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Abstract
This study examines the varying roles of power, status, and national culture in unethical decision-making. Most research 
on unethical behavior in organizations is grounded in Western societies; empirical comparative studies of the antecedents 
of unethical behavior across nations are rare. The authors conduct this comparative study using scenario studies with four 
conditions (high power vs. low power × high status vs. low status) in both China and Canada. The results demonstrate that 
power is positively related to unethical decision-making in both countries. Status has a positive effect on unethical decision-
making and facilitates the unethical decisions of Canadian participants who have high power but not Chinese participants 
who have high power. To explicate participants’ unethical decision-making rationales, the authors ask participants to justify 
their unethical decisions; the results reveal that Chinese participants are more likely to cite position differences, whereas 
Canadian participants are more likely to cite work effort and personal abilities. These findings expand theoretical research 
on the relationship between social hierarchy and unethical decision-making and provide practical insights on unethical 
behavior in organizations.

Keywords  Unethical decisions · Power · Status · Power approach theory · Status characteristics theory · Culture · China · 
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Introduction

People hope and expect that appointees to high-ranking 
positions will use their authority wisely and for the better-
ment of their organizations—or at least act in ways that are 
not detrimental to others. However, there is ample evidence 
that high-ranking members of organizations often behave 

unethically (Aguilera and Vadera 2008; Kulik 2005; Pearce 
et al. 2008; Sims and Brinkmann, 2003). For example, John 
Thain, the ousted CEO of Merrill Lynch, spent US $85,000 
on a carpet to redecorate his office at the same time that 
his near-bankrupt company was laying off employees (Rus 
et al. 2010). Such behavior, which pursues self-benefit rather 
than showing concern for other members of the organiza-
tion, violates societal norms and has negative effects on 
organizations.

Researchers have asked why those in higher hierarchi-
cal positions are more likely than those in lower positions 
to make unethical decisions, though most of these investi-
gations of the antecedents of unethical behavior have been 
theoretical and conducted in Western contexts (Dubois et al. 
2015; Galperin et al. 2011; Piff et al. 2012). Galperin et al. 
(2011) use social cognitive theory to suggest that higher sta-
tus creates social isolation, which renders ethical regulatory 
systems ineffective and results in more unethical behavior. 
Magee and Smith (2013) use the social distance theory of 
power to explain the unethical behavior of those in high-
level positions, arguing that power reduces empathy.
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Although these theories provide meaningful insights for 
understanding the positive relationship between social hier-
archy and unethical behavior, no empirical studies explore 
the simultaneous effects of power and status with a cross-
cultural comparative design. To address this research gap, 
we draw on Chinese and Canadian samples to investigate 
and compare the unethical decision-making processes of 
people in high-ranking positions. We conduct a scenario 
experiment, using a role-playing game to capture partici-
pants’ unethical decisions (Bendahan et al. 2015). This com-
parative study exploits rich cultural contexts to contribute 
to theoretical research on hierarchy and unethical decision-
making and improve our understanding of the antecedents 
of higher-ranking members’ unethical behavior.

We thus extend research on unethical decision-making in 
organizations in three ways. First, we clarify the hierarchical 
nature of organizations and focus on the discrete main and 
interactive effects of power and status on individual tenden-
cies to engage in unethical decision-making. Second, we 
ask participants to provide reasons for their unethical deci-
sions, to determine how power and status affect unethical 
decision-making. Third, we investigate whether the effects 
of power and status on unethical decisions differ between 
China and Canada.

These findings can inform further theoretical and practi-
cal research related to power, status, and unethical behavior 
in organizations. We suggest that predictions regarding the 
association between social hierarchy and unethical decisions 
could be unsound unless they consider the discrete effects of 
power and status. Empirical distinctions between power and 
status help determine whether and under what conditions—
particularly cultural conditions—these hierarchical charac-
teristics increase the tendency to make unethical decisions.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses 
Development

In this section, we identify the core construct of unethical 
decisions and use social cognitive theory as a conceptual 
framework to introduce the factors in our model. Next, we 
distinguish between power and status and construct hypoth-
eses for the relationships among power, status, and unethi-
cal decisions. Finally, we describe the cultural differences 
between China and Canada, introduce previous research 
related to national culture and unethical decisions, and 
derive predictions about the differing effects of power and 
status in China and Canada.

Unethical Decisions and Social Cognitive Theory

The term “unethical decision” refers to an intention, percep-
tion, or behavior that is morally unacceptable by societal 

standards (Jones 1991). In organizational settings, the con-
struct includes misuses of position, resources, or authority 
for personal or organizational gain (Galperin et al. 2011; 
Kish-Gephart et al. 2010; Piff et al. 2012; Treviño et al. 
2006). In this study, we focus on unethical decisions with 
harmful effects on organizations, as opposed to decisions 
that aim to benefit organizations. By engaging in self-serv-
ing behavior instead of showing concern for group mem-
bers, members may harm others and violate societal norms. 
Accordingly, we define unethical decision-making as the 
pursuit of personal gain at the cost of group benefit (Benda-
han et al. 2015).

Social cognitive theory offers a psychosocial explanation 
of individual moral thought and actions (Bandura 1991). The 
theory posits that people develop internal moral standards 
according to the cognitive information available to them 
from observing the consequences of certain behaviors in 
their environments. They use these cognitive standards in 
self-regulatory systems that control unethical behavior (Fida 
et al. 2015; Gino et al. 2011). There are two important ele-
ments in the cognitive process. The first is social hierarchy 
position, which affects the cost of unethical behavior, in that 
both power and status can reduce the cost of engaging in 
unethical decision-making. The second relates to perceived 
social norms in various cultures and environments: Although 
internal moral beliefs are personal, their development and 
structures are culturally dependent. In turn, several authors 
use social cognitive theory to explore the antecedents of 
unethical decisions. For example, Galperin et al. (2011) 
propose a conceptual model to explain why higher-ranking 
members of organizations behave unethically. They argue 
that status differences cause higher-ranking members to 
be less sensitive to the feelings of lower-ranking members, 
muting their capacity to recognize that their decisions hurt 
others.

Such propositions provide theoretical insights for explain-
ing unethical decisions, but they also are incomplete, 
because status is only one dimension of social hierarchy. 
The other dimension-power-must be addressed to understand 
the relationship between social hierarchy and unethical deci-
sions. Despite evidence that indicates the need to distinguish 
the two dimensions (Blader and Chen 2012; Magee and Gal-
insky 2008), few empirical studies simultaneously explore 
their effects on unethical decisions; it is thus unclear which 
dimension functions as the dominant predictor of unethical 
decisions. We also need empirical evidence to specify the 
positive relationship between status and unethical decisions 
and to determine whether the relationship holds in differing 
cultural environments.

To address these questions, we use social cognitive theory 
as a foundation for a conceptual model that illustrates the 
antecedents of individual unethical decisions. We extend 
research by Galperin et al. (2011) by exploring the roles 
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of power, status, and national culture in predicting unethi-
cal decisions. Consistent with previous research on social 
role enactment and the moralization of behavior (Bell and 
Hughes-Jones 2007), we expect the power and status facets 
of hierarchical positions to influence rationales for unethical 
decisions. Figure 1 shows our conceptual model.

Power and Status

Power is defined as an asymmetrical discretion in bestowing 
or withholding valuable resources or outcomes (Anderson 
and Brion 2014; Sturm and Antonakis 2015). It is associated 
mainly with formal rank and access to valuable resources, 
both of which enable power holders to have important and 
consequential impacts on others through activities such as 
resource allocation or punishment (Magee and Galinsky 
2008).

Status is a relatively subjective concept; it is generally 
defined as the esteem and social worth that one has in others’ 
eyes (Piazza and Castellucci 2014; Wei et al. 2017; Zhang 
et al. 2018). Unlike power, perceived competence is the pri-
mary basis of status, such that the more competence a person 
displays, the more likely he or she will be conferred high sta-
tus by others (Anderson and Kilduff 2009). Power cannot be 
conferred by others and is more independent; status relies on 
others’ evaluations (Blader et al. 2016; Cheng et al. 2013).

Although power and status have differing conceptual-
ization and attainment processes, past research has tended 
to either conflate or confuse them (Fiske 2010; Fiske and 
Berdahl 2007), seemingly because they can reinforce each 
other (Magee and Galinsky 2008). For example, status may 
be associated with the accrual of discretion (Keltner et al. 
2003), and power is often accompanied by the respect of 
others (Kilduff and Galinsky 2013). Nevertheless, there is 
evidence that power and status are distinct constructs, both 
conceptually and in practice (Anicich et al. 2015; Fast et al. 
2012; Fragale et al. 2011). For example, a supervisor who 
controls the distribution of valuable resources to subordi-
nates but does not satisfy performance expectations may 
have power but little respect in the social group, whereas 
employees who hold limited power may make important 
contributions to the group’s performance and become highly 

respected by others in the organization (Fragale et al. 2011). 
Extant evidence indicates that such differences between 
power and status are commonplace in organizations, so it 
appears necessary to distinguish the roles of power and sta-
tus to understand why higher-ranking members of organiza-
tions behave unethically.

Power and Unethical Decision‑Making

Power is a core property of high rank, which in turn is an 
antecedent of organizational unethical behavior (Dubois 
et al. 2015; Lammers et al. 2012; Rus et al. 2010, 2012). 
According to power approach theory (Keltner et al. 2003), 
those with high power control critical resources in organi-
zations, which allows them to impose their will on others. 
Moreover, having more resources and independence from 
others causes people to prioritize their self-interest over oth-
ers’ welfare and to perceive greed as positive and beneficial, 
thereby increasing unethical behavior (De Cremer and Van 
Dijk 2005). We predict that who have high power and more 
discretion about using that power are more likely than those 
with low power to engage in unethical decision-making.

Hypothesis 1  Power is positively related to unethical 
decision-making.

Status and Unethical Decision‑Making

According to status characteristic theory (Berger et  al. 
1972), members of an organization earn respect from oth-
ers when they display characteristics that are valued by and 
benefit that organization. Competence is a critical indica-
tor of status (Anderson and Kilduff 2009; Li et al. 2016). 
Furthermore, people with the presumed potential to achieve 
high performance in the future are often assigned high sta-
tus in organizations, whereas those who lack valued charac-
teristics are assigned low status. According to expectation 
state theory (Berger et al. 1974), high-status organizational 
members can expect to receive more rewards from resource 
distributions. Moreover, some theoretical models indicate 
that status is positively related to unethical decision-making 
(Galperin et al. 2011; Kafashan et al. 2014), because the 
social isolation that accompanies high-status positions tends 
to decrease empathy and increase self-focused thoughts. 
Empirical evidence provided by Hays and Blader (2017) 
supports this argument from both status and legitimacy 
interaction perspectives; the authors demonstrate that feel-
ings of entitlement increase in correspondence with people’s 
beliefs that their status is legitimate, resulting in increased 
self-interested behavior. Therefore, we assume that those 
with high status have a greater propensity to engage in 
unethical decision-making.

Status

Unethical Decision

National Culture

Power

H2

H4
(China)

H3

H1

H5
(Canada)

Fig. 1   Conceptual model
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Hypothesis 2  Status is positively related to unethical 
decision-making.

According to the approach theory of power and status 
characteristic theory, we propose that power and status have 
an interactive effect on unethical decision-making. Power 
provides people with the freedom to pursue personal ben-
efits and be less constrained in satisfying their personal 
goals. High status gives people reasons to be rewarded; it 
leads them to have less sensitivity to the needs of others 
and greater tendency to practice unethical behavior. Whether 
people take advantage of their asymmetrical power in a dis-
tribution process may vary according to people’s status posi-
tions. Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3  Status moderates the positive relationship 
between power and unethical decision-making.

National Culture and Unethical Decisions

National culture refers to the collective beliefs or social 
norms that form in a certain society (Hofstede 1984; Tan 
2002) and guide acceptable behavior. Literature related 
to national culture and ethics demonstrates that people’s 
perceptions of ethics vary culturally (Beekun et al. 2008; 
Eisenbeiß and Brodbeck 2014; Lehnert et al. 2015; Loe et al. 
2000; O’Fallon and Butterfield 2005; Rashid and Ibrahim 
2008). In our research, we use Hofstede’s (2001) culture 
typology as a framework to interpret the effect of national 
culture on individual unethical decisions and identify rel-
evant differences between China and Canada (Vitell et al. 
1993).

Hofstede’s Culture Dimensions and Unethical 
Decision‑Making

According to Hofstede (2001), the main culture dimensions 
found worldwide are power distance (PD), individualism, 
masculinity, uncertainty avoidance (UA), and Confucian 
dynamism (CD) (sometimes referred to as long-term ori-
entation). The most well-validated cultural dimensions are 
PD and individualism (Arnold et al. 2007; Costigan et al. 
2006; Curtis et al. 2011; Ralston et al. 2014; Westerman 
et al. 2007); these dimensions have strong associations with 
unethical decision-making (Alexandra et al. 2017; Craft 
2013; Husted and Allen 2008; Ma 2010; Smith and Hume 
2005). The PD dimension refers to the degree of acceptance 
of the inequality of power distribution in a society (House 
et al. 2004; Weaver 2001); those who are high-ranking in 
high-PD societies are more easily able to justify engaging 
in unethical self-serving behavior than those who are high-
ranking in low-PD societies (Cohen et al. 1995; Rosenblatt 
2012; Tsui 1996). The Individualism dimension represents 

a set of personal values or beliefs and prioritizes personal 
goals when making decisions that affect others (Hofstede 
1984; Triandis et al. 1988; Tsui and Windsor 2001); it can 
result in unethical, self-serving behavior, because those in 
high-Individualism cultures are more concerned about their 
own benefits (Ralston et al. 2009).

In addition, high-Masculinity cultures emphasize com-
petitiveness and material success, whereas high-Femininity 
cultures value relationships and are more concerned with the 
non-material qualities of life (Hofstede 1984). Members of 
high-Masculinity societies, especially men (Christie et al. 
2003; Taras et al. 2010), exhibit less sensitivity to ethical 
issues (Husted 2000; Thorne and Saunders 2002); they are 
more likely to engage in unethical behaviors than members 
of high-Femininity cultures (Chang and Ding 1995; Vitell 
et al. 1993).

The dimension of UA is the extent to which a society 
avoids uncertainty; it represents an intolerance of deviation 
from policy and formal norms in societal institutions and 
organizations (Hofstede 1980; Vitell et al. 1993). Some lit-
erature suggests that a culture’s emphasis on responsibilities 
and rules increases as its UA score increases—and that those 
in low-UA cultures are more likely to engage in unethical 
decision-making because of poor enforcement of formal 
standards that guide specific conduct (Ferrell and Skinner 
1988). However, other studies argue that high-UA cultures 
may induce more anxiety (Hofstede 2001), making it dif-
ficult for people to recognize moral issues, and therefore, 
to be less concerned about ethical business practices (Chen 
2014; House et al. 2004).

Finally, the dimension of CD, added by Hofstede and 
Bond (1988), implies a long-term orientation; it has sev-
eral traditional cultural characteristics that originate in East 
Asian countries such as China (Huang and Lu 2017; Zhang 
et al. 2012), but it can be generalized to non-Asian nations 
(Chung et al. 2008; Schwartz 1992; Tan and Chow 2009). 
Previous studies of CD and unethical decision-making reveal 
paradoxical findings (Ang and Leong 2000; Lu et al. 1999; 
Woodbine 2004; Wu 2001): Some suggest that members of 
high-CD cultures are less likely to harm the interests of oth-
ers, because they value group harmony over personal gain 
(Ding 2006) and work to avoid the shame of hurting oth-
ers (Lu et al. 1999), but others conclude that the societal 
CD level is a poor predictor of citizens’ unethical choices 
(Woodbine 2004).

National Culture Differences Between China and Canada

Table 1 displays the cultural dimension indexes for China 
and Canada (Hofstede and Hofstede 2005), showing that 
Chinese and Canadian cultures vary in their dimensions 
of PD, Individualism, and CD. China scores higher in 
PD and CD than Canada, whereas Canada has a higher 
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Individualism score than China. The countries have no sig-
nificant differences in either UA or Masculinity (Hofstede 
2001; Triandis 2004).

Our research interest is in the national differences of indi-
viduals’ unethical decision-making in the reward distribution 
process, particularly in a decision context characterized by 
a trade-off between personal and group benefits. To gain 
clear insights into the role of national culture, we first focus 
on the cultural dimensions that differ most between China 
and Canada. Although Masculinity and UA are associated 
with unethical decision-making, the differences between 
their Chinese and Canadian scores are not so pronounced as 
to make them strong differentiators (see Table 1). We also 
consider the extent to which the dimensions of PD, Individu-
alism, and CD provide explanatory insights into our power 
and status variables.

Previous literature on power and culture shows that the 
essence and goals of power are culturally patterned (Chiu 
and Hong 2006; Zhong et al. 2006). For example, Torelli and 
Shavitt (2010) propose that the self-oriented characteristics 
of power facilitate unethical behavior in high-PD nations 
because of the acceptance of inequality in power distribu-
tions and obedience to authority. Determinants of status also 
are context dependent; they vary among national cultures 
(Smith et al. 1996). For example, Torelli et al. (2014) find 
that the attainment of status through competence is more 
prevalent in individualist cultures than collectivist cultures.

National cultural dimensions, particularly PD and Indi-
vidualism, also critically influence people’s perceptions and 
experiences of power and status and shape their consequent 
behaviors. Because PD and Individualism scores differ 
substantially between China and Canada, we adopt the two 
dimensions as the principal elements of our framework, to 
interpret the potentially different effects of power and status 
in the two countries.

Extensive research demonstrates that in societies char-
acterized by high PD, those who have high power believe 
they are more entitled to privileges or resources than those 
who have low power (Davis and Ruhe 2003; Resick et al. 
2006; Sanyal 2005); they also have less concern for others 
(Farh et al. 2007; Kirkman et al. 2009). In high-I societies, 
high status is associated with self-perceptions of personal 

competence (Torelli et al. 2014), which leads those with 
high status to believe they are more entitled than those with 
low status (Feather 1994; Galperin et al. 2011).

China is a society scoring high on PD, low on Individ-
ualism, whereas Canada is a society scoring low on PD, 
high on Individualism. In China, obedience to authority is a 
dominant norm. Those with high power are expected to be 
less dependent on subordinates and care less about whether 
subordinates respect them personally—in part because the 
positions themselves command respect (Hall 1976; Hofst-
ede 1984). Therefore, in China, conferred status may have 
less effect than power on high-power people’s unethical 
decision-making. In addition, status may have a positive 
effect on unethical decisions, because those with high sta-
tus are more self-focused and less sensitive to the needs and 
feelings of those with low status (Galperin et al. 2011). In 
this sense, the self-focus of the Canadian sample may be 
an amplifier of the relationship between status and unethi-
cal behavior. By integrating social cognitive theory and the 
cultural characteristics of China and Canada, we predict that 
Chinese power-holders are more likely to engage in unethi-
cal decision-making than their Canadian counterparts; we 
further predict that Canadians with high status demonstrate 
relatively greater unethical decision-making intentions com-
pared with their Chinese counterparts.

Hypothesis 4  The positive effect of power on unethical 
decisions is stronger for Chinese participants than Cana-
dian participants.

Hypothesis 5  The positive effect of status on unethical deci-
sions is stronger for Canadian participants than Chinese 
participants.

Method

Participants and Design

Participants were university business students in China 
and Canada who completed a pen-and-paper survey. We 
developed the survey in English and used it in Canada. We 

Table 1   Culture dimension 
index of China and Canada 
(Hofstede and Hofstede 2005)

a The Confucian dynamism score is synonymous with long-term orientation and is assessed with that scale 
(Ge and Thomas 2008; Hofstede and Hofstede 2005; Hofstede and Bond 1988; Lu et al. 1999)

Dimensions of culture Expected impacts on unethical decision Canada China

Individualism Positive (e.g., Ralston et al. 2009) 80 21
Power distance Positive (e.g., Tsui 1996) 39 63
Masculinity Positive (e.g., Husted 2000) 52 51
Uncertainty avoidance Ambiguous (e.g., Ferrell and Skinner 1988; Chen 2014) 48 49
Confucian dynamicsa Ambiguous (e.g., Ang and Leong 2000; Woodbine 2004) 23 118
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translated the survey into Chinese, in line with established 
cross-cultural translation procedures (Brislin 1980) and a 
well-documented and validated precedent in China (Tan 
and Litschert 1994). We recruited 100 participants in China; 
their mean age was 20.82 years, with a standard deviation 
of 1.28 years; 57 (57%) were women, and all of them were 
undergraduate students. We recruited another 100 partici-
pants in Canada, 17 of whom were of Chinese origin, which 
might have had a confounding effect on our comparison with 
the Chinese sample. Therefore, we removed these respond-
ents, resulting in a sample of 83 responses. The mean age of 
the Canadian participants was 20.60 years, with a standard 
deviation of 3.95 years; 41 were women, and 72 were under-
graduate students. The study used of a 2 (high-power vs. 
low-power) × 2 (high-status vs. low-status) between-subjects 
design.

Procedure

Participants volunteered to join the study and were invited 
to a quiet location to complete the survey. We randomly 
assigned them to one of four conditions. According to role 
theory (Biddle 1979; McAllister et al. 2007), role priming 
has important effects on people’s decisions and behavior. 
We used role-playing materials to manipulate power and sta-
tus (Bendahan et al. 2015; Blader and Chen 2012). Specifi-
cally, we asked each participant to imagine having the role 
of workgroup supervisor. We then asked them to allocate 
bonuses for their workgroup by choosing an option from 
a list of choices (Bendahan et al. 2015). After the partici-
pants completed the study, we paid each Canadian subject 
CDN$3 and rewarded each Chinese subject with a gift val-
ued at about ¥10 RMB.

Measures

Independent Variables

We manipulated power according to (1) number of subor-
dinates, (2) degree of resource control, and (3) discretion 
over reward distributions, according to the prior validated 
power manipulation method (Bendahan et al. 2015; Blader 
and Chen 2012). We provided participants with the infor-
mation below. The manipulated information is in bold, with 
the information for the low power condition in parentheses.

You have been appointed to be the supervisor of your 
workgroup. You have 3 (1) subordinates. You have 
control over an unusually large amount (a relatively 
meager amount) of resources, compared with your 
peers who head other workgroups. After completing 
the task, you will have 4 (3) distribution options for 
bonus allocation.

We manipulated status according to workgroup evalua-
tion scores and status level (Blader and Chen 2012; Tyler 
and Blader 2002) and provided the following information. 
The manipulated information is in bold, with the low status 
information in parentheses.

The HR manager interviews your subordinates to 
gauge their experience and have them assess your 
work. Your average score was 6.5 (2.5), out of a possi-
ble 7. The subordinates in your workgroup think of you 
as quite a high-status (low-status) person. They really 
hold you in high (low) regard, and you have a great 
deal of (very little) esteem and respect from them.

To verify the success of our experimental manipulations, 
we asked participants to respond to a series of manipulation 
check questions at the end of the survey. To check power 
(Blader and Chen 2012), we asked: “How much power did 
the role have as the supervisor of the workgroup?” and “Did 
the role (supervisor) have control over a lot of resources?” 
(China alpha = .69, Canada alpha = .68). To check status 
(Tangirala and Ramanujam 2008), we asked: “How much 
esteem or respect did the subordinates on the workgroup 
have for the role (supervisor)?” and “To what extent did the 
subordinates on the workgroup consider the role (supervi-
sor) as a high status person?” (China alpha = .81, Canada 
alpha = .91). Participants answered all questions on a 7-point 
Likert type scale ranging from 1 (“very little”) to 7 (“a great 
deal”).

Dependent Variable

Our dependent variable was a participant’s unethical deci-
sion, which we operationalized through the choice of dis-
tribution options in the bonus allocation task. In the task, 
participants could select from three options: slight premium, 
equality, or unethical (Bendahan et al. 2015). We coded 
unethical decisions as a dummy variable, with 0 indicating 
“not unethical,” and 1 indicating “unethical.”

Table 2 provides a detailed illustration of the options. 
Option A gave the supervisors a slightly higher bonus than 
their subordinate(s). The higher bonus served as a pre-
mium for being a supervisor. Option B was the equality 
choice; it allocated equal bonuses for the supervisor and 
subordinate(s). Options C and D were the unethical choices, 
which we designed using a constant injury index (i.e., how 
much injury the individual participant’s decision inflicted 
on the group) that measured the individual participant’s per-
sonal gains and the group’s losses relative to option A. Using 
the Canadian participants as an example, in unethical option 
C, the supervisor gained $50 ($270–$220) over option A, 
whereas the group lost $60 ($190–$130). In unethical option 
D, the supervisor gained $150 ($370–$220) and the group 
lost $180 (which both reduced to 5:6).
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Control Variables

We recorded participants’ age, gender, and, in Canada, their 
ethnic backgrounds at the end of the survey. Prior research 
implies that need for power is an important personality trait 
variable, highly related to unethical behavior such as corrup-
tion (McClelland 1975; Pearce et al. 2008; Pendse 2012), so 
we used a 3-item scale to measure the degree of individual 
participants’ need for power. A sample item is “I would want 
to be in control” (China alpha = .61, Canada alpha = .62).

Results

Manipulation Checks

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed that both the 
power and status manipulations were successful. Par-
ticipants assigned to the high-power conditions indicated 
that the role had more power (China: M = 4.17, SD = 1.33; 
Canada: M = 5.71, SD = .75) compared with those assigned 
to low-power conditions (China: M = 3.02, SD = 1.42; Can-
ada: M = 3.86, SD = 1.37; China: F[1, 96] = 17.31, p < .001; 
η2 = .15, Canada: F[1, 79] = 63.82, p < .001, η2 = .44). In 
addition, participants in the high-status condition tended 
to have more status (China: M = 4.35, SD = .20; Canada: 
M = 5.93, SD = .18) than participants in the low-status 
condition (China: M = 3.65, SD = .20; Canada: M = 2.59, 
SD = .17; China: F[1, 96] = 5.97, p < .05, η2 = .06; Canada: 
F[1, 79] = 192.38, p < .001, η2 = .71).

Descriptive Analysis

Table 3 presents the summary descriptive statistics and cor-
relations for Chinese and Canadian subjects. Preliminary 

analyses showed that power was positively related to unethi-
cal decisions in both China and Canada: Chinese partici-
pants showed a positive correlation between need for power 
and unethical decisions, and Canadian participants showed a 
positive correlation between status and unethical decisions. 
Unethical decisions were not correlated with age (r = .07, 
p = .51), gender (r = .01, p = .96), or, for the Canadian sam-
ple, program (r = .01, p = .92).

Hypotheses Tests

Main Effects of Power and Status Within Nations

We used binary logistic regression to predict the effects of 
power and status on individual participants’ unethical deci-
sions. Table 4 presents the results. Among Chinese partici-
pants, power had a significant effect on unethical decisions, 
in support of H1. However, status had neither significant 
effects nor interactions. Therefore, H2 and H3 are not sup-
ported in the Chinese context.

Among Canadian participants, there was a significant 
main effect of power. Status related positively to unethical 
decisions, and the effect of power on unethical decisions 
varied as a function of status. Specifically, the tendency to 
make unethical decisions was stronger for participants in the 
high-status/high-power condition than the high-status/low-
power condition (χ2[1] = 5.09, p < .05). No significant power 
effect emerged in the low-status condition (χ2[1] = .17, 
p = .68 > .10). Thus, the interaction of power and status pro-
duced a significant effect on unethical decisions; the positive 
effect of power on unethical decisions was stronger among 
participants whose status was high rather than low (b = 4.17, 
p < .05). Therefore, H1, H2, and H3 are supported in the 
Canadian context.

Table 2   Distribution options

a Denotes payment amount in Canadian currency
b According to the experimental design of Bendahan et al. (2015), number of options was a component of 
their power manipulation. This design provides one additional unethical option for high-power roles com-
pared to low-power roles. This operationalization is consistent with our power definition, such that high-
power holders have greater asymmetrical discretion in withholding valuable outcomes compared to their 
low-power counterparts. Note that although high-power roles gained more by choosing option D, the injury 
index remained constant. The injury index can be calculated as 500:600 for option C and 1500:1800 for 
option D, which both reduce to 5:6

Option Low-power supervisors High-power supervisors

Bonus amount for the 
supervisor

Bonus amount for the 
subordinate

Bonus amount for the 
supervisor

Bonus amount 
for each 
subordinate(s)

A ¥2200 ($220)a ¥1900 ($190) ¥2200 ($220) ¥1900 ($190)
B ¥2100 ($210) ¥2100 ($210) ¥2100 ($210) ¥2100 ($210)
C ¥2700 ($270) ¥1300 ($130) ¥2700 ($270) ¥1700 ($170)
D ¥3700 ($370) ¥1300 ($130)b
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Comparison of China and Canada

Figure 2 presents Chinese and Canadian participants’ unethi-
cal propensities across power and status conditions. Chinese 
holders of high power were more likely to engage in unethi-
cal decision-making than their low-power counterparts (low 
8%; high 42%; χ2[1] = 15.41, p < .001). Canadian holders 
of high power were also more likely to engage in unethical 
decision-making (low 10%; high 30%; χ2[1] = 5.20, p < .05). 
Therefore, H4 is not supported. Yet Canadian holders of 
high status were more likely to engage in unethical decision-
making than their low-status counterparts (low 12%; high 
27%; χ2[1] = 2.97, p < .10), whereas status was not signifi-
cantly associated with Chinese participants’ unethical deci-
sions (low 24%; high 26%; χ2[1] = .05, p =.82). Therefore, 
H5 is supported.

In addition, Chinese high power holders’ unethical deci-
sions did not vary significantly between the high and low 

Table 3   Descriptive statistics 
and correlations for (a) Chinese 
and (b) Canadian samples

Na = 100, Nb = 83
**p  < 0.001, *p  <  0.05, +p  < 0.10

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

(a) Chinese
 1. Need for power 3.31 0.76 –
 2. Gender 1.58 0.50 − 0.04 –
 3. Age 20.82 1.28 0.06 − 0.06 –
 4. Power 0.50 0.50 0.22* − 0.01 0.09 –
 5. Status 0.50 0.50 − 0.11 0.01 0.06 0.00 –
 6. Unethical decision 0.25 0.44 0.39** − 0.09 0.08 0.39** 0.02 –

(b) Canadian samples
 1. Need for power 3.40 0.84 –
 2. Gender 1.49 0.50 0.05 –
 3. Age 20.60 3.95 0.03 − 0.16 –
 4. Power 0.49 0.50 0.05 0.18 0.02 –
 5. Status 0.47 0.50 0.13 0.04 0.10 − 0.01 –
 6. Unethical decision 0.19 0.40 0.02 0.01 0.07 0.25* 0.21+ –

Table 4   Regression results 
for the unethical decisions of 
(a) Chinese and (b) Canadian 
Samples

N (China) = 100, N (Canada) = 83
**p < 0.001, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.10

Variables Predicting unethical decisions (China) Predicting unethical decisions 
(Canada)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Need for power 1.39* 1.40* 1.40* 0.06 – 0.10 – 0.30
Gender − 0.37 − 0.47 − 0.48 0.09 − 0.26 − 0.33
Age 0.10 0.07 0.12 0.04 0.03 0.09
Power 1.97* 1.20 1.56* − 0.59
Status 0.32 − 1.03 1.26* − 1.49
Power by status 1.79 4.17*
R2 0.22* 0.37** 0.39** 0.01 0.19+ 0.31*
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Fig. 2   Unethical decision-making propensities in China and Canada
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status conditions (high power/status 24%; high power/low 
status 18%; χ2[1] = .54, p = .46). Canadian high-power hold-
ers made significantly more unethical decisions when they 
also held high status (high power/status 26%; high power/
low status 5%; χ2[1] = 7.44, p < .05). This further evidence 
affirms that status has a moderating effect on power and 
unethical decisions in Canada but not in China.

Choice Rationales

To explore the proposed rationale that national differences 
determine relationships among power, status, and unethical 
decisions, we asked participants to report their reasons for 
making unethical decisions. We then conducted a choice 
rationale analysis of their responses.

Procedures

Chinese participants’ rationales were provided in Mandarin, 
so two Chinese postgraduate students, fluent in both Man-
darin and English, performed a translation/back-translation 
procedure. With these translations, we applied a four-step 
systematic coding method (Srnka and Koeszegi 2007; van 
Someren et al. 1994): (1) devising the coding scheme, (2) 
recruiting the coder, (3) starting the coding process, and (4) 
measuring inter-coder reliability. Thus, we used a deductive 
and inductive process to form the codes (Srnka and Koeszegi 
2007). Initially, we deduced three basic coding categories 
from our theoretical framework (Berger et al. 1972; Galperin 

et al. 2011; Keltner et al. 2003) and various literature per-
taining to motives for unethical decision-making:

(1)	 Power: respondents used their manipulated power supe-
riorities (e.g., asymmetrical discretions, resources) or 
the subjective deservingness of being in a powerful role 
as rationales for their unethical decisions.

(2)	 Status: participants rationalized unethical decisions 
through the status associated with their manipulated 
privileged position (e.g., highly regarded by others) in 
the group or subjective entitlement as the result of their 
presumed competency (e.g., excellent performance, or 
ability).

(3)	 Other: participants could also offer open-ended 
responses to identify other rationales. We offered this 
undefined category to accommodate themes that could 
emerge from the data and be identified during coding.

Next, we undertook an inductive process to develop and 
complete formal codes. We conducted preliminary coding of 
the qualitative data and defined seven distinct codes (Srnka 
and Koeszegi 2007), allowing for the elaboration and speci-
fication of the power and status categories and the identifica-
tion of several new rationales. Table 5 presents definitions 
and descriptions for each code.

We asked two Canadian doctoral students, blind to our 
research objectives, to apply this coding system. In training 
these coders, we gave them examples to help them under-
stand the code definitions. The coders then began to code 
participants’ reasons, using a standard process. The Cohen’s 

Table 5   Coding process

Code Definition Description

1. Position difference Statement about the difference between supervisor and 
subordinate

If the participant mentioned “the bonus of supervisor and 
subordinate have to be different,”

the code for the reason should be: position difference
2. Power empowerment Statement about being a supervisor role without compari-

son or additional qualifying information
If the participant mentioned “the supervisor is the most 

important in the group,”
the code for the reason should be: power empowerment

3. Status superiority Statement about gaining respect from others If the participant mentioned “I have respect from subordi-
nates indicates that I deserved more,”

the code for the reason should be: status superiority
4. Negative emotion Statement about dishonor or unhappy experience If the participant mentioned “The subordinate does not 

have respect for me, therefore all should be mine,”
the code for the reason should be: negative emotion

5. Work effort Statement about duty, effort, responsibility, instruction. If the participant mentioned “The supervisor needs to put 
in more effort,”

the code for the reason should be: work effort
6. Skill Statement about the supervisor’s ability, skill If the participant mentioned “The ability of the supervisor 

deserved more,”
the code for the reason should be: skill

7. Personality Statement about individuals’ personal reasons If the participant mentioned “I want to take more” or “I’m 
greedy,”

the code for the reason should be: personality
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kappa (Cohen 1960; Srnka et al. 2007) coefficient of inter-
coder agreement was .88, indicating that their agreement 
was high and reliable.

Findings and Discussions

Approximately, 90% of the participants (21 in the Chinese 
sample, 16 in the Canadian sample) provided rationales for 
their unethical decisions. A total of 47 codes resulted from 
these given rationales (some participants indicated more 
than one reason for their choices). Figure 3 depicts the code 
frequencies of Chinese and Canadian participants’ ration-
ales, revealing the predominant reasons offered for unethical 
decisions.

With regard to the total number of codes, for Chinese 
participants, position difference (46%) and power empower-
ment (27%) appeared most frequently. In Canada, the most 
frequent rationales for unethical decisions were work effort 
(38%) and skill (24%). We combined the two power-related 
codes into one code, and similarly combined the two per-
formance-related codes into one code, then ran Chi square 
tests. The Chinese participants mentioned position or power 
privileges more frequently than their Canadian counterparts, 
(China 72%; Canada 25%’ χ2[1] = 8.67, p < .05). Compared 
with their Chinese counterparts, Canadians were more 
likely to interpret their deservingness for greater outcomes 
as related to their burden of more work or skills (China 12%; 
Canada 75%; χ2[1] = 16.69, p < .001).

To interpret the positive effects of power and status on 
unethical decision-making through individual members’ 
superior positions in the social group, we further explore 
the rationales of participants subjected to the high-power 
or high-status manipulations. In the high-power condition, 
Chinese participants were more likely than Canadian partici-
pants to rationalize taking advantage of their discretionary 
power to gain personal benefit by citing position differences 
or superiority. In Canada, participants rationalized that their 

more powerful roles came with the cost of greater work, 
so supervisory responsibilities should be accounted for in 
the reward distribution. These findings suggest that though 
power has positive effects on both Chinese and Canadian 
participants’ unethical behaviors, the rationales for their 
unethical decisions differ between China and Canada.

Similarly, we compared Chinese and Canadian partici-
pants’ rationales in high-status conditions. Neither group 
substantially identified status superiority as a reason for 
unethical decisions (China 4%; Canada 5%). Chinese high-
status holders frequently referenced power empowerment 
(50%), whereas Canadian high-status participants frequently 
mentioned skill (45%). These findings are consistent with 
the results of previous studies of subjective perceptions 
of status (Kuwabara et al. 2016; Torelli et al. 2014). In 
high-achievement cultures, status usually is determined by 
people’s recent accomplishments, whereas in cultures that 
tend more to ascription, status differences are considered 
incumbent to formal hierarchy positions (Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner 2011). These differences in the basis of 
status judgments can explain the effects of status in Canada 
but not in China.

In addition, participants in both China and Canada men-
tioned negative emotions produced from status deficiency as 
rationales for unethical decision-making (China 8%; Canada 
10%). Although we did not predict a relationship between 
low status and unethical decision-making in our theoretical 
model, this finding is consistent with the previous literature 
on power and status, which has proposed that lack of status 
can be experienced as a threat and may accelerate the posi-
tive effect of power on self-benefit intentions, even at the 
cost of others (Williams 2014). All mentions of personality-
based rationales occurred in the high-power and high-status 
conditions, consistent with previous findings that power ena-
bles people to be “who they are” (Chen et al. 2001). These 
codes corresponded to the main reasons for participants’ 
unethical decisions and provided greater insight into the 
roles of power, status, and national culture in the process of 
unethical decision-making.

General Discussion

Our goal in this research was to determine why high-position 
members of organizations make unethical decisions. To gain 
a better understanding of unethical behavior, we drew on 
social cognitive theory to develop a conceptual model of 
unethical decision-making and explore the roles of social 
hierarchy and culture in the unethical decision-making pro-
cess. By testing our model with a scenario experiment in two 
distinct cultural contexts—China and Canada—we obtained 
meaningful results.

Position
difference

Power
empowerm

ent
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superiority

Negative
emotion Work effort Skill Personality

China 46% 27% 4% 8% 4% 8% 4%
Canada 10% 10% 5% 10% 38% 24% 5%
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Fig. 3   Codes frequencies for unethical decisions in China and Canada
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Theoretical Implications

A main contribution of our findings is that we provide 
greater understanding of unethical decision-making. Most 
previous literature attributes unethical decisions to psycho-
logical factors such as cognitive moral development (Kish-
Gephart et al. 2010). A few studies have noted the role of 
hierarchical characteristics in explaining unethical deci-
sions. For example, Galperin et al. (2011) propose a theo-
retical model that predicts a positive association between 
social hierarchy and unethical decision-making. However, 
their model remains largely untested and lacks empirical 
support. Our study extends Galperin et al.’s (2011) work 
by providing empirical evidence for the impacts of these 
hierarchical factors on high-ranking members’ unethical 
decisions. Our findings make important contributions to the 
debate on the relationship between hierarchy and unethical 
decision-making (Aguilera and Vadera 2008; Kulik 2005; 
Pearce et al. 2008). We suggest that power approach the-
ory explains the positive relationship between power and 
unethical decisions, and this effect holds in both China and 
Canada. Whereas status characteristic theory explains the 
expected positive effects of status, it holds only in Canadian 
samples. The results indicate that the association between 
status and unethical decision-making needs further explo-
ration; in particular, it should be considered according to 
cultural and societal contexts.

Our second contribution relates to the distinction between 
power and status. Some scholars argue that the conflation 
of power and status in prior literature has led to paradoxi-
cal findings for the impacts of organizational hierarchy 
on unethical decision-making processes (Li et al. 2016). 
Consequently, there is a need to distinguish these two con-
structs when researching social hierarchy (Blader and Chen 
2012; Magee and Galinsky 2008). Despite growing interest 
in identifying differences between power and status, little 
attention has been devoted to the potential role of culture 
and values. Our research addresses this gap by finding that 
power and status are less distinct in China but more distinct 
in Canada.

Other studies indicate the culturally dependent attrib-
utes of power and status. In particular, Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner (2011) propose that status is accorded 
differently in achievement- and ascription-oriented cul-
tures; previous work on cultural dimensions (e.g., Lee 
and Peterson 2000) implies that China is a high-ascription 
culture and Canada is more oriented toward achievement. 
Consistent with this ascribed-versus-achieved cultural 
effect, our research affirms that Chinese participants tend 
to associate status with differences in hierarchical posi-
tion, whereas Canadian participants tend to rationalize 
their unethical decisions according to the perception that 
highly regarded positions entail more work. These findings 

suggest new routes to investigate power and status effects 
and point to the importance of cultural context in under-
standing the difference between power and status.

Practical Implications

Our research has several practical implications for under-
standing the phenomenon of unethical decision-making 
in different cultural contexts and for developing effective 
strategies to reduce unethical behavior in organizations. 
First, organizations should address the use of discretion 
by members who are in high-ranking positions, because 
more discretion provides greater opportunities to engage 
in unethical decision-making. Notably, this imbalance is 
present in both China and Canada. By developing clear 
regulations that address the use of discretion by higher-
ranking members, organizations may be able to reduce the 
incidence of unethical behavior.

Second, our findings provide implications for managers 
who wish to formulate safeguards against unethical behav-
ior. Organizational members, especially those who occupy 
high-ranking positions, should understand the critical fac-
tors of unethical decision-making processes. In particular, 
people’s behaviors are influenced by their relative power 
and status, and their actions might differ according to their 
national cultures. For example, an emphasis on position-
based superiority or performance-based superiority could 
induce unnecessary entitlements in reward distribution 
and lead to deviance and unethical decisions. To regulate 
unethical behavior, managers must understand these ante-
cedents of unethical behavior (Lu et al. 1999).

Third, the cultural differences we find suggest that 
organizations should adopt different strategies in differ-
ent societies to discourage unethical behavior by higher-
ranking members. For example, status has a positive effect 
on unethical decision-making in Canada but not in China. 
Previous research proposes that reminding people of their 
duties of honor can reduce their subsequent dishonest 
behavior (Mazar et al. 2008), and our findings suggest that 
organizations operating in highly individualistic societies 
should ask higher-ranking members to sign honor codes. 
In China, the rationales given by participants suggest that 
in such high-PD environments, individual members’ per-
ceptions of hierarchy superiority likely are based on social 
roles or positions. Recent literature on status attainment 
suggests that superior ranks also can be gained and main-
tained through morality and virtue (Bai 2017). Organiza-
tions that operate in high-PD societies thus should guide 
higher-ranking members’ perceptions of their superior 
positions and their cognizance of their own behaviors and 
the effects on others.
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Limitations and Research Directions

Several limitations to our study should be addressed. First, 
we used student samples to test our model of unethical 
decision-making. Although it is not unusual in experimen-
tal research to rely on student samples (Blader and Chen 
2012; Bendahan et al. 2015; Köbis et al. 2017), their limited 
working experience could influence their ethical decisions 
(Fischer and Smith 2003; Lehnert et al. 2015; Pflugrath 
et al. 2007). Therefore, our study should be replicated in 
organizational environments. All participants in our study 
were business students though, so our findings remain rel-
evant, in terms of the potential behaviors of future business 
managers. To improve the predictive power of our insights, 
longitudinal research that tracks decision makers over time 
could shed light on how they respond to external influences 
and whether and how their attitudes change over time (Tan 
and Tan 2005).

Second, our study relied on scenario surveys that did 
not involve real outcomes. Although scenario studies are 
commonly accepted in empirical research, multiple meth-
ods should be used, including an experimental approach to 
simulate the experience. Researchers could conduct labora-
tory studies in which participants engage in group activities, 
to test the relationships among power, status, and unethical 
decisions in more realistic environments.

Third, we based our predictions about national culture 
differences between China and Canada on Hofstede’s (1980) 
model of culture dimensions. Although we did not measure 
the Individualism or PD orientations of our Chinese and 
Canadian participants, decades of empirical research have 
validated Hofstede’s culture dimensions (Christie et  al. 
2003; Taras et al. 2010). Moreover, several studies have 
provided converging evidence for the emphasis on cultural 
dimensions in China and Canada. For example, Cui et al. 
(2008) demonstrates that Canadian participants have signifi-
cantly higher average scores on the Individualism dimension 
than Chinese participants. Maznevski et al. (2002) find that 
the pattern of national average scores on a hierarchy dimen-
sion is consistent with Hofstede’s PD dimension. Research 
could address this issue by controlling for divergent cultural 
orientations within nations (Fok et al. 2016).

Fourth, though our study focuses on unethical decisions 
that have harmful effects on organizations or organizations’ 
group members, some studies note potentially positive 
outcomes of social hierarchy for organizations (Lee et al. 
2019; van Dijke et al. 2018). Future studies could use other 
theories or disciplines to explain the positive relationship 
between social hierarchy and pro-organizational (but unethi-
cal) decision-making.

Fifth, we consider the effects of status on unethical 
behaviors according to a competence-centered perspective, 
but status also may be grounded in virtue (Bai 2017) and 

have positive outcomes for prosocial behaviors, such as 
generosity or perspective taking (Blader and Chen 2012; 
Blader et al. 2016). These findings indicate that there may 
be conditions that mitigate—or even reverse—the positive 
association between status and unethical decision-making. 
Researchers could study these potentially competing effects 
and explore how the double-edged sword of status shapes 
organizational contexts.

Conclusion

By drawing on social cognitive theory, we confirm that 
power and status have differing effects on unethical decision-
making in Chinese and Canadian contexts. Power has a uni-
versally positive effect on unethical decision-making. Status 
has a positive effect on the unethical decisions of Canadian 
participants but not Chinese participants. It also affects the 
relationship between power and the unethical decisions of 
Canadian students. Accordingly, our theoretical develop-
ment and findings with regard to power, status, culture, and 
unethical decision-making expands the literature on social 
hierarchy and unethical behavior and helps clarify the factors 
that drive people to engage in unethical decision-making.
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