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ABSTRACT 

 

Recent decades reveal increasing academic and practitioner interest in improving corporations’ 

social and ethical reputations. Efforts to promote ethics usually focus on the implementation of 

explicit, formal mechanisms, aimed at transmitting ethical and moral content and reflecting an 

interest in behavioural ethics. Although the efficacy of these mechanisms has been demonstrated, 

such efforts may fail if ethics does not exist in reality in the normal procedures and operations of 

the firm and in the treatment employees perceive from their employers. Organizational justice is 

an antecedent of ethical behaviour, though most research depicting this link has centred 

exclusively on assessing (un)ethical behaviours directed toward the organization. Other insights, 

however, might suggest a relationship between organizational justice perceptions and general 

ethical behaviour; therefore, this study conducts an empirical examination of survey data from 

436 Spanish banking employees to discern their perceptions of organizational justice by top 

management and whether these perceptions are related to general ethical/unethical behaviours. 

Findings, finally, reveal that such perceptions have positive effects on workforce general ethics. 

That is, actions and efforts by top management that signal organizational justice can help promote 

ethics among a wider workforce. These findings have substantial practical implications, as well as 

insights for further research.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

he moral lapses and business scandals in recent decades (e.g., Enron, Arthur Andersen, Health South 

Corp., Countrywide) and the new issues that seem to arise daily (e.g., allegations of improper 

contractor payments that forced the resignation of Hewlett-Packard chief executive Mark Herd; 

Worthen & Lublin, 2010) make ethics an increasingly salient topic among both academics and practitioners. 

Academic studies offer substantial contributions to our understanding of the moral behaviour and decision making 

processes of people in organizational settings (Treviño, 1986; Hunt & Vitell, 1993; Jones, 1991). Yet the problem of 

immorality demands constant vigilance to keep it under control, and research still has room to propose solutions and 

options.   

 

For example, academics have suggested a link between behavioural ethics and justice/fairness perceptions 

in organizational settings. For decades, these issues were studied only separately, but recent contributions (e.g., 

Cropanzano & Stein, 2009) provide strong rationales for their close interconnection, which demands research that 

can embrace and address this link and thereby advance both organizational justice and behavioural ethics research. 

Several studies note positive associations between organizational justice variables (i.e., procedures) and behavioural 

ethics variables (i.e., deviant workplace behaviour) (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001). Yet previous research mostly 

focuses on a single type of unethical behaviour as a dependent variable, and most of that centres on unethical 

behaviour directed toward the organization (Treviño & Weaver, 2001; Rupp & Bell, 2010). The findings of these 

studies reflect traditional theoretical rationales (e.g., equity theory; Adams, 1965) that regard unethical responses 

against the organization (e.g., vandalism, theft) as efforts to balance out perceptions of unfairness that harm 

employees’ interests. Because fairness and justice underlie moral standards and principles (Rawls, 1971), the 

T 
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concept clearly can be applied to unethical behaviour directed to any other agent as well. Furthermore, despite the 

exclusion of organizational justice as an independent contextual variable in previous research (Treviño & Weaver, 

2001), it should play exactly this role, considering its relation to contextual variables such as organizational policies, 

procedures, and decisions (distributive, procedural justice), as well as interactions with others (interactional justice). 

Finally, the top management of a firm should exert a strong influence on employees’ organizational fairness 

perceptions.  

 

Therefore, this study aims to analyse the impact of organizational justice on employees’ general ethical 

behaviours. Specifically, we examine the impact of general organizational fairness perceptions, caused by top 

management actions, on employees’ general ethical behaviour. We review prior literature to provide a basis for the 

rationales we use for our hypothesis. Next, we present our methodology and findings. Finally, we offer some 

conclusions, limitations, and implications for further research. 

 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESIS 

 

According to Treviño and Weaver (2001), justice is a fundamental social expectation that motivates 

behaviour. When employees perceive fairness or unfairness, they experience certain positive or negative sentiments 

(e.g., anger, Pillutla & Murnighan, 1996; satisfaction, Greenberg, 1990; McCain, Tsai, & Bellino, 2010) that likely 

influence their consequent behavioural pattern. In line with equity theory (Adams, 1965), in organizational scenarios 

in which employees perceive general organizational injustice and unfairness, they tend to adjust their behaviour to 

redress the perceived injustice and also work to improve their welfare or status, usually at the organization’s expense 

(Treviño & Weaver, 2001). In contrast, when employees face fair treatment, such as when top management fairly 

allocates resources, employees likely aim to preserve the well-being of their organization (Zoghbi-Manrique de 

Lara, 2010) and subordinate their own interests to those of their organization (Lind & Tyler, 1988); their behaviours 

should also be ethical and in line with the company’s expectations (McCain et al., 2010). The prevalence of 

unethical behaviours directed against the company’s interests in recent decades (Greenberg, 2002) thus may be 

understood according to this “seeking balance” rationale, which is also consistent with the Van den Boss, Lind, and 

Wilde’s (1997) idea that a broad fairness heuristic guides people’s thinking about their relationship with their 

organizations, in terms of commitment and support dimensions (Treviño & Weaver, 2001).  

 

Although previous research mostly assesses unethical behaviours exclusively directed to the organization in 

contexts in which employees perceive organizational unfairness, there is strong evidence that people also value 

moral principles, such as justice, for their own sake (Cropanzano & Stein, 2009), not just in relation to the damage 

caused or benefits received. For example, Turillo, Folger, Lavelle, Umphress, and Gee (2002) suggest that self-

interest is not the only, or even the prime, motivator for people to attend to fairness issues. Rather, employees may 

perceive that the virtue of fairness is its own reward (Turillo et al., 2002; Gillespie & Greenberg, 2005), in support 

of the idea that individuals present endogenous deontic emotions (Turillo et al., 2002). Moral values also appear 

beneficial for their own sake, as human ideals (González & Guillén, 2008), toward which people naturally strive 

(Kreeft, 1990). Because justice thus constitutes an important part of the larger domain of morality and virtuousness 

(Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel & Rupp, 2001; Folger, Cropanzano & Goldman, 2005), people who perceive justice 

in their organizational settings may feel more fairly treated and appreciated (Argandoña, 2011), which ultimately 

could motivate reciprocity in the form of fairness and other morally virtuous behaviours (Cameron, Bright, & Caza, 

2004). Thus, general ethical behaviour, one which entails acts not exclusively directed toward the organization, 

could be enhanced in situations that encourage perceptions of organizational fairness. Prior business ethics studies 

(Zabid & Alsagoff, 1993) cite the important impact of top management for determining the level of ethics among 

employees, arguing that an ethics gap at top management levels prevents an ethical workforce from emerging (Gini, 

1997). Fairness also is an issue that Treviño, Hartman, and Brown (2000) defend as crucial for ethics and for 

effective ethical leadership, which in line with previous research (Peterson, 2004) can enhance ethical behaviour in 

organizational settings. Accordingly, we assert that perceived general organizational justice, in reference to the 

perceived fairness exhibited by top management, has a positive impact:  

 

Hypothesis 1:   General organizational justice, as manifested in top management fairness, relates positively to 

employees’ general ethical behaviour. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 

Sample and Procedure 

 

The survey was distributed to 4,136 employees of large branches or offices of various Spanish banking 

companies. The questionnaires typically were distributed directly to employees, after gaining the consent of the 

branch manager; in some cases, they were mailed to employees, with the approval of a regional director. The 436 

usable surveys finally received represented a response rate of 10.5%, which is reasonable for organizational 

behaviour research, especially considering that the employees represented multiple business organizations 

(Valentine, Greller, & Richtermeyer, 2006). 

 

To minimise apprehension and social desirability bias, the cover letter to the questionnaire emphasised that 

there were no right or wrong answers. Wording in the questionnaire itself also guaranteed absolute anonymity and 

confidentiality to participants. 

 

To evaluate the possibility for nonresponse bias, the first and last quartiles of submissions were compared; 

late respondents should be more similar to nonrespondents than early ones (Armstrong & Overton, 1977). The chi-

square and independent sample t-tests conducted did not reveal any significant differences in the study variables, so 

non response bias did not appear to be a concern for our study.  

 

Measures 

 

To measure general organizational justice, we used three items adapted from Treviño and Weaver’s (2001) 

scale, using a five-point response format (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Instead of organization though, 

we used top management as our main focus or responsible agent, which supported our research goal of determining 

the role of top management behaviour in influencing employees’ ethical/unethical behaviours. In general, the items 

address the extent to which employees perceive that they are treated fairly and respectfully, as well as how fairly top 

management acts with regard to employees’ interests (e.g., In general, top management treats its employees fairly). 

 

Guided by previous research on business ethics (Treviño & Weaver, 2001; Treviño, Butterfield & McCabe, 

1998), we assessed perceived ethical behaviour by asking respondents about any unethical behaviours they had 

perceived by peers in the organizational setting. By asking about peers’ unethical conduct, we mitigate the potential 

for social desirability bias (Treviño & Weaver, 2001; Treviño et al., 1998). Three behavioral items were adapted 

from previous research (e.g. Izraeli, 1988; Treviño &Weaver, 2001; Peterson, 2004) which as in Peterson (2004) 

encompassed a variety of possible ethical failures with implications for the organization, co-workers and customers 

(e.g. misuse of company materials, claiming credit for someone else work, exaggerating benefits and advantages of 

corporate products and services). With a five-point response format (1 = never, 5 = very often), respondents 

indicated the level of frequency of such acts; the responses were reverse scored and averaged, so higher values 

represented more ethical behaviour perceived. 

 

Data Analysis  

 

We used SPSS (v.19.0) statistical software to generate descriptive statistics and other statistical analyses of 

the data. A correlation analysis and an independent two-sample t-test help test the hypothesis. As Table I reveals, the 

internal reliability of the measures was sufficient. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the dependent variable was 

slightly lower than the minimum level of 0.7 recommended by Nunnally (1978) for basic research, but additional 

statistical analyses (i.e., a single factor for three items and acceptable item correlation with respect to the scale’s 

corrected total) revealed the appropriateness of the measure. In addition, levels higher than 0.60 can be considered 

acceptable, especially for exploratory scales (Hair, Black, Babin & Tatham, 2006). 
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Table I 

Means, deviations, and correlation matrix. (Cronbach’s alpha in bold. N = 434) 

 Mean SD 1 2 

1. Perceived ethical behaviour  3.55 .78 .61  

2. General organizational justice 2.88 .89 .23** .86 

Notes: The diagonal represents the Cronbach's alpha. Off-diagonal elements are the correlations between the variables. ** 

Significant at the .01 level (one-tailed) 

 

4. RESULTS 

 

Hypothesis Testing  

 

We performed correlation analysis to test the strength and direction of the linear relationships among the 

target variables in this study: perceived ethical behaviour and general organizational justice. In Table I, we provide 

the results, which indicate some preliminary support for the hypothesis, in that the association between general 

organizational justice and perceived ethical behaviour (r = .23) is significant at p < .01, and in the predicted 

direction.  

 
Table II 

General organizational justice and perceived ethical behaviour (Independent two-sample t-test) 

 High top management 

general justice (n = 234) 

Low top management 

general justice (n = 200) 

   

 M SD M SD t-statistic p-value 

CI95 

CI95 

 

Perceived ethical 

behaviour 

3.71 .73 3.35 .80 4.757 .00** .21–.50 

** Significant at the .01 level (one-tailed) 

 

To reinforce those results, we also conducted an independent two-sample t-test to determine if the means of 

two different populations (i.e., those who perceived high versus low general organizational justice) differ 

statistically in terms of perceived ethical behaviour. As the results in Table II reveal, and in line with our previous 

results, the test is significant at the .01 level, t (432) = 4.757. Thus, employees who perceive that top management’s 

general justice is high (M = 3.71, SD = .73, n = 234) on average represent a more ethical workforce than the group 

that perceives top management’s general justice as low (M = 3.35, SD = .80, n = 200). In addition, with 95% 

confidence, we assert that there is always a mean difference between the two conditions related to the hypothesis, 

ranging between .21 and .50, which indicates significant differences (in the predicted direction) in the mean level of 

the perceived ethical behaviour measure, according to the extent to which top management shows general 

organizational justice in its daily behaviours. 

 

In summary, both the correlation analysis and the independent two-sample t-test offer support for our 

proposed hypothesis. Thus, general organizational justice, as perceived in the top management sphere, has an 

important, positive effect on workforce ethics.  

 

5. DISCUSSION  

 

This investigation has aimed to analyse the role of general organizational justice perceptions, specifically 

those derived from reflections on the fairness of the treatment and conduct of top management, in determining the 

ethical behaviour of employees. Consistent with our hypothesis, we find that general organizational justice has a 

significant positive effect on employees’ ethical behaviours, spanning actions directed toward the organization, co-

workers, and customers. Therefore, our findings extend prior research that positively link various measures of 

perceived organizational unfairness to the unethical conduct of employees that harms the organization (Greenberg, 

1990; Treviño & Weaver, 2001; Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001; Rupp & Bell, 2010), likely as a result of 

experiencing negative emotions (e.g., frustration, anger) in such an unfair organizational scenario (Skarlicki & 

Folger, 1997).  
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Perhaps even more important, this investigation adds to previous research on organizational justice and 

behavioural ethics by finding a positive relationship between general organizational justice perceptions and an 

ethical behaviour measure that encompasses actions directed to the organization, co-workers, and customers. 

Although recent research suggests that organizational justice perceptions (procedural and distributive) positively 

affect employees’ ethical behaviour in their interactions with customers (McCain et al., 2010), our measure of 

ethical behaviour adds conduct directed specifically toward customers or co-workers. In addition to affecting ethical 

behaviours directed toward the organization, general organizational fairness perceptions can influence employees’ 

ethical behaviours in general. If they perceive that managers, i.e. top management, offers fair conduct and treatment, 

employees likely feel positive emotions and reciprocate by treating others in a fair and ethical manner (McCain et 

al., 2010).  

 

Efforts to build ethical leadership at the top levels thus are highly salient for management practitioners 

interested in promoting organizational ethics. Considering their high formal authority, top managers exert significant 

influence through their beliefs, features, decisions, and actions (Merton, 1957). Fairness and justice behavioural 

dimensions are expected in people who are perceived as effective ethical leaders (Treviño et al., 2000) and who have 

moral principles (Folger et al., 2005). Therefore top management cannot ignore this dimension in their daily 

working life if they hope to exert a positive impact on employees’ ethical behaviours.  

 

Several limitations in this study should be considered as well. In particular, this research took place in a 

single industry setting (banking) and a specific cultural context (Spain), so though the results likely hold in similar 

contexts, the external validity of our results may be somewhat limited. Furthermore, we measured ethical behaviour 

by asking respondents about their co-workers’ perceived unethical behaviours in organizational settings. This 

measure helps reduce social desirability bias (Treviño & Weaver, 2001; Treviño et al., 1998), but we might have 

missed out on more accurate information about the real impact that organizational fairness perceptions have on a 

respondent’s own ethical behaviour. Finally, our study is limited in that it focuses on just the direct relationship 

between organizational justice and behavioural ethics, without accounting for other potential intervening (mediating 

or interacting) variables within that relationship.  

 

We thus see many interesting directions for further research to provide insights into this organizational 

justice–behavioural ethics relationship. First, studies that pertain to other industries and cultural contexts should be 

conducted to determine the generalisability of our findings. Second, additional research might analyse the role of 

other variables in the relationship. As we noted, because feelings of inequity or equity tend to produce negative (e.g., 

frustration, anger; Coughlan & Connolly, 2001) or positive emotions and attitudes respectively (job satisfaction; 

Greenberg, 1990; McCain et al., 2010), general organizational fairness perceptions might influence employees’ 

(un)ethical conduct through the effect of such emotional and attitudinal variables. Researchers could seek to 

ascertain if these variables really play a mediating role or simply represent a final outcome of the relationship. Third, 

and finally, personal variables, such as cognitive moral development, could interact and help explain this 

relationship (Cropanzano & Stein, 2009), so further studies aimed at providing insights into the complex nature of 

this relationship might take into account the influence of personality traits.  
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