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Abstract
Scientific research has generated
a substantial corpus of
knowledge on nearly all facets
of ethics, governance and sound
management in public and private
organizations. However, there
has been little research into the
role of communication as a factor
that enables an effective link
between what some call ethical
infrastructures, like a code of
ethics, and ethical behaviour or
judgement. The purpose of the
study was to establish whether the
use of persuasive communication
strategies could foster appropriation
of code of ethics standards by
an organization’s employees. To
measure the effect of persuasive
communication on appropriation,
we created three experimental
conditions that drew on the
variables in Cialdini’s persuasion
model. The methodology used was
quantitative and experimental. A
total of 119 employees participated
in the study. Our results show that
the persuasion strategies tested
have a statistically significant
impact on cognitive appropriation,
but not on behavioural
appropriation.
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Scientific research has generated a substantial corpus of knowledge on nearly
all facets of ethics, governance and sound
management in public and private organizations. As Treviño, Weaver and
Reynolds (2006) explained in their comprehensive literature review, conducted
several years ago, scientific research has
looked at all areas of organizational ethics. These authors associate ethics with a
strong image: apples, which can be delicious, or rotten. The first category of research they identified refers to what they
call “barrels”, i.e. organizational factors
that structure ethical questions (Müller et al., 2013; Thoroughgood, Hunter
& Sawyer, 2011; Ashforth et al., 2008;
Kulik, O’Fallon & Salimath, 2008; Brass,
Butterfield & Skaggs, 1998). The second
category of research focuses on the apples themselves, that is, the actors and
all the personal and relational factors
that influence their work and decisions
(O’Boyle, Forsyth & O’Boyle, 2011;
Gino, Gu & Zhong, 2009; Kerr et al.,
2009; Bazerman & Banaji, 2004; Dunlop
& Lee, 2004). Over the last twenty-five
years, research on “barrels” has dealt with
topics as wide-ranging as codes of ethics
and ethics programs (Adelstein & Clegg,
2016; Valentine & Fleischman, 2008;
Weaver, Treviño & Cochran, 1999;
Frankel, 1989), performance control
mechanisms (Berrone, Surroca & Tribó,
2007; Stansbury & Barry, 2007), management and training approaches and organizational culture (Warren, Gaspar &
Laufer, 2014; Delaney & Sockell, 1992).
The research on “apples” has looked
at such things as professional identity
(Vadera, Aguilera & Caza, 2009), leadership (Goetsch & Davis, 2014; Mayer
et al., 2009; Brown, Treviño & Harrison,
2005), personal qualities and ethical climate (Brunton & Eweje, 2010; Martin
& Cullen, 2006; Wimbush & Shepard,
1994; Victor & Cullen, 1987).
However, there has been little research
into the role of communication as a factor that enables an effective link between
what some call ethical infrastructures

(Tenbrunsel, Smith-Crowe, & Umphress, 2003), like a code of ethics, and
ethical behaviour or judgement. The few
studies that have focused on communication (Ellman & Pezanis-Christou,
2010; Stevens, 2008; Johnson, 2007;
Schwartz, 2004) do not consider the
critical contribution made by persuasion
as a communications strategy that can
foster appropriation of the standards in
an organization’s code of ethics by that
organization’s employees. Research into
standards and their role in interactions
within groups of different sizes is highly
developed in social psychology (Lapinski
& Rimal, 2005; Bendor & Swistak, 2001;
Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 1991; Tajfel,
1981; Moscovici, 1976). However, social psychology researchers point to the
dearth of studies on communication as a
factor for circulating and retaining such
standards (Hogg & Reid, 2006). As for
organizational communications, it does
not touch on ethics very much, as researchers in the area are unfamiliar with
this field of expertise (Jones et al., 2004).
In organizational ethics, it is interesting to note that several studies have
looked at the standards in codes of ethics,
for example, analyzing the principles that
allow practitioners to structure and implement codes of ethics within organizations (Murphy, 1995; Montoya & Richard, 1994); other studies have empirically
looked at the properties and contents
of codes of ethics (Helin & Sandström,
2007). Much work remains to be done,
however, when we consider the concrete
influence of codes of ethics on the behaviour of employees in organizations
(De Waegeneer, Van De Sompele &
Willem, 2016; Kaptein, 2011; Kaptein
& Schwartz, 2008; Stevens, 2008; Cleek
& Leonard, 1998). As Helin and Sandström (2010) stress, of the few studies
that look at the impacts of codes of ethics on what they call “ethical behaviour,”
very little research has been done into the
code's reception by the stakeholders to
whom it is addressed (Stöber, Kotzian
& Weissenberger, 2019). To our knowledge, no study has focused specifically on
how a persuasion strategy that is simultaneously passive (reception of the meshttp://ejbo.jyu.fi/
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sage) and active (taking of a personal stance on the message) can
affect appropriation by taking an organization’s code of ethics
as the main source of the message.
Purpose of the Study

To fill this gap in the literature, this study has been undertaken to better understand how communication may contribute
to the code of ethic’s “performativity” (Parker & Sedgwick,
2013; Searle, 1969; Austin, 1962), that is, how implementing
and disseminating a code of ethics within an organization may
influence stakeholder behaviour. More specifically, the purpose of the study was to establish whether the use of persuasive
communication strategies (using specific variables) could foster
appropriation of code of ethics standards by an organization’s
employees. In light of the research on similar themes (Stevens,
2008; Helin & Sandström, 2007; Adam & Rachmann-Moore,
2004; Weeks & Nantel, 1992), we hypothesize that, by exposing an organization’s employees to persuasive strategies that
rely on empirically tested models, it would be possible to measure a positive change in the level of appropriation of the standards in the code of ethics.
Conceptual Framework
To achieve the study’s objective, on one hand, we had to establish how to define and measure appropriation and, on the other,
identify which persuasive communication approach to use to
foster appropriation. Our conceptual or theoretical framework
thus had to simultaneously address how to conceptualize appropriation and measurement. To appropriate something is to
“make it one's own.” In terms of an ethical standard, there are
two aspects of appropriation: cognitive and behavioural. The
cognitive aspect refers to the change in knowledge, while the behavioural aspect refers to a change in behaviour. In other words,
our experimental design had to help us see whether employees
had a better knowledge of the code of ethics’ standards after being exposed to persuasive communication strategies, or whether
their behaviour at work had changed reflecting the internalization (appropriation) of the code of ethics’ standards.
Note that the code of ethics used for the study is the code
that applies to all of the organization's employees (healthcare
sector), regardless of the area in which they work (care, administration, archives, etc.). The code is available on the organization’s website and is also given to employees upon hiring. It
contains a series of standards employees must comply with in
their work and relations with users (respect for confidentiality, politeness, cleanliness, diligence, etc.). The organization’s
code of ethics is different from the codes of ethics that apply to
employees who belong to professional orders (doctors, nurses,
physiotherapists, etc.).
To measure cognitive change, we developed a quiz that contained a few short questions on the contents of the code of ethics, somewhat like the tests administered to students in class to
evaluate their mandatory course readings. Because, with this aspect of appropriation, we only had to assess the degree to which
study participants remembered the key information in the
code (primary rights and responsibilities), we thought a very
simple questionnaire format (the quiz) was adequate, as it has
generally proven effective in assessing this type of “competence”
(memorization of key words). To measure behavioural change,
we opted to use a validated questionnaire: the General Self Efficacy Scale (Scherer et al., 1982). The decision was based on
the fact that, since ethics concerns the way individuals make
practical choices that are influenced by their vision of good and
9
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bad (Gert & Gert, 2002), the capacity to make and take responsibility for these choices will likely be determined by their sense
of self efficacy. A sense of self efficacy fosters achievement and
well-being by prompting individuals to set better goals, persevere, and bounce back from failures (Bandura, 1982). These
dimensions are also essential to what we can term “ethical competency.” We started with the assumption that a high sense
of self efficacy would have a positive impact on the employee’s
ability to handle ethical dilemmas arising in the context of his
or her work. We thus deemed that using the self efficacy questionnaire would make it possible to measure appropriation of
ethical standards behaviourally. Further information on data
collection tools is provided in the following section, which deals
with methodology.
We drew on Robert B. Cialdini’s (2001) persuasive communication model in setting up the experimental design’s communication strategies. The model is made up of six variables: reciprocity, scarcity, authority, consistency, liking and consensus.
Reciprocity is the principle that holds that someone who has
received something (a gift, a favour, etc.) will feel obligated to
give something back. This persuasion technique is often used
by companies that give their customers gifts to encourage them
to buy other products. Scarcity refers to the fact that people
generally place more value on something that is scarcer. That
is what explains the high value of luxury products. The persuasive value of authority plays on the fact that message receivers
often see statements made by people in positions of authority
(scientific experts, for example) as more credible. Consistency
plays on the fact that, in general, people like to be consistent
with what they’ve said or done before. Liking refers to the fact
that people are more willing to follow people that they like or
admire. Advertisers understand this: they choose stars who are
popular with the public for certain causes or products. Lastly,
the consensus variable expresses the effect of social conformity,
which has been measured many times. In other words, people
will tend to follow a group's majority opinion to avoid the psychological pressure that comes from taking a dissenting stance
(Asch, 1955).
We selected the Cialdini model as its efficacy has been empirically validated in a multiplicity of routine contexts (Kenrick, Goldstein & Braver, 2012), including workplaces. It thus
seemed realistic to think that we could set up an experimental
design that drew on persuasion in classical professional situations, such as the relationship between an employer and supervisor, or a team meeting. To measure the effect of persuasive
communication on appropriation, we thus created three experimental conditions, two of which drew directly on the variables in
Cialdini's persuasion model. The first condition is based on authority. In this scenario, we sent an employee an email in which
a hierarchical superior stressed how important the code of ethics is for the organization. An electronic version of the code was
attached to the superior's message. We wanted the second condition to draw on consistency and commitment. We assembled
the group's members at a lunch meeting to discuss the code of
ethics. At the end of the meeting, we asked employees whether
they were prepared to indicate their commitment to the code
of ethics by signing it in front of their co-workers. The third
condition drew on a variable that is not included in the Cialdini
model, but which seemed promising: reflexivity (Gentile, 2010).
We wanted to know whether encouraging employees to take a
critical look at their code of ethics would facilitate appropriation. The third experimental condition seemed essential, in that
it introduced an active, participatory factor into communication
and appropriation of standards. Since it is common in many
http://ejbo.jyu.fi/
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large Western organizations to consult employees on certain
matters and establish fairly egalitarian relations with them, we
thought it important to round out our investigation by drawing
on reflectivity and critical thinking, rather than focusing solely
on passive receipt of a message. Therefore, to measure this aspect, we created a third experimental group in which employees
met once over the lunch hour. At this time, we asked them to
tell us how they would write the code of ethics if a new version was needed. This question prompted them to identify the
strengths and weaknesses of the current version of their code.

Categories

Job titles

N

Clinicians

Spiritual care provider

1

Nurse
Social worker
Occupational therapist

10
14
9

Methodology

Physician
Lawyer
Administrative
personnel

Physiotherapist
Educator
Psychologist
Cytologist
Pharmacist

2
4
2
1
1
1
1
1
2
3
1
24

Population and Sampling

The methodology used was quantitative and experimental
(Cook, Campbell and Shadish, 2002), with a pre-test, post-test
and a control group. Employees were recruited for the study by
means of announcements on the organization's Intranet, as well
as by solicitation in the cafeteria. Our approach was, of course,
approved by the organization’s senior management, as well as
by its research ethics board. The sample covered all of the job
categories within the organization, a health and social services
centre with nearly 5,000 employees located in a major Canadian
city. The only criterion for exclusion was seniority: all employees selected had completed their probationary periods (they
therefore had at least one year of experience with the organization). A total of 119 employees participated in the study (three
experimental groups and one control group). Thirty (30) employees were tested under condition 1, twenty-nine (29) under
condition 2, thirty (30) under condition 3, and thirty (30) were
in the control group. Participants were randomly assigned to
groups. Table 1 provides the employee profile.
Data Collection

The pre-test involved administering two questionnaires just
before the intervention with persuasion techniques. The first
questionnaire was a quiz with ten short-answer questions (one
or a few words) on the content of the code of ethics. It was
designed to measure employees’ knowledge of the code (cognitive aspect of appropriation). Scores on the questionnaire
ranged from 0 to 10. The second questionnaire was the General Self Efficacy Scale, used to measure the behavioural aspect
of appropriation. This questionnaire contains ten statements
that the person must rank using a four-degree Likert scale (1.
strongly disagree 2. disagree 3. agree 4. strongly agree). Accordingly, scores on this questionnaire ranged from 0 to 40. The
post-test involved administering these two questionnaires to
employees again two weeks after the intervention. Members of
the control group were not exposed to a persuasion strategy
and completed the questionnaires two weeks apart (Campbell
& Stanley, 2015). Given the nature of the research design, a
control group was needed to eliminate the bias created by the
fact that performance on the post-test could be influenced by
having been questioned about the code of ethics in the pre-test.
It took members of all groups an average of 5 to 7 minutes to
complete to the questionnaires.
Results

The experimental design involved three independent variables
(the three communication strategies) and two dependent variables (the cognitive and behavioural aspects of appropriation).
In the statistical analysis, we considered each independent variable (communication strategy) separately, as well as each dependent variable (results of the two questionnaires). Because
10

Administrative agents

Pharmacy technician
Managers
Non-management
(directors)
Client service
personnel
Research assistants
Total

Computer analyst
Librarian
Archivist
Medical doctor

Administrative
Clinical

1
13
10
7
9
2
119

Table 1. Employee profile.

we had two measurement times for each experimental group,
we aggregated an overall result for each subject, the positive
or negative change in performance between the pre- and posttests. The aggregated result was obtained by taking the posttest result and subtracting the pre-test result. For example, if
a subject scored 6 on the pre-test and 8 on the post-test, this
subject's aggregate score on the quiz is +2. If the post-test score
was lower than the pre-test score, the aggregate result is negative. We applied this operation to all the experimental groups
and the control group. The calculations yielded a series of aggregated results for each questionnaire that we could compare
with the control group's aggregated results. The operation
made it possible to see whether the change in the test groups
was significantly higher than the change in the control group,
so as to measure whether the communication strategies did, in
fact, have an impact on appropriation.
To measure the impact of each of the three communication
strategies on appropriation, we first performed an ANOVA
with difference scores. Where the results were significant, we
subsequently performed a Dunnett’s post hoc test to assess
whether each communication strategy had a statistically significant impact on the cognitive or behavioural facets of appropriation when compared with the control group (Field, 2013). The
confidence interval used to analyze the result was 95%. The
tables below (Tables 2, 3 and 4) illustrate the results obtained
using SPSS version 25. The first table (Table 2, p. 11) shows
the descriptive statistics, i.e. the average results (using difference scores) obtained for each questionnaire when each of the
persuasive communication strategies was applied. The following table (Table 3, p. 11) shows the statistical results derived
from the ANOVA. The last table (Table 4, p. 12) displays the
results for the Dunnett’s post hoc test. The following section
contains the interpretation of the results (discussion).
http://ejbo.jyu.fi/
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Experimental group

1) Email from a
hierarchical superior
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Test

Mean (M)

N

Standard Deviation (SD)

Quiz

0.77 (0)*

30

1.87

1.87 (1)*

30

2.16

0.2 (0)

30

2.51

0.7 (1)

30

2.34

0.77 (0)

30

1.87

2.17 (1)

29

1.81

0.2 (0)

30

2.51

0.55 (1)

29

2.38

0.87 (0)

30

1.93

2.03 (1)

30

1.66

0.2 (0)

30

2.5

1.03 (1)

30

2.74

GSES

2) Commitment and
signing of the code of
ethics

Quiz

GSES

3) Reflexivity

Quiz

GSES

* : (1) = experimental group; (0) = control group

Table 2. Average variations in results (quiz and General Self Efficacy Scale).

SS

DF

MS

F

P value.

Cognitive Intergroup

38.177

3

12.726

3.572

.016

diff.

Intragroup

409.671

115

3.562

Total

447.849

118

Behavior. Intergroup

19.089

3

6.363

1.019

.387

diff.

Intragroup

718.306

115

6.246

Total

737.395

118

Table 3. Results of ANOVA.

11

http://ejbo.jyu.fi/

EJBO Electronic Journal of Business Ethics and Organization Studies

Dependant

Vol. 26, No. 1 (2021)

(1) group

(0) group

MD (1-0)

SD

P value

E-mail

Control group

1.10

0.48

0.067

Commitment

Control group

1.41

0.49

0.014

Reflexivity

Control group

1.33

0.49

0.020

E-mail

Control group

0.77

0.65

0.497

Commitment

Control group

0.62

0.65

0.661

Reflexivity

Control group

1.10

0.65

0.217

variable
Cognitive diff.

Behavior. diff.

Table 4. Results of Dunnett's post hoc test.

Discussion
Statistical Significance

The ANOVA shows that the communication strategies had
a statistically significant impact on cognitive appropriation
(F(3,115) = 3.57, p < 0.05, ω2 = 0.061), but not on behavioural
appropriation (F(3,115) = 1.02, p > 0.05, ω2 = 0.0005). Therefore, in the following step of statistical analysis, we rejected the
behavioural analysis and solely focused on cognitive appropriation. The Dunnett’s post hoc test allowed us to understand
more precisely the effect (on cognitive appropriation) of each
communication strategy by comparing the results of each experimental group with the results of the control group.
For the first experimental group, the sending of an email from
a hierarchical superior had a marginally significant (p value a little higher than 0.05) impact on cognitive appropriation. The
experimental group's difference scores differ, but just marginally, from the control group’s difference scores (MD = 1.10; SD
= 0.49; p = 0.067). For the second experimental group, we also
noted that commitment by signing the code of ethics in front
of co-workers had a statistically significant impact on cognitive
appropriation. The experimental group's scores differ appreciably from the control group’s scores (MD = 1.41; SD = 0,49;
p = 0.014). The results for the third experimental group are
similar to the second experimental condition. The reflexive and
critical aspect we introduced into this condition had a statistically significant impact cognitively. The experimental group's
quiz scores differ from the control group’s scores (MD = 1.33;
SD = 0.49; p = 0.020).
These results partially support the assumption we formulated at the outset. Drawing on specific, proven persuasive communication strategies can improve employee appropriation of
the code, but only cognitively.
Connections with Data from the Literature

Our study shows that authority (to a lesser extent), commitment and reflexivity are communication strategies that have a
positive influence on knowledge of the code of ethics. Commitment and reflexivity were especially effective. This result seems
instructive for organizations that want to implement a code of
ethics with true reach for employees. Although some studies
12

have asserted that the strategy for implementing the code has to
be “top down” (Murphy, 1988), our results indicate that, while
authority might be an effective variable in persuasion (condition 1), it seems wise to help employees appropriate the contents of the code by fostering personal commitment and critical
reflection on the contents they must appropriate. Moreover, a
strategy with a more “bottom up” dynamic is consistent with
more egalitarian, democratic organizational values, which are
more akin to the values practiced in most western societies. Accordingly, while using authority may foster appropriation, this
approach must form part of a communication strategy that is
not one-way.
With respect to study condition 2 (signature of the code
in front of co-workers), in research on a U.S. multinational
in Sweden, Helin and Sandström (2010) pointed to a lack of
buy-in (and thus persuasive value) created by simply signing
the code (electronically in this case), and highlighted the need
to “discuss” the code with employees. Our results confirm that
it is, in fact, desirable for an organization to allow employees to
discuss and reflect on the contents of the code. However, we
also found that the commitment created by signing the code
(condition 2) can be effective if the process of signing the code
occurs face to face, i.e., employees are physically in each other's
presence and witness their co-workers’ commitment. The persuasive value of commitment is well documented in social psychology, in a stream known as “binding communication” (Girandola & Joule, 2012; Girandola & Bernard, 2007).
The results for the first experimental condition applied to
our research subjects also demonstrated that authority (email
to employees from an executive at the establishment) marginally fostered cognitive appropriation. For many decades now,
social psychology has been highlighting the enormous persuasive power authorities have over individuals (Milgram, 1963).
However, the literature on psychology, communications and
ethics does not have much to say about authority’s impact on
appropriation. Education is the area in which we find studies
that have focused on similar issues. For example, there is an
entire stream of “critical pedagogy” that has sought to demonstrate the advantages of lessening the hierarchical relationships
between teachers and students, and of more sustained interactions that allow each party to express their point of view on the
http://ejbo.jyu.fi/
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content of learning and of evaluations (Reynolds, 1999). The
critical reflection engaged in by subjects in our third experimental condition gave them the opportunity to develop a more
“embodied” knowledge, in that critical thinking forced them
to see a very concrete connection between theoretical content
(the standards in the code of ethics) and professional practices.
Learning by exercising critical thinking and reflexive dialogue
is also echoed in pedagogical approaches rooted in social constructionist epistemologies (Cunliffe, 2002). On this issue, voluminous multi-disciplinary literature has been developed to
demonstrate the advantages for learning (Steffe & Gale, 1995).
Study Limitations

We believe our study has three major limitations. However,
it was logistically difficult to work around them. Although we
do not believe the obstacles invalidate our results, they would
clearly have had broader reach if we had had the opportunity
to eliminate them when implementing our experimental design.
The first limitation concerns the first experimental condition, i.e., an email from a hierarchical superior. In the research
design’s conceptualization phase, we asked whether it was better to have an immediate superior send the email to employees
(team leader, for example), or to have it sent by a superior who
was higher in the hierarchy (executive position). Because our
study involved employees across the organization, we decided
that it would be easier to call on an executive who was hierarchically superior to all employees. Doing otherwise would
have increased the study’s logistical complexity considerably, as
we would have had to recruit several team leaders from several
sectors to fulfil the condition. While the results obtained for
condition 1 are significant in terms of cognitive appropriation,
qualitative interviews with employees who participated in the
study (the results of the interviews will be published in another
article) showed us that employees were more sensitive to the
authority of hierarchical superiors they worked with regularly.
We can therefore consider that the results would likely have
been even better if we had been able to have them participate.
The study’s second limitation concerns the dimensions of
the communication we tested. Our experimental design only
allowed us to measure the sender-receiver communication dynamic from a persuasion perspective. Obviously, an organization’s communications environment can be much broader. All
elements pertaining to the context of the relationship between
the actors, and the dimensions of interpersonal communication
that go beyond simple persuasion must be considered by the organization if it wants to communicate with its employees effectively. That being said, as with most empirical studies, we opted
to limit the study goal to certain key variables that could be
isolated and measured within the context of our experimental
design. Once again, however, the group interviews conducted
with research subjects after the project’s quantitative phase provide us with some intriguing, broader indications as to what the
organization should do to mobilize employees around ethics.
Finally, the third limitation concerns the nature of the research design we used. Our results allow us to assert that authority, commitment and critical reflection contribute to cognitive appropriation of the code of ethics. However, the temporal
horizon over which research subjects were tested in our three
experimental conditions was relatively short. We exposed them
to persuasion strategies, then tested them again two weeks later.
As a result, we cannot know how retention of the information
evolves over time, nor how many times a message must be repeated for it to be heard, without saturating the employees.
During the group interviews, one employee mentioned various
13
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strategies that need to be repeated several times a year. For the
strategy to be optimal, it would be better to measure the longerterm effectiveness of communication strategies using a longitudinal research design. Although these designs are very rich in
data, they are costlier to implement and more complex logistically, as it is hard to mobilize an organization's employees for a
study lasting several months. It would have been nearly impossible with the organization we worked with, and we believe we
would have lost many participants along the way (they would
have dropped out because of a lack of time).
Conclusion
Despite the limitations we have described, we believe our study’s
results can help develop a communication strategy that could be
effective for organizations that want to foster implementation
of a code of ethics with a real influence on employees. By engaging key organizational leaders with authority over their colleagues, by fostering employee commitment to each other, and
by encouraging them to think critically, organizations can give
their communications persuasive force that benefits appropriation. Persuasion must not be reduced to an obscure force that
manipulates people to rob them of their freedom to decide, as is
too often asserted (Bernays, 1928). Here, persuasion is understood as a form of communication that does strive to convince,
but within a logic of free and informed consent; the only form
that can promote stable, lasting employee buy-in to their code
of ethics. The variables of authority and commitment help a
message sender stress its importance. For its part, critical thing
enables more egalitarian two-way communication, as well as
appropriation by means of active learning. Naturally, strategies
that use persuasion must be part of a broader program, in which
the organization's culture and efforts that are repeated over the
long term play a key role.
Moreover, it is important to remember that there are two
components to appropriation: cognitive and behavioural. Although the cognitive component is an interesting jumping off
point in developing a strong ethical cultural within an organization, the fact remains that ethics is primarily about the ability
to take appropriate action. Our study shows that it is not that
difficult to produce a positive change in knowledge. Behavioural
change is more complex, however. In particular, it demands a
more substantial investment of time and money from organizations. Given that most organizations have limited financial
means, the situation creates a dilemma on the place ethics, or,
more specifically, the code of ethics, should have in the hierarchy of priorities. That being said, we believe that, in addition to
contributing to the understanding of the connection between
communication and organizational ethics, our study has, in the
area of methodology, successfully put forward a measurable,
operational conceptualization of appropriation.
In light of these conditions, we believe that three lines of research could provide an interesting complement to this study.
They are related to the limitations we noted. The perspective
on the communication developed in the study’s conceptual
framework was more focused on the influence relationship between the message's sender and receiver, i.e. on a fairly positivistic epistemological perspective (input-output). One strong
complement would be to use a more phenomenological perspective, in which the employee's perspective and way of perceiving the influence of the message on his or behaviour would
be questioned. Through the employee’s gaze, a number of highly practical considerations could emerge, helping the organization to refine its message. A phenomenological study could also
http://ejbo.jyu.fi/
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help grasp how the employee gives meaning to the standards
applied in the concrete work situation. The advantage of such
a study would be that it would go beyond a purely prescriptive, undifferentiated vision of the code of ethics to establish a
“map” of the standards based on their “saliency,” i.e. their effective capacity to mobilize employees around practices that are
oriented on strong ethical values (respect, harmony, autonomy,
etc.). Among other things, given the central role of message retention in understanding its effectiveness, it would be desirable
to be able to conduct a longitudinal study of the issues associated with communication and appropriation. However, as we
explained, this type of design would be fraught with difficulties. Lastly, since organizations must operate within a complex,
highly diversified environment, where every dollar has to count,
more in-depth studies could be conducted using samples that
are stratified based on diverse characteristics (sex, age, culture,
beliefs, etc.). This valuable information would probably keep
organizations from using communications strategies that are
insufficiently tailored to the evolving context in which they operate.
Compliance with ethical standards:
All procedures performed in studies involving human participants were in accordance with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national research committee and with the 1964

Vol. 26, No. 1 (2021)

Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or comparable
ethical standards.
Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study.
Data availability statement:
The data set used for this research can be available upon request.
Acknowledgements:
This research was supported by the Centre intégré de santé
et de services sociaux de Laval (Québec, Canada). We thank
our colleagues from le Centre d’éthique who provided insight
and expertise that greatly assisted the research. We would also
like to express our sincere gratitude to the Fonds québécois de
recherche sur la société et la culture for the generous funding
granted to this project (grant number: 190864).
Conflict of Interest:
Yanick Farmer declares that he has no conflict of interest. Michelle Pimont declares that she has no conflict of interest.

References
Adam, A. M. and Rachman-Moore, D. (2004), “The methods used
to implement an ethical code of conduct and employee attitudes”,
Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 54 No. 3, pp. 225-244.
Adelstein, J. and Clegg, S. (2016), “Code of ethics: A stratified vehicle for
compliance”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 138 No. 1, pp. 53-66.
Asch, S. E. (1955), “Opinions and social pressure”, Scientific American,
Vol. 193 No. 4, pp. 31-35.
Ashforth, B. E., Gioia, D. A., Robinson, S. L. and Trevino, L. K. (2008),
“Re-viewing organizational corruption”, Academy of Management
review, Vol. 33 No. 3, pp. 670-684.
Austin, J.L. (1962), How to do things with words, Clarendon Press,
Oxford.
Bazerman, M. H. and Banaji, M. R. (2004), “The social psychology of
ordinary ethical failures”, Social Justice Research, Vol. 17 No. 1, pp.
111-115.
Bandura, A. (1982), “Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency”,
American psychologist, Vol. 37 No. 2, pp. 122-147.
Bendor, J. and Swistak, P. (2001), “The evolution of norms”, American
Journal of Sociology, Vol. 106 No. 6, pp. 1493–1545.
Bernays, E. (1928), Propaganda, Ig Publishing, New York, NY.
Berrone, P., Surroca, J. and Tribó, J. A. (2007), “Corporate ethical
identity as a determinant of firm performance: A test of the
mediating role of stakeholder satisfaction”, Journal of Business
Ethics, Vol. 76 No.1, pp. 35-53.
Brass, D. J., Butterfield, K. D. and Skaggs, B. C. (1998), “Relationships
and unethical behavior: A social network perspective”, Academy of
Management Review, Vol. 23 No. 1, pp. 14-31.
Brown, M. E., Treviño, L. K. and Harrison, D. A. (2005), “Ethical
leadership: A social learning perspective for construct development
and testing”, Organizational behavior and human decision processes,
vol. 97 No. 2, pp. 117-134.
Brunton, M. and Eweje, G. (2010), “The influence of culture on ethical
perception held by business students in a New Zealand university”,
14

Business Ethics: A European Review, Vol. 19 No. 4, pp. 349-362.
Campbell, D. T. and Stanley, J. C. (2015), Experimental and quasiexperimental designs for research, Ravenio Books, New Jersey, NJ.
Cialdini, R. B. (2001), “The science of persuasion”, Scientific American,
Vol. 284 No. 2, pp. 76-81.
Cialdini, R. B., Kallgren, C. A. and Reno, R. R. (1991), “A focus theory
of normative conduct: A theoretical refinement and re-evaluation
of the role of norms in human behavior”, in Zanna, M.P. (Ed.),
Advances in experimental social psychology, Academic Press, San
Diego, CA, pp. 201-235.
Cleek, M. A. and Leonard, S. L. (1998), “Can corporate codes of ethics
influence behavior?”, Journal of business ethics, Vol. 17, No. 6, pp.
619-630.
Cook, T. D., Campbell, D. T. and Shadish, W. (2002), Experimental
and quasi-experimental designs for generalized causal inference,
Houghton Mifflin, Boston, MA.
De Waegeneer, E., Van De Sompele, J. and Willem, A. (2016),
“Ethical codes in sports organizations: Classification framework,
content analysis, and the influence of content on code effectiveness”,
Journal of business ethics, Vol. 136, No. 3, pp. 587-598.
Dunlop, P. D. and Lee, K. (2004), “Workplace deviance,
organizational citizenship behavior, and business unit performance:
The bad apples do spoil the whole barrel”, Journal of organizational
behavior, Vol. 25 No. 1, pp. 67-80.
Ellman, M. and Pezanis-Christou, P. (2010), “Organizational
structure, communication, and group ethics”, American Economic
Review, Vol. 100 No. 5, pp. 2478-91.
Field, A. (2013), Discovering statistics using IBM SPSS statistics, Sage
Publications, London.
Frankel, M. S. (1989), “Professional codes: why, how, and with what
impact?”, Journal of business ethics, Vol. 8 No. 2-3, pp. 109-115.
Gentile, M.C. (2010), Giving voice to values: how to speak your mind
on what’s right, Yale University Press, New Haven, CT.
http://ejbo.jyu.fi/

EJBO Electronic Journal of Business Ethics and Organization Studies

Gert, B. and Gert, J. (2002), “The definition of morality”, Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy” Available https://plato.stanford.edu/
entries/morality-definition/
Gino, F., Gu, J. and Zhong, C. B. (2009), “Contagion or restitution?
When bad apples can motivate ethical behavior”, Journal of
Experimental Social Psychology, Vol. 45 No. 6, pp. 1299-1302.
Girandola, F. and Joule, R. V. (2012), “La communication
engageante: aspects théoriques, résultats et perspectives”, L’Année
psychologique, Vol. 112 No. 1, pp. 115-143.
Goetsch, D. L. and Davis, S. B. (2014), Quality management for
organizational excellence, Pearson, Upper Saddle River, NJ.
Helin, S. and Sandström, J. (2007), “An inquiry into the study of
corporate codes of ethics”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 75 No. 3,
pp. 253-271.
Johnson, C. E. (2007), Ethics in the workplace: Tools and tactics for
organizational transformation, Sage Publications, London.
Jones, E., Watson, B., Gardner, J. and Gallois, C. (2004),
“Organizational communication: Challenges for the new century”,
Journal of Communication, Vo. 54 No. 4, pp. 722-750.
Kenrick, D. T., Goldstein, N. J. and Braver, S. L. (Eds.) (2012), Six
degrees of social influence: Science, application, and the psychology
of Robert Cialdini, Oxford University Press, New York, NY.
Kerr, N. L., Rumble, A. C., Park, E. S., Ouwerkerk, J. W., Parks, C. D.,
Gallucci, M. and van Lange, P. A. (2009) “How many bad apples
does it take to spoil the whole barrel? Social exclusion and toleration
for bad apples”, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, Vol. 45
No. 4, pp. 603-613.
Kaptein, M. (2011), “Toward effective codes: Testing the relationship
with unethical behavior”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 99 No. 2,
pp. 233-251.
Kaptein, M. and Schwartz, M. S. (2008), “The effectiveness of business
codes: A critical examination of existing studies and the development
of an integrated research model”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 77
No. 2, pp. 111-127.
Kulik, B. W., O’Fallon, M. J. and Salimath, M. S. (2008), “Do
competitive environments lead to the rise and spread of unethical
behavior? Parallels from Enron”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 83,
No. 4, pp. 703-723.
Lapinski, M. K. and Rimal, R. N. (2005), “An explication of social
norms”, Communication Theory, Vol. 15 No. 2, pp. 127–147.
Mayer, D. M., Kuenzi, M., Greenbaum, R., Bardes, M. and Salvador,
R. B. (2009), “How low does ethical leadership flow? Test of a
trickle-down model”, Organizational behavior and human decision
processes, Vol. 108, No.1, pp. 1-13.
Milgram, S. (1963), “Behavioral study of obedience”, The Journal of
abnormal and social psychology, Vol. 67 No. 4, pp. 371-378.
Montoya, I. D. and Richard, A.D. (1994), “A Comparative Study of
Codes of Ethics in Healthcare Facilities and Energy Companies”,
Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 13 No. 9, pp. 713-717.
Moscovici, S. (1976), Social influence and social change, Academic
Press, London.
Müller, R., Andersen, E. S., Kvalnes, Ø., Shao, J., Sankaran, S., Rodney
Turner, J. and Gudergan, S. (2013), “The interrelationship of
governance, trust, and ethics in temporary organizations”, Project
Management Journal, Vol. 44, No. 4, pp. 26-44.
Murphy, P. E. (1995), “Corporate ethics statements: Current status
and future prospects”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 14 No. 9, pp.
727-740.
Murphy, P.E. (1988), “Implementing Business Ethics”, Journal of
Business Ethics, Vol. 7 No. 12, pp. 907-915.

15

Vol. 26, No. 1 (2021)

O'Boyle, E. H., Forsyth, D. R. and O'Boyle, A. S. (2011), “Bad apples
or bad barrels: An examination of group-and organizational-level
effects in the study of counterproductive work behavior”, Group &
Organization Management, Vol. 36 No.1, pp. 39-69.
Parker, A. and Sedgwick, E. K. (2013), Performativity and
performance, Routledge, London.
Reynolds, M. (1999), “Critical reflection and management education:
Rehabilitating less hierarchical approaches”, Journal of Management
Education, Vol. 23 No. 5, pp. 537-553.
Schwartz, M. S. (2004), “Effective corporate codes of ethics: Perceptions
of code users”, Journal of business ethics, Vol. 55 No. 4, pp. 321-341.
Searle, J. (1969), Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Sherer, M., Maddux, J. E., Mercandante, B., Prentice-Dunn, S., Jacobs,
B. and Rogers, R. W. (1982), “The self-efficacy scale: Construction
and validation”, Psychological reports, Vol. 51, No. 2, pp. 663-671.
Stansbury, J. and Barry, B. (2007), “Ethics programs and the paradox of
control”, Business Ethics Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 2, pp. 239-261.
Steffe, L.P. and Gale, J. (1995), Constructivism in Education,
Routledge, London.
Stevens, B. (2008), “Corporate ethical codes: Effective instruments for
influencing behavior”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 78 No. 4, pp.
601-609.
Stöber, T., Kotzian, P. and Weißenberger, B. E. (2019), “Culture
follows design: Code design as an antecedent of the ethical culture”,
Business Ethics: A European Review, Vol. 28, No. 1, pp. 112-128.
Tajfel, H. (1981), “Social stereotypes and social groups”, in Turner, J.C.
and Giles, G. (Eds.), Intergroup behaviour, Blackwell, Oxford, pp.
144-167.
Tenbrunsel, A. E., Smith-Crowe, K. and Umphress, E. E. (2003),
“Building houses on rocks: The role of the ethical infrastructure in
organizations”, Social justice research, Vol. 16, No. 3, pp. 285-307.
Thoroughgood, C. N., Hunter, S. T. and Sawyer, K. B. (2011), “Bad
apples, bad barrels, and broken followers? An empirical examination
of contextual influences on follower perceptions and reactions to
aversive leadership”, Journal of business ethics, Vol. 100 No. 4, pp.
647-672.
Treviño, Weaver and Reynolds (2006), “Behavioral Ethics in
Organizations: a Review”, Journal of Management, Vol. 32 No. 6,
pp. 951-990.
Vadera, A. K., Aguilera, R. V. and Caza, B. B. (2009), “Making sense of
whistle-blowing's antecedents: Learning from research on identity
and ethics programs”, Business Ethics Quarterly, Vol. 19 No. 4, pp.
553-586.
Valentine, S. and Fleischman, G. (2008), “Ethics programs, perceived
corporate social responsibility and job satisfaction”, Journal of
business ethics, Vol. 77 No. 2, pp. 159-172.
Victor, B. and Cullen, J. B. (1987), “A theory and measure of ethical
climate in organizations”, Research in corporate social performance
and policy, Vol. 9, No. 1, pp. 51-71.
Warren, D. E., Gaspar, J. P. and Laufer, W. S. (2014), “Is formal ethics
training merely cosmetic? A study of ethics training and ethical
organizational culture”, Business Ethics Quarterly, Vol. 24, No. 1,
pp. 85-117.
Weeks, W. A. and Nantel, J. (1992), “Corporate codes of ethics and
sales force behavior: A case study”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol.
11 No. 10, pp. 753-760.
Wimbush, J. C. and Shepard, J. M. (1994), “Toward an understanding
of ethical climate: Its relationship to ethical behavior and supervisory
influence”, Journal of Business ethics, Vol. 13, No. 8, pp. 637-647.

http://ejbo.jyu.fi/

EJBO Electronic Journal of Business Ethics and Organization Studies

Vol. 26, No. 1 (2021)

Authors
Yanick Farmer, Associate Professor, Department of Social and Public Communication, Université du Québec à Montréal, Montreal (Quebec),
Canada, H3C 3P8, farmer.yanick@uqam.ca, (001) 514-987-3000 ext. 5086.
Michelle Pimont, Research Associate, Centre d'éthique, Hôpital Cité-de-la-Santé, Laval (Quebec), Canada, H7M 3L9, mpimontb@gmail.com.
16

http://ejbo.jyu.fi/

