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Ethical Sensitivity for Organizational
Communication Issues: Examining
Individual and Organizational
Differences Tammy Swenson-Lepper

ABSTBJ*LCT. This descriptive study discusses cognitive
mapping as a technique for analyzing ethical sensitivity,
examines whether the method allows comparisons be-
tween people, compares the ethical sensitivity levels of
participants from three organizations, examines which
indicators of ethical sensitivity are most salient to mem-
bers of specific organizations, and examines whether
education level or organizational membership is the best
predictor of an individual's ethical sensitivity level. Sub-
jects from three organizations read background informa-
tion, listened to two audiotaped scenarios containing
multiple ethical issues related to organizational commu-
nication, responded to focused interview questions, and
completed questionnaires. The interviews were taped,
transcribed, and analyzed using cognitive mapping tech-
niques. Significant differences in levels of ethical sensi-
tivity were found between the members of the three
organizations. However, a hierarchical regression model
demonstrated that the difference was Ukely due to the
differences in level of education in each organization.
Organizational membership seemed to affect the partic-
ular aspects of the scenarios that participants noticed.

KEY WOBJDS: ethical sensitivity, cognitive moral devel-
opment, cognitive mapping, organizational cognition

Many of the ethical issues that are common in
organizations today are related to communication.

Drawn from my Ph.D. thesis done at the University of Min-
nesota, directed by David Rarick. A draft of this paper was
presented at the 2003 National Communication Association
convention, November 20-23, 2003, in Miami Beach,
Florida.

Issues include veracity (lying, exaggeration, and
withholding information), issues management,
whistleblowing, and harassing communication. This
study examines whether membership in an organi-
zation affects members' ability to perceive commu-
nication-related ethical issues. The abihty to
perceive that a situation has ethical components is
"ethical sensitivity," the key concept examined in
this study. Bebeau et al. (1985) define ethical sensi-
tivity as the "perception that something one might
do or is doing can affect the welfare of someone else
either directly or indirectly (by violating a general
practice or commonly held social standard)" (1985,
p. 226).

Moral (or ethical) sensitivity is one of four com-
ponents that Rest (1986), in his Four-Component
Model of moral judgment and behavior, argues
make up moral action: (1) People must be able to
perceive that a situation has moral components. (2)
People must make a moral judgment about the sit-
uation. (3) They must weigh their moral values
against competing values. (4) Finally, they must take
moral action. People can fail to enact any of these
components and, thus, fail to act ethically. This Ut-
erature review will briefly discuss Rest's Four
Component Model, with a particular focus on the
definition of ethical sensitivity. Weaknesses of the
definition will be described, along with how Walsh's
model (1995) of organizational cognition may be
used to explain what influences ethical sensitivity.
Previous Uterature on ethical sensitivity will be dis-
cussed. Finally, research questions and hypotheses
win be proposed.

While simply perceiving that a moral issue is in-
volved in a situation (Component One) may not
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prevent unethical actions, if people do not perceive
moral issues they will be unable, according to Rest's
model, to make an informed moral judgment
(Component Two), weigh it against other values
(Component Three), or take moral action (Com-
ponent Four).

On a daily basis, the news media presents us with
the failed ethical decisions of business and political
leaders. Consider the case of Enron's former CFO,
Andrew S. Fastow, accused of fraud leading to the
coUapse ofEnron, or the perjury case against former
President Clinton. Perhaps if we understand how
people perceive (or fail to perceive) ethical issues, we
can devise methods to teach people to be more
sensitive to the ethical dimensions of decision-
making situations.

Ethical issues are of interest in the business com-
munity, particularly among those that study business
ethics. Scholars (Bamett et al., 1994; Cohen et al.,
1993; Hansen, 1992; Reidenbach and Robin, 1990)
in that field have primarily studied moral judgment
(Kohlberg, 1976). Although a few scholan have
started examining ethical sensitivity in the work-
place, the scholars have primarily studied ethical
sensitivity through the use of questionnaires
(Blodgett et al., 2001; Bone and Corey, 2000;
Patterson, 2001; Sparks and Hunt, 1998; Yetmar and
Eastman, 2000), which, according to Bebeau et al.
(1985), tend to minimize the differences in scores
between people.

While it seems necessary that people must have
some level of ethical sensitivity in order to perceive
ethical issues. Rest is not clear about what affects
ethical sensitivity. This study argues that ethical
sensitivity is a knowledge stmcture (Walsh, 1995)
and that components of Walsh's model of organi-
zational cognition can be integrated with ethical
sensitivity for a better understanding of how ethical
issues are perceived. Walsh's model will be described
later in this paper, after the literature related to
ethical sensitivity is discussed.

Bebeau and her coUeagues have done the largest
strand of research in moral sensitivity (s.f, Bebeau,
1994; Bebeau et al., 1985). They developed the
Dental Ethical Sensitivity Test (DEST) and found
that the DEST rehably assesses ethical sensitivity
among dental students and practitioners. They found
that "students and practitioners.. .vary greatly in
their ability to recognize the ethical problems of

their profession, and the DEST is sensitive to insti-
tutional differences,.. .presumably accming from
differences in the effectiveness of chnical programs"
(1994, p. 127). They also found that those in areas of
the profession that require more education (dentist
versus hygienist) tend to demonstrate higher levels of
ethical sensitivity and that "the DEST distinguished
levels of sensitivity regardless of a student's technical
knowledge of dentistry" (Bebeau, 1994, pp. 127-
128). They found that ethical sensitivity levels could
be increased through education and that "ethical
sensitivity is distinct from moral reasoning abilities"
(Bebeau, 1994, p. 128). In their studies, some sub-
jects were able to reason well about moral issues, but
were not able to perceive them, while others were
able to perceive issues, but used faulty reasoning.

Lind and Rarick have taken another approach to
ethical sensitivity (Lind, 1993, 1995, 1997; Lind and
Rarick, 1992, 1994; Rarick et al., 1995). Instead of
examining how sensitive professionals are to ethical
issues in their field, Lind and Rarick examined the
ethical sensitivity of television news viewers to
ethical issues in the creation of news stories. In
addition to using Rest's Four-Component Model,
another theoretical base of their research is the
"information-processing approach to studying media
audiences" (Rarick et al., 1995, p. 6). They state
that this perspective

focuses on individual audience members in terms of
how they select, attend to, interpret, process, and
evaluate messages. Typically such approaches focus on
content (the thoughts, concepts, dispositions, attitudes,
evaluations stored in the mind), the structures (the
forms information takes and how it is structured when
stored in the mind) and process (how the content is
acquired or attended to, acted upon, and used in .
thought) (Rarick et al., 1995, p. 6).

Lind and Rarick argue that ethical sensitivity among
television news viewers is composed of at least six
abilities. Five of the six abilities are relevant to this
study. The five relevant abilities are (1) the ability to

comprehend and understand the special characteristics
of the situation..., including the actors involved, the
actions taken, and the setting or context. (2) Ability to
see possible ethical issues or problems in the situation,
and understand that participants in the story have rights
and responsibilities. (3) Ability to see possible conse-
quences or outcomes of the ethical choices... (4)
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Ability to see how others would be affected by those
outcomes or consequences, and to indicate how those
stakeholders would be affected, given their respective
rights and responsibilities. (5) Ability to understand and
interpret how the four facton (situation, ethical issue,
consequences, and stakeholders) interact to compose a
larger system... (Lind, 1996, unpublished p. 4).

Lind and Rarick studied how television news viewers
perceive the ethics of the production of news stories,
including the development of a cognitive mapping
technique to analyze the ethical sensitivity levels of
news viewers for issues related to the production of
news stories. (Lind, 1993, 1995, 1997; Lind and
Rarick, 1992, 1994). This method (Rarick et al.,
1995) is based on cognitive mapping techniques
designed by Axelrod (1976). Subjects watched a series
of television news stories and were interviewed using
the same structured interview questions immediately
following each story. Responses to these open-ended
interviews were taped, transcribed, and coded using
cognitive mapping techniques. The technique was
found to provide significant information about the
ethical sensitivity of news viewers.

Several studies from the business ethics literature
(Blodgett et al., 2001; Bone and Corey, 2000;
Karcher, 1996; Patterson, 2001; Shaub, 1989, unpub-
lished; Sparks and Hunt, 1998; Yetmar and Eastman,
2000) examine ethical sensitivity, most based on the
Hunt-Vitell model (1993). The Hunt-Vitell model
describes the precursors of ethical judgments as
"ethical sensitivity, values, industry norms, and per-
ceived consequences" (Bone and Corey, 2000, p.
201) and suggests that there are many influences on a
person's abihty to perceive ethical issues, including
culture, professional environment, industry environ-
ment, organizational environment, and personal
characteristics. The Hunt-ViteU model assumes that
people make ethical decisions based on deontological
or teleological values. However, average people may
not think about ethics from either of these philo-
sophical perspectives and may not base their ethical
decisions on values that scholars categorize as deon-
tological or teleological.

Most of the scholars use Hunt and Vitell's defi-
nition of ethical sensitivity; ethical sensitivity is pri-
marily defmed as the perception that a situation has
ethical components (Bone and Corey, 2000). Sparks
and Hunt (1998, p. 94) also define ethical sensitivity
as the "abihty to recognize ethical issues" and go on

to compare two definitions of ethical sensitivity: (1)
recognition and (2) recognition and weighting of
issues. They found that "respondents' importance
ratings made httle difference in how well the two
calculations of ethical sensitivity were predicted by
the independent variables" (p. 105). The definition
of ethical sensitivity in these studies is somewhat less
complex than the definition provided by Rest;
Rest's definition of ethical sensitivity includes
noticing (1) that an ethical situation exists, (2) that it
affects other people in some way, and (3) that it
violates a societal norm.

The studies in the business ethics hterature typi-
cally provide respondents with a written question-
naire and then ask them to respond to those
scenarios. The participants either rate items on
Likert-type scales (Blodgett et al., 2001; Bone and
Corey, 2000; Karcher, 1996; Owhoso, 2002;
Patterson, 2001; Yetmar and Eastman, 2000) or
provide written responses to the scenarios (Sparks
and Hunt, 1998). According to Bebeau et al. (1985),
questionnaire research tends to minimize ethical
sensitivity scores, thus minimizing the differences
between participants.

While the Four-Component model describes
how individuals enact moral behavior, it is less clear
about the factors that might infiuence ethical sensi-
tivity. To examine those factors, I turned to a model
of organizational cognition by Walsh (1995). He
discusses knowledge stmctures, which he says are
organized ways of perceiving the world. In this
study, it is argued that ethical sensitivity is one type
of knowledge structure. Researchers in the field of
organizational cognition have examined everything
from "individuals' knowledge structures of work
unit structure.. .work outcomes.. .organizational
problems and types.. .organizational structure.. .Port
Authority executives' orientations to strategic issues
[to].. .U.S. Army officers' folk theories of subordi-
nate effectiveness" (Walsh, 1995, p. 289). No hter-
ature from the field of organizational cognition was
found that discusses ethical decision making as a
knowledge structure.

Walsh (1995) discusses how knowledge structures
are developed, represented, and used. The devel-
opment of knowledge • structures for individuals is
influenced by individual characteristics and, Walsh
theorizes, by the organization in which people
work. Because of the complexity of Walsh's model.
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only parts are used to help create the theoretical
framework for this study. In his model, Walsh uses
several terms that must be clearly defined before the
strengths and weaknesses of this model, for this
study, can be considered. According to Walsh, a
knowledge structure is "a mental template that
individuals impose on an information environment
to give it form and meaning" (p. 281); a "mental
template consisting of organized knowledge about
an information environment that enables interpre-
tation and action in that environment" (p. 286); and
"both the components and the Unkages among those
components in memory" (p. 282).

Walsh suggests that there are two aspects of
knowledge structures: content and structure. This
study seeks to examine the knowledge structure of
ethical sensitivity using cognitive mapping to
examine both content and structure. The content of
knowledge structures refers to topics or ideas that
people perceive in different information domains.
The structure of knowledge structures refers to the
way that people Unk topics together to form a pat-
tem of thought. Walsh discusses two aspects of the
structure of knowledge structures: diflerentiation
and integration. He says these are "the two most
commonly studied structural attributes" (p. 298).
Differentiation refers to "the number of dimensions
within a knowledge structure" (p. 298). Integration
refers to the "degree of interconnectedness among the
knowledge structure's dimensions" (pp. 298-299).

Development refers to the recursive process of
social involvement, reflection, and experience that
shape knowledge structures. According to Walsh,
"an individual's tenure in a company.. .years of
work experience.. .have been shown to result in
particular knowledge structure content" (p. 291), as
have "a person's position in an organization's hier-
archy. . .or network" (p. 291), gender, national dif-
ferences, changed information environments, direct
and indirect experience, and self-reflection. Devel-
opment of the structure of knowledge structures
(particularly the structural aspects of differentiation
and integration) has been related to personaUty
variables, position in the hierarchy, identity devel-
opment, organizational experiences, and general
work experience. Walsh also notes that the devel-
opment of knowledge structures is not well under-
stood. He says "broadly, we know that individuals
with experience in an information domain have a

knowledge structure for the domain, while those
without such experience do not" (p. 283). This
study focuses on the developmental characteristics of
education, gender, and age.

Walsh's model helps to clarify ethical sensitivity as
a knowledge structure or complex of structures.
Because it can be used to clarify ethical sensitivity as
a knowledge structure, we can more clearly defme
ethical sensitivity in terms of both content and
structure. Wben ethical sensitivity is viewed as
having both content and structural components it is
easier to operationalize, since Rest's definition of
ethical sensitivity impUes this but does not clearly lay
it out. Walsh's definitions let us, at the structural
level, distinguish the subjects' levels of ethical sen-
sitivity based on integration and differentiation.
Walsh also notes some of the individual demo-
graphic characteristics that contribute to the devel-
opment of knowledge structures.

Ethical sensitivity has been measured in terms of
higher and lower levels of ethical sensitivity. Higher
levels mean that people are Ukely to perceive ethical
issues in more complex ways and be able to consider
more aspects of the situation when they are making
decisions. Similarly, Walsh suggests that people who
are better at differentiating and integrating aspects of
decisions are more likely to make better decisions,
which can be compared to making moral judgments.
Walsh (1995, p. 300) cites Tetlock's (1984) study
where Tetlock

computed an integrative complexity score in an at-
tempt to uncover the relationship between cognitive
structure and the extremity of belief among members
of the British House of Commons. He found that
extreme socialists and conservatives were less integra-
tively complex than their more moderate colleagues.
Relatedly, low integrative complexity scores also
predict conservative voting records on the U.S. Su-
preme Court.. .While there may be other explanations
of these results, one possibiUty is that 'one's cognitive
style may shape the value content of one's ideology'
(Tetlock, 1984, p. 373). Tedock went on to speculate
that less integratively complex individuals 'may be
more attracted to monistic than pluraUstic ideologies.
Such individuals are Ukely to grow impatient with the
difficult trade-ofE that pluralistic ideologies require.'

Based on this Uterature, the foUow îng research ques-
tions are proposed. Because this is a relatively new area
of research, this study is exploratory and descriptive.
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The purpose of the study is not to create a psycho-
metric test, but to describe ethical sensitivity using a
relatively new instrument, cognitive mapping.

RQl : Are there differences in individuals' ethical
sensitivity, as examined using integration and
differentiation, for issues related to organizational
communication?
RQ2: How are individual developmental char-
acteristics (education, gender, and age) related to
the individual's ethical sensitivity for issues related
to organizational communication?
RQ3: How is membership in a specific organi-
zation related to average levels of ethical sensi-
tivity for issues related to organizational
communication?

Integration and differentiation in the construct
of ethical sensitivity

RQl: Are there differences in individuals' ethical
sensitivity, as examined using integration and
differentiation, for issues related to organizational
communication?
RQl A: Can subjects be categorized as having different

levels of ethical sensitivity based on their responses to an

ethical dilemma related to organizational communica-

tion?

Research question one examines whether people
can be distinguished based on the different aspects of
the definition of ethical sensitivity. First, are there
ascertainable differences in subjects' overall levels of
ethical sensitivity? Second, are there differences in
how subjects notice the indicators of the four abiU-
ties? Third, are there differences in how subjects link
indicators of the four abilities: situational character-
istics, issues, stakeholders, and consequences? Bebeau
(1994) found that the DEST rehably showed dif-
ferences in dental students ethical sensitivity levels,
while Lind (1997) has found differences in the
ethical sensitivity levels of television news viewers
using cognitive mapping techniques.

RQ1B: Are specific indicators of the four perceptual

abilities (situational characteristics, ethical issues,

stakeholders, and consequences) more frequently noted in

subjects' responses to an ethical dilemma related to

organizational communication?

The second part of research question one examines
"differentiation." What specific topics related to
situational characteristics, ethical issues, stakeholders.

and consequences do subjects notice and how many of
each do they notice? According to current theory, the
greater the differentiation, the more complex the
person's thinking. Complexity in the ways that people
frame stimuli is thought to increase the quality of
decisions (Walsh, 1995). Walsh (1995) cites several
articles, both empirical and theoretical, that show that
having more differentiated and integrated knowledge
structures has a positive impact on decision quality and
that greater differentiation and integration are related
to being able to have a pluralistic view of problems.
(For examples, see Walsh, 1995, p. 300)

RQIC: Based on cognitive maps, are specific links

between situational characteristics and issues, issues and

consequences, and stakeholders and consequences more

frequent in subjects' responses to selected ethical dilem-

mas related to organizational communication?

The third aspect of research question one exam-
ines "integration" (Walsh, 1995), which is the per-
son's ability to note complex relationships between
concepts. In addition to describing integration, this
research question is offered because it expands Lind
and Rarick's work. (Lind, 1997; Rarick et al., 1995)
Lind and Rarick have not yet systematically exam-
ined how indicators of the four abilities (situational
characteristics, ethical issues, stakeholders, and con-
sequences) are linked together. This research uses
cognitive mapping techniques to examine this
question.

Individual developmental characteristics and
ethical sensitivity

RQ2: How are individual developmental char-
acteristics (education, gender, and age) related to
the individual's ethical sensitivity for issues related
to organizational communication?
HI: Ethical sensitivity levels, as measured by cognitive

mapping, will be positively correlated with individuals'

level of education.

Prior work has shown a relationship between le-
vel of education and moral judgment level. (Bebeau,
1994; Rest, 1986, 1994). Research by Bebeau into
ethical sensitivity in the field of dentistry found that
individuals in areas of the profession that require
more education (dentist venus hygienist) tend to
demonstrate higher levels of ethical sensitivity and
"that the DEST distinguished levels of sensitivity
regardless of a student's technical knowledge of
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dentistry" (Bebeau, 1994, pp. 127-128). Ofsthun
(1986, unpublished) found that subjects who took
courses in ethics tended to have higher levels of
moral sensitivity. Lindsey (1986, unpublished) also
found that level of education was positively corre-
lated w îth moral sensitivity.

RQ2A: How are demographic characteristics (gender

and age) of subjects related to their level of ethical sen-

sitivity for ethical issues related to organizational com-

munication?

RQ2B: Are demographic characteristics (gender and

age) of the subjects related to subjects' ability to perceive

specific situational characteristics, ethical issues, stake-

holders, and consequences in scenarios containing ethical

issues related to organizational communication?

According to Walsh, "an individual's tenure in a
company.. .[and] years of work experience.. .have
been shown to result in particular knowledge
structure content" (p. 291), as have "a person's
position in an organization's hierarchy.. .or net-
work" (p. 291), gender, and direct and indirect
experience. Walsh (1995) defines demographic
characteristics as experiences that contribute to the
development of knowledge structures. These ques-
tions begin to examine how some developmental
forces are related to the knowledge structure of
ethical sensitivity. In the ethical sensitivity literature.
Flower (1992) examined the relationship between
psychologist gender and moral sensitivity and found
no significant relationship. On the other hand.
Glover et al. (1997) found a significant relationship
between gender and ethical decision making in their
study in which they found that women's decisions
about moral issues were more ethical than men's.

Moral judgment development level and ethical
sensitivity

H2: Ethical sensitivity levels as measured by cognitive

mapping techniques will be positively correlated with

individuals' level of moral judgment development, as

measured by the DIT.

Rest (1994) and Bebeau et al. (1985) have found
that ethical sensitivity levels are positively related to
moral judgment development levels. Bebeau et al.
(1985) found mixed correlations between their
measure of ethical sensitivity (DEST) and moral
judgment levels (DIT), ranging from 0.09 to 0.51.

All the relationships were positive, but not aU were
significant. This hypothesis is offered because it is
likely that ethical sensitivity and moral judgment
levels are positively, but not perfectly, correlated and
this hypothesis helps to establish discriminant validity
of the measure of ethical sensitivity. If there is a
perfect relationship between the two constructs,
then it is likely that ethical sensitivity is really a
measure of moral judgment development level.

Organizational membership and ethical
sensitivity

RQ3: How is membership in a specific organi-
zation related to individual's ethical sensitivity for
issues related to organizational communication?
Rd3A: How is membership in a specific organization

related to average levels of ethical sensitivity for issues

related to organizational communication?

This question examines whether there are differ-
ences in the overall levels of ethical sensitivity
between organizations. We might expect that different
organizations, through the process of self-selection,
might have employees who have similar ethical
sensitivity scores. On the other hand, average ethical
sensitivity scores may be more closely tied to the
level of education that is necessary to be employed in
certain organizations. For example, a manufacturing
company is going to have a lower average level of
education than a company that does computer
programming. In the area of ethical sensitivity, Baab
and Bebeau (1990) found that students from differ-
ent institutions scored significantly different on the
DEST. In later work they extrapolate that these
institutional differences exist because of "differences
in the effectiveness of clinical programs" (Bebeau,
1994, p. 127).

RQ3B: How is membership in a specific organization

related to subjects' ability to perceive specific situational

characteristics, ethical issues, stakeholders, and conse-

quences in scenarios containing ethical issues related to

organizational communication?

This question examines whether systematic dif-
ferences exist between members of organizations in
their perceptions of situational characteristics, ethical
issues, consequences, and stakeholders. This question
examines the influence of the organization on
individuals' cognitions (Walsh, 1995). Some litera-
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ture suggests that it is hkely that an organization
significantly influences individuals' cognitive struc-
tures and perceptions, while other hterature suggests
that other facton have greater influence.

Research in the fields of social psychology, orga-
nizational studies, and cognitive moral psychology has
found that organizations do influence individuals'
perceptions. Salancik and Pfeffer (1978) suggest that
social contexts affect people's attitude and needs
statements: first, social contexts provide "a direct
construction of meaning through guides to socially
acceptable beliefs, attitudes and needs, and acceptable
reasons for action" and, second, social contexts focus
"an individual's attention on certain information,
making that information more sahent, and provides
expectations concerning individual behavior and the
logical consequences of such behavior" (pp. 226,
227). In an empirical study using questionnaires
completed, by hospital CEOs, Thomas et al. (1993)
found links between scanning and interpreting and the
organization's action and perfonnance.

Method

Participants

Because this is exploratory and descriptive research,
the sample was limited to subjects firom three diverse
organizations: employees from a nonprofit organi-
zation (Social Services), employees from a manu-
facturing firm (Techplast) and students from a large
Midwestern university {n = 33). Social Services
(tt = 15), part of a federal program, is a non-profit
govemment organization that works with children
and families. Techplast (tt = 29), a division of a na-
tional manufacturing company, produces injection-
molded plastics. Using three organizations allows for
some descriptive comparisons between the organi-
zations.

Because current empirical research in the field of
business ethics has focused on managen and MBA
students, this study group consisted of members from
all levels of the organizations' hierarchies, including
support personnel, managers, Hne worken, and
technical staff. I was not able to randomly select people
for the study; because of that, I do not know if the
sample is representative of age, gender, race, organi-
zational level, and experience within the organization.

The subjects were skewed toward one department or
level because of the small sample size. A special effort
was made to interview non-managerial staff because
previous research has focused primarily on managers.

Social services

The sample from Social Services consisted pre-
dominantly of managers because of the time of year
the interviews were done. The organization employs
a large number of teachers, teacher's aides, and
translators, but the school year had ended before the
interviews were conducted in early June of 1997.
This agency is the county office of a much larger
program. Most of the sample comes from one area
within the local organization, which focuses on early
childhood education. The organization employs
predominantly women, as is reflected in the sample.
141 people are employed at the agency, from nine
divisions. Seventy of the employees work in the
early childhood education area. Thirteen of fifteen
participants worked in the early childhood education
area. Because this organization works relatively
independently of the larger federal program, statistics
about the federal program are not reported.

There were 15 subjects in this group, 14 women and
1 man. The age of subjects ranged from 20 to 50 years
(M= 32.42 years). Subjects in this sample group ten-
ded to be highly educated: 1 person had completed one
year of college; 2 people had completed two years of
college or had finished a two year training program; 9
people were college graduates, and 3 people had mas-
ter's degrees. On average, they had worked at Social
Services for almost 4 years (M= 45.36 months).

Techplast

Techplast is a local division of a much larger orga-
nization. Forty-five people work in the division
where most of the interviews were done, which is
one of 14 divisions at the local plant. There are
approximately 425 people who work at this site.
Information about the larger organization was not
available. Sixteen of the 29 subjects came from one
functional area within the local plant, with the
remaining subjects coming from many different
divisions within the organization, with an emphasis
on maintenance. AU different levels of the organi-
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zation were interviewed, including press workers,
janitors, maintenance people, supervisors, an
accountant, and an engineer. The company employs
predominantly men, as is reflected in the sample.

There were 30 subjects in this group, 5 women,
24 men, and one person who did not complete the
question. One interview was not usable because of
technical difficulties with recording. The age of the
subjects ranged from 27 to 47 years; 4 people did
not report their age. Mean age was 39.84 years.
Subjects in this sample group had a wide range of
educational attainment: 7 people were high school
graduates; 4 people had completed one year of
college; 8 people had completed two years of
coUege or had finished a two year training pro-
gram; 1 person had completed three years of col-
lege, and 5 people were coUege graduates. On
average, they had worked at the company for over
9 years (M= 112.88 months).

University students

In order to have a larger sample to investigate ethical
sensitivity, students from Speech Communication
classes at a large Midwestern university were recruited.
Because students are members of the same larger
organization this sample was treated as a third organi-
zation. Students were recruited primarily from exten-
sion courses, in the hope that the sample would
include more working adults. Students received extra
credit for completing the study. Overall, there were 36
student participants. Three interviews were not used
because of technical difficulties with recording. Of the
33 remaining interviews, there were 24 women and 9
men. Ages ranged from 20 to 43 with a mean of 24.30.
For the most part, students were juniors or seniors in
coUege (1 sophomore, 13 juniors, and 19 seniors).
Three of the subjects were not employed; the
remaining thirty had some form of employment. On
average, they had been in their current jobs for more
than two years (M= 31.14 months).

Materials

In the majority of research designs investigating
ethics in organizations, subjects are given a ques-
tionnaire with vignettes that have an ethical

dimension and then are forced to confront issues of
right and wrong (Bamett et al., 1994; Bamett and
Karson, 1987, 1989; Cohen et al., 1993; Finegan,
1994; Hansen, 1992; Harris, 1990; Nelson and
Obremski, 1990; Reidenbach and Robin, 1990;
Strong and Meyer, 1992). GeneraUy, the subjects are
asked to choose an action that they would take
(Bamett and Kanon, 1987, 1989; Nelson and
Obremski, 1990; Strong and Meyer, 1992), rate the
level of goodness/badness of decisions others have
made (Barnett et al., 1994; Finegan, 1994; Harris,
1990), or are given categories from normative ethical
theory on which to rank vignettes (Cohen et al.,
1993; Hansen, 1992; Reidenbach and Robin, 1990).
One problem with forcing respondents to confront
issues of right or wrong is that respondents may
never have thought of the decision scenarios in temis
of ethics had the questionnaire not brought issues of
right/wrong to the forefront. Schlacter (1990) notes
that most research projects define situations in temis
of ethics: "Researchers who seek to study the ethical
sensitivity of their subjects and use leading questions
wiU tend to prejudge outcomes.. .If ethical con-
sciousness is the object of study, a procedure like this
wiU bias the inquiry at the outset, and that data
which result wiU only indicate a sensitivity to the
experimenter's demand" (p. 848). He goes on to
suggest that interviews and other methods that do
not directly confront subjects with moral decisions
might provide results that are more vaUd.

The method for examining ethical sensitivity in this
study was developed by Lind et al., 1997 in order to
avoid many of the problems discussed above. Using a
funnel type interview, participants were asked to de-
scribe what they heard in the scenarios; the interview
questions started out asking participants to describe
what they heard and ended by asking the participants
specificaUy if they had perceived any ethical issues in
the scenarios. The interview questions are described
more thoroughly below.

Stimulus tapes

Because most current research in the field of business
ethics uses questionnaires with simphstic vignettes,
this study used complex audio stimuli to eUcit verbal
responses to funnel-type interviews. During the
approximately 45 min interviews, the subjects Us-
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tened to two scenarios and were asked questions
foUowing each. The scenarios the subjects Ustened to
contained issues that may not have been salient to
their fimi's product, the type of work the subject
did, or the processes the organization used. This is
part of examining ethical sensitivity; some issues and
situations may not be relevant and the participants
wiU be less sensitive to them. However, aU of the
scenarios contain commonplace situations with
which organizational members are probably famihar.
To determine which communication-related ethical
issues to include in the scenarios, a variety of com-
munication ethics textbooks and resources were
consulted (e.g., Bok, 1983; Christians et al., 1991;
Johannesen, 1990). The scenarios were derived from
real hfe situations and include many of the other
stimuh that present themselves when people are
making ethical decisions, including, for example, a
ringing telephone, people interrupting, etc. This is
significant because most of the scenarios presented to
people in business ethics studies are extremely brief
and presented in written form.

Scenario one: employment interview

Subjects received a packet of information to read
before listening to the tape; this information pro-
vided necessary background so that the subjects were
able to perceive ethical issues present in the situation.
This packet of infomiation contained five items: (1)
a newspaper article suggesting the hiring organiza-
tion was losing money, (2) a performance review of
the job candidate from his current company that
suggested that his performance was average to below
average over the past year, (3) the job candidate's
one page resume, (4) a brief summary of the hiring
organization's mission statement, and (5) a newspa-
per article that discussed the corporation's CEO.

Participants heard a scenario where a human
resources penon asks the job candidate for inappro-
priate information, including date of birth and Social
Security number. She is interrupted by a telephone
caU. From her end of the conversation, it is obvious
that she is talking with another organization about
possible employment opportunities for herself and
that this telephone caU, brief as it is, is reaUy a screening
interview from the other company. After she com-
pletes the telephone caU, she proceeds to ask the

candidate how he has performed in his job in the past
year. He responds that he has received exceUent per-
formance reviews and hsts numerous accompHsh-
ments, none of which are Usted on his performance
review. The candidate asks the interviewer about the
fmancial status of the hiring organization because of a
newspaper article that he had seen. She dodges the
question and speaks in glowing terms about the cor-
poration's CEO. At the end of the interview, she
impUes that he is too old for the position.

Because of space considerations, this scenario is
discussed only in relationship to Research Questions
3A and B and Hypothesis 3.

Scenario two: marketing and sales meeting

Subjects received a packet of infomiation that con-
tained five items: (1) a graph that showed how the
percentage of profits for the product has grown since
they manufacturing process has changed, (2) a pro-
posed print advertisement for the product with
exaggerated claims for the product, (3) a definition
that teUs what the product does and where it is used,
(4) comparison of sales results from aU of the sales-
people, and (5) an agenda for the meeting, which
included a Ust of those people who were supposed to
be in attendance.

In the scenario, the group is meeting to decide
how to market a product that is being manufactured
with less expensive components. The salespeople
want to know if they should reveal to their buyers
that the product has changed. Other companies use
the product as a component in larger products. The
marketing manager, vice president, and sales people
beUeve that the changes do not affect the integrity or
performance of the product so the buyers do not
need to be made aware of the changes. The engineer
argues that the buyen should be made aware of the
changes because it may change the buyers' specifi-
cations for their completed products. When the
female sales representative leaves for a moment, the
men in the group comment on her appearance (how
"hot" she looks); the group is aware that she heard
most of the comments, but cannot say anything to
them because she is using the phone at a desk near
the conference room. The engineer speaks up
against the harassment and is then teased that he is
gay. The female sales representative returns to the
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meeting and the group starts discussing the sales
results of each sales penon. A male sales represen-
tative insinuates that the female sales representative is
the best salesperson because she does favors for her
all-male clientele. The marketing manager starts
discussing a new advertisement that is based on
engineering claims about the product. The engineer
states that he is uncomfortable about the claims they
are making. He believes that the product has not
been structurally affected by the changes, but that
the claims they are making are exaggerated. The
othen tell him that he worries too much, but they
decide to make some of the claims more ambiguous.
The meeting closes with the group wondering about
the health of one of their colleagues who has been
hospitalized.

Interview questions

As I noted before, most of the research on this topic
has been done using questionnaires, which predefine
the relevant ethical issues for subjects. Written re-
sponses, as noted by Bebeau et al. (1985), have
tended to minimize ethical sensitivity scores. Using
face-to-face interviews to examine what issues
people perceive in ethical dilemmas solves some of
the methods problems in business ethics hterature
related to ethical judgment and decision-making.

In this study, semi-structured interviews were
used. The foUowing questions, similar to the ones
used by Lind and Rarick (1994), were asked. These
questions, as in Lind and Rarick's (1994) work, are
based on a funnel-sequence interview, where the
subjects are asked more general questions earher in
the interview and more specific questions about
ethics at the end of the interview. The funnel ap-
proach to interviewing was taken so that subjects
would not be made aware that the true purpose of
the study was to examine ethics. Subjects w êre given
a chance to note ethical issues early because the
interview questions were open-ended; subjects were
then prompted to notice ethical issues when they
were asked specific questions about the ethical issues
they may have perceived. For analysis purposes, the
interview is divided into three time segments. In
Time A, the subject is asked to describe what he or
she has perceived:

"What happened in this situation? If you had to de-
scribe what happened in this situation to someone who
hadn't heard it, what would you tell them? You can be
specific." "In this situation, what stood out for you?"

Time B starts to more specifically address moral
aspects of the situation, although subjects are not
directly asked if they perceive ethical issues in the
situation. Subjects are asked if they perceived any
strengths or weaknesses in how the meeting or
interview was conducted.

"Did you notice any strengths of how they made their
decisions/this interview process?" "Did you notice
any weaknesses of how they made their decisions/this
interview process?"

Time C directly addresses whether they noticed any
ethical issues in the situation and who those ethical
issues might affect. The word "ethics" was defined
for subjects.

"Did you notice any ethical issues in this situation?"
"Ethical can be defmed as follows: A situation has
ethical aspects when a person's actions or words can
positively or negatively affect the welfare of others."
"Who was affected by each issue?" "How were they
affected by this issue?"

FoUowing each question, the subjects were asked
probing questions by the interviewer in order to
make sure the subjects had a chance to express aU of
their thoughts for each question. The interviews
were audiotaped, transcribed, and then double-
checked for transcription errors. AU interviews and
transcriptions were done by the researcher.

Cognitive mapping

The interviews were coded using cognitive mapping
techniques (Axelrod, 1976), adapted from a proce-
dure developed by Wrightson (1976). A cognitive
map seeks to represent characteristics of a subject's
thinking. In this case, the cognitive maps represent
the hnks the subject makes between the character-
istics of ethical sensitivity: situational characteristics,
issues, stakeholders, and consequences. For a more
in-depth discussion of how Axelrod's work has been
adapted to ethical sensitivity see Lind et al., (1997).
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Axelrod (1976) suggests that cognitive maps can
iUustrate the Umitations in people's thinking or their
lack of sensitivity; he says, "limited rationahty ap-
pears in policy settings not as a limited ability to
solve problems, but rather as restrictions in types of
problems that are even addressed" (p. 57). The re-
searcher categorized aspects of the interviewees' re-
sponses to probes about the scenario as situational
characteristics, issues, stakeholders, and conse-
quences; these became points on a cognitive map.
Any Unks the subject makes are noted as arrows, and
referred to interchangeably as Unks or arrows (s.f.,
Rarick et al., 1995). It is assumed that the more
complex and detailed the subjects' maps, the greater
their sensitivity to ethical issues.

Summary of the coding technique

The coding method used in this study starts by
dividing the interview transcript into units, based on
tum of talk.̂  Every time the subjects' comments
were separated by the interviewer's questions, clar-
ifications, or comments, a separate unit was noted on
the transcript. Next, subjects' transcripts were di-
vided into three time units. All questions and probes
related to "What happened in this situation?" were
coded as Time A. AU questions related to "Did you
notice any strengths/weaknesses of how they made
their decisions/this interview process?" were coded
as Time B. AU questions related to "Did you notice
any ethical issues in this situation?", "Who was af-
fected by each issue?", and "How were they affected
by this issue?" were coded as Time C. Interviews
were divided into three time units because it is as-
sumed that the earlier in the interview the person
uses their ability to perceive situational characteris-
tics, ethical issues, stakeholders, and consequences,
the more ethically sensitive the person is.

Coders read the transcripts looking for indicators
of the abiUty to perceive situational characteristics,
ethical issues, stakeholders, and characteristics and
created a cognitive map based on a master code
sheet. The master code Ust was developed directly
from pre-test interview transcripts. When a coder
saw an indicator of one of the abUities, he or she
wrote it down on the code sheet. If it appeared that
the subject was linking an ethical issue indicator to a
stakeholder indicator, an arrow was drawn between

the two. For an example of the code list and a sample
of a coded transcript, see Appendix A.

A second coder coded a sample of interviews and
intercoder reUabiUty, using percentage of agreement,
was determined. After training the second coder how
to use the coding system using the pre-test interviews,
approximately 10% of the interviews were randomly
selected to estabUsh rehability. Another seven percent
were randomly selected in order to do spot checks as
the coding process went on. Of the 77 usable inter-
views, 13 were used to establish rehability. The pri-
mary coder coded the rest of the interviews.

ReUabiUty was tested for the four abiUties: situa-
tional characteristics, ethical issues, stakeholders, and
consequences and for three Unk categories: situa-
tional characteristics to issues, issues to stakeholders,
and stakeholders to consequences. Rehabihty was
estabUshed using simple percentage of agreement. As
Lind (1997, p. 546) notes, "Because the unit of
analysis, the tum at talk, could contain multiple
codes (i.e., it could be multifunctional), percentage
of agreement is perhaps the best way to calculate
reUabihty." OveraU reUabiUty was high for the four
perceptual abihties (greater than 97% for all catego-
ries). Computing the percentage of agreement for
the Unk categories differed from those done for the
four abiUties. Reliability was assessed on whether the
Unks drawn were in agreement. Agreeing that a link
was not present is not included in this system of
assessing reUabiUty. Doing so would greatly inflate
reUabiUty levels because of the large number of
possible combinations of indicators. This leads to
lower levels of reUabiUty for Unks, although overaU
the level of reUabiUty for Unks was greater than 83%.

Computing ethical sensitivity scores

When scoring ethical sensitivity, people should re-
ceive more credit for noticing different aspects ear-
lier in the interview and they should also receive
credit for connecting indicators between the four
abilities. WhUe there are many ways one could
compute these scores, the technique that seems most
consistent with the philosophy of the coding system
is to weight the responses based on the part of the
interview into which responses fall and include link
scores. Based on this, ethical sensitivity was
computed as foUows: In Time A, where subjects
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should be given more credit for noticing ethical
issues, stakeholders, and consequences because the
interview questions were more general, scores were
weighted more heavUy (a score of 2). In Time B,
where the questions start to focus on what is good
and bad in the situation, the scores were weighted
less heavily (a score of 1.5). In Time C, where
subjects are specificaUy asked what ethical issues they
noted, scores were not weighted at aU (aU were given
scores of 1). Situational characteristics, under this
system, are never given extra weight, because they
are the focus of the first question of the interview,
"What happened in this situation? If you had to
describe what happened in this situation to someone
who hadn't heard it, what would you teU them?"
Scores were computed to be non-redundant. If a
participant mentioned a specific characteristic, issue,
stakeholder, or consequence in Time A, they did not
receive credit for it in any further time. For example,
a subject may mention the ethical issue of sexual
harassment in Times A, B, and C. In this example
the subject would receive a score of two (from Time
A), but would not receive any points for mentioning
sexual harassment in Times B and C.

The ethical sensitivity score is a sum of the
weighted scores, plus a score of one for each Unk in
each time. Table I shows the weighted sums for one
subject. The subject's weighted ethical sensitivity
score is 45. WhUe the weighted additive ethical
sensitivity score is useful because it aUows for the
calculation of correlations and other statistics, it
eliminates much of the descriptive information
provided by the cognitive maps.

Defining issues test

Rest's DIT (1993) was used to assess subjects' level
of moral judgment development. This instrument
has shown itself to be highly reliable in hundreds of
studies with thousands of subjects (0.80 reUabUity
and 0.80s for test-retest; Rest, 1986, 1994) and has
shown both convergent and discriminant vahdity.
Rest's DIT was used as a measure of moral judgment
level so that we may begin to estabhsh discriminant
vaUdity for the instrument used to assess ethical
sensitivity. DIT questionnaires are scored at the
Center for the Study of Ethical Development at the
University of Minnesota. Rest and his coUeagues

have designed numerous scoring systems for the
DIT. This study used P Scores for aU analyses be-
cause, according to Rest (1993), it is the most
important DIT score.

Subjects responded to three out of six possible
scenarios in the DIT so that the length of the
questionnaire would not deter subjects from com-
pleting it. By shortening the DIT, some reUabihty
was sacrificed (5-10 points, according to Rest,
1993), but it aUowed for the gathering of other
demographic and organizational data.

Demographic questionnaire

Participants were asked to provide the foUowing
demographic and organizational data about them-
selves: age, gender, education, years in the organi-
zation, and role in the organization. Age, gender,
and education are examined in this paper's research
questions.

Design and procedures

Procedures

Pre-test

In order to determine whether the scenarios for the
stimulus tapes were effective, the scenarios were
pre-tested twice. During the first pre-test, a sample
of eight students, who received extra credit in
Speech Communication classes, hstened to the
preliminary scenarios and were interviewed. Changes
suggested by these interviews were made to the
scenarios and finaUzed scenarios were recorded. The
modified scenarios and interview questions were
again pre-tested with a group of students, along with
a pre-test of the demographic questionnaire. The
scenarios were found to be clear; the wording of two
questions on the demographic question was changed
for clarity. The results of the pilot study shaped the
codebook that guides the cognitive mapping of the
main sample's interview transcripts.

Main Study
At their interviews, participants were told that they
were going to participate in a study about how
people react to decision-making situations. They
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TABLE I
Example of weighted sums for one subject, marketing and sales meeting scenario

Ethical Sensitivity Subtotal
Abilities

Characteristics
Indicators
Score

Issues
Indicators
Score

Stakeholders
Indicators
Score

Consequences
Indicators
Score

Links
Total number of links

123456789
111111100

1 2345 67 8 9
222002000

1 2345 67 89 10 11 12 13 14 15
101001100010000

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 0

Total weighted ethical sensitivity score

19

45

were told that their responses would be taped,
transcribed, and analyzed and that their responses
would be confidential. They were told that the study
would take approximately 90 min and they were
asked to read and sign a consent form. Participants
were then given a folder with background infor-
mation for the first scenario and told to read it
carefuUy. After they were done reading the infor-
mation, they Ustened to the stimulus tapes and were
asked the interview questions. Upon completion of
the first half of the interview, they read a packet for
the second scenario. When they finished reading the
background material, they Ustened to the second
scenario and then answered the same interview
questions. For half the interviews, the employment
interview scenario came first and for the other half,
the marketing and sales meeting scenario came first.
After subjects had completed the interview process,
they were debriefed. After the interview was over,
the participants from Social Services and Techplast
were given an envelope with surveys (DIT and
demographic questionnaire) to mail to the researcher.
Student participants signed up for a time to complete
the surveys in the researcher's office. AU of the par-
ticipants firom the university who completed the
interview also completed the questiormaires, for a

100% retum rate. Of the 30 people interviewed at
Techplast, 27 returned their questionnaires, for a
retum rate of 90%. AU 15 people interviewed at the
govemmental agency returned their questionnaires,
for a 100% retum rate.

Cognitive mapping and ethical sensitivity scores

While business ethics researchers have not used
cognitive mapping, cognitive mapping techniques
are frequently used in other areas of organizational
research. Bougon (1992) notes that cognitive map-
ping has been used to examine the change in social
systems in an organization and to examine organi-
zational strategy. (See also Langenfield-Smith, 1992).
Cognitive maps have been put to use in a variety of
ways in organizations: software is used to analyze
cognitive maps, consultants use cognitive mapping as
a technique in organizational interventions, and
executives are encouraged to use cognitive maps to
plot organizational strategy. Laukkanen (1994) sug-
gests some alternative uses for cognitive mapping,
include using mapping to "model a domain of
reality, its entities and their interrelationships, as
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represented in the knowledge/belief base of
respondents or of the researchers themselves" and
maps "are assumed to model.. .the cognitive stmc-
tures of the respondent/s, caUed e.g., schemata,
cognitive maps, or mental models" (p. 337).

This project used a system of cognitive mapping
that aUows the researcher to capture the subject's
use of situational characteristics, issues, conse-
quences, and stakeholders as a reflection of their
level of ethical sensitivity. Situational characteristics
are any relevant element, action or manifest feature
of the scenario, or any interviewee recoUections of
the scenario content that bears direct resemblance
to the content of the story, even if the recoUections
are not totally accurate. Ethical issues are any ver-
balization by the interviewee that suggests that the
behavior of the participants in the scenario was
right or wrong and/or affected the welfare of
others. Stakeholders are any person, group, or
entity that is affected by an ethical issue in the
scenario noted by the subjects. Consequences are
any effects of the ethical issues in the scenarios on
persons, situations, actions, or ideas noted by the
subject. The scoring system also aUows the
researcher to capture the subject's connections
between situational characteristics, issues, conse-
quences, and stakeholders, which were noted as
arrows on the cognitive maps. Using the scoring
system described previously, participants were given
an ethical sensitivity score for each scenario.
OveraU, ethical sensitivity scores were normaUy
distributed.

Results

Results for Research Questions 1 and 2 are based on
the results from one scenario: the marketing and sales
scenario. Results for the employment scenario were
similar to those noted below, but are not described
because they would be repetitive and double the
length of this section. Results for Research Question
3 are based on both scenarios because those results
highhght the differences between organizations.

RQl : Are there differences in individuals' ethical
sensitivity, as examined using integration and
differentiation, for issues related to organizational
communication?

RQl A: Can subjects be categorized as having different

levels of ethical sensitivity based on their responses to

selected ethical dilemmas related to organizational

communication?

Using the weighted-additive method discussed in
the methodology section, a global score was created
that was used to examine how overaU ethical sensi-
tivity relates to other variables. In this sample, sub-
jects' ethical sensitivity scores ranged from 2 to 64.
The mean level of ethical sensitivity was 31.22
{SD = 13.14). A possible range of scores is harder to
state because of the inclusion of the Unk scores.
WhUe it would be logicaUy possible for subjects to
Unk every story characteristic to every issue, every
issue to every stakeholder, and every stakeholder to
every consequence, that is not what happens in
practice. In this scenario, 150 different Unk types
were used, creating a possible range of scores of
0-240. AU of the top range scores are approximate; it
is possible that with a larger sample size the range
would increase because more link types might be
used.

RQIB: Are specific indicators of the four abilities (sit-

uational characteristia, ethical issues, stakeholders, and

consequences) more frequently noted in subjects' re-

sponses to selected ethical dilemmas related to organi-

zational communication?

In the overaU summary of categories, as shown in
Table II, there is a similar pattem of a large number
of situational characteristics in Time A and a large
number of stakeholders and consequences in Time
C, which is an artifact of the interview process. AU
subjects noted at least one situational characteristic
and some subjects noted aU of those possible. On
average subjects noted 4.65 (SD = 1.71) situational
characteristics (possible range: 0-9; actual range:
1-9). Subjects noted on average 3.16 {SD = 1.09)
ethical issues, with a range of one to six out of a
possible range of zero to nine. On average, subjects
noted 4.95 stakeholders {SD = 2.08), with some
mentioning none, while others mentioned 10 of the
15 possible. Similarly, of the 16 possible conse-
quences, subjects noticed an average of 4.66
{SD = 2.52). (actual range: 0-10; possible range:
0-16).

Table III shows the rankings of all of the indica-
tors. For instance, the most common situational
characteristic is characteristic one (comments about
Sarah), noted by 86% of the subjects.
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Time A
Time B
Time C

Total

Situational Characteristics

238
85

210

533

TABLE
Overall summary

Issues

131
37
203

371

II
of categories

Stakeholders

17
6
368

391

Consequences

14
5
347

366

Total

400
133
1128

1661

TABLE III
Rankings for all indicators

Rank Code

Situational Characteristics
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Issues
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Stakeholders
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Comments about Sarah
Increase in profits
Servo advertisement
Sam wants to tell all the facts to the customer
Graph comparing salesperson results
Comment about Ben being in the hospital
CaUing Sam "Saintly Sam"
Comments about homosexuality
Comments about Sam being a minority or
in the minority

Sexual harassment
Exaggerating in advertisement
Not disclosing changes
Discussing Ben behind his back
Ignoring input
Homophobic comments
Racial discrimination
Discussing confidential personnel information
Concern for Ben

Sarah
Customers
Organization
AU people at meeting
Other employees
Sam
Society
Women in the organization
Harassers
Ben
Competitors/industry
People who don't want to participate in harassment
People who are homosexual
Minorities
Marketing in general

66
62
61
44
39
30
29
16
11

73
56
48
22
14
12
8
5
3

62
59
55
51
31
29
23
17
13
12
10
9
4
3
3

85.7
80.5
79.2
57.1
50.6
39.0
37.7
20.8
14.3

94.8
72.7
62.3
28.6
18.2
15.6
10.4
6.5
3.9

80.5
76.6
71.4
66.2
40.3
37.7
29.9
22.1
16.9
15.6
13.0
11.7
5.2
3.9
3.9
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TABLE III Continued

Rank Code

Consequences
1
2
3
4
4
6
7
8
9
10
11
11
13
13
15
16

Emotional effects
Legal consequences
Affected monetarily
Takes away right to choose
Affects reputation
Safety
Lower performance
QuaUty
Could feel Uke it's okay to do unethical actions
Affects employment in organizations
Believe negative comments
People could want to leave organization
Worried about what others say behind back
Lose trust
Ruin life outside of work
Affects health of employee

51
36
35
31
31
30
29
22
21
16
13
13
10
10
4
3

66.2
46.8
45.5
40.3
40.3
39.0
37.7
28.6
27.3
20.8
16.9
16.9
13.0
13.0
5.2
3.9

Note: Rank - rank order of item across 77 interviewees; Code No. = code number assigned in coding manual,
« = number of interviewees mentioning indicator; % = percentage of interviewees mentioning indicator.

The results presented in Table III are consistent
with those discussed by Lind (1997), where she ,
found that certain situational characteristics, issues,
stakeholders, and consequences are more common
than others. These results are consistent with both
Rest's Four-Component Model and with Walsh's
organizational cognition model. Cognition theories
would suggest that certain topics wUl be more saUent,
and thus, more commonly noticed, or differentiated.
Some subjects differentiated many indicaton within
each category, while others noticed few or none.

RQIC: Based on the cognitive maps, are spedfic links

between situational characteristics and issues, issues and

consequences, and stakeholders and consequences more

frequent in subjects' responses to selected ethical dilemmas

related to organizational communication?

The results showed that Time A (see Table IV) has
the most Unks between situational characteristics and
issues. Time B has few Unks of aU types. Time C has
many Unks between stakeholders and consequences,
and the most Unks between issues and stakeholders of
any of the three times. As noted earUer, this is an
artifact of the interview process. Subjects were asked
in Time A what had happened in the situation, in
Time B, they were asked how weU the people in the
scenario made decisions, and in Time C subjects were

asked whether they had noticed any ethical issues. If
they had noticed any ethical issues, they were then
asked to describe who (stakeholder) would be affected
by that ethical issue and how (consequence) that person
might be affected. In Time A, subjects were not asked
to identify ethical issues, but as can be seen by the
number of Unks between situational characteristics and
issues, many people noted ethical issues in Time A.

Subjects made many different types of hnks be-
tween situational characteristics and issues. The most
common Unk was between characteristic one
(comments about Sarah) and issue one (sexual
harassment), which were the most commonly noted
situational characteristic (86%) and ethical issue
(95%). Nine hnks were found in only one or two
subjects' transcripts. The Unks between situational
characteristics and ethical issues reflect the story
subjects heard and inferences subjects made about
what was happening in the scenario. Table V shows
the ranked frequency of other Unks between situa-
tional characteristics and ethical issues. Due to space
constraints, the rankings of Unks between ethical
issues and consequences and between consequences
and stakeholders are not presented.

This study found that some Unks were more
common than others, thus showing increased levels of
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TABLE IV
Overall summary of links, marketing and sales meeting scenario

Time A TimeB Time C Total

Situational characteristics to issues
Issues to stakeholders
Stakeholders to
consequences

Total

128
12
14

154

36
5
5

46

174
121
447

338
138
466

742 942

integration, which Walsh (1995, pp. 298-299) defines
as "the degree of interconnectedness among the
knowledge structure dimensions." In most of the
three link categories (consequences linked to ethical
issues, ethical issues hnked to stakeholders, and
stakeholders Unked to consequences), there were
three or four very common Unks and then many hnks
that were mentioned by only one or two participants.

Links have been important in the development of
the coding system used in this study, but up to this
point have not been included in ethical sensitivity
scores or results because tbe coding system was so
new (Lind, 1997). The intercoder reliability for Unks
met the minimum requirement, but did not achieve
the same rehabiUty level as the coding of the four
abiUties. There are at least two reasons for this: first,
it is sometimes difficult for coders to teU when
subjects are Unking two indicators. In addition, be-
cause it is possible to have Unks between many of the
indicators in each of the four abilities, the standard

• method for computing percentage of agreement
would inflate the level of reUabiUty.

RQ2: How are individual developmental char-
acteristics (education, gender, and age) related to
the individual's ethical sensitivity for issues related
to organizational communication?
H(l: Ethical sensitivity levels, as measured by cognitive

mapping, will be positively correlated with individuals'

levels of education.

Consistent with past research (Bebeau, 1994;
Ofsthun, 1986; Lindsey, 1986, unpubUshed), there
was a significant relationship between level of edu-
cation and level of ethical sensitivity {N = 73,
r = 0.43, p = 0.000). Power was 0.99 to detect a
large effect size (r = 0.50, a = 0.05) and 0.71 to
determine a medium effect size {r = 0.30, a = 0.05)
(HoweU, 1992, pp. 258, 644). While this finding
shows that this research is in line with past work, it

raises more questions. Future research needs to
examine the Unk between level of education and
level of ethical sensitivity to detennine if education is
a cause of higher ethical sensitivity or if there is an
underlying personaUty variable such as inteUigence
that is revealed through ethical sensitivity score or
level of education.

RQ2A: How are demographic characteristics (gender

and age) of subjects related to their level of ethical sen-

sitivity for ethical issues related to organizational com-

munication?

Because education is moderately correlated with
ethical sensitivity levels, aU further correlations were
done as partial correlations, partiaUing out level of
education. No significant correlation between age
and ethical sensitivity level was found, (r = —0.08,
p = 0.524, N = 68). Consistent with Flower (1992,
unpubhshed), who found no relationship between
psychologist gender and level of ethical sensitivity,
no significant relationship was found between gen-
der and ethical sensitivity levels (r = -0.07, p =
0.524, N= 68). Power was 0.98 to detect a large
effect size (r = .50, a = 0.05) and 0.71 to determine
a medium effect size (r = 0.30, a = 0.05) (HoweU,
1992, pp. 258, 644).

RQ2B: Are demographic characteristics (gender and

age) of the subjects related to subjects' ability to perceive

specific situational characteristics, ethical issues, stake-

holders, and consequences in scenarios containing ethical

issues related to organizational communication?

To analyze whether age was related to any of the
four abilities, the sample was divided into four age
groups: 20-29 (n = 40); 30-39 (n = 12); 40-49
(« = 15) and 50-59 (« = 4). Chi-square analyses
showed no significant difference between age groups
and their Ukelihood of mentioning specific situa-
tional characteristics, issues, stakeholders, and con-
sequences (for aU situational characteristics, issues.
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TABLE V
Ranking of links between characteristics and issues

Rank

1
2

3
4

5

6

7
8

8

10

10

12

12

14
15
15

15

18

18
18

18

18

18

Links

1
3

2
6

7

4

8
4

4

5

9

5

6

2
3
5

7

2

3
4

6

6

9

to 1
to 3

to 2
to 1

to 6

to 3

to 7
to 2

to 4

to 3

to 8

to 4

to 5

to 4
to 4
to 2

to 9

to 3

to 8
to 8

to 2

to 6

to 4

(1)
(3)

(2)
(6)

(7)

(4)

(8)
(4)

(4)

(5)

(9)

(5)

(6)

(2)
(3)
(5)

(7)

(2)

(3)
(4)

(6)

(6)

(9)

Characteristics

Comments about SaraU
Servo advertisement

Increase in profits
Graph comparing salesperson
results
Comment about Ben being
in the hospital
Sam wants to teU aU tUe
facts to the customer
People who are homosexual
Sam wants to teU aU the facts
to the customer
Sam wants to tell aU the
facts to the customer
People wUo don't want
to participate in harassment
Comments about Sam
being a minority
People who don't want
to participate in harassment
Graph comparing salesperson
results
Increase in profits
Servo advertisement
People who don't
want to participate in harassment
Comment about Ben being
in the hospital
Increase in profits

Servo advertisement
Sam wants to tell all tUe
facts to the customers
Graph comparing salesperson
results
Graph comparing salesperson
results
Comments about Sam
being a minority

to

to
to

to
to

to

to

to
to

to

to

to

to

to

to
to
to

to

to

to
to

to

to

to

(1)
(3)

(2)
(1)

(6)

(3)

(7)
(2)

(4)

(3)

(8)

(4)

(5)

(4)
(4)
(2)

(9)

(3)

(8)
(8)

(2)

(6)

(4)

Issues

Sexual harassment
Exaggerating in
advertisement
Not disclosing changes
Sexual harassment

Discussion of Ben
behind his back
Exaggerating in
advertisement
Homophobic comments
Not disclosing changes

Ignoring input

Exaggerating in
advertisement
Racial discrimination

Ignoring input

Discussing confidential
personnel information
Ignoring input
Ignoring input
Not disclosing changes

Concern for Ben

Exaggerating in
advertisement
Racial discrimination
Racial discrimination

Not disclosing changes

Discussion of Ben
behind Uis back
Ignoring input

n

60
52

43
20

18

13

11
7

7

5

5

4

4

3
2
2

2

1

1
1

1 •

1

1

%

77.9
67.5

55.8
26.0

23.4

16.9

14.3
9.1

9.1

6.5

6.5

5.2

5.2

3.9
2.6
2.6

2.6

1.3

1.3
1.3

1.3

1.3

1.3

stakeholders, and consequences: p > 0.13). Only
one significant relationship was found when gender
was considered in this scenario, between gender and
stakeholder two (other women in the organization)
( / (1, N = 77) = 4.41, p = 0.036) and the asso-
ciation was smaU {(j) = 0.24). An inspection of the

frequencies shows that more women than we would
expect by chance noted that stakeholder two (other
women in the organization) would be affected by
this situation.

H2: Ethical sensitivity levels as measured by cognitive
mapping techniques will be positively correlated with
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individuals' level of moral judgment development as
measured by the DIT.
There was no significant relationship between

ethical sensitivity levels and moral judgment devel-
opment levels, partiaUing out education (r = 0.07,
p = 0.536, N= 68). This is consistent with Bebeau
et al. (1985) who found that aU the relationships
between ethical sensitivity and moral judgment
development levels were positive, but not aU were
significant. The current findings are valuable because
they start estabUshing discriminant validity for this
method of measuring ethical sensitivity. These
finding are consistent with Rest's Four-Component
Model (1986), which suggests that the four com-
ponents have shared aspects but that they are each
separate parts of moral behavior.

R Q 3 ; How is membership in a specific organi-
zation related to individual's ethical sensitivity for
issues related to organizational communication?
RQ3A: How is membership in a specific organization
related to average levels of ethical sensitivity for issues
related to organizational communication?
To examine this research question, analysis of

variance was used to examine whether membership
in a specific organization was related to the average
level of ethical sensitivity for each scenario. Table VI
shows the mean ethical sensitivity scores and stan-
dard deviations by organization for the Employment
Interview Scenario. The Levene test for homoge-
neity of variance showed no significant differences in
the variances between groups; Levene (2, 74)
= 0.08, p = 0.920. Data were approximately nor-

maUy distributed, with no significant oudiers. Be-
cause participants were not randomly selected from
the participating organizations, the results should be
interpreted with caution. AdditionaUy, group sizes
were very different. However, according Tabach-
niak and FideU (1996, p. 48), a simple one-way
ANOVA test is robust in face of this issue, especiaUy

when variances among the groups are relatively
homogenous.

There was a significant difference in the means of
ethical sensitivity scores for the Employment Inter-
view Scenario between the organizations; F (2,
74) == 13.03, p = 0.000. Table VII represents the
analysis of variance summary. A post hoc test using
Scheffe's procedure (a = 0.05) showed that there
was a significant difference between the mean of
Techplast and both Social Services and the university
students.

Table VIII shows the mean ethical sensitivity
scores and standard deviations by organization for
the Marketing and Sales Meeting Scenario. The
Levene test for homogeneity of variance showed no
significant differences in the variances between
groups; Levene (2, 74) = 0.66, ;; = 0.52. Data were
approximately normaUy distributed, with no signif-
icant outliers. Because participants were not ran-
domly selected from the participating organizations,
the results should be interpreted with caution.
AdditionaUy, group sizes were quite different.

There was a significant difference in the means of
ethical sensitivity scores for the Marketing and Sales
Meeting Scenario between the organizations;

TABLE VII
Analysis of variance for ethical sensitivity levels by
organization for employment interview scenario

Source

Between
groups
WitUin
groups

Total

DF

2

74

76

Sum of
Squares

4276.81

12140.68

16417.49

Mean
Squares

2138.40

164.06

F Value

13.03*

= 0.000

TABLE VI
Mean ethical sensitivity scores and standard deviations by

organization for employment interview scenario

Group N M SD

TecUplast
University
Social services

29
33
15

TABLE VIII
Mean ethical sensitivity scores and standard deviations by

organization for marketing and sales meeting scenario

Group N M SD

20.86
36.50
35.63

11.93
13.01
13.99

Techplast
University
Social services

29
33
15

24.09
36.52
33.37

12.00
11.26
13.53
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TABLE IX
Analysis of variance for ethical sensitivity levels by

organization for marketing and sales meeting scenario

Source

Between groups
Within groups
Total

*p = 0.000

DF

2
74
76

Sum of
Squares

2470.24
10655.01
13125.25

Mean
Squares

1235.12
143.99

F Value

8.58*

F (2, 74) = 8.58, p = 0.000. Table IX represents the
analysis of variance summary. A post hoc test using
SchefFe's procedure (a = 0.05) showed that there
was a significant difference between the mean of
Techplast and both Social Services and the university
students.

RQ3B: How is membership in a specijic organization

related to subjects' ability to perceive specijic situational

characteristics, ethical issues, stakeholders, and conse-

quences in scenarios containing ethical issues related to

organizational communication?

Table X lists all of the indicators where there was
a significant relationship, using chi-square analyses,
between an indicator and organizational member-
ship in the Employment Interview Scenario. An
inspection of the frequencies shows that the mem-
bers of Social Services noted that the interviewer
asked for personal information (a situational char-
acteristic) more frequently than expected and people
from Techplast noted it less frequently than
expected. Students from the university noted the
candidate's bad performance review (a situational
characteristic) more frequently than expected, while
subjects from Techplast noted it less than expected.
When the frequencies for issues are examined,
participants from Social Services noted that the

interviewer asked illegal questions more than ex-
pected, while subjects from Techplast noted it less
than expected. The results for this research question
could be due to chance, but the results are consistent
with the types of people interviewed at each orga-
nization.

Table XI lists all of the indicators where there was
a significant relationship, using chi-square analyses,
between an indicator and organizational member-
ship in the Marketing and Sales Meeting Scenario.
An inspection of the frequencies shows that the
students from the university noted the engineer (the
person they made homophobic comments about)
more often than expected, and people from
Techplast and Social Services noted it less than ex-
pected. Students from the university noted a con-
sequence (takes away customers' right to choose)
more frequently than expected, while subjects from
Techplast noted it less than expected.

Given that education was moderately correlated
with overall level of ethical sensitivity and that there
are significant differences between the average level
of education between the members of the three
organizations, it is hard to detennine if Research
Questions Three A and B are showing differences
because of education or because of ethical sensitivity.
The literature from the cognitive moral develop-
ment field also suggests that level of education is the
best predictor of moral judgment and ethical sensi-
tivity. (Bebeau, 1994; Bebeau etal., 1985; Rest,
1986) Bebeau et al. (1985) have found that those in
areas of the profession that require more education
(dentist versus hygienist) tend to demonstrate higher
levels of ethical sensitivity and "that the DEST dis-
tinguished levels of sensitivity regardless of a stu-
dent's technical knowledge of dentistry" (Bebeau,
1994, pp. 127-128). Because of this relationship, a
further hypothesis is proposed. This question asks

TABLE X
Chi-Square analyses of indicators fi-om the employment interview scenario

Category df N

Characteristics
Interviewer asked for personal information
Candidate's bad performance review

Issues
Interviewer asked illegal questions

77
77

77

8.30
8.26

8.34

= 0.016
= 0.020

= 0.016
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Category

TABLE XI
Chi-Square analyses of indicaton from the marketing and sales meeting scenario

df N •?

Stakeholders
Engineer; the person they made homophobic comments about 2

Consequences
Takes away customers' right to choose 2

77

77

13.42

6.13

0.001

0.046

whether the organization to which subjects belong
significantly affects levels of ethical sensitivity when
level of education is considered.

Hf. Organizational membership and education
add significantly to the prediction of ethical sen-
sitivity level for ethical issues related to organi-
zational communication.
To test this hypothesis, hierarchical multiple

regression analysis was performed, with level of
ethical sensitivity as the dependent variable and
level of education and organization as the inde-
pendent variables for each scenario. A new variable
was created, organization x education level, because
it is possible that organization and level of educa-
tion interact to form a new variable. For aU
regressions, data was normally distributed. With the
use of a /) < 0.001 criterion for Mahalanobis dis-
tance, no outliers among the cases were found. Cases
with missing data were removed from the analysis; 4
cases were missing level of education for a total
sample size of 73.

Employment interview scenario.

For the employment interview scenario, R was sig-
nificantly different from zero at the end of each step.
After step 3, with all independent variables in the
equation, R = 0.52, F(3, 69) = 8.70, p = 0.000.
After step 1, with organization in the equation,
R^ = 0.17, F (1, 69) = 14.04, p = 0.000. After step
2, with level of education added into the equation,
R^ = 0.24, F (1, 69) = 7.21, p = 0.009. R^ change
was 0.08. Adding level of education with organiza-
tion did result in a significant increase in R . After
step 3, with organization X education added to the
prediction of ethical sensitivity by organization and
level of education, R^ = 0.27, F (1, 69) = 2.98,
p — 0.089. R^ change was 0.03. Addition of the

interaction variable of level of education and orga-
nization did not reliably improve R .

When the order of entry of the variables is
changed and level of education is entered first,
organization is entered second, and organization X
education is entered third, the results differ in that
organization is no longer significant at any step.
After step 3, with all independent variables in the
equation, R = 0.52, F (3, 69) = 8.70, p = 0.000.
After step 1, with level of education in the equa-
tion, R^ = 0.20, F (1, 69) = 18.32, j? = 0.000.
After step 2, with organization added into the
equation, R^ = 0.24, F (1, 69) = 3.51, p = 0.065.
R change was 0.04. Adding organization with
level of education did not result in a significant
increase in R . After step 3, with organization x
education added to the prediction of ethical sensi-
tivity by level of education and organization,
R^ = 0.27, F (1, 69) = 2.98, p = 0.089. R^ change
was .03. Addition of the interaction variable of
level of education and organization did not reliably
improve R^.

Marketing and sales meeting scenario

R was significantly different from zero at the end of
each step. After step 3, with all independent variables
in the equation, R = 0.47, F (3, 69) = 6.45, p =
0.000. After step 1, with organization in the equa-
tion, R^ = 0.14, F ( l , 69) = 11.35,;? = 0.001. After
step 2, 'with level of education added into the
equation, R^ = 0.22, F (1, 69) = 7.27, ;; = 0.009.
R change was 0.08. Adding level of education with
organization did result in a significant increase in R .
After step 3, with organization X education added to
the prediction of ethical sensitivity by organization
and level of education, R^ = 0.22, F (1, 69) = 0.00,
p = 0.95. R^ change was 0.00. Addition of the
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interaction variable of level of education and orga-
nization did not reliably improve R .

When the order of entry of the variables is
changed and level of education is entered first
organization is entered second, and organization X
education is entered third, the results differ in that
organization is no longer significant at any step.
After step 3, with all independent variables in the
equation, R = 0.47, F (3, 69) = 6.45, p = 0.000.
After step 1, with level of education in the equation,
R^ = 0.19, F (1, 69) = 16.94, p = 0.000. After step
2, with organization added into the equation,
R^ = 0.22, F (1, 69) = 2.36, p = 0.129. R^ change
was 0.03. Adding organization with level of educa-
tion did not result in a significant increase in R .
After step 3, with organization X education added to
the prediction of ethical sensitivity by level of edu-
cation and organization, R^ = 0.22, F (1, 69) =
0.003, p = 0.955. R^ change was 0.00. Addition of
the interaction variable of level of education and
organization did not rehably improve jR .̂

Discussion and conclusions

This study found that ethical sensitivity can be
measured and that the weighted-additive method
provides a global score that can be used to see how
overall ethical sensitivity relates to other variables.
Subjects were able to differentiate and integrate
concepts related to ethical sensitivity. Differentiation
was demonstrated through the variety of subjects'
responses because some subjects discussed more
indicators firom the four abilities. Integration was
shown through subjects' use of links. Some subjects
were able to integrate more indicators than others,
show îng varying levels of integration. This study
found that demographic characteristics (used to
represent individual developmental characteristics)
were not related to ethical sensitivity levels. Age was
not related to any of the specific indicators, while
gender was related only to one. A relationship be-
tween level of education and ethical sensitivity level
was demonstrated, as has been found in previous
research. (Bebeau et al., 1985)

This study also examined whether there are dif-
ferences in the overall levels of ethical sensitivity
between the three organizations. Overall, this study
found that there were significant differences in the

average level of ethical sensitivity between the
organizations. Both Social Services and university
students had average levels of ethical sensitivity that
were significantly higher than the level of subjects
from Techplast. Because there was a significant dif-
ference in the average level of education between
these organizations (Social Services and University
students had significantly higher levels of education
than Techplast), the higher level of ethical sensitivity
cannot simply be attributed to membership in an
organization. Some hterature suggests that it is likely
that an organization influences individuals' cognitive
structures and perceptions, while other hterature
suggests that other factors, hke education, have
greater influence. Based on the hierarchical multiple
regression analysis performed in this study, it seems
hkely that for these scenarios and for the participants
in this study, education is the factor that makes the
biggest difference in overall levels of ethical sensi-
tivity.

The final research question examined whether
systematic differences exist between members of the
organizations in their perceptions of situational
characteristics, ethical issues, consequences, and
stakeholders. This question examines the influence
of the organization on individuals' cognitions (Walsh,
1995). An inspection of the firequencies shows that
the members of Social Services noted characteristic
two (Susan Howard asked for personal information)
and issue two (the human resources representative
asked illegal questions) more frequently than ex-
pected. This result is consistent with the type of
people interviewed at Social Services. Most of them
were managers and most of them took part in hiring
interviews. At Social Services, one of the common
responses to this part of the Employment Interview
Scenario was laughter; they immediately knew that
what she was doing was not only wrong, but illegal.
Students from the university noted characteristic five
(the applicant's bad perfonnance review) more
firequendy than expected, while subjects from
Techplast noted it less than expected. This result
may be attributable to the difference in levels of
education between the organizations. The perfor-
mance review, which subjects read before hearing
the scenario, is written formally, and subjects from
Techplast may not have had the skills required to
interpret the performance review. Again, because of
the number of indicators of ethical sensitivity people
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could notice in the scenarios, it is possible that the
results could be from random error.

In the Marketing and Sales Meeting Scenario, an
inspection of the frequencies showed that the stu-
dents from the university noted stakeholder nine
(the engineer; the person they made homophobic
comments about) more often than expected. This
result may have occurred because the students were
at a large university where homophobia is frequently
addressed, while the other subjects were either from a
smaller city or from the suburbs where homophobia is
less frequently discussed. Students from the university
noted consequence eleven (takes away customers'
right to choose) more frequendy than expected, while
subjects from Techplast noted it less than expected. It
is possible that this result occurred because the stu-
dents at the university have greater ability to think
through consequences because of their greater level of
education, or, again, it could be due to chance.

Limitations and recommendations

A major weakness of the cognitive mapping tech-
nique is how labor intensive it is. In order to get
usable data from cognitive maps, all of the partici-
pants must take part in a 30—45 min interview and
complete questionnaires that take approximately
45 min. All of the interviews must be transcribed, a
coding manual must be developed from either a pre-
test group of interviews or from a small group of the
sample interviews, and coders must be trained and
practice coding. Coding can then start, as long as
adequate levels of intercoder reliability are achieved
on a sample of the transcripts. Finally, the informa-
tion from the maps can be turned into data for
analyses. Each half-hour of interview leads to
approximately four hours of work before the data
can be used. Because of the labor involved in col-
lecting data, it is difficult to have a sufficient sample
size that would allow any generahzations to be made
outside of the sample studied.

While this method is resource intensive, it may be
an effective method to assess ethical sensitivity. By its
nature, ethical sensitivity does not lend itself well to
paper and pencil tests. A paper and pencil test of ethical
sensitivity would likely provide clues about what
subjects should perceive in the scenarios, and thus, a
paper and pencil test would not be examining ethical

sensitivity as defined in this research. Perhaps the only
other response method that would not give away what
participants were supposed to perceive would be to
have them write their responses to the scenarios.
However, Bebeau et al. (1985) found that written
responses, when compared with verbal responses,
showed significandy lower levels of ethical sensitivity.

While the sample included a cross section of
people from within two organizations and a group
of university students, the sample size hampered the
study. With only 77 subjects, the study's power was
low. The sample was also primarily Caucasian
(86%). Although this sample had limited racial
diversity, it included people of a relatively wide age
range (20-50) and it included members of three
organizations. The sample did not consist only of
college students with hniited work experience.
Over half of the sample were full time employees of
the organizations that participated, while the uni-
versity students that participated tended to be ju-
niors or seniors who were taking classes at night.
Most of these university students held jobs and
many worked full-time. Furthemiore, the sample
did not focus solely on management, which is the
area of the hierarchy that studies from business
ethics tend to focus on.

The primary weakness of these research questions
is that organizational influence on the indicators
people mention cannot be determined. To get at
that, it would be necessary to have a much larger
sample pool within which levels of education could
be controlled, as level of education seems to be the
best predictor of level of ethical sensitivity. The best
strategy it seems would be to do a matched sample
between two organizations that are from dissimilar
industries. While some of the differences could arise
because of industry level factors, a broad comparison
is needed because of the newness of the research. A
comparison between divergent industries could,
potentially, show some differences in how organi-
zations influence the indicators of ethical sensitivity.
Later research could examine differences between
organizations within the same industry that are
known to have strong organizational cultural differ-
ences in order to specifically examine the organiza-
tional level. If ethical sensitivity differs consistendy
between organizations, researchers may want to start
examining that influence process direcdy, through
cultural or rhetorical studies.
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The ethical chmate of the organization ŵ as also
not addressed in this study. Perhaps the ethical cli-
mate, defined by Victor and Cullen (1988, p. 101) as
"the prevailing perceptions of typical organizational
practices and procedures that have ethical content"
influences the ethical sensitivity of individuals more
than other factors. Scholars have examined the
relationship of ethical climate to moral reasoning or
moral decision making (Brower and Shrader, 2000;
Fritzsche 2000), the effect of organizational cUmate
on ethical misconduct (Peterson, 2002; Vardi, 2001),
and the relationship ethical climate to organizational
commitment (Cullen et al., 2003). Since ethical
sensitivity, as defined by Rest, is a necessary pre-
cursor to ethical decision making or behavior,
studying ethical sensitivity in relationship to orga-
nizational ethical climates could be a productive hne
of research.

Additionally, this study did not examine either
moral intensity, which focuses on characteristics of
the ethical issue, or the ethical climate of the orga-
nization. Both of these variables have been shown to
influence people's perceptions of ethical judgments.
The ethical chmate of an organization is likely to
affect how knowledge structures are developed,
while the moral intensity of an ethical issue is likely
to affect how the various aspects of an ethical situ-
ation are differentiated and, thus, would affect
individuals' ethical sensitivity levels. Moral intensity,
as defined by Jones (1991), consists of six compo-
nents: the magnitude of the consequences (how
much harm or good wiU occur if the ethical choice is
or is not made), social consensus (how much com-
mon agreement there is that the situation presents a
moral choice), probabihty of effect (how hkely the
event will occur and how likely the event will cause
harm), temporal immediacy (how soon is the harm
likely to occur), proximity (how close the decision
maker feels those affected are), and the concentration
of effect (how few or many people will be affected
by the problem and to what magnitude). If a situa-
tion has higher levels of moral intensity for an
individual, it is likely that the person will be more
ethically sensitive to that issue. In the fiiture, it might
be a fruitful line of research to examine ethical
sensitivity in hght of the work that Jones (1991) and
others (s.f, Dukerich et al., 2000; Frey, 2000;
Granitz, 2003; Marshall and Dewe, 1997; Morris
and McDonald, 1995; Paulillo and Vitell, 2002;

Singer, 1996; Singer et al., 1998) have done in
relationship to moral intensity.

Finally, this work could be strengthened by the
inclusion of a need for cognition scale in order to
determine if those people who have higher ethical
sensitivity levels simply have a greater need for
cognition. Singer et al. (1998) found that people
with higher and lower need-for-cognition levels
perceived characteristics of the issues differently. The
same results could be true for the measure of ethical
sensitivity described in this paper.

While there are many weaknesses for the current
study, there are also some methodological and the-
oretical strengths. One strength of the methodology
is that the complex stimuli generated complex re-
sponses in a manner that is more similar to a real
world situation than a stimulus that includes only
one issue. The trade-off is that results obtained are
not as easy to interpret. The results produced by the
interview process provided rich information about
each participant. Because of the richness of these
results, many further analyses can be done. It would
be possible, for example, to do interpretive com-
parisons of maps between participants or it may be
possible to develop prototypical maps and compare
participants' maps to those prototypes. This study
also demonstrates that the cognitive mapping coding
system developed by the Lind and Rarick group can
reliably be adapted to scenarios other than the news
stories they have used in their studies. The results of
this study are similar to theirs. Further, the coding
system was easy to teach to a second coder.

Theoretically, one of the primary strengths of this
research is that it has hnked ideas about ethical
sensitivity from the moral cognition literature with
ideas about knowledge structures, particularly inte-
gration and differentiation, from both the social
cognition and organizational cognition literature.
This is a strength because it more clearly explains the
construct of ethical sensitivity and it begins to
examine cognitive structures in terms of how people
make moral decisions.

While this research has furthered the use of cog-
nitive mapping to examine ethical sensitivity as it re-
lates to issues of organizational communication, there
is much future research that can be done. For example,
fliture research would need to use a significandy larger
sample in order to examine the relationship of ethical
sensitivity to other variables. More work needs to be
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done to examine ethical sensitivity as a knowledge
structure, including how the knowledge structure is
developed, especially in an organizational context.
This study points out that there are significant differ-
ences in ethical sensitivity levels between adults; the
major difference between those adults is their level of
education. We need to start examining the processes at
work in education that seem to be causing differences
in ethical sensitivity levels.

Related to this, we need to follow in Rest's
footsteps and examine how people can be trained to
have higher levels of ethical sensitivity. (Baab and
Bebeau, 1990; Rest, 1986; s.f, Bebeau et al., 1985;
Lind et al., 1996). If, as Rest suggests, people's levels
of ethical sensitivity increase through group inter-
action and discussion of ethical situations, those who
study interaction among people should be at the
heart of the research. Because being ethically sensi-
tive does not seem to guarantee ethical behavior,
more work needs to be done examining how the
components of Rest's Model interact, from the
perception of an ethical issue through taking moral
action. How do other values, decision-making
strategies, and organizational communication factors
affect how people in organizations make ethical
decisions and perceive ethical issues? When we have
more answers to these questions, we can provide
more appropriate education to future business lead-
ers and employees.

Note

^ The coding manual is available from the author.
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