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Marketing Researcher Ethical
Sensitivity: Conceptualization,
Measurement, and Exploratory
Investigation
Theoretical models of marketing ethics propose that people first must perceive the presence of an ethical issue
before the process of ethical decision making can begin. Through the concept of ethical sensitivity, the authors
explore why some marketing researchers and not others recognize and ascribe importance to the ethical content
in their decision situations. The authors examine two rival definitions of ethical sensitivity and develop a measurement procedure capable of discriminating between them. The procedure then is tested on two populations (marketing students and marketing research practitioners), and several determinants of ethical sensitivity are
investigated. Results indicate that the two definitions of ethical sensitivity are empirically equivalent. Furthermore,
results show that the ethical sensitivity of marketing researchers is a positive function of organizational socialization and perspective taking, but a negative function of relativism and formal training in ethics.

W

hy do people make different ethical choices in similar ethical situations? That is, what factors
account for the variance in ethical behavior? In
marketing, empirical research has focused on the organizational factors that affect ethical decision making (Akaah
1993; Ferrell and Skinner 1988; Hunt, Wood, and Chonko
1989), the process ofjudging research practices (Akaah and
Riordan 1989; Singhapakdi and Vitell 1993), the impact of
supervisory actions (Belizzi and Hite 1989; Hunt and
Vasquez-Parraga 1993), the effect of Machiavellianism
(Hunt and Chonko 1984; Sparks 1994), the influence of cognitive moral development (Castleberry, French, and Carlin
1993; Goolsby and Hunt 1992), the role of deontological
norms (Mayo and Marks 1990; Singhapakdi and Vitell
1991), and the role of importance and moral intensity of ethical issues (Robin, Reidenbach, and Forrest 1996; Singhapakdi, Vitell, and Kraft 1996).
No empirical research in marketing has focused on
recognition, which, interestingly enough, is a factor that is
shared by theories of ethical decision making in marketing
(Ferrell and Gresham 1985; Hunt and Vitell 1986, 1992;
Wotruba 1990), management (Jones 1991; Trevino 1986),
and social psychology (Rest 1986). Each of these theories
maintains that the extensive cognitive deliberations
involved in the ethical decision-making process begin
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with—indeed requires—the recognition of an ethical issue
or problem. As Hunt and Vitell (1992, p. 781) state, "When
placed in a decision-making situation having an ethical
component, some people never recognize that there is an
ethical issue involved at all." Similarly, Rest (1986, p. 6)
contends that differences among people in their tendency to
recognize ethical issues can be striking: " Before it occurs to
some people that a moral issue may be involved, they have
to see the blood flowing. Other people are so supersensitive
that every act, work or grimace takes on momentous moral
implications." Because differences in ethical recognition
contribute to explaining variance in ethical behavior, the
question arises: Why do some people, but not others, recognize when an ethical issue exists in a decision situation?
Consider the following example: A marketing researcher
working on a project for a new client needs background
information on competitive trends in the client's industry

and contacts an advertising executive friend who formerly
had the account of the client's chief competitor. For some
marketing researchers, seeking infonnation about a client's
competitive situation from someone who acquired that
infonnation "in confidence" would represent a violation of
professional ethics. For others, seeking information from
such a source would be viewed simply as making the best
use of all available information resources. Indeed, some
researchers might view failing to use all available sources of
information as a violation of their duty to do the best job for
their current clients.
Why would some researchers, but not others, recognize
that the preceding decision situation has potential ethical
content? Hunt and Vitell (1992) propose that recognizing
potential ethical content is a function of a person's ethical
sensitivity. They posit ethical sensitivity as a personal characteristic that might explain significant variance in ethical
behavior.
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Our study conceptualizes ethical sensitivity in marketing
research and begins the process of studying it empirically.
Drawing on Hunt and Vitell's (1992) theory of marketing
ethics, we first examine two competing views of ethical sensitivity. We then (I) develop a procedure for measuring ethical sensitivity that is capable of discriminating empirically
between the two views, (2) test the altemative measures in
two populations (marketing research practitioners and students), and (3) explore several determinants of ethical sensitivity in marketing research.

Background on Ethical Sensitivity
In their revised model of ethical decision making. Hunt and
Vitell (1992) describe ethical sensitivity as a personal characteristic that enables people to recognize the presence of an
ethical issue. For them, recognizing an ethical issue in a
decision-making situation is a necessary precursor to perceiving the conflict that constitutes an ethical problem,
which in tum is the starting point for the cognitive processing involved in ethical decision making. In their model, if no
problem is perceived, the processing required for making
ethical judgments does not occur. Because distinguishing
ethical issues from ethical problems is important in conceptualizing ethical sensitivity, we first differentiate between
these constructs.
An ethical issue exists when a decision situation
involves one or more altemative courses of action (including no action) that are differentially consistent or inconsistent with some formal or informal ethical rule, code, or
norm (Hunt and Vitell 1992). These ethical codes, rules, and
norms exist at many levels (e.g., society, group, individual)
and contexts (e.g., industries, professions, organizations).
Because of the existence of codes, norms, and rules extemal
to the person, ethical issues might be unrecognized by any
particular individual. Tbat is, the existence of extemal codes
implies that ethical issues are not simply "in the eye" of the
decision maker.
In contrast, a person's ethical problems do not exist
unperceived, because his or her ethical problems occur only
when attempting to resolve ethical conflict, that is, "when an
individual perceives that his/her duties and responsibilities
toward one group are inconsistent with his/her duties toward
some other group (including one's self)" (Hunt, Chonko,
and Wilcox 1984, p. 310). For Hunt and Vitell (1992), only
ethical issues considered important will result in an ethical
conHict intense enough to be perceived as the kind of problem that will trigger the process of ethical decision making
developed in their model. Similariy, Robin, Reidenbach, and
Forrest (1996) focus on the perceived importance of the ethical content of decision situations. They do so because ethical content must not only "compete for attention," but also
"compete for priority" (p. 18).
With the issue/problem distinction in mind, we now discuss the extant empirical research on ethical sensitivity.
Although the ethical sensitivity of marketers has not been
investigated, studies of ethical sensitivity have been conducted in such professions as dentistry (Bebeau, Rest, and
Yamoor 1985), professional counseling (Volker 1984), and
public accounting (Shaub 1989). These works provide the

background necessary for developing two competing views
of our procedure for measuring ethical sensitivity.

Empirical Research on Ethical Sensitivity
Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor (1985) developed the Dental Ethical Sensitivity Test (DEST) to measure Component 1 of
Rest's (1983, 1986) Four Component Model of moral
behavior. Rest (1986, p. 5) calls the Component 1 stage
"Interpreting the Situation," which is "imagining what
courses of action are possible and tracing the consequences
of action in terms of how each action would affect the welfare of each party involved." At a minimum, people in this
stage realize that their actions can affect the welfare of others—an ability that "might be described as moral sensitivity" (Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor 1985, p. 226). In Rest's
(1983) model, "interpreting the situation" is followed by
moral judgments, intentions to act morally, and moral
behavior.
In Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor's (1985) study, denial students in various stages of their professional education listened to four taped "audiodramas" of ethical situations faced
by dentists. Each tape contained a single ethical issue. After
listening to tbe tapes, the students were interviewed to determine how they interpreted the situation. Judges used a scoring scheme in which "subjects who were clear about the
possible lines of action open to the actor [in the taped
dramatization] got higher scores than those who were not so
clear" (Rest 1986, p. 24).
In terms of Rest's (1983) model, DEST is consistent
with "interpreting the situation." However, the measure does
not require subjects to recognize the presence of ethical
issues because subjects are aware of the study's purpose. As
Rest (1986, p. 26) notes, "The ethical dilemma is the main
focus of the tape and all subjects recognize that there is
some sort of value/moral problem." Therefore, it may be
highly susceptible to such demand effects as social desirability bias (Randall 1991). Also, rather than directly tapping subjects' beliefs about the importance of a given ethical
issue, it relies on judges' evaluations of subjects' remarks.
Although those subjects who note greater implications or
more lines of action presumably ascribe greater importance
to the ethical issues, DEST makes no direct attempt to assess
their beliefs about the importance of the moral issue presented in the audiodrama.
Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor (1985) report two findings of
particular interest. The first addresses the relationship
between ethical sensitivity and cognitive moral development. An important goal for Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor was
to establish discriminant validity between measures of the
first two components of Rest's model. As was noted, the
first is described as moral sensitivity, which is measured
among dental students by the DEST. Rest calls Component
2 "Interpreting the Morally Ideal Course of Action," the
stage analogous to the process of rendering moral judgments
in other ethics models. The ability needed in Component 2
is cognitive moral development, which is measured by
Rest's (1979) Defining Issues Test (DIT). Bebeau, Rest, and
Yamoor (1985, p. 233) conclude that discriminant validity
existed between measures of these two constructs in that
they "could, but need not, be correlated with each other."
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The second noteworthy Finding is that ethical sensitivity
can be leamed through socialization processes. Bebeau,
Rest, and Yamoor find that senior dental students scored
higher than their first-year counterparts. Furthermore, the
passage of time did not account for the difference. Rather,
the results suggest that students became more aware of the
norms, codes, and rules that govem behavior in dentistry—
that is, as their studies progressed, dental students were
socialized into their profession.
Volker's (1984) study of professional counselors' ability
to "interpret the situation" also is based on Component 1 of
Rest's model. However, unlike the DEST (in which each
audiodrama cleariy focused on an ethical issue), Volker subtly embedded an ethical issue in the larger story of each of
his audiodramas. This modification of the DEST procedure
keeps subjects blind to the nature of the experiment. Thus,
the study not only incorporates the recognition of ethical
content, but also reduces the likelihood of demand effects
brought on by social desirability bias.

Forsyth (1980). Forsyth defines relativism as "the extent to
which the individual rejects universal rules" (p. 175) and
idealism as the degree to which "some individuals believe
desirable consequences can, with the 'right' action, always
be obtained" (p. 176). Therefore, Shaub's findings indicate
that, though ethical sensitivity might not be related to cognitive moral development, it might well be related to other
individual characteristics theorized to affect ethical decision
making. Shaub also finds positive correlations between ethical sensitivity and professional and organizational commitment, which suggests that ethical sensitivity might result
from socialization. Because commitment to one's organization or profession signifies adoption of the values of that
organization or profession, adopting organizational or professional values presupposes that people have leamed those
values through some socialization process.

Although Volker's (1984) calculation of ethical sensitivity differs from that used by Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor
(1985), he still adheres closely to Rest's conceptualization
of ethical sensitivity—the awareness that one's actions can
affect the welfare of others. Similar to the DEST, Volker
used a panel of judges to evaluate subject responses. Subjects were judged more ethically sensitive when they exhibited greater concem and willingness to act on behalf of a
third party. Presumably, subjects expressing greater concem
or willingness to act deem the ethical issues more important
than do those expressing less concem. However, Volker did
not have subjects directly rate importance.
Volker's (1984) findings show ethical sensitivity to be
only modestly correlated with subjects' DIT scores, which
provides additional evidence that ethical sensitivity is distinct from cognitive moral development. However, his study
found no evidence supporting the hypothesized relationship
between ethical sensitivity and socialization; experienced
professional counselors were no more ethically sensitive
than novices were.
Rather than audiodramas, Shaub (1989) used a written
case to measure the ethical sensitivity of public accountants.
Although Shaub used a single case containing three ethical
issues (rather than several scenarios with one issue each),
his measure is similar to Volker's (1984) because subjects
were blind to the study's purpose and the ethical issues were
embedded among other issues in the case. However, unlike
in Volker's (1984) study, Shaub's subjects read the case and
were asked to record the issues that were important to them.
Because Shaub (1989) defines ethical sensitivity as the
"ability to recognize the ethical nature of a decision" (p.
147), for him, the "recognition of the ethical issues in the
case, regardless of the importance attached to these issues,
served as the absolute measure of ethical sensitivity" (p.
157).
Similar to Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor (1985) and Volker
(1984), Shaub (1989) finds discriminant validity between
ethical sensitivity and cognitive moral development (measured by the DIT). Furthermore, he reports that ethical sensitivity was related to the ethical orientations of relativism
and idealism, as measured by the scales developed by

Because it focuses on the importance of the issue (through
how it affects others), the DBST procedure (Bebeau, Rest,
and Yamoor 1985) implies that ethical sensitivity does not
require the recognition of an ethical issue. In contrast,
Shaub's (1989) measure implies that ethical sensitivity is
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Conceptualizing Ethical Sensitivity

purely a recognition phenomenon and does not require the
ascription of importance to the ethical issues identified.
Volker's (1984) procedure incorporates both recognition
and, at least indirectly, importance. Thus, conceptualizing
and measuring ethical sensitivity becomes a question of
whether it should be viewed as (1) the ability to recognize
ethical issues, (2) the ascription of importance to ethical
issues, or (3) both recognition and ascription.
Consistent with Hunt and Vitell (1992), we argue that
ethical sensitivity implies that an ethically insensitive person is more likely than his or her ethically sensitive counterpart to overlook the presence of an ethical issue.
Therefore, the ability to recognize ethical issues is a reasonable starting point for defining ethical sensitivity. That is, a
suitable conceptualization of ethical sensitivity should, at a
minimum, encompass the recognition of ethical issues. The
question is, then, whether recognition alone is sufficient for
conceptualizing ethical sensitivity.
By distinguishing between ethical issues and ethical
problems. Hunt and Vitell's (1992) model provides an
explaination for why defining ethical sensitivity strictly as a
recognition phenomenon might not be sufficient for understanding how ethical decision making is triggered. The
process described by Hunt and Vitell's model—indeed, by
all extant models of ethical decision making—is one of high
involvement. That is, rendering the kind of ethical judgments thought to result ultimately in ethical behaviors
requires significant cognitive processing. The extensive and
effortful problem solving described by Hunt and Vitell
(1992) and others requires a high level of motivation on the
part of the decision maker (see Petty, Unnava, and Strathman 1991). In tum, the motivation to process information
implies that the decision maker considers ethical issues particularly important.
Consider again the example of marketing researchers
seeking information from sources who might have acquired

the information in confidence. Some researchers might not
recognize the potential ethical content in the decision. Others might recognize the ethical content but consider the
issues involved so trivial as not to warrant further thought.
Still other researchers—in Volker's (1984) view, the ethically sensitive ones—recognize the ethical issues and
believe the ethical issues are of sufficient importance to warrant ethical deliberations.
One view of ethical sensitivity holds that ethical sensitivity is purely the ability to recognize ethical issues.
Another view maintains that ethical sensitivity requires both
the recognition of ethical issues and the ascription of importance to them. The.se differing views imply two competing
conceptualizations:
Conceptualization I: Ethical sensitivity is the ability to recognize that a decision-making situation has
ethical content.
Conceptualization 2: Ethical sensitivity is the ability to recognize that a decision-making situation has
ethical content and the a.scription of
importance to the ethical issues composing that content.
In the context of the ethical sensitivity of marketing
researchers, our research attempts to investigate empirically
which view is superior.
Three final comments are in order regarding ethical
sensitivity. First, ethical sensitivity does not imply ethicaUty\ being more ethically sensitive does not mean necessarily that a person is more etbical. Indeed, many people
who behave unethically migbt be aware of the ethical
issues involved in their decisions. Second, those who are
unaware that some of their decisions have ethical content
might behave differently if that content were made known
to them. Indeed, this is the premise underiying what are
often called consciousness-raising exercises. Third, etbical sensitivity is context specific. As noted by Hunt and
Vitell (1992), norms of ethical behavior that apply in a
given context often stem from organizations, professions,
and industries. Because marketing researchers are not
expected to know as much as physicians about the norms
of medical ethics, marketing researchers cannot be
expected to recognize the ethical content of a medical
decision as readily as physicians. Indeed, in the context of
this study, what we have been referring to as ethical sensitivity might best be thought of as the professional ethical sensitivity of marketing researchers. We develop a
procedure for measuring marketing research professional
ethical sensitivity that accommodates both conceptualizations of the construct. This allows us to compare the two
empirically.

Hypotheses
The preceding discussion of ethical sensitivity provides a
theoretical basis for making predictions about differences in
professional ethical sensitivity between two groups—marketing re.search practitioners and marketing students. There
also are many individual-level variables that might account
for differences in professional ethical sensitivity among
marketing researchers. Our exploratory investigation exam-

ines five variables: organizational socialization, professional socialization, empathy, relativism, and ethics training.
Group-Level Comparisons
Because a person's ethical sensitivity in a given context
relies on knowing the applicable norms, rules, or codes of
behavior, ethical sensitivity is a leamed, personal characteristic. Indeed, Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor (1985) find senior
dental students more ethically sensitive than first-year students. Therefore, marketing students at different stages of
their marketing education should exhibit different ethical
sensitivity. Specifically, marketing students who have completed a course in marketing research should be more sensitive to possible violations of professional ethics in
marketing research than those who have not. However, the
professional experiences of marketing research practitioners
should result in their having leamed the codes of professional conduct more completely than marketing students,
irrespective of whether such students had completed a marketing research course or not. Therefore, our first two
hypotheses are as follows:
Hiai Marketing research practitioners will be more ethically
sensitive than marketing students.
Hu,: Students who have completed a course in marketing
research will be more ethically .sensitive than those who
have not.

Individual-Level Variables
Organizational and professional .socialization. Brim
(1966, p. 9) defines socialization as a process by which people become members of a group by leaming "through interaction with others who hold normative beliefs about what...
[a member's] role should be and reward or punish him for
correct or incorrect action." Traditionally, social theorists
have grouped socialization in work settings under the rubric
of occupational socialization (Moore 1969). Van Maanen
(1976) notes that multiple socialization processes impart to
people the knowledge tbey need to function as members of
any work group. Consistent with Van Maanen (1976) and
Hunt and Vitell (1992), we distinguish between organizational socialization and professional socialization on the
grounds that the norms of professional behavior in marketing research can be leamed through separate (but related)
social processes.
Van Maanen (1976, p. 67) defines organizational socialization as "the process by which a person leams the values,
norms and behaviors which permit him [or her] to function
as a member of the organization." Although professional
associations are certainly organizations, we use the tertn
organizational here to refer to one's primary employer.
Research on organizational socialization has tended to focus
on the key outcomes of the socialization process: organizational commitment (Allen and Meyer 1990) and job satisfaction (Feldman 1976). These affective outcomes are
believed to be associated with the extent to which employees have adopted or intemalized organizational values as
their own.
Although Shaub (1989) finds a positive simple correlation between organizational commitment and ethical sensitivity in public accountants, his path model shows no
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significant relationship. Because ethical sensitivity is
leamed, a relationship between organizational commitment
and ethical sensitivity is certainly plausible, because
employees presumably must leam the organizational values
they are adopting. To the extent that most firms employing
marketing research practitioners desire their employees to
adhere to high standards of ethical conduct, successful organizational socialization should lead to greater ethical sensitivity. Thus, we hypothesize that
H2: Orgatiizational socialization is related positively to the ethical sen.sitivity of marketing researcher.s.
Professional socialization, like organizational socialization, is an outcome of a leaming process. Not only does it
occur among members of a profession across organizations,
but the process often begins in college (Miller and Wager
1971). Professional socialization, the degree to which members leam the norms and values of their profession, leads to
professional commitment when people adopt their professions' values. Shaub (1989) finds a positive correlation
between ethical sensitivity and professional commitment,
but that relationship does not hold in his path analysis.
Professional and organizational socialization can exert
separate influences on ethical sensitivity (Van Maanen
1976). Because the promotion of ethical standards occupies
a central and highly visible role in the societal mission of
professional associations (Bartol 1979), members of a profession can leam much more about the ethical norms of their
profession from their professional association's programs,
activities, and formal codes of conduct than from their
employing organizations. Because the promotion of high
ethical standards is a high priority among professional associations, the successful leaming of professional norms and
values leads to greater professional ethical sensitivity.
Therefore,
H3: Professional socialization is related positively to the ethical sen.sitivity of marketing researchers.
Empathy. Hoffman (1981, p. 128) defines empathy as a
"vicarious affective response appropriate to someone else's
situation rather than one's own." Because empathy implies
understanding cognitively and then responding emotionally
to the circumstances of others, it has both cognitive and
affective components (McNeel 1994; Stiff et al. 1988). Stiff
and colleagues (1988) refer to the cognitive dimension of
empathy as perspective taking, that is, the ability to assume
cognitively the perspective of others. Because ethical violations often injure a third party, the ability and willingness to
assume cognitively another person's perspective would
seem to facilitate the recognition of acts that harm others.
The affective dimension of empathy is referred to as
emotional contagion, which is emotion induced by the emotions of others (Stiff et al. 1988). That is, one person observing another has an emotional experience parallel to the
observed person's actual or anticipated emotions. In their
study of dental student ethical sensitivity, Bebeau, Rest, and
Yamoor (1985) theorize that sensitivity to the welfare of others, a trait central to their conceptualization of ethical sensitivity, should correlate positively with empathy. However,
they did not test this relationship empirically. Therefore,
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H4: Perspective taking is related positively to the ethical sensitivity of marketing researchers.
H5: Emotional contagion is related positively to the ethical
sensitivity of marketing researchers.
Relativism. An individual characteristic frequently discussed in ethics literature is relativism. Forsyth (1980)
defines it as the rejection of absolute moral rules to guide
behavior. Shaub (1989) theorizes that persons likely to reject
the existence of moral absolutes are less likely to leam the

extant nonns and rules that guide professional behavior. His
reasoning is not that ethical relativists deliberately shun
organizational or professional ethical guidelines. Rather,
because relativists tend to believe that using moral codes to
pass judgments on the behavior of others is fraught with
insurmountable difficulties, they are less likely to notice
breaches of professional ethics. In support of this reasoning,
Shaub (1989) finds a negative relationship between relativism and ethical sensitivity in public accountants. Similarly, Singhapakdi and colleagues (1995) find a negative
relationship between relativism and marketers' perceived
importance of ethics. Therefore,
Hg: Relativism is related negatively to the ethical sensitivity of
marketing researchers.
Ethics training. Formal training programs in ethics often
emphasize the importance of leaming the ethical norms
applicable to particular professional situations. Rest (1986)
and Goolsby and Hunt (1992) find that formal education
that includes ethics training is positively associated with
cognitive moral development. Similarly, formal ethics education should lead to a heightened sensitivity to ethical
issues. Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor (1985) suggest that training in ethics would be effective in raising ethical sensitivity
among dental students, as do Hunt and Vitell (1992) with
respect to marketing. Therefore,
H7: Formal training in ethics is related positively to the ethical
sensitivity of marketing researchers.

Method
Ethical Sensitivity Measure
Following the procedure used by Shaub (1989), a short marketing researcb case scenario provided the basis for measuring ethical sensitivity (see the Appendix). Development of
the case scenario was guided by seven criteria. First, rather
than being an "ethics case," the case should raise a variety
of both ethical and nonethical marketing researcb issues.
Second, tbe ethical issues should be ones commonly faced
by marketing researchers during the course of their work.
Third, the case should be realistic. Fourth, the case should
be relatively brief—easily read in less than ten minutes.
Fifth, no ethical issues beyond those intended should be
raised in the case. Sixth, because variance in perceived
importance is required to distinguish empirically between
the two rival conceptualizations of ethical sensitivity, the
ethical issues should range in importance from moderate to
severe. Seventh, because ethical sensitivity is an antecedent
of ethical behavior, the case scenario should only imply or

suggest that some potential behavior is differentially consistent or inconsistent with a marketing research code, rule, or
norm. That is, there should be no overtly unethical acts—no
"blood flowing" (Rest 1986).

Satisfying the first two criteria was straightforward. The
case (see the Appendix) centers on an analyst named Bob
Smith, an employee of L&H Marketing Research, who is
working frantically to complete a report for an important
client preparing to introduce a new line of products. Embedded among many technical and research management issues
were three ethical issues: research integrity, the fair treatment of vendors, and research confidentiality.
The first ethical issue, research integrity, arises when
Bob believes his boss wants him to produce a statistical
analysis consistent with recommendations already made to
the client. The second ethical issue, the fair treatment of
vendors, occurs when Bob's superiors discover that important questions were deleted from the final questionnaire
after most of the survey had been completed. Although the
fault lay with Bob's assistant, his superiors mistakenly
believed that it lay with the vendor that conducted the phone
surveys. Bob, however, takes no action. Referring to our
example at the beginning of the article, the third ethical
issue, confidentiality, comes about through Bob's consultation with Marjorie Glass, who works for the client's advertising agency. Because she recently represented the client's
biggest competitor, Marjorie has valuable information, perhaps acquired in confidence, about bow the competitor
might respond to the new product introduction.
The ethical issues selected for tbe case were based on
the study by Hunt, Chonko, and Wilcox (1984, p. 311), in
which marketing research practitioners were asked to
"describe tbe job situation that poses the most difficult ethical or moral problem for you." Of the 13 issues marketing
researchers identified in that study, research integrity was
the most frequently mentioned, confidentiality was third,
and treating suppliers fairly was tenth. Because difficult ethical problems are unlikely to be viewed as trivial, using
these ethical issues should result in a range of perceived
importance from moderate to severe, as stipulated by criterion 6.
Pretests. To judge whether the remaining criteria were
met, we conducted four pretests of the case. The first sought
to determine if the case raised any ethical issues in addition
to those intended. Undergraduate marketing research students at a large southwestern university read the case and
were asked to identify the ethical issues it raised. Their comments resulted in several modifications. For example, the
original story opened with the main character working Sunday afternoon in his office. Because several students
objected to Bob violating the Sabbath, the day was changed
to Saturday.
In the second pretest, six marketing faculty from the
same university also were asked to rate the seriousness of
the three intentionally included ethical issues on a scale
ranging from "Not an ethical violation at all" (0) to "A very
serious ethical violation" (9) and to search for other ethical
issues that might be (unintentionally) in the case. Although
the issue rankings ranged from first to tenth in Hunt,

Chonko, and Wilcox (1984), a concern was that the three
ethical issues still could be regarded uniformly as "very serious" ethical violations. Because highly egregious ethical
violations are more likely to be identified (Jones 1991; Sing-

hapakdi, Vitell, and Kraft 1996), including only such issues
in the case might result in all, or almost all, respondents recognizing all three ethical issues. The six faculty members
identified no new ethical issues and agreed that the three
ethical issues differed substantially in their egregiousness.
The third pretest sought comments from nine marketing
research ethieists, each of whom had published on ethics in
marketing research. Each received a cover letter, the case,
and a questionnaire that specifically described the three ethical issues and were asked to rate each issue's egregiousness
on a ten-point scale. Results showed all three issues to be at
least moderately serious, with the research integrity and
research confidentiality issues ranked as very serious violations and the vendor fairness issue seen as relatively less
serious (means of 9.75, 9.12, and 6.50, respectively). The
presence of two very serious and one moderately serious
ethical violations suggested that there would be variance in
recognition scores.
The fourth pretest used personal interviews with 11
marketing research practitioners. This pretest sought to (1)
determine if sufficient variance would be obtained in the
issues researchers identified, (2) ascertain if any ethical
issues were contained in the case beyond the three
intended, (3) estimate the time needed to read the case, (4)
solicit general impressions and suggestions for improvement, and (5) evaluate the case for readability and, most
important, realism.
The marketing research practitioners in these interviews
first read the case, taking an average of nine minutes. They
then were asked to "identify the issues that could be raised
by you or your students if you were teaching this case to a
college level marketing research class" and to rate the
importance of each issue they identified on a scale ranging
from "Not important at all" (1) to "Very important" (7).
After the issues they identified were discussed, respondents
were debriefed on the ethical nature of the research and were
asked to identify all the ethical issues raised in the case.
The unstructured nature of the interviews (and because in
two interviews two researchers participated at the same time)
made exact tabulations of tbe identified ethical issues impossible. However, in only two interviews were all the ethical
issues identified before the ethical nature of the research was
revealed. This suggested that significant variance in the number of ethical issues recognized (without prompting) would
be obtained. Furthermore, respondents noted no unintended
ethical issues, they reacted favorably to the realism of the
case, and all believed the length was not excessive. One
respondent suggested that line numbers would facilitate references back to the text of the case and make the issue identification task easier to complete. Tbe collective results of
these pretests indicated that the case met the seven criteria.
Pilot study. To further explore the case's content,
instructions, scale items, and response rate, we conducted a
pilot study using a sample of 125 marketing research practitioner members of the American Marketing Association
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(AMA). Pilot study respondents received a two-part questionnaire. Part 1 contained the case and an answer sheet.
Respondents were asked to read the case and "briefly
describe the issues that are raised in it." As an aid, respondents could pretend they were "teaching the case to a college-level marketing research class." Although the answer
sheet provided spaces for 15 issues, respondents were told
not to feel obliged to identify 15. They could identify fewer
(or more by attaching an additional sheet). Part 2 contained
43 Likert items, which were considered indicants for predictor variables of ethical sensitivity.
Not unexpectedly, the task of reading the case and providing open-ended responses depressed the response rate to
7%—well below the typical 15% to 25% customary in
ethics studies using an AMA sample. Many returned questionnaires had only part 2 completed, which suggests that
the task of reading the case had limited the response rate. We
decided, therefore, to shorten the case by substantial editing
and to offer a small incentive for participating in the final
study.
Ethical sensitivity measures. The final version of the
case scenario is reproduced in the Appendix. After reading
the case, respondents were instructed to "briefly describe the
issues that, in your opinion, are raised in the case." Note that
respondents were not prompted to focus on particular kinds
of issues (e.g., ethical, technical, managerial) or even on
issues they deemed important or difficult. An answer sheet
was provided with numbered spaces in which identified
issues could be described briefiy. After each identified issue,
respondents indicated how important they considered it to
be on a seven-point scale ranging from "Unimportant" to
"Very Important."
Using this procedure, two ethical sensitivity scores can
be calculated for each respondent. The first, an unweighted
ethical sensitivity score, is the number of ethical issues identified by each respondent. Possible values range from 0 to3.
The second, a weighted ethical sensitivity score, is the sum
of the importance ratings respondents give to the ethical
issues each respondent identifies. Possible values range
from 0 to 21. For example, if a respondent identified the
research integrity and confidentiality issues and rated their
importance a 6 and 7, respectively, the unweighted score
would be 2, and the weighted score 13.

Measures of Predictor Variabtes
The pilot study permitted scale items for the predictor variables to be screened and, where necessary, reworded or
eliminated. Except where noted, all measures used a sevenpoint rating scale ranging from "Strongly Disagree" (1) to
"Strongly Agree" (7). In addition to the variables discussed
subsequently, respondents were asked to note the amount of
time they spent reading the case and identifying the issues.
Because more time spent identifying issues should correlate
positively with the number of ethical issues identified, time
was included as a control variable. Table 1 shows the final
scale items.
Organizational and professional socialization. Empirical studies on organizational socialization have used several scales that measure various dimensions of the process
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(Buchanan 1974; Feldman 1976; Jones 1986). These scales
typically focus on the affective outcomes of socialization or
measure a person's progress through hypothesized stages in
the socialization process. None measure organizational
socialization as defined by Van Maanen (1976) and this
study, that is, the degree to which a person has leamed
organizational norms and values. Similarly, no scales exist
to measure professional socialization as conceptualized
here, that is, the degree to which people believe they have
learned the values and norms of the marketing research
profession. Therefore, using published organizational
socialization and organizational commitment scales for
insights, four original scale items were developed to assess
the degree to which marketing researchers believe they
know the norms and values of their organizations, and four
original items were developed to measure professional
socialization (see Table I).
Empathy. Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor (1985) discuss the
relationship between ethical sensitivity and empathy, but
cite many studies documenting the poor reliability of empathy measures. In marketing, McBane (1990) developed multiple-item scales for eacb of the dimensions of empathy
advanced by Stiff and colleagues (1988). Although his measures lacked discriminant validity, we believe that several of
McBane's items could serve as useful starting points for our
study. For perspective taking (tbe cognitive dimension of
empathy), we modified three items used by McBane and
added one original to create a four-item scale. Three of the
four emotional contagion (tbe affective dimension of empathy) items used in this research are original; the fourth was
adapted from McBane's study.
Relativism and ethics training. Forsyth (1980) developed a ten-item measure of relativism. Because Shaub's
(1989) analysis of relativism found several items from
Forsyth's scale to have psychometric difficulties, we
selected three items that performed best in his study and
added two original items to create a five-item relativism
scale. The amount of formal training in ethics respondents
had received was measured by two questions. The first
asked how much formal training in ethics respondents had
received during their college education, and the second
asked the amount received during their careers as marketing
researchers. Both items were answered on an eight-point
scale, ranging from "None at All" (0) to "A Great Deal" (7).
Tbe items were summed to create a composite, formative
measure of formal ethics training.
Measurement model. The performance of reflective multiple-item measures was assessed using coefficient alpha
and confirmatory factor analysis. As shown in Table 1, internal consistency of the scales is satisfactory—the lowest
coefficient alpha figure is .74 for the organizational socialization scale. Also shown in the table are factor loadings
from confirmatory factor analysis using LISREL7 (Jorskog
and Sorbom 1989). All paths are significant (p < .05), and in
general, model fit is adequate (adjusted goodness-of-fit
index [AGFI] = .85; root mean residual [RMSR] = .06). No
items were deleted. Items in a scale were averaged to create
single indicators of each construct.

TABLE 1
Unidimensionality and Internal Consistency of Predictor Variables with Reflective Indicators
Standardized LISREL Estimate

Scale Item
Organizational Socialization (a = .74)
1. I know the rules and regulations associated with my job.
2. I know "how things are done around here."
3. I know what's considered (in)appropriate behavior in my company.
4. I know what's considered (un)important to my company.
Professional Socialization (a = .84)
1. I know the values of my profession.
2. I have a good idea how to make a successful career for myself as
a marketing researcher.
3. I know the things a good marketing researcher should and should
not do.
4. I know the formal and informal codes and guidelines that guide the
actions of marketing researchers.

.69
.58
.60
.73
.59
.72
.86
.77

Perspective Taking (a = .80)
1. When discussing a point of disagreement with someone, I try to
see his or her point of view.
2. Generally, I find it easy to see things from the other person's
perspective.
3. I am good at "putting myself in someone else's shoes."
4. I am usually able to understand why people do and say the things
they do.
Emotional Contagion (a = .78)
1. It distresses me when I see others in distress.
2. Other people's moods have a big impact on my moods.
3. I often get "choked up" when I see a sad TV program or movie.
4. I hurt inside when I see others hurting.

.88

.92
.43

.79
.96
.42
.57

Relativism (a = .87)
1. Questions of what is ethical for everyone cannot be resolved,
because what is (im)moral is up to the individual.
2. Different moral or ethical codes cannot be compared as to
"rightness."
3. Moral standards are simply personal rules that indicate how a
person should behave—and are not to be used to make judgments
of others.
4. Because what I believe is morally right or wrong may differ from
other people, my moral code cannot be meaningfully compared to
anyone else's.
5. I should refrain from judging other people's actions because my
moral code applies only to me.
Note: All paths significant (p < .05).

.60

.74
.70

.79
.79
.77

) = 298.05 (p = .00), Goodness-of-Fit Index = .88, AGFI = .85, RMR = .06

Sample
Marketing research practitioners were sampled from the
membership of the American Marketing Association.
Accounting for nondeliverables, a total of 2760 two-part
questionnaires were mailed. Even with the shortened form
of the case and the offer of a small incentive, the response
rate paralleled the pilot study: a total of 188 fully completed
questionnaires were returned, which yielded a response rate
of 7%. A total of 51 questionnaires were returned with only
the Likert items in part 2 completed, which, like the pilot
study, implies that task difficulty limited response rate.
Because the purpose of this study is to develop an ethical
sensitivity measure for marketing researchers and to begin
the process of its validation (and not to generalize empirical

relationships to the population of marketing researchers),
the "bogeyman" (Hunt 1990) of nonresponse bias is inapplicable and the disappointingly low response rate does not
prevent using the data for the purpose of exploratory analysis. (Indeed, no study of ethical sensitivity in any discipline
has ever had the luxury of a representative sample; all studies have used convenience samples.)
Table 2 shows the sample characteristics. Among the
sample of marketing research practitioners, we suggest that
several characteristics are worth noting. Unlike previous
studies of marketing research ethics (cf. Ferrell and Skinner
1988; Hunt, Chonko, and Wilcox 1984), virtually equal
numbers of men and women responded. Compared with
Hunt, Chonko, and Wilcox (1984), this sample was somewhat older, more educated, and higher in rank in their orgaEthical Sensitivity / 99

TABLE 2
Sample Characteristics
Marketing Research Practitioners (n = 188)
Number
Gender (n = 185)
Female
Male
Respondent Education
Total Undergraduate
Marketing
Other Business
Nonbusiness
Total Master's
MBAa
Nonbusiness
Total Doctorate
Marketing
Other Business
Nonbusinesst"

Percentage

92
93

50
50

182
29
47
106
115
84
31
27

97
15
25
56
61
45
16
14

3

2

1
23

1
12

Number

Percentage

Firm Size (n = 188)
10 or fewer
11 to 100
101-1000
1001-5000
5001 and greater

38

20

41
42
42
25

22
22
22
13

Type of Firm (n = 188)
Marketing Research Department
Marketing Research Firm
Advertising Agency
Otherc

94
74
9
11

50
39
5
6

Firm Code of Ethics? (n = 186)
Yes
No
Don't Know

78
87
21

42
47
11

(If Yes) Vigorously Enforced? (n = 78)
Yes
49
No
17
Don't Know
12

63
22
15

JobTitle(n = 187)
CEO, President, Owner
Vice President
Manager, Director
Analyst, Sr. Analyst

24
14
41
21

45
27

76
39

Average Age (n = 183)

42 years
Marketing Students (n = 320)

Introductory Students (n = 142)

Senior Marketing Students (n = 178)
Number

Percentage

Number

Percentage

Gender
Female
Male

55
87

39
61

Gender
Female
Male

70
108

39
61

Major Field of Study
Marketing
Other Business^
Nonbusinessi^

18
95
29

13
67
20

Major Field of Study
Marketing
Other Business
Nonbusinesse

130
10
38

73
6
21

Average Age

22 years

Average Age

23 years

^Includes four MS degrees in business-related fields, and two MMR degrees.
''Almost half of all nonbusiness doctorates held degrees in psychology.
^Primarily consulting firms.
(^Almost one-third of nonmarketing majors indicated intentions to minor in marketing.
^Almost all nonbusiness students completing the marketing research class came from fields that required the course to graduate (e.g., advertising, public relations, merchandising).

nizations. Also, a lower proportion of respondents worked
for in-house marketing research departments.
Two student samples were used—both from marketing
classes at a major southwestem university. The first, a sample of 142 introductory marketing students, had only minimal exposure to material on marketing research. The
second, 178 senior marketing students, all had completed a
course in marketing research. Both samples had a higher
proportion of men (61%) than women (39%). As was
expected, students who had completed the marketing
100 / Journal of Marketing, April 1998

research class were slightly older and predominantly marketing majors. Among the nonbusiness majors in the sample, virtually all were majoring in fields closely related to
marketing (e.g., advertising, merchandising), which
required the marketing research class.

Results
One of the authors and one independent judge blind to the
study's hypotheses counted the number of ethical issues

TABLE 3
Comparison of Students and Practitioners
Research
Practitioners

Introductory
Students

Senior
Students

Issue A: Research Integrity
Percentage Identified
Mean Importance (standard deviation)

30
4.8(1.3)

38
4.8(1.4)

63
5.8(1.3)

Issue B: Vendor Fairness
Percentage Identified
Mean Importance (standard deviation)

4
4.8 (2.0)

2
5.6(1.5)

35
5.9(1.3)

Issue C: Confidentiality
Percentage Identified
Mean Importance (standard deviation)

13
5.7(1.3)

12

Pattern of Identified Issues (Percentage Identified)
Zero Ethical Issues Identified
Issue A only
Issue B only
Issue C only
Issues A and B
Issues A and C
Issues B and C
Issues A, B, and C

63
21
1
6
1
6
0
1

55
31
1
6
1
6
0
0

Mean Unweighted Ethical Sensitivity Score
(standard deviation)^
Mean Weighted Ethical Sensitivity Score
(standard deviation)a
Mean Total Issues Identified (standard deviation)^
Mean Minutes Spent on Case (standard deviation)<:
Sample Size

5.7 (.9)

35
5.4(1.5)

23
20
5
5
16
17
3
10

•5 (.7)

.5 (.6)

1.3 (.9)

2.4 (3.5)
7.6 (2.6)

2.7 (3.4)
8.6 (2.6)

7.7 (5.8)

24(15.4)
142

27(15.6)
178

8.1 (3.0)
16(7.5)

188

aMultiple group comparison using Tukey's studentized range test indicated that ethical sensitivity scores (by either measure) were significantly
higher in practitioners than either student group (p < .01) and that the student groups were not significantly different from each other.
bTotal issues include ethical and technical research management issues. Multiple group comparison using Tukey's studentized range test indicated that mean issues identified by Senior Students and Practitioners did not differ significantly from each other; however, both groups identified significantly more issues than Introductory Students (p < .05).
^Multiple group comparison using Tukey's studentized range test indicated that mean time spent working on the case by Senior Students and
Introductory Students did not differ significantly from each other, however, both groups spent significantly more time working on the case than
Practitioners (p< .01).

idenlitied by each respondent. The percentage of agreement
between the two judges was 96.6%. The few discrepancies
that arose were resolved through discussion.
Group Comparisons (H^)
Table 3 shows by group the percentage of participants that
identified each ethical issue and the mean importance ratings. Among all groups, the research integrity issue was
identified far more often than either of the other two issues.
Among practitioners, the vendor fairness and the confidentiality issues were identified equally as often. Students,
however, identified the confidentiality issue far more often
than the vendor fairness issue. Conversely, the practitioners
gave all three ethical issues approximately equal importance
ratings, which contrasted with the results in the pretests and
pilot study. Students tended to rate the confidentiality issue
as the most serious ethical violation. Proportionately, more
than twice as many students as practitioners failed to identify any ethical issues. Similarly, whereas 10% of practitioners identified all three ethical issues, fewer than 1% of

students did. A much higher proportion of practitioners identified each ethical issue, and overall, practitioners identified
more than twice as many ethical issues than either student
group.
Table 3 also presents the mean ethical sensitivity scores
for all groups by both calculations. Tukey's studentized
range test was used to detennine where significant differences existed between groups. Both student groups identified an equal mean number of ethical issues, .5. Although
senior marketing students appeared to attach slightly higher
importance to the ethical issues identified (2.7 versus 3.4),
the difference was not statistically significant. Marketing
research practitioners' ethical sensitivity scores were significantly higher than either student group by both weighted
and unweighted measures of ethical .sensitivity (p < .01).
Our thesis is that differences in students' and practitioners' ethical sensitivity result from learning norms and moral
codes. The data enable us to explore three rival explanations. First, the differences do not appear to result from students identifying fewer issues of all kinds. Table 3 shows
only small differences in total issues identified (i.e., comEthical Sensitivity/101

bining ethical with technical and research management
issues). Indeed, senior students actually identified the most
issues (mean: 8.6), though there was no statistically significant difference between them and practitioners (mean: 8.1).
Both seniors and practitioners identified approximately one
more issue per participant than did introductory students
(mean: 7.6). Second, differences in ethical sensitivity
between students and practitioners do not appear to result
from time spent working on the case. Table 3 shows that
both groups of students spent significantly more time on the
case than did the practitioners. Third, differences in ethical
sensitivity do not seem to result from practitioners being
older than students. If age alone increased a person's ethical
sensitivity, then there should be a positive correlation
between age and ethical sensitivity among the practitioners
(whose ages ranged from 22 to 72 years). However, Table 4
shows the correlations between age and both ethical sensitivity measures to be nonsignificant.'
Therefore, the higher ethical sensitivity scores achieved
by marketing research practitioners strongly support Hi^
and its underlying thesis that ethical sensitivity in marketing
research is leamed. However, Hn, was not supported; students who had completed a marketing research class were
no more ethically sensitive than those who had not.
Predictors of Ethical Sensitivity (H2-H7)
Correlation analysis. The hypothesized relationships
between ethical sensitivity and the predictor variables are
tested first by examining their correlations. Using the marketing research practitioner data. Table 4 shows that all but
one of the predictor variables correlated significantly with
the importance weighted ethical sensitivity measure (with
all but one in the hypothesized direction). The unweighted
ethical sensitivity measure correlates significantly with all
but two of the predictor variables. Again, all but one are in
the hypothesized direction. In all cases, the correlations
between the predictor variables and the weighted ethical
sensitivity measure are somewhat higher than those with the
unweighted measure. Indeed, three of the five significant
correlations with the unweighted ethical sensitivity measure
are only at the . 10 level, whereas the significant correlations
with the weighted ethical sensitivity measure are at .05 or
better. Overall, the pattem of correlations tends to support
defining (and measuring) ethical sensitivity as involving
both recognizing ethical issues and ascribing importance to
them.
H2 predicts that organizational socialization is related
positively to ethical sensitivity; H3 makes a similar prediction for professional socialization. Both socialization variables are correlated significantly with the importance
weighted ethical sensitivity measure (organizational: p <
.01; professional: p < .05). Only organizational socialization
is correlated significantly with the unweighted ethical sensitivity measure (p < .01). These results support H2 but only
partially support H3. Collectively, these results suggest that
work-related
socialization
infiuences
marketing
researchers' ability to recognize ethical issues.

'We thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing this possible
explanation to our attention.
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Both the perspective taking (H4) and emotional contagion (H5) dimensions of empathy are hypothesized to be
related positively to ethical sensitivity. Perspective taking,
the cognitive dimension of empathy, is correlated significantly with both measures of ethical sensitivity (weighted:
p < .05; unweighted: p < .10), whereas the affective dimension, emotional contagion, is not related significantly with
either. These results suggest that empathy's contribution to
ethical sensitivity is primarily cognitive in nature.
H5 predicts that relativism is related negatively to ethical
sensitivity, and H7 predicts a positive relationship between
the amount of fonnal ethics training received by respondents
and ethical sensitivity. In support of Hg, relativism is related
negatively to both measures of ethical sensitivity (weighted:
p < .05; unweighted: p < .10). Unexpectedly, formal ethics
training also is related negatively to ethical sensitivity
(weighted: p < .05; unweighted: p < .\0). That is, the more
fonnal ethics training researchers in our sample report, the
less ethically sensitive they are (by either measure). Rather
than being supported, H7 actually is contradicted.
Regression analysis. To explore the extent to which the
correlational relationships are potentially spurious, we estimate a series of regression models using the two measures
of ethical sensitivity as dependent variables, the six predictors as independent variables, and the time spent working on
the case as a control variable. Tables 5 and 6 report the standardized coefficients from the regression analyses, with
Table 5 using the unweighted ethical sensitivity scores as
the dependent variable and Table 6 using the weighted
scores. Model 1 in both tables contains only the control variable. Models 2, 3, and 4 test separately three groups of independent variables: organizational and professional socialization, perspective taking and emotional contagion, and
relativism and ethics education, in each case controlling for
time spent on the case. Model 5 in both tables is a full
model. All models are statistically significant to at least p <
.05 or better.
The regression analyses alter the outcomes of two of the
hypotheses tested in the correlation analysis. First, as shown
in Table 5, in no instance is professional socialization a significant predictor of ethical sensitivity. The correlation
between profession socialization and the importance
weighted ethical sensitivity measure probably was spurious.
Thus, H3 is not supported. Second, the regression models
suggest that the support initially given to H4, that is, a positive relationship between perspective taking and ethical sensitivity, should be reconsidered. In those models in which
the two empathy variables (and time) were the independent
variables (Model 3 in Tables 5 and 6), perspective taking is
significant to at least p < .10. However, in the presence of
other independent variables (Model 5 in Tables 5 and 6),
perspective taking's predictive capability is suppressed.
Weighted versus unweighted ethical sensitivity measures. The size of the correlations shown in Table 4 suggests
that, in spite of the strong relationship between the two measures of ethical sensitivity (r = .95), the importance
weighted measure of ethical sensitivity seems to relate more
strongly to the predictor variables. Similarly, the size of the
regression coefficients and the amount of explained variance is slightly larger in models with the importance-
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TABLE 5
Regression Results^: Unweighted Calculation of Ethical Sensitivity^
Model
Independent Variable

(1)

Organizational Socialization
Professional Socialization
Perspective Taking
Emotional Contagion
Relativism
Ethics Education
Time Spent on Case
R-Squared
Model F

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

.16**

-.14**
-.13*
.18***

.16*
.00
.09
.01
-.13*
-.14"
.18*"

.05
2.91**

.07
4.13***

3.00***

.17***
.01
.14*
-.01

.16**
.03
5.10**

.16**
.06
3.74***

.11

^Standardized regression coefficients (n = 188).
^Ethical sensitivity is calculated as the number of ethical issues identified without regard to importance ratings
*p<.10.

**p < .05.
***p<.01.

TABLE 6
Regression Results^: Weighted Calculation of Ethical Sensitivity!)
Model
Independent Variable
Organizational Socialization
Professional Socialization
Perspective Taking
Emotional Contagion
Relativism
Ethics Education
Time Spent on Case
R-Squared
Model F

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)
.16**
.07
.11
.00
-.15**
-.18***
.17**
.14
4.24***

.18"
.08
.17"
-.02

.15"

.15"

.15"

-.17"
-.15"
.17"

.02
4.37**

.07
4.83***

.05
3.22**

.08
5.12*"

^Standardized regression coefficients (n = 188).
''Ethical sensitivity is calculated as the sum of the importance ratings given each identified ethical issue.
*p< .10.

"p < .05.
"*p<.01.
weighted ethical sensitivity measure as the dependent variable than in those with the unweighted measure.
LISREL7 (Jorskog and Sorbom 1989) is used to compare more rigorously the weighted and unweighted measures to determine whether one is better predicted by the set
of independent variables. A multivariate regression model is
estimated using the two ethical sensitivity measures as
dependent variables and the set of seven predictors as independent variables. The paths from one independent variable
to two dependent variables are constrained to equal each
other. For example, the path from organizational socialization to the weighted ethical sensitivity measure is constrained to equal the path from organizational socialization
to the unweighted measure. If model fit differs significantly
from X^ = 0 (the perfect fit of the fully saturated model that
results if the equality constraints are not imposed), then the
set of independent variables does not predict the two ethical
104 / Journal of Marketing, April 1998

sensitivity measures equally well. If model fit is not significantly different from zero, then the two ethical sensitivity
measures are predicted equally well.
The model yields y}-i - 16.24 (p < .05), which is significantly different from zero and suggests that one measure is
better predicted than the other. However, given the high correlation between the two ethical sensitivity measures (r =
.95), this result seemed counterintuitive and warranted
closer examination. Modification indices indicated that the
greatest improvement in model fit would be to relax the
equality constraint on the two paths leading from professional socialization to the dependent variables. The model
was estimated without this constraint and yielded x^6 = 6.39
(p > .10), which is not significantly different from zero.
Interestingly, neither path coefficient leading from professional socialization to the ethical sensitivity variables was
significant, leading us to suspect that the apparent difference

in prediction found in the first model was due to an anomaly in the data pertaining to the professional socialization
variable. In no case did the LISREL estimates deviate from
the substantive findings produced by the correlation or
regression analyses. Therefore, we conclude that the two
ethical sensitivity measures do not differ in how well they
were predicted by the set of independent variables.

Discussion
This research provides a starting point on which to build an
understanding of ethical sensitivity—both in marketing,
generally, and in marketing research, specifically. As in dentistry (Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor 1985), counseling (Volker
1984), and accounting (Shaub 1989), the results reported
here generally support the case scenario/embedded issues
procedure for measuring ethical sensitivity. As verified by a
panel of marketing research ethicists, the case had three ethical issues embedded in it, and our sample of marketing
novices (students) recognized fewer ethical issues than did
our sample of marketing research professionals. Nonetheless, marketing researchers, on average, recognized less
than half the ethical issues in the case.
Hunt and Vitell (1992, p. 781) propose that at least some
of the variance in the ethical/unethical behaviors of marketers can be explained on the basis that "when placed in a
decision-making situation having an ethical component,
some people never recognize that there is an ethical issue
involved at all." The findings that 23% of our sample of
researchers recognized (in an unprompted format) not a single ethical issue in the case and only 10% recognized all
three ethical issues supports the view that differences in ethical sensitivity can explain a significant amount of the variance in ethical behaviors.
Our results also support the thesis that ethical sensitivity
is learned. As was expected, practitioners identified more
violations of professional ethics than the students. Moreover, these differences could not be explained by time spent
on the task, the total number of issues (of all kinds) identified, or age. Thus, the greater ethical sensitivity exhibited by
marketing research practitioners can be attributed to their
socialization into the marketing research profession, that is,
by their learning the ethical norms of marketing research.
The degree to which marketing research practitioners
themselves felt socialized into their organizations was associated positively with both measures of ethical sensitivity,
which also supports the view that ethical sensitivity is
learned. The absence of a significant relationship between
ethical sensitivity scores and professional socialization suggests that socialization to ethical norms in marketing
research might occur more at the organizational than the
professional level. As a relatively young profession, marketing research might lack the formal and informal professional
structures found in such professions as medicine, law, and
accounting that facilitate the socialization required for ethical sensitivity. For example, traditional professional organizations license or certify their members, and such
certification procedures contribute to learning ethical
norms. In comparison, professional socialization for marketing researchers is far less systematic.

The regression analysis modestly supports the intuitively plausible relationship between ethical sensitivity and
the cognitive dimension of empathy, perspective taking, and
fails to support the relationship between ethical sensitivity
and emotional contagion, empathy's affective dimension. If,
as suggested by Rest and colleagues (Bebeau, Rest, and
Yamoor 1985; Rest 1986), emotional contagion serves to
trigger ethical sensitivity, reading a case might not be sufficiently evocative to extract evidence of that relationship.
However, reading is considered a somewhat involving task
(Chaiken and Eagly 1976), and our research does find evidence linking perspective taking to ethical sensitivity.
Our research and Shaub's (1989) find a negative relationship between relativism and ethical sensitivity. Two factors might account for this negative finding. First, the
disbelief in moral absolutes might reduce the likelihood of
ethical violations standing out among other issues. In a world
where all issues are relativistic shades of gray, ethical issues
might blend in with everything else. Second, relativists
might consider ethical issues in general to be less important
than nonrelativists. Tentative support for this conjecture is
that the correlation between relativism and ethical sensitivity
is (slightly) stronger for the importance weighted measure (r
= -. 17) than for the unweighted measure (r = -.13).
Several results suggest avenues for future ethical sensitivity research. One particularly interesting result is the significant negative relationship between ethical sensitivity and
formal training in ethics received by respondents. Indeed,
the prediction that training in ethics should heighten ethical
sensitivity is so intuitive that it seems obvious. One potential explanation for this unexpected relationship is that,
rather than strengthening beliefs in the existence of morally
right and wrong behavior, existing ethics education programs rri'ight be serving only to strengthen relativistic views.
Nucci and Pasearella (1987) note that a historical goal of
U.S. colleges and universities was to develop moral responsibility and students' character by teaching ethical thought
and action. However, McNeel (1994) points out that ethics
training in higher education has become increasingly "value
free."
The data from the marketing research practitioners tend
to support the value-free explanation. As is shown in Table
4, whereas the correlation between ethics education and relativism is. 14 (/; < .10), the correlation between age and relativism is -.21 (jj < .01). Thus, ethics training might be
strengthening relativistic views because such views are
more prevalent among those recently in college. If this finding is confirmed by additional research, it is cause for concern. Research is needed not only to determine if our
explanation is correct, but also to explore how the content,
delivery, and sources of ethics training might affect ethical
sensitivity differentially.
The role of issue importance in defining, explaining, and
measuring ethical sensitivity remains unresolved by our
study: Respondents' importance ratings made little difference in how well the two calculations of ethical sensitivity
were predicted by the independent variables. In some ways,
our results parallel those involving consumer importance
ratings in multi-attribute models of attitude formation. In
their review, Wilkie and Pessemier (1973) note that empiriEthical Sensitivity/105

cal testing of how importance ratings in multi-attribute models affect prediction of attitudes produced mixed results.
Most studies found that including attribute importance had
either no impact on the models' capability to predict attitude
(e.g., Cohen and Houston 1972) or a deleterious effect on
predictive capability (e.g., Sheth and Talarzyk 1972).
However, if marketing research ethicist ratings of
issue egregiousness are used as a surrogate for issue
importance, then importance has an effect on the frequency with which ethical issues are identified and thus
on ethical sensitivity. According to our sample of ethicists,
the research integrity issue was the most egregious ethical
issue, and all groups identified this issue far more frequently than the others. This result is consistent with theoretical work by Jones (1991) and empirical research by
Singhapakdi, Vitell, and Kraft (1996), which concludes
that the more morally intense (and presumably important)
an ethical issue is, the more likely it is to be recognized.
How to define issue importance and how it affects ethical
sensitivity remains an open question to be addressed by
further research.
Given that a central thesis in our study is that ethical sensitivity is learned through socialization, further research
should explore this relationship in greater depth. Our study
investigates socialization in terms of the process's results.
That is, we compare the ethical sensitivity of persons with
varying levels of socialization and study the degree to which
ethical sensitivity is related to their self-reported level of
socialization. Most empirical studies on socialization,
including the work cited previously (i.e., Buchanan 1974;
Feldman 1976; Jones 1986), focus on variations or steps in
the process of socialization. Additional research might compare the effects of varying approaches to employee socialization on ethical sensitivity. For example, researchers
might explore whether formal and structured employee
socialization programs produce greater ethical sensitivity
than informal, less structured programs.
Beyond those arising from our findings, ethical sensitivity offers other potentially fruitful directions for research.

One involves whether mode of presentation affects ethical
sensitivity scores. Recall that Bebeau, Rest, and Yamoor
(1985) and Volker (1984) present their stimuli as taped
audiodramas, whereas Shaub (1989) and this study employ
written stimuli. Studies show that differences in communication modality (audiovisual, audio, and written) can affect
a person's evaluations of a speaker (Chaiken and Eagly
1976) and message content (Sparks, Areni, and Cox 1998).
Similarly, modality effects might influence the salience of
ethical issues, thereby affecting how often they were recognized and the importance given to them.
Because ethical sensitivity is an input variable to the
process of ethical decision making, further research also
might use ethical sensitivity as an independent variable.
Hunt and Vitell's (1992) model suggests several variables
that might be predicted by ethical sensitivity, including
deontological and teleological evaluations and ethical judgments. In addition, examining other predictors of ethical
sensitivity would enhance our understanding of what influences this important personal characteristic. Finally, because
the purpose of our research was exploratory—to develop
and test the measure of ethical sensitivity—the low response
rate from practitioners was not a critical issue. Nonetheless,
opportunities exist for additional studies to test our hypotheses and others with additional samples to determine whether
the relationships uncovered here hold. Because ethical sensitivity cannot be measured by "check-the-box" items, the
possibility of a large-scale, high-response rate study is
remote—several convenience-type samples will simply
have to suffice in continuing research on ethical sensitivity.
In conclusion, our study provides a starting point for
understanding the nature of ethical sensitivity in marketing
and its role in ethical decision making. Although the total
contribution of ethical sensitivity to explaining ethical variance is unknown, one thing is certain: If marketers do not
recognize the ethical content in decision situations, they are
unlikely, to say the least, to adopt the most ethical course of
action.

APPENDIX
Marketing Research Case Scenario
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

It was late Saturday afternoon in mid-December,
and Bob Smith, a re.search analyst for L&H Marketing
Research, was working furiously to complete the
media plan portion of the Standard Grooming Products
report. Standard was considering introducing a men's
hairspray and needed demographic characteristics and
media habits of male hairspray users, as well as attitudinal information about such product attributes as oiliness, stickiness, masculinity and fragrance.
The findings were to be presented Monday afternoon, and a long series of problems and delays had
forced Bob to come in on Saturday to finish the report.
Complicating matters. Bob felt that his boss, Barry
Michaels, expected the statistical analysis to be consistent with L&H's initial recommendations to Standard.
Bob, Barry and Marjorie Glass, from Standard's adver-
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17
18
19
20
21

tising agency, were to meet Monday morning to finalize L&H's presentation to Standard.
Back in September, Bob had recommended surveying 250 users of men's hairspray from each of 15
metropolitan areas. Charles Chastain from Standard's
TABLE A1
Proposed Budget

Phone Survey (including pilot study)
Focus Group Study
Advertising Pretesting
Package Pretesting
Miscellaneous Expenses
Proposed Total Expenses

$58,000
8,000
25,000
14,000
5,000
$110,000

22 marketing department had argued that conclusions
23 about local usage in each city would not be accurate
24 unless each city's sample size was proportional to its
25 population. That is, the sample sizes for larger cities
26 should be larger than for smaller cities. Furthermore,
27 Charles feared that males in metropolitan areas dif28 fered from rural males on usage or other important
29 characteristics. Bob finally convinced Charles that
30 sample sizes proportional to population would mean
31 only 25 to 50 interviews in some smaller cities—too
32 few to draw statistically valid conclusions. Further33 more, expanding the survey to include rural users
34 would have required committing more money to the
35 project—money Standard didn't want to spend.
36
In October, a Des Moines, Iowa, pretest revealed
37 that the questionnaire's length was driving the cost per
38 completed interview to about $18. Total expenses
39 would be well over budget if that cost held for the 15
40 metro areas. If the survey costs exceeded $65,000
41 (counting the pilot study), precious little money would
42 be left for the focus groups, advertising, and packaging
43 pretesting in L&H's contract with Standard (see Table
44 AI).
45
Since Standard was a new account with big poten46 tial, a long term relationship with them would be valu47 able. (Business at L&H had been slow this past year.)
48 Feeling "under the gun," Bob met with Barry and
49 Charles, who agreed to reduce the sample to 200 men
50 in each of only 11 metropolitan areas.
51
In early November, a new problem arose. After
52 surveying eight metro areas. Bob discovered that his
53 assistant had accidentally deleted all questions on
54 media habits from the questionnaire given to L&H's
55 vendor for the phone interviews. When told of the
56 missing questions problem, Barry and Charles became
57 visibly angry at the vendor. After much discussion,
58 they decided there was too little time to hire a new ven59 dor and resample the eight areas. Therefore, they
60 agreed to re-insert the media questions for the remain61 ing three cities and just finish the survey.
62
Bob's task now was to make the most of the data
63 he had. Because responses from each of the three cities
64 were reasonably similar, and each city came from a
65 different region (east, west and midwest). Bob felt con66 fident that the three-city data were representative.
67 Therefore, he decided to base the media plan on the
68 large differences between his results and the national

TABLE A2
Comparison of Media Habits Three City Sample of
Male Hairspray Users Versus U.S. Adult Males

Magazines:
At least one
subscription of...

News
Entertainment
Sports
Other

Newspaper Subscription
(at least one daily )
Favorite Radio
Format

Hours Watching
Television per
Week

69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89

Pop/Rock
Country
EZ Listening
NewsAalk
Other
Total
Dramas
Comedies
News
Other

All

ThreeCity
Sample

Men

28%

19%

U.S.

4

3

39
9

20

35

14

51
26
7
5
11

48
37
6
4
5

17.5
6.3
7.8
1.1

23.5
8.4
7.3
3.9

2.3

3.9

6

averages for adult men—making sports magazines and
newspapers the primary vehicles for Standard's advertising (see Table A2).
Bob's confidence in the media plan was bolstered
by a phone conversation with Marjorie Glass. Until a
short time ago, her agency had handled the advertising
for American Toiletries, so she had valuable information about this competitor's possible responses to
Standard's new product. Marjorie liked Bob's recommendations, thought Charles would also approve, and
agreed to support the media plan in Monday's meeting.
Indeed, Bob thought, Marjorie had been a big help.
The Standard project had put a great deal of stress on
Bob, who hated spending weekends away from his family—especially near Christmas! If the presentation went
well and more business was forthcoming. Bob suspected
he would be spending even more weekends here. But if
the presentation went poorly or the data collection errors
became an issue, then Standard might look elsewhere
for market research, thus jeopardizing Bob's future with
L&H. Either way, he felt apprehensive.
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