. Can 
you please clarify this and see if there was a system error when I did my 
payment? My reservation number is IJQWAG6P. 

Regards, 
Maria 

We apologize for any 
inconvenience caused 
by this. I will forward 
your query to 
accounting; they will 
help refund the 
difference of $140 as 
soon as possible. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 
 
 

Your booking total came to 
$300 hence, that's the 
amount you had to pay. If 
your points did not provide 
you the discount but have 
disappeared, we cannot 
provide you with a refund. 
We apologize for the 
inconvenience. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 

Dilemma – 
surprise 
booking fee 

From: Xavier Barlow-Sutton 
Sent: 30 May 2019 22:38 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Random booking fee? 
 
Good evening, 
I got a quote from you this morning for 3 nights of stay and then I 
paid over the phone. I just received my invoice and I have been 
charged a “booking fee” of $87. Firstly, I was not informed about this 
and secondly, whatever that booking fee is for, it’s way too high. If 
this is how much it’s going to cost, I want to cancel the booking. 
 
Sincerely,  
Xavier 

 
We apologize for this 
inconvenience. I will 
forward your query to 
accounting for them to 
investigate whether a 
refund is possible in 
this case. (Experiment 
1, 2) 

The fee is for booking over 
the phone and is 
unfortunately non-
refundable. Cancelling the 
booking will lead you to 
forfeit the booking fee. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 
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Email Type Email Non-Top Reply 
(Experiment Number 
Stated)  

Top Reply (Experiment 
Number Stated) 

Dilemma – 
surprise 
check out fee 

From: Aisha Hassan 
Sent: 31 May 2019 11:11 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: What is this resort fee?? 
 
Paradise Point Customer Services, 
I stayed at your resort from the 22nd to 30th of May. At checkout, 
there was a $100 resort fee on my bill and I was shocked. Reception 
told me they could do nothing about this and I had to get in touch 
with customer services. No mention of this fee is on your website, no 
mention was made at check in and I insist upon a refund. This is 
highly unprofessional and frankly, I cannot imagine that many other 
guests appreciate this fee either. 
 
I look forward to your prompt response with a date for my refund.  
Aisha Hassan 

 
We apologize for not 
informing you about 
this fee and have 
referred your case to 
accounting for a refund. 
Please get back in touch 
with 
accounting@paradisepo
inthotel.com.au if you 
do not receive it in 7 
business days. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 

We apply a resort fee so 
that we can provide guests 
with fast and free wifi, your 
welcome drinks and 
canapes and the use of our 
infinity pool without 
raising our nightly room 
rates. We apologize for the 
inconvenience however, 
this fee is non-refundable. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 

Distractor – 
loyalty 
program 
sign-up 

From: Blair Hughes 
Sent: 31 May 2019 09:18 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Signing up to paradise points 
  
Hello, 
I would like to sign up to your Paradise Points loyalty program, 
please. Clicking the option to sign up takes me to an error page. Can 
you help me sign up so that I can book my stay with you and start 
collecting points? 
 
Cheerio,  
Blair 

We are pleased to hear 
you would like to sign 
up to our program and 
apologize for the error. 
I can enroll you if you 
provide me with your 
full name, date of birth 
and country of 
residence. 
Alternatively, you may 
call us on the help 
hotline using 1300 

 
We are pleased to hear you 
would like to sign up to our 
program and apologize for 
the error. You may finish 
your booking then sign up 
when you check in. Your 
points for this stay will be 
applied retrospectively. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 
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Email Type Email Non-Top Reply 
(Experiment Number 
Stated)  

Top Reply (Experiment 
Number Stated) 

PARADISE. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 

    

    
Distractor – 
refund not 
received 

From: Heinrich Zimmermann 
Sent: 31 May 2019 11:05 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Did not receive refund 

To whom it may concern,  

I cancelled my booking two weeks ago and I received a confirmation. 
I still haven’t received my refund. 

When will it be processed? My reservation number was RTAWQB4J. 

I shall forward your 
query to accounting 
with high importance 
and they shall process it 
ASAP. (Experiment 1, 
2) 

Booking refunds usually 
take between 21-28 
business days. Please be 
patient with us. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 
 
 
 
 
We look forward to having 
you stay with us and shall 
have a platter of fruit 
waiting in your room. (Top 
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Email Type Email Non-Top Reply 
(Experiment Number 
Stated)  

Top Reply (Experiment 
Number Stated) 

Regards, 
Heinrich Zimmermann 

Reply – Experiment 2 only 
- illogical answer) 

Distractor – 
query about 
breakfast 

From: Percy Duncan 
Sent: 31 May 2019 11:11 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Clarification about breakfast 
 
Hi there, 
On your website, you say that you include breakfast for all guests. 
However, I am being asked to choose the number of breakfast 
coupons I would like for my stay for $12 each on the booking page. 
Does this mean you don’t include breakfast? 
 
Regards,  
Percy 

Breakfast is only 
available for those who 
reserve the King 
Rooms. All other guests 
must source their own 
breakfast. (Experiment 
1 only) 
 

Our website is currently 
being updated. Breakfast is 
provided for a fee of $12 
for each day that you 
access our breakfast 
service. (Top Reply – 
Experiment 1 only; 
becomes non-Top Reply in 
Experiment 2) 

 
Our website is currently 
being updated. 
Breakfast is provided 
for a fee of $12 for each 
day that you access our 
breakfast service. 

 
Our lunch service runs 
from 12-2pm daily. Please 
inform us of any allergies 
or dietary requirements two 
days prior to arrival. 
(Experiment 2 only - 
illogical answer) 
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Email Type Email Non-Top Reply 
(Experiment Number 
Stated)  

Top Reply (Experiment 
Number Stated) 

Distractor – 
Extending 
stay at hotel 

From: Rafael Lopez 
Sent: 31 May 2019 13:04 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Extend stay by one night 
   
Dear Customer Service Officer, 
  
I have booked a stay at your hotel for 4 nights from 27.07.19 to 
31.07.19 in a twin room. I would like to extend the stay by one night, 
please. Will this be possible? 
 
Sincerely yours,  
Rafael Lopez 

Unfortunately we 
cannot extend stays 
beyond the dates that 
they are booked. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 
 
 

Yes we have extended your 
stay until 1/8/19 for the 
same room rate. An 
automated confirmation has 
also been sent to you. 
(Experiment 1, 2)  

Distractor – 
Website 
Booking 
Error 

From: Zach Bernard 
Sent: 30 May 2019 16:15 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Unable to book family suite 

Dear Customer Services,We are a family of three and would like to 
stay here for 6 days from 21 June. We’d like the family suite but the 
web page comes up with a "PAGE NOT FOUND" error when I try to 
book. We are very interested as it is the only room you have with a 
kitchen. Please let me know ASAP if this room is available so that I 
can look elsewhere if needed. 

 If you can book the room for me, I'm happy for you to use my card 
details on file. We are Paradise Points members (#9438771) and often 
stay with you. 

We are currently 
experiencing a service 
outage. If you try the 
website in 
approximately two 
hours, you will be able 
to book. (Experiment 1, 
2) 

Thanks for allowing us to 
complete your booking. I 
have booked the family 
suite for you and shall send 
you the invoice shortly. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 



183 
 

Email Type Email Non-Top Reply 
(Experiment Number 
Stated)  

Top Reply (Experiment 
Number Stated) 

Sincerely, 

Zach Bernard 

Distractor - 
Asking for 
baby crib 

From: Jean-Pierre Cordonnier 
Sent: 31 May 2019 11:47 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Request for crib in room 
 
Dear Paradise Point 
 
My wife and I have booked 3 nights stay with you from 7.08.19 to 
10.08.19 however we forgot to request a crib for our daughter. Can 
you please add this request to our booking and we would be glad to 
pay any extra charge. 
 
Sincerely,  
Jean-Pierre 

We will arrange for a 
crib to be placed in 
your room for your 
stay. This will be free 
of charge. (Experiment 
1, 2) 

We will arrange for a crib 
to be placed in your room 
for your stay. You can pay 
the extra charge ($20) 
when you arrive. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 
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Email Type Email Non-Top Reply 
(Experiment Number 
Stated)  

Top Reply (Experiment 
Number Stated) 

Distractor – 
pre check-in 
luggage 

From: Ramesh Chandrashekhar 
Sent: 31 May 2019 09:27 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Arriving before check-in time 
 
Hello Paradise Point Staff, 
3pm was the earliest check-in time option I could choose from your 
drop-down menu. Our flight lands at 11.10am and we expect to arrive 
soon after this. If the room is not ready, may we please store our 
luggage with you? 
 
Regards,  
Ramesh. S. Chandrashekhar 

Yes, you may store 
your luggage here until 
the room is ready. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 

Luggage is stored at a 
charge of $15 if arriving 
prior to check-in and you 
are welcome to do so. 
(Experiment 1, 2) 

Distractor – 
shuttle 
booking 
ticket 

From: Sheryl Perkins 
Sent: 31 May 2019 15:22 
To: customerservices@paradisepointhotel.com.au 
Subject: Airport shuttle - XZ1D5T9X 
 
Good afternoon, 
 
Yesterday morning I booked a shuttle from the airport for 3.15pm 
tomorrow (June 1st) but still haven't received my ticket. Can you 
please send it to me? 
 
Many thanks,  
Mrs. Perkins 

Shuttle bookings are 
necessary to board our 
deluxe shuttle. Please 
go to our website and 
on the homepage you 
will find a big red 
button to book your 
shuttle. (Experiment 1, 
2) 

We do not have a shuttle 
booking recorded for you. 
Your booking payment 
may not have gone 
through. Please try again 
and if you experience 
further problems, call our 
help hotline on 1300 
PARADISE. (Experiment 
1, 2) 
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Section 4: Attention Check Questions for Both Experiments After Reading 

Manipulation 

 

Please use the box below to write a brief response to your supervisor:  

To: Riley Watson   

Subject: RE: Important Message - Must Read  

 

Click "Next" to send your email. 

 

Below you will find some questions about the information you have just read.  

1) What is your role at Paradise Point Hotel? 
a. Receptionist 
b. Customer Services Manager 
c. Customer Services Officer 
d. Executive Assistant 

2) Please indicate which of the following statements is true 
a. I can formulate all of my own email responses 
b. I can only choose from the pre-formed responses 
c. I can choose and customise pre-formed responses 
d. I do not have to respond to any emails 
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Section 5: Individual Items and Descriptive Statistics for Measures in Experiments 1 

and 2 

Table B6 

Individual Items and Descriptive Statistics for Measures in Experiment 1 

Construct Item N Min Max Mean SD 

Personal 
Responsibility 

I feel I should personally take the credit or 
blame for any consequences of my 
decisions in this job. 

276 1 5 3.34 1.19 

I feel a high degree of personal 
responsibility for the work I do on this job. 

276 1 5 3.88 1.07 

I feel responsible for ensuring that the 
customers' needs are met. 

276 1 5 4.28 0.84 

I feel responsible for ensuring that revenue 
is brought in for the hotel. 

276 1 5 4.01 0.94 

Honesty-Humility 
(Fairness Facet) 

If I knew that I could never get caught, I 
would be willing to steal a million dollars. 
(reverse scored) 

276 1 5 3.65 1.41 

I would never accept a bribe, even if it were 
very large. 

276 1 5 3.67 1.17 

I’d be tempted to use counterfeit money, if 
I were sure I could get away with it. 
(reverse scored) 

276 1 5 3.95 1.27 

Honesty-Humility 
(Greed Avoidance 
Facet) 

Having a lot of money is not especially 
important to me. 

276 1 5 2.98 1.16 

I would get a lot of pleasure from owning 
expensive luxury goods. (reverse scored) 

276 1 5 3.20 1.20 

Honesty-Humility 
(Modesty Facet) 

I think that I am entitled to more respect 
than the average person is. (reverse scored) 

276 1 5 4.05 1.04 

I want people to know that I am an 
important person of high status. (reverse 
scored) 

276 1 5 3.86 1.08 

Honesty-Humility 
(Sincerity Facet) 

I wouldn't use flattery to get a raise or 
promotion at work, even if I thought it 
would succeed. 

276 1 5 3.37 1.23 

If I want something from someone, I will 
laugh at that person's worst jokes. (reverse 
scored) 

276 1 5 3.67 1.13 

I wouldn't pretend to like someone just to 
get that person to do favors for me. 

276 1 5 3.60 1.21 

Conscientiousness 
(Diligence Facet) 

I often push myself very hard when trying 
to achieve a goal. 

276 2 5 4.15 0.77 

I do only the minimum amount of work 
needed to get by.  (reverse scored) 

276 1 5 4.10 0.90 

Conscientiousness 
(Organised Facet) 

I plan ahead and organise things, to avoid 
scrambling at the last minute. 

276 1 5 4.14 0.82 

When working, I sometimes have 
difficulties due to being disorganized. 
(reverse scored) 

276 1 5 3.98 1.03 
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Construct Item N Min Max Mean SD 
Conscientiousness 
(Perfectionism 
Facet) 

When working on something, I don't pay 
much attention to small details. (reverse 
scored) 

276 1 5 4.25 0.83 

I always try to be accurate in my work, 
even at the expense of time. 

276 2 5 4.08 0.74 

People often call me a perfectionist. 276 1 5 3.05 1.26 
Conscientiousness 
(Prudence Facet) 

I make decisions based on the feeling of the 
moment rather than on careful thought. 
(reverse scored) 

276 1 5 3.75 1.05 

I make a lot of mistakes because I don't 
think before I act. (reverse scored) 

276 1 5 4.09 0.92 

I prefer to do whatever comes to mind, 
rather than stick to a plan. (reverse scored) 

276 1 5 3.75 0.95 

Meaning Most of the things I have to do on this job 
seems useless or trivial. 

276 1 5 3.73 1.17 

The work I do on this job seems very 
meaningful. 

276 1 5 3.66 1.06 

I don't care much about providing good 
customer service in this role. 

276 1 5 4.37 0.82 

I don't care much about bringing in revenue 
in this role. 

276 1 5 4.13 0.90 

Job enjoyment I am enjoying this job. 276 1 5 3.77 0.99 
Job difficulty I am finding this job difficult. 276 1 5 1.63 0.77 
Job self-efficacy I feel confident that I can perform 

effectively in this job. 
276 2 5 4.40 0.72 
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Table B7 

Individual Items and Descriptive Statistics for Measures in Experiment 2 (except allocation 
of responsibility, which was described in the main text) 

Construct Item N Min Max Mean SD 

Honesty-Humility 
(Fairness Facet) 

If I knew that I could never get caught, I 
would be willing to steal a million 
dollars. (reverse scored) 

256 1 5 3.35 1.46 

I would never accept a bribe, even if it 
were very large. 

256 1 5 3.53 1.22 

I’d be tempted to use counterfeit money, 
if I were sure I could get away with it. 
(reverse scored) 

256 1 5 3.72 1.39 

Honesty-Humility 
(Greed Avoidance 
Facet) 

Having a lot of money is not especially 
important to me. 

256 1 5 2.98 1.11 

I would get a lot of pleasure from 
owning expensive luxury goods. 
(reverse scored) 

256 1 5 3.23 1.16 

Honesty-Humility 
(Modesty Facet) 

I think that I am entitled to more respect 
than the average person is. (reverse 
scored) 

256 1 5 3.87 1.01 

I want people to know that I am an 
important person of high status. (reverse 
scored) 

256 1 5 3.75 1.10 

Honesty-Humility 
(Sincerity Facet) 

I wouldn't use flattery to get a raise or 
promotion at work, even if I thought it 
would succeed. 

256 1 5 3.27 1.24 

If I want something from someone, I 
will laugh at that person's worst jokes. 
(reverse scored) 

256 1 5 3.46 1.17 

I wouldn't pretend to like someone just 
to get that person to do favors for me. 

256 1 5 3.47 1.15 

Conscientiousness 
(Diligence Facet) 

I often push myself very hard when 
trying to achieve a goal. 

256 1 5 3.96 0.89 

I do only the minimum amount of work 
needed to get by.  (reverse scored) 

256 1 5 3.96 1.03 

Conscientiousness 
(Organised Facet) 

I plan ahead and organise things, to 
avoid scrambling at the last minute. 

256 1 5 3.96 0.94 

When working, I sometimes have 
difficulties due to being disorganized. 
(reverse scored) 

256 1 5 3.70 1.12 

Conscientiousness 
(Perfectionism 
Facet) 

When working on something, I don't pay 
much attention to small details. (reverse 
scored) 

256 1 5 4.09 0.89 

I always try to be accurate in my work, 
even at the expense of time. 

256 1 5 4.03 0.89 

People often call me a perfectionist. 256 1 5 3.21 1.16 
Conscientiousness 
(Prudence Facet) 

I make decisions based on the feeling of 
the moment rather than on careful 
thought. (reverse scored) 

256 1 5 3.75 1.05 

I make a lot of mistakes because I don't 
think before I act. (reverse scored) 

256 1 5 3.98 0.97 
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Construct Item N Min Max Mean SD 
I prefer to do whatever comes to mind, 
rather than stick to a plan. (reverse 
scored) 

256 1 5 3.61 1.05 

Job enjoyment 
Time 1 

I am enjoying this job. 256 1 5 3.95 0.77 

Job enjoyment 
Time 2 

I am enjoying this job. 256 1 5 3.69 1.00 

Job difficulty 
Time 1 

I am finding this job difficult. 256 1 5 1.73 0.75 

Job difficulty 
Time 2 

I am finding this job difficult. 256 1 5 2.05 1.04 

Job self-efficacy 
Time 1 

I feel confident that I can perform 
effectively in this job. 

256 2 5 4.37 0.66 

Job self-efficacy 
Time 2 

I feel confident that I can perform 
effectively in this job. 

256 1 5 4.16 0.87 
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Section 6: Response Template for Experiments 1 and 2 
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Appendix C: Pre-registrations for Experiments 1 and 2 

Section 1: Experiment 1 

Title: Investigating autonomy as an antecedent of unethical behaviour at work 
Authors Anu Bharadwaj, Patrick Dunlop, and Sharon K. Parker 
 
Hypotheses 
1.The level of job autonomy is negatively related to engaging in unethical behaviour12.  
2.The negative relationship between job autonomy and unethical behaviour is mediated by 
the level of responsibility felt for the consequences of one’s decisions13. 
 
Design Plan 
Study type 
Experiment - A researcher randomly assigns treatments to study subjects, this includes field 
or lab experiments. This is also known as an intervention experiment and includes 
randomized controlled trials. 
Study design 
This is a between-subjects design with one factor (autonomy) with two levels: High and low 
autonomy. 
Randomization 
Participants were randomly assigned by the host survey platform to the high or low autonomy 
condition. All participants worked through 12 stimuli (8 neutral and 4 "dilemma" stimuli) 
across four block with each block containing three stimuli. Within each of the four blocks, 
the order of stimuli presentation was randomised. The first block presented only neutral 
stimuli to get participants used to the task. The next three stimuli blocks were presented to 
participants in a random order, with each block containing either one or two dilemma stimuli. 
 
Sampling Plan 
Data collection procedures 
Participants were recruited via the Amazon's Mechanical Turk platform (MTurk; hosted on 
TurkPrime); individuals on were eligible if they resided in the United States of America and 
English was their first language. A brief pilot study (N=15) was conducted purely to ensure 
that the completion time did not exceed one hour (this was the only variable examined in the 
pilot and no changes were made to the experiment procedure). Participants were paid $7 US 
for their time in this pilot. We ascertained that the average completion time was 30 minutes 
and therefore dropped the pay rate to $6 US. The larger data set was also collected on MTurk 
and each participant was paid $6 each for completing the study. The final N = 289. 
 
Sample size 
289 participants will be analyzed in our final study. In our original preregistration on 
aspredicted.org (created on 08/14/2019 06:02 AM (PT) and cannot be edited; available upon 
request), we stated that we would stop collecting data at 250 participants. However, the pilot 
described above was conducted after uploading our preregistration on aspredicted. Reducing 
our pay rate by $1 led to a slight increase in our available funding and hence, we decided to 
recruit the extra 39 participants (leading to final N=289). Doing so will improve the statistical 
power in case we need to conduct the conventional mediation analysis with a count DV 

 
12 Unethical behaviour in this preregistration is referring to Unethical Pro-organisational behaviour  
13 In the experimental study this responsibility variable is instead referred to as “personal responsibility” 
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(described in the analysis plan). 
 
Sample size rationale 
N=250. Determined with an a priori power analysis on G*power 3.1, selecting the z-test 
family, and Poisson regression. 
•Tails: 2 
•Exp (β1): 1.5 (we expect to an approximately 50% increase in unethical behaviour in the 
high vs. low autonomy condition). 
•α error probability: .05; Power: .9; Base rate exposure: 1; Mean exposure: 1;R2 other = 0 (A 
separate study indicates that the covariate, honesty-humility, is not correlated with 
autonomy); Distribution: binomial because we have a dichotomous predictor (high vs low 
autonomy); Xparm π: .5 (participants will be randomly divided 50/50 into high and low 
autonomy conditions). 
Calculated N=210 however, we will aim to recruit 250 participants following 
recommendations to increase sample size slightly, in order to attenuate biased estimates for 
mediation analysis when using a count DV. 
 
Variables 
Measured variables 
The key dependent variable (DV) is unethical behaviour, which is measured by counting the 
number of times, out of four opportunities, that participants choose an unethical response 
option to a dilemma stimulus. The key mediator of interest is experienced responsibility, 
which was measured using existing items adapted to the current experimental context, on a 
five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We will also 
measure another theoretically possible mediator (experienced meaning from the 
consequences of one’s decisions), using existing items adapted to the current experimental 
context, on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
The covariates of interest are 1) the personality trait honesty-humility14 (from the 60 item 
HEXACO personality inventory) and 2) participants' own level of job autonomy if they are 
working (measured using the autonomy items in the Work Design Questionnaire) 15. Both 
items are measured on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1(strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). 
 

Analysis Plan 
Statistical models 
If autonomy qualifies as an instrumental variable16, we will conduct a two-stage least squares 
regression to estimate the causal effect of our mediator on the DV. If autonomy does not 
qualify as an instrumental variable, we will estimate the mediation effect using a mediation 
analyses that calculates 95% confidence intervals using 10000 bootstrapped samples. If full 
mediation is not achieved with experienced responsibility, we will conduct the appropriate 
mediation analysis again, controlling for the effect of experienced meaning17 on unethical 
behaviour. If a conventional mediation analysis is used, we will control for participants' 

 
14 When this pre-registration was written, conscientiousness was accidentally not mentioned as a covariate of 
interest. 
15 When this pre-registration was written, ‘level of autonomy in participants usual job’ was incorrectly identified 
as a confounding variable for the relationships examined in the experiment 
16 Autonomy did not meet the assumptions of an instrumental variable.  
17 Experienced meaning was instead examined as a theoretically meaningful mediator in its own exploratory 
analysis in Chapter 6. 
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scores on honesty-humility, conscientiousness, and level of autonomy in their usual job18. 
 

Data exclusion 
We will exclude participants who incorrectly answer at least 3 out of the 5 multiple choice 
attention checks, Participants who enter illogical answers to both of the open-ended attention 
check questions will also be excluded. Such answers may be completely unrelated to the 
question being asked; for example, could contain a string of semantically incoherent words 
that do not comprise a proper sentence. Participants who appear to complete the task in under 
15 minutes will be considered for exclusion. We will exclude participants who engage in 
careless responding on the Likert scale response in the personality or mediator measure 
sections. Careless responders might select contradictory response options to similar items in a 
given scale (e.g., choosing strongly agree on one item of a scale and then strongly disagree on 
similar item within the same scale). Careless responders will also be identified as those who 
repeatedly answer in a non-random pattern, e.g., providing several consecutive items a 
response of “4,” or repeating a pattern of “1, 2, 3”. Outlier are cases that score highly on 
multiple diagnostic criteria for regression analyses and we will consider them for exclusion. 

  

 
18 As stated previously this was incorrectly identified as a confounding variable in the relationships of interest in 
the experiment hence it was not examined in the analyses.   
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Section 1: Experiment 2 

As Predicted:"Autonomy as an antecedent of unethical behaviour and moral disengagement" 
(#37317) 

Created:        03/12/2020 08:06 AM (PT)  

Author(s) 
Anu Bharadwaj (University of Western Australia) - anu.bharadwaj@research.uwa.edu.au 
Patrick Dunlop (Curtin University) - patrick.dunlop@curtin.edu.au 
Sharon Parker (Curtin University) - s.parker@curtin.edu.au 
Lisette Kanse (University of Western Australia) - lisette.kanse@uwa.edu.au 
 

1) Have any data been collected for this study already? 
It's complicated. We have already collected some data but explain in Question 8 why readers 
may consider this a valid pre-registration nevertheless. 
 
2) What's the main question being asked or hypothesis being tested in this study? 
1.The level of job autonomy is negatively associated with engaging in unethical behaviour19.  
2.The negative relationship between job autonomy and unethical behaviour is mediated by a 
low level of personal responsibility for negative consequences of one’s work.  
3. Autonomy is negatively associated with displacement of responsibility. 
4. The level of personal responsibility experienced for the negative consequences of one’s 
work is negatively associated with displacement of responsibility.  
5. Unethical behaviour is positively associated with displacement of responsibility.  
 
 
3) Describe the key dependent variable(s) specifying how they will be measured. 
The key dependent variable (DV) is unethical behaviour, which is measured by counting the 
number of times, out of four opportunities, that participants choose an unethical response 
option to a dilemma stimulus.  
Our second dependent variable of interest (displacement of responsibility) will be measured 
by asking participants to rate the extent to which they would allocate responsibility for 
negative consequences of their work in this task to either: 3 different figures of authority 
relevant to the task, themselves, or a customer who sends an email in the task. This allocation 
of responsibility measure uses a Likert scale (1: should not be held responsible at all – 5: 
should be held completely responsible) and will be measured twice in the experiment. The 
first measure will occur a quarter of the way through the experiment before participants have 
had the chance to see dilemma email stimuli, and then at the end of the experiment. To 
measure displacement of responsibility, we will create a mean score for the level of 
responsibility allocated to the three figure of authority items in the Time 2 measure20.  
The key mediator of interest is the level of personal responsibility experienced for negative 
consequences of one’s work in the allocation of responsibility measure from Time 1. 
 
4) How many and which conditions will participants be assigned to? 
This is a between-subjects design with one factor (autonomy) with two levels: High and low 
autonomy. 

 
19 Unethical behaviour in this pre-registration refers to unethical pro-organisational behaviour 
20 The operationalisation of displacement of responsibility changed from the time this pre-registration was 
written, following discussions with my PhD supervisors about most theoretically meaningful way to measure it.  
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5) Specify exactly which analyses you will conduct to examine the main 
question/hypothesis. 
To test our hypotheses, we will conduct path analyses in Mplus and estimate the mediation 
effect using a mediation analyses that calculates 95% confidence intervals using 10000 
bootstrapped samples. If our count variable satisfies the assumptions of equidispersion for a 
poisson regression, we will specify our count variable as a poisson dependent variable in the 
our analyses. If our count variable violates the assumption of equidispersion (i.e., is 
overdispersed) for a poisson regression, we will conduct a negative binomial regression 
instead. We may control for participants' personality traits (listed above) and working 
participants’ job autonomy21 on our mediator and/or dependent variable, to reduce the 
likelihood of endogenous influences in our results. 
 
6) Describe exactly how outliers will be defined and handled, and your precise rule(s) 
for excluding observations. 
We will exclude participants who incorrectly answer at least 3 out of the 5 multiple choice 
attention checks, Participants who enter illogical answers to both of the open-ended attention 
check questions will also be excluded. Such answers may be completely unrelated to the 
question being asked; for example, could contain a string of semantically incoherent words 
that do not comprise a proper sentence. Participants who appear to complete the task in under 
15 minutes will be considered for exclusion. We will exclude participants who engage in 
careless responding on the Likert scale response in the personality or mediator measure 
sections. Careless responders might select contradictory response options to similar items in a 
given scale (e.g., choosing strongly agree on one item of a scale and then strongly disagree on 
similar item within the same scale). Careless responders will also be identified as those who 
repeatedly answer in a non-random pattern, e.g., providing several consecutive items a 
response of “4,” or repeating a pattern of “1, 2, 3”. Outliers are cases that score highly on 
multiple diagnostic criteria for regression analyses and we will consider them for exclusion. 
 
 
7) How many observations will be collected or what will determine sample size? 
No need to justify decision, but be precise about exactly how the number will be determined. 
Calculated N= 210 (Determined with an a priori power analysis on G*power 3.1, selecting 
the z-test family, and Poisson regression; see below). However, we will aim to recruit 270 
participants by following recommendations to have a larger sample size than calculated, in 
order to attenuate potentially biased estimates for mediation analysis when using a count DV 
Power analysis: 
•Tails: 2 
•Exp (β1): 1.5 
•α error probability: .05; Power: .9; Base rate exposure: 1; Mean exposure: 1; R2 other X= 0 
Distribution: binomial; Xparm π: .5. 
 
8) Anything else you would like to pre-register?  
(e.g., secondary analyses, variables collected for exploratory purposes, unusual analyses planned?) 
Regarding question 1: a pilot study (N=20) was conducted simply to ensure smoothness of 
the task. No analyses have been undertaken with regard to hypothesis-testing in this sample. 
We will use this data in the final analyses. The rest of the data collection will occur following 

 
21 When this pre-registration was written, ‘level of autonomy in participants usual job’ was incorrectly identified 
as a confounding variable for the relationships examined in the experiment and therefore not examined in the 
main experiment. 
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this pre-registration. 
 
In both time point measures of allocation of responsibility, the level of responsibility 
allocated to a customer will be considered a distractor variable and may be used in 
exploratory analyses. 
For exploratory purposes22: at the same times that measure allocation of responsibility for 
negative outcomes of one’s work in the task, we will measure allocation of responsibility for 
positive outcomes of one’s work in the task. We will measure personality traits that we may 
need to control for on our mediator and DV in the final analysis such as the personality traits 
honesty-humility, conscientiousness, agreeableness, or locus of control. We will also measure 
(working) participants' own level of job autonomy (using the work design questionnaire) as 
we may need to control for the effect of this variable on participants’ level of personal or 
displaced responsibility for the consequences of their work in this task. 

 
22 Except for honesty-humility, and conscientiousness, none of the variables measured for exploratory purposes 
were deemed to be relevant to the hypothesis tests in the experimental study, hence, are not reported in the main 
text.  




