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Abstract: 
 
This research develops and tests a measurement model representing the ethical work climate of 
marketing employees involved in sales and/or service-providing positions. A series of studies are 
used to identify potential items and validate four ethical-climate dimensions. The four 
dimensions represent trust/responsibility, the perceived ethicalness of peers’ behavior, the 
perceived consequences of violating ethical norms, and the nature of selling practices as 
communicated by the firm. Both first- and second-order levels of abstraction are validated. 
Relationships with role stress, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment are described and 
discussed. The scale is unique from previous attempts in its scope, intended purpose (marketing 
employees), the validation procedures, and in that it is not scenario dependent. The results 
suggest the usefulness of the marketing ethical climate construct in both developing theory and 
in providing advice for marketing practice. 
 
Keywords: business ethic | organizational commitment | ethical climate | role conflict | ethical 
norm 
 
Article: 
 
Several well-known marketing firms have performed in ways that raise questions about their 
moral integrity. How is it that marketing employees become willing or complacent partners in 
malicious practices such as those illustrated by Sears' service writers routinely adding contrived 
auto repairs to its customers' bills (Vidaver-Cohen 1998)? Interestingly, even after public 
castigations suffered by Sears, and public attempts to repair damage done by the ensuing 
negative publicity, evidence of continuing unethical practices persisted (Lucas 1995). What type 
of climate fosters systemic abuse of customers and/or employees? Furthermore, how does such a 
climate affect other employee attitudes and behaviors? Can employees who toil in a climate that 
encourages mistreatment of others experience job satisfaction nonetheless? Or, does it affect 
them so that they become less committed and potentially exacerbate high turnover rates already 
so prevalent among today's service organizations? 
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A key aspect of addressing such questions lies in a better understanding of marketing employees' 
ethical work climate. The ethical work climate represents a fundamental construct in marketing 
ethics research in that an ethical climate presents an added barrier to unethical employee actions. 
Rather than representing an employee's moral development per se, it represents individual 
interpretations and evaluations of the marketing work environment on dimensions that have 
ethical content. Employees, by continuously processing these ethical cues, learn the appropriate 
organizational expectations with respect to moral conduct. 
 
Whereas considerable research attempts to explain ethical and unethical decision-making among 
marketing managers (cf. Ferrell and Gresham 1985; Fraedrich and FerreU 1992; Goolsby 1992; 
Hunt, Wood, and Chonko 1989; Schwepker, Ferrell, and Ingram 1997), relatively little research 
addresses directly how ethical/unethical actions affect operational work domains (Frederick 
1992). Intuitively, the efficiency and effectiveness of marketers may be influenced negatively if 
their work climate is replete with cues indicating prevalent unethical actions (Hyman 1990). 
Conversely, a work climate embodied with perceptions of trust, responsibility, and high moral 
standards should support the efficiency and effectiveness of marketers and nurture the overall 
well-being of employees. A major step in examining how and if ethical environments affect 
marketing performance is the development of adequate means of measuring the extent to which a 
marketing employee's work climate is ethical or not. 
 
The research reported here represents the first stage in developing a multidimensional measure of 
a marketing employee's ethical work climate. An operational measure is developed following 
generally accepted rules of construct development. The construct domain is delineated by using a 
combination of conceptual material taken from basic business ethics theory and qualitative 
research. Research is described that develops and tests a measurement model consisting of four 
ethical-climate dimensions. The measure is then tied into the organizational nomological net by 
examining relations between it and key operational marketing constructs, including employee 
role stress, organizational commitment, and job satisfaction. 
 
The potential contributions of the research are both theoretical and practical. Theoretically, the 
study provides key insights into workplace characteristics that reflect and help define a 
marketing employee's ethical work climate. Subsequently, an ethical-climate scale allows the 
testing of models predicting how ethical cognitions affect important marketing organizational 
and behavioral outcomes. In doing so, it allows for better integration of ethics research with 
"mainstream" marketing research. Practically, the scale has the potential for developing ethical-
climate benchmarks against which marketing firms could compare their own climates and 
potentially make appropriate adjustments. Below, the conceptual domain of the ethical work 
climate is described. This is followed by a description of procedures and analyses undertaken. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Psychological Work Climate 
 
The ethical work climate is proposed as a key element in a marketing employee's psychological 
work climate, and like other climate elements, it plays a fundamental role in explaining 
important motivational and behavioral work constructs (James and James 1989). An employee's 



psychological work climate consists of his or her perceptions and interpretations of 
psychologically meaningful workplace elements (James, James, and Ashe 1990; Kopelman and 
Guzzo 1990). Thus, an employee processes and cognitively appraises environmental attributes 
and day-today activities with respect to potential implications for his or her overall well-being, 
including things that present potential conflicts with one's personal values (Brown and Leigh 
1996; Mandler 1982). It is important to note that these appraisals are subjective individual 
perceptions that may or may not match an organizational assessment. Operationally, this 
distinguishes psychological climate as an individual-level phenomenon apart from 
organizational climate or culture (James et al. 1990). 
 
Previous research has addressed several outcomes of marketing employees' psychological 
climate. For example, Brown and Leigh (1996) operationalized psychological climate as 
including supportive management, recognition and self-expression in demonstrating both direct, 
positive climate effects on salesperson job involvement and effort and indirect, positive effects 
on job performance. Similarly, retail employees' with relatively favorable psychological-climate 
perceptions report reduced role stress, increased job satisfaction, and higher job performance 
(Babin and Boles 1996). Franchise relationships are also affected by psychological-climate 
perceptions. Climate elements including cohesiveness, fairness, and autonomy were shown to 
affect the type of conflict resolution strategy common to a franchisee-franchiser relationship 
(Strutton, Pelton, and Lumpkin 1993). These examples support the usefulness of psychological-
climate elements in understanding marketing phenomena. 
 
The Ethical Work Climate 
 
Just as marketing employees make meaningful appraisals concerning other climate elements, 
such as supervisor support and job autonomy among others, they meaningfully appraise the work 
environment on ethical grounds. Thus, a marketing employee's ethical work climate is 
distinguished from other climate elements in that it represents those workplace appraisals that 
have ethical content (Wimbush and Shepard 1994). In other words, it is the cognitive processing 
of those work experiences that have ethical content. Such appraisals may result because an 
employee sees him- or herself faced with a moral dilemma involving an implicit or explicit trust, 
from the observation of others' morally questionable actions, from perceptions of organizational 
priorities, or from general observation of behaviors and treatment of customers and other 
employees, among other things. 
 
The ethical work climate is represented by salient perceptions affecting the perceived rightness 
or wrongness present in a marketing environment and thus, it is important to the field of 
marketing ethics (Ferrell and Weaver 1978). Cognitively, these perceptions may overlap 
important evaluative ethical standards including egoism or self-interest, justice or fairness, 
promise or rule keeping, relativism and responsibility (Reidenbach, Robin, and Dawson 1991; 
Victor and Cullen 1988; Vidaver-Cohen 1998). For example, marketing employees may analyze 
the treatment of others in the workplace in terms of the priority placed on individual self-
interests at the potential detriment of others. They may also perceive company policies in terms 
of overall fairness. Furthermore, some workplace activities, even though they violate personal 
moral standards, may become accepted as common practice within a peer group. More specific 
examples are provided below in discussing preliminary, qualitative research findings. 



 
Measurement 
 
Psychological measures require three types of validation: content validity, construct validity, and 
predictive or nomological validity (Nunnally 1978:86-113). Validity is a matter of degree rather 
than a dichotomous valid or not valid condition. Furthermore, measurement validation is a 
continuous, ongoing process. This study represents beginning stages in this process from item 
generation through initial validation in a broad marketing context. It presents a preliminary 
examination of the construct's content domain, its capacity for measuring unique dimensions 
(discriminant validity) with internal consistency (convergent validity), and its capacity to predict 
other organizational phenomena that can be linked to it theoretically (predictive or nomological 
validity). 
 
Scale content. Measurement is an ongoing issue in both marketing ethics research (see Robin, 
Reidenbach, and Babin 1997 for a review) and climate research (see Moussavi and Jones 1990). 
Not surprisingly, relatively few studies address the marketing ethical work climate specifically 
(cf. Quails and Puto 1989). Previous research on ethical measurement and on psychological 
climate provides assistance in further explicating the ethical-climate domain. Summarizing from 
above, a marketing employee's ethical work climate consists of his or her cognitive processing 
(perception and interpretation) of everyday experiences that have ethical content. For instance, a 
relatively poor ethical climate is suggested when employees feel compelled to perform or succor 
behaviors perceived as opposing nonwork standards of ethical conduct (Robin and Reidenbach 
1987). Likewise, the presence of peers who are perceived as unscrupulous in carrying out 
responsibilities indicates a poor marketing employee ethical work climate. Thus, an operational 
measure should encompass indicators bearing some relationship to this domain. 
 
Construct validity. Construct validity is an attempt to establish if markers for a construct measure 
what they purport to measure. In the early stages of developing complex multidimensional 
constructs, as is the case for an ethical work climate, the focus is on identifying suitable markers 
for each dimension. The markers must be internally consistent within dimensions and, of course, 
contain a reasonable degree of convergent and discriminant validity. In addition, since each 
dimension is from the same broader domain (i.e., ethical climate), some covariation among them 
is expected. 
 
Proposed dimensions. Marketing employees' actions have consequences on customers, 
supervisors, and other employees (Mascarenhas 1995). Therefore, an inescapable element of a 
marketing environment's ethical work climate is the overall justice with which people are treated 
as represented by elements related to responsibility and trust (Hunt, Chonko, and Wilcox 1984; 
Robin et al. 1997). Just/fair treatment, encompassing some of both egoism (self-interest) and 
caring, has been suggested as the primary dimension along which ethical decision making takes 
place (Reidenbach et al. 1991; Robin and Reidenbach 1987). Are people treated fairly, and are 
there consequences for those treating people unjustly? The ability of a marketing employee to 
avoid consequences for unfair and dishonest treatment is a primary impediment to building a 
solid ethical work climate (Hyman 1990). Thus, an environment found lacking in these areas 
signals an undesirable ethical climate. 
 



Another obvious element in the ethical work climate involves direct perceptions of actors' 
behavior. Previous research suggests the salience of other employees' workplace behavior in 
shaping ethical judgments (Chonko 1995; Ferrell and Weaver 1978) and in forming work climate 
dimensions (Babin and Boles 1996). Observations of other employees' ethical/unethical acts 
evoke assimilation or contrasts with an employee's schema (or script) for equitable behavior 
(James and James 1989). Over time, the schema for expected behavior can become one in which 
unethical behavior is the default work role expectation, or it can fail to evoke a sufficient ethical 
motivation to prevent the behavior (Vitell, Rallapalli, and Singhapakdi 1993). In other words, 
through a relativistic rationale or mechanism, the unethical act becomes acceptable (Reidenbach 
et al. 1991). For example, one salesperson may encroach on another's customer without sharing 
any commissions. Employees might view this as unethical, but it becomes a behavioral norm as 
employees prioritize their self-interest. 
 
The existence of codes of ethics, rules, organizational norms, and policies regarding ethical 
behavior can also contribute to the perceived ethical climate (Hunt et al. 1989). These codes spell 
out ethical infractions and the consequences associated with them. Thus, heightened vigilance 
exists due to the consequences of behaving unethically in an ethical environment. An 
environment lacking such awareness would be considered relatively less ethical. It is also 
important to point out that formal codes of conduct can only be operationalized through 
marketing employees' awareness or internalization of the standards they set forth. Thus, this 
dimension is deontological to the extent that it represents punishments for violating implied or 
explicit contracts (Robin and Reidenbach 1987). 
 
Furthermore, management policies that prioritize "getting sales" as the principal goal of the 
employee can motivate dubious behavior (Michaels and Day 1985). This dominant theme 
emerged in in-depth interviews conducted as part of this research. One employee described how 
troubled she was with the heavy emphasis on up selling and add-on sales that she felt were not 
truly in her customers' best interests (most of whom were senior citizens). She described the 
added conflict that resulted from being faced with a decision of doing the job "really well" by 
coaxing added sales, versus trying to make sure customers were purchasing things they truly 
needed or desired. Employees interpret these signals as a strong indication of the priorities of the 
firm. The emphasis is placed on the end of obtaining profits and the means and potential 
consequences of doing so are signaled as less important. Any utilitarian concern is diminished by 
the pressure to produce immediate sales. 
 
Predictive (nomological) validity. Predictive validity is important when the proposed measure is 
used to estimate another attitude, belief, or behavior (Nunnally 1978). The only requirement for 
predictive validity is a significant degree of correspondence between the new construct and other 
measures expected to be related to it. Also, a measure that shows little association with concepts 
to which it is linked theoretically can be said to lack in nomological validity (Bagozzi 1980). 
 
This research is based on the idea that a marketing employee's ethical work climate, an important 
part of his or her psychological climate, is ultimately an important determinant of both his or her 
overall well-being and the well-being of the marketing firm. Ethical work climate perceptions, 
like other psychological-climate dimensions, should help explain and predict key organizational 
variables including job satisfaction and organizational commitment (James et al. 1990). Goolsby 



(1992) presents a conceptual model hypothesizing potential relationships between a marketing 
employee's ethical demands and behavioral and attitudinal employee outcomes. 
 
Role stress. Role stress occurs when an employee encounters ambiguity and/or conflict with 
respect to his or her job expectations (Netemeyer, Johnston, and Burton 1990). Therefore, two 
role stress factors, role ambiguity and role conflict, are included in this study for the purpose of 
predictive validity (Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman 1970). Previous research has linked role stress 
dimensions and various ethics constructs conceptually (Ferrell and Gresham 1985; Goolsby 
1992; Ho and Vitel11997; Schwepker et al. 1997). Empirical evidence also suggests that ethical 
situations give rise to increased role conflict (Chonko and Burnett 1983). A positive ethical work 
climate, where employee perceptions are consistent with one's moral expectations, lessens the 
potential conflict between an employee and the firm, and therefore, is less stressful. A work 
environment with a poor ethical work climate is less likely to provide moral guidance to 
employees confronted with ethical dilemmas (such as complete honesty or making a sale) and 
thus is likely associated with higher role ambiguity. In addition, the enigmatic nature of moral 
judgments often leaves an actor uncertain as to the best course of action (Robin et al. 1997). 
Thus, previous theory and evidence allow a prediction of negative relationships between ethical 
dimensions and both role conflict and ambiguity. 
 
Workplace factors that increase ethical conflict, in addition to aggravating role stress (Schwepker 
et al. 1997), are expected to affect job satisfaction negatively. Negative emotional appraisals, 
resulting from frequent workplace perceptions that a workplace is unethical, can worsen 
affective reactions to one's job situation. Thus, as job satisfaction serves as a general affective 
response resulting from evaluation of one's psychological work climate (James and James 1989), 
a positive (negative) ethical work climate is likely associated with relatively high (low) job 
satisfaction. 
 
A positive work climate manifests a consistency in firm and employee goals and values, and 
thus, a greater identification between an organization and an employee (Brown and Leigh 1996). 
An environment with an inimical ethical climate is not likely to produce the emotional bonding 
necessary for high levels of organizational commitment. Committed employees take pride and 
gain self-esteem from their employer. For instance, a committed employee spreads substantial 
positive word of mouth ("talking it up") about his or her employer (Mowday, Steers, and Porter 
1979). It seems highly unlikely that experiences that lead to persistent ethical questions on any 
dimension would lead to increased positive word of mouth or pride. Therefore, we predict a 
positive relationship between a marketing employee's ethical work climate and organizational 
commitment. 
 
Previous Measures 
 
Comparisons with previous ethical measures. The measures developed here differ from previous 
efforts. First, the scope is multidimensional rather than unidimensional, and multiple items of all 
dimensions are adopted. Previous empirical research has operationalized marketing managers' 
ethical climate solely along a single dimension (Schwepker et al. 1997). Furthermore, to be 
consistent with other elements of the psychological climate, the measures should reflect the 
individual as the unit of analysis. Previous ethics research has relied heavily on scenario-



dependent assessments of actions (cf. Robin et al. 1997; Schwepker et al. 1997). Using a 
scenario approach, an employee is presented with a hypothetical job-related situation and asked 
for his or her response. While useful, these measures reflect employees' reactions to very specific 
situations creating a potential situation/individual confound. In addition, the focus in much 
marketing ethics measurement is on the direct description of an employee's ethical judgment of 
some questionable action (Reidenbach et al. 1991; Robin et al. 1997). Researchers outside 
marketing have focused on a developmental typology of ethical climates built around the ethical 
judgment of the actor himself or herself (Victor and Cullen 1988). 
 
The measures developed here differ. They are not scenario dependent, they address specifically 
ethical-climate indicators relevant to boundary-spanning marketing employees, they are 
multidimensional, and each dimension is a multi-item providing for a more thorough validation. 
The desired end result is improved pertinence, beyond a specific employee in a specific situation; 
a broader representation; and the improved reliability and validity provided through rigorous 
scale validation (Churchill and Peter 1984). 
 
Relevance to Marketing Employees 
 
All professions can benefit from a better understanding of their ethical climate, but there are 
unique aspects of the exchange dyad that make the ethical work climate particularly relevant to 
those who are actively involved in selling and serving customers. Employees performing at the 
company/customer interface span the boundary between management and customers and toil in 
an environment that is constantly charged with potentially conflicting demands (Babin and Boles 
1996; Chonko 1995; Hartline and Ferrell 1996). These demands create a work environment 
where implicit trusts are confronted and are either kept or breached. Sales employees and 
frontline service providers are involved intimately in the exchange process providing them with 
regular opportunities to take advantage of customers and coworkers. 
 
For example, frontline service providers often handle financial transactions and can manipulate 
charges, sales commissions, and cash distributions. They also facilitate customer benefits' 
acquisition and can unjustly provide an inequitable product. Sales employees discussed 
providing deliberately misleading information about price and attributes in an effort to close a 
sale. Restaurant servers and supervisors interviewed in conjunction with this research both 
discussed being faced with serving less than the most wholesome food on occasion. These 
dilemmas are somewhat unique to a boundary-spanning position and exist over and above 
common perceptions about the priorities of management. Employees confronting both customers 
and employees experience a high degree of opportunity to engage in unethical actions or to 
operationalize perceived managerial priorities. 
 
In selecting a sample for developing this construct, a broad-based sample of salespersons and 
service providers seems particularly appropriate. The sample is likely to exhibit considerable 
variance in their ethical work climate perceptions. Also, finding marketers who worked in a job 
that produced at least moderate stress was believed desirable so as to accentuate the impact of 
any ethical or unethical behavior. These criteria can be important to the early stages of construct 
development as a means of highlighting appropriate and generalizable measures of the marketing 
ethical work climate. 



 
RESEARCH METHOD 
 
Step 1 
 
A multistage approach is used to develop measures and test an overall measurement model 
(Anderson and Gerbing 1988; Babin, Darden, and Griffin 1994; Bagozzi and Heatherton 1994). 
The first stage involved generating an item pool indicating the ethical work climate. As 
mentioned above, the previous ethics literature proved useful in this task. However, four in-depth 
interviews with boundary-spanning marketing employees were also conducted. In-depth 
interviews were preferable to focus groups, given the sensitivity of the issue. These interviews 
probed employees for potential ethical appraisals arising in their work routine. The interviews 
were conducted with two restaurant employees, an electronics salesperson, and an automobile 
salesperson. Different job types were used because our intent was not to develop a scale for use 
only in one type of boundary-spanning position. Rather, the goal was a scale more generally 
applicable across different marketing settings. 
 
Space precludes a detailed analysis of these interviews. However, these employees expressed 
basic ethical dilemmas. One respondent discussed a breech of implied trust at length. She 
described being asked to serve food to customers that she would never serve to her family. 
Another employee discussed a rather relaxed atmosphere with respect to ethics that manifested 
itself in an absolute unawareness of managerial guidance,1 rules or policy concerning the proper 
treatment of others, or the consequences of breaking rules (deontological conflict). Withholding 
knowledge to increase the margin on a sale illustrates how boundary-spanning employees have 
ample opportunity to take advantage of others and place a high priority on self-interests. Finally, 
a social relativistic impact on climate takes place as employees' ethical judgments are influenced 
by the behavior of other employees. An illustration involved a discussion of employees learning 
how customer orders and charges can be altered to manipulate commissions simply by observing 
the practice among other employees. The results allowed us to express many of the notions from 
ethics theory in more colloquial terms and added additional items not reflected well in the 
literature. A total of 90 potential ethical-climate items were generated from this process. 
 
Step 2 
 
Next, a panel of three judges was provided with a definition of ethical climate and given a list of 
its more specific elements (trust, morals, rules/codes, relativism [others' behavior], sales 
pressure, goal prioritization). The point of this was to assess items initially for content. It was not 
intended to establish dimensionality. Each judge rated each item on the basis of how well it 
indicated ethical work climate (does not, somewhat, very much) and placed it into one of the 
component categories. Items judged to not represent ethical content by any of the judges and 
items that were not placed into consistent categories (mismatches that could not be resolved) by 
the judges were dropped from analysis. The judges also checked for items that were practical 
duplicates (represent the same thing). This step's intent was simply to screen items that lacked 

 
1 Interestingly, after the interview, it was discovered that this company actually does have a written code of ethical 
treatment. 



content validity in that they did not reflect the construct of interest. Eighteen items were 
eliminated in this process. 
 
Step 3 
 
An initial empirical effort was undertaken to provide exploratory results and to adjust item 
wording for potential ceiling and floor effects. Ninety boundary-spanning employees (from 
different types of environments) were asked to respond to the remaining 72 items on the basis of 
their level of agreement (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree). Histograms were 
generated for each item, and those that were heavily skewed toward one end or the other were 
dropped or reworded.2 In no case was the content domain of an item deleted through this 
analysis. There was either another item covering this domain or adjectives were inserted or 
deleted to adjust the mean response in future applications. This stage was considered important 
given the potentially sensitive nature of ethical assessments and the real possibility of extreme 
end loadings that could distort the covariance structure (Nunnally 1978). 
 
Step 4 (main study) 
 
Sample. Boundary-spanning employees were recruited primarily from night classes at a large 
urban university and asked to participate in this research. The requirements were that a 
respondent performed daily marketing functions that involved interactions with other employees 
(supervisors and peers) and customers. Thus, all respondents were involved in boundary-
spanning occupations and performed some type of selling. Respondents represented a diverse 
range of occupations including retail sales (28%), outside sales (24%), banking/financial services 
(18%), and table servers (8%), among others. Fifty-one percent of the sample was female. They 
ranged from 1 to 20 years tenure in their current job, averaging 2.8 years. Respondents reported 
working an average of 30 hours per week, with 30 percent indicating an average of 35 hours per 
week or more. A diverse sample representing a wide range of boundary-spanning occupations 
best matched our desire to develop a broadly applicable item battery. A total of 127 completed 
responses were obtained and 122 are included in the analyses reported below. 
 
Potential ethical-climate items were placed randomly on a survey instrument to prevent order 
effects. In addition, measures of organizational commitment (Mowday et al. 1979), a global 
measure of job satisfaction consisting of six items (e.g., "All in all, I am very satisfied with my 
job"), and two role stress dimensions—role ambiguity and role conflict (Rizzo et al. 1970)—
were included. The dimensionality of this role stress scale has been examined extensively, and 
the evidence suggests that conflict and ambiguity represent distinct but related aspects of role 
stress (Netemeyer et al. 1990).3 All items were collected using a 6-point Likert-type scale (6 --- 

 
2 For example, the word All inserted into "[All] employees here are held accountable for their actions" reduced the 
scale mean from above 4 to 3.63 (midpoint = 3.5, skewness = -.056, kurtosis = -.964). 
3 Role stress dimensionality in these data was analyzed empirically given the criticisms of this scale (McGee, 
Fergueson, and Seers 1989). A promax-rotated factor solution of the items suggested two factors explaining 56 
percent of the data with no significant cross-loadings and a correlation of .31 (p < .01) between role conflict and role 
ambiguity factors. In addition, a two-factor (ambiguity and conflict) confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) solution 
provided a significantly better fit than did a one-factor solution (Δχ2 = 42.7, df= 1, p = .001) with a corresponding 
drop in Comparative Fit Index (CFI) from .93 to .74. 



strongly agree). The reliability estimates obtained here are .89, .91, .81, and .70 for 
organizational commitment, job satisfaction, role ambiguity, and role conflict, respectively. 
 
RESULTS 
 
Initial Dimensionality 
 
Exploratory factor analysis was used to provide an initial indication of scale dimensionality and 
to eliminate items with low interitem correlations. These results were used to isolate items for 
further analyses. Exploratory factor analysis was used at this intermediary stage in keeping with 
previous scale development procedures (Babin et al. 1994; Bearden, Netemeyer, and Teel 1989; 
Netemeyer, Boles, and McMurrian 1996; Reidenbach et al. 1991). It allows for reduction in the 
item inventory and a preliminary interpretation of dimensionality. Using a scree plot, the initial 
principal components suggested a four-factor solution. The four factors accounted for 58.1 
percent of the total variation among items. Items not achieving at least a .4 loading on any 
component were dropped. 
 
Table 4. Descriptive Statistics and Exploratory Factor Results (varimax loadings) 
Item Description F1 F2 F3 F4 M SD 

e1 All employees here are held accountable for their actions .65    3.63 1.30 
e2 Employees here act first to further their customers' interests .69    4.40 1.15 
e3 People always get treated justly here .72    3.95 1.35 
e4 You can depend on management to keep its promises .62      
e5 I'm confident that the ethical treatment of customers is the top priority of 

this firm 
.64    4.72 1.26 

e6 Employees here are truly committed to high moral standards in their 
treatment of others 

.53      

e7 Employees here have performed unethical acts  .73   3.58 1.54 
e8 I've seen other employees do things that bother me from a moral viewpoint  .69   3.73 1.58 
e9 Some of the people I work with do things that I feel are unethical  .71   3.69 1.47 
e10 Generally, employees here simply act to protect their own self-interest  .58   3.52 1.33 
e11 Employees here do things based on the "CYA" (protect yourself) principle  .70   4.70 1.26 
e12 Employees here sometimes take revenge out on customers  .78   2.90 1.33 
e13 Employees feel a lot of pressure to "make the numbers"  .50     
e14 Employees don't always tell customers all they need to know to make the 

best purchase decision 
 .60   3.42 1.39 

e15 If I spent a lot of time thinking about how morally right everyone is 
treated, I'd be really stressed out 

  –.65  3.31 1.44 

e16 Employees acting unethically for personal gain are punished   .78  3.97 1.38 
e17 Employees acting unethically for company gain are punished   .73  3.72 1.36 
e18 Employees here are punished for acting dishonestly in any way   .55  4.22 1.48 
e19 Employees here are encouraged highly to "up-sell" customers    .84 3.98 1.49 
e20 Employees here are required to be very aggressive in making "suggested 

sales" or selling "add-ons" 
   .79 3.89 1.46 

e21 Customers here are sometimes encouraged to buy something they might 
not truly need 

   .60 3.52 1.39 

 
The loadings (following varimax rotation) and descriptive statistics for the 21 items remaining 
are provided in Table 1. As can be seen, all loadings equal or exceed .5, and the majority of item 



means lie near the scale midpoint (3-4 on a 6-point scale). The item expressing the highest 
average agreement is "I'm confident that the ethical treatment of customers is the top priority of 
this firm," and the item with the lowest level of agreement is "Employees here sometimes take 
revenge out on customers." The factors have a conceptually plausible interpretation. Factor 1 
consists of items indicating responsibility and trust with respect to how people are treated and is 
consistent with the idea of a just working environment. Items loading on Factor 2 indicate a peer 
behavior factor suggesting the perceived rightness or wrongness of observed behaviors (Ferrell 
and Weaver 1978). Factor 3 items suggest an awareness of consequences associated with 
violating ethical conduct standards. A high score on this dimension suggests an awareness of 
implications for violating ethical norms (Hunt et al. 1989). Finally, Factor 4 items indicate the 
extent to which employees are compelled to adopt aggressive selling practices and prioritizes 
firm goals over customer goals. This dimensionality is generally consistent with the scales' 
conceptual basis as described above. 
 
Table 2. Standardized Confimatory Factor Analysis (CFA) Loading Estimates 

Item Description 

Trust/ 
Responsibility 

ξ1 

Peer 
Behavior 

ξ2 

Ethical 
Norms 
ξ3 

Selling 
Practices 

ξ4 

r1 All employees here are held accountable for their actions .71    
r2 Employees here act first to further their customers' interests .73    
r3 People always get treated justly here .60    
r4 Employees here are truly committed to high moral standards in their 

treatment of others 
.66    

p1 Employees here have performed unethical acts  .78   
p2 I've seen other employees do things that bother me from a moral 

viewpoint 
 .71   

p3 Some of the people I work with do things that I feel are unethical  .75   
p4 Generally, employees here simply act to protect their own self-interest  .65   
p5 Employees here do things based on the "CYA" (protect yourself) 

principle 
 .72   

p6 Employees here sometimes take revenge out on customers  .63   
n1 If I spent a lot of time thinking about how morally right everyone is 

treated, I'd be really stressed out 
  –.57  

n2 Employees acting unethically for personal gain are punished   .85  
n3 Employees acting unethically for company gain are punished   .70  
sp1 Employees here are encouraged highly to "up-sell" customers    .61 
sp2 Employees here are required to be very aggressive in making 

"suggested sales" or selling "add-ons" 
   .96 

sp3 Customers here are sometimes encouraged to buy something they 
might not truly need 

   .57 

 Variance extracted .46 .50 .51 .54 
 Reliability .80 .86 .75 .74 

NOTE: The item abbreviations represent the scale interpretations (r = responsibility, p = peer behavior, n = norms, 
and sp = selling practices). 
 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
 
Dimensionality and validation. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to provide a more 
thorough validation. An initial CFA led to the deletion of 5 items based on low loading estimates 



(below .5) or patterns of residuals (Anderson and Gerbing 1988). Table 2 shows CFA results 
using the final 16 items constrained congenerically, consistent with the factor structure described 
above. The model chi-square is 125.4 with 98 degrees of freedom (p = .03), the model Goodness 
of Fit Index (GFI) is .89, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) is .96, the root mean square residual 
(RMSR) is .069, and the Parsimony Normed Fit Index (PNFI) is .69 (Mulaik et al. 1989). These 
statistics support the measurement model overall. 
 
Other results support the constructs' convergent validity. Construct reliability estimates range 
from .74 (ξ4 – sales pressure) to .86 (ξ2 – peer behavior), and the variance-extracted estimates 
range from .46 to .54. Furthermore, all factor loadings are highly significant (p < .001), 
suggesting adequate scale convergence (Anderson and Gerbing 1988). 
 
The results also suggest adequate discriminant validity. All variance-extracted estimates are 
greater than the square of the correlation estimates between factors (see Table 3), with the 
exception of ξ1 (.46 = variance extracted and .47 = Φ2,1

2), where the difference is trivial (.01). 
Nonetheless, an additional CFA model constraining these two factors into one produced a 
significantly worse fit providing evidence of discriminant validity (Anderson and Gerbing 1988). 
Overall, the results are generally supportive of the scale's psychometric properties. 
 
Table 3. Correlations Among Ethical-Climate Dimensions and Between Ethical-Climate 
Dimensions and Other Constructs 

Factor ξ1 Responsibility/Trust ξ2 Peer Behavior ξ3 Ethical Norms ξ4 Selling Practices 
ξ1 Responsibility/Trust 1.00    
ξ2 Peer Behavior .68 1.00   
ξ3 Ethical Norms .65 .38 1.00  
ξ4 Selling Practices .34 .59 .24 1.00 
Role Ambiguity –.45 –.23 –.27 –.02ns 

Role Conflict –.39 –.26 –.39 –.10ns 
Job Satisfaction .42 .34 .21 .03ns 
Organizational Commitment .50 .43 .30 .09ns 

NOTE: All t-values are significant (p < .01) unless noted (ns). Also, for consistency in interpretation, in this table all 
four ethics dimensions are scored so that a higher score represents a more ethical work climate. The correlations 
among the four ethics dimensions are from confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) estimates. The remaining 
correlations are product-moment correlations computed from composite scale estimates. 
 
First- and second-order models. Psychological climate dimensions fall into a class of latent 
constructs that are most appropriately studied using varying degrees of abstraction depending on 
the research purpose. Bagozzi and Heatherton (1994) cover this issue in detail while providing 
validation of both first- and second-order state self-esteem constructs using the same measured 
indicators. They conclude that the construct "can be represented in a psychometrically sound 
way through both a . . . first or second-order model" (p. 61). As a practical matter, researchers 
are sometimes interested in broad relationships between omnibus, relatively all-encompassing 
constructs. In the case of self-esteem, researchers may be interested in effects due to overall self-
esteem, or they may be interested in more specific effects due to performance, social, and 
appearance dimensions. These varying interests call for different operationalizations based on the 
way a measurement model accounts for covariation between latent constructs. 
 



Researchers studying psychological climate have operationalized climate elements at different 
levels of abstractions. Six first-order dimensions have been modeled as representing a single 
higher order factor that affected other multifarious effort and performance constructs (Brown and 
Leigh 1996). In contrast, others have operationalized first-order dimensions separately showing 
specific effects such as the relationship between supervisor support and job satisfaction (Babin 
and Boles 1996; Strutton et al. 1993). 
 
Given that a certain research context may well lend itself to one or the other operationalization, a 
psychometric analysis was undertaken addressing a marketing employee's ethical work climate 
as an omnibus, second-order factor (see Figure 1). Constraints were placed on the covariance 
structure consistent with a second-order factor model. The higher order model produced a chi-
square of 142.9 with 100 degrees of freedom (p = .003), with a CFI of .94, an RMSR of .079, 
and a PNFI of .69. The second-order loadings are .76 (t = 6.03, p < .001),.87 (t = 7.36, p < .001), 
.48 (t = 4.17, p < .001), and .51 (t = 4.21, p < .001) for responsibility and trust, peer behavior, 
ethical norms, and selling practices dimensions, respectively. Thus, the fit statistics suggest a 
psychometrically sound model. 
 

 
Figure 1. Marketing Employees' Ethical Work Climate 
NOTE: All Φ coefficients (Frame A) and loadings (Frame B) are significant (p < .01). 
 
The fits between the two measurement models depicted in Figure 1 can be compared. Whereas 
the first-order model provides a slightly better chi-square (χ2 difference of 17.5; 2 df), other fit 
indexes are very similar. The PNFI becomes particularly valuable in assessing alternative models 
with similar fits (Mulaik et al. 1989). In this case, the PNFI is .69 for both models. Thus, as in 
the case for self-esteem referred to above, results support the psychometric validity of both a 
first- and second-order ethical work climate model. 
 



Predictive/Nomological Validity 
 
An essential element in construct validation is establishing its meaningfulness in terms of other 
phenomena within the domain of study. That is, can the construct be woven into the relevant 
nomological net (Bagozzi 1980)? Thus, the ethical-climate dimensions were correlated with role 
ambiguity, role conflict, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment. The intention here is 
not to develop specific predictions that would test a multiconstruct theoretical model. Such a 
model needs more precise theoretical development and, from a structural equations perspective, a 
larger sample. Rather, the regressions are used simply to show that there is a substantial amount 
of associative variation among these job-related phenomena, and thereby, they provide evidence 
of predictive validity. Development and testing of a detailed structural model is left for future 
research. 
 
The following predictions were offered with respect to relationships between a marketing 
employee's ethical work climate and these important employee outcomes: 
 

1. Ethical work climate dimensions are related negatively to both role conflict and role 
ambiguity. 

2. The ethical work climate is related positively to job satisfaction. Employees perceiving a 
positive ethical climate are more satisfied. 

3. The ethical work climate is related positively to organization commitment. 
 
The correlations between ethical climate elements and these four constructs are presented in 
Table 3 (ethical climate is scored such that a higher score indicates a more ethical work climate). 
They are generally supportive with 12 of 16 significant correlations (p < .01) all in the logical 
direction. Selling practices failed to produce correlations significant at the .01 level, but the 
relationship between it and organizational commitment is significant at the .1 level. Therefore, 
the pattern of correlations supports the ethical climate measure's nomological validity. In 
addition, the size of the correlations does not suggest a problem with separating the ethical 
climate from other work climate dimensions. 
 
Table 4. Variance Explained Using Four Ethics Constructs as Regression Predictors 

 β Model 
Endogenous Construct Responsibility Peer Behavior Ethical Norms Selling Practices R2 F Statistic p < 
Role Ambiguity –.40* .04 –.12 –.20* .21 7.08 .001 
Role Construct –.12 –.09 –.31* –.03 .18 5.80 .001 
Job Satisfaction .29* .36* .04 .27* .25 8.56 .001 
Organizational Commitment .34* .33* .02 .18* .29 11.61 .001 

*p < .05. 
 
Furthermore, Table 4 shows explained variations resulting from using the four individual ethical 
work climate dimensions to predict each potential endogenous variable. The following regression 
models were estimated (RA = Role Ambiguity, RC = Role Conflict, JS = Job Satisfaction, OC = 
Organizational Commitment, R = Responsibility/Trust, P = Peer Behavior, EN = Ethical Norms, 
SP = Selling Practices). 
 

RA = β1 R + β2 P + β3EN + β4SP + e (1) 



RC = β1 R + β2 P + β3EN + β4SP + e (2) 
JS = β1 R + β2 P + β3EN + β4SP + e (3) 
OC = β1 R + β2 P + β3EN + β4SP + e (4) 

 
These statistics suggest that the four marketing ethical work climate dimensions account for 
significant variation in each endogenous construct. Model R2's range from .18 (p < .001), 
predicting role conflict, to .29 (p < .001), predicting organizational commitment. 
 
Specific regression coefficients suggest support for a negative relationship between 
responsibility/trust and role ambiguity (β = -.40), and positive relationships between 
responsibility/trust and both job satisfaction (β = .29) and organizational commitment (β = .34). 
Regression results also suggest significant, positive relationships between perceptions of ethical 
peer behavior and both job satisfaction (β = .36) and organizational commitment (β = .33). A 
path (β = -.31) representing a negative effect of ethical norms on role conflict is also supported. 
In addition, the selling-practices dimension showed the expected negative relationship with role 
ambiguity (β = -.20) as well as positive relationships with both job satisfaction (β = .27) and 
organizational commitment (β = .18). These results suggest the usefulness of the ethical work 
climate dimensions in predicting and potentially explaining important marketing organization 
constructs. 
 
The second-order marketing ethical work climate operationalization shown in Figure 1 was also 
examined for predictive validity. Using a second-order level of abstraction, relationships 
between the ethical climate overall and each endogenous construct are considered. These 
relationships were estimated for each construct individually using a structural equations model. 
The path estimates (corrected for measurement error) are -.59, -.51, .47, and .65 for role 
ambiguity, role conflict, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment, respectively.4 Each 
represents significant explanatory power (p < .01). Overall, the evidence suggests adequate 
predictive validity for the marketing ethical work climate operationalized at either level of 
abstraction. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Summary 
 
This article presents important steps in the development of a concise, non-scenario-based, 
marketing-oriented, ethical-climate measure. Following a series of preliminary research stages, 
16 scale items were identified that indicate four dimensions of ethical climate. The dimensions 
were interpreted as representing trust/responsibility, ethical peer behavior, results of ethical 
norms violations, and ethical/unethical selling practices. The scale domain captured here reflects 
ethical phenomena, including self/other interests (at both the individual and firm level), the 
degree to which employees are committed to moral standards, and the extent to which employees 
are acting by differing standards (reflecting the idealism/relativism conflict), among others. 

 
4 These estimates are necessarily obtained using structural equations analysis to represent the second-order 
measurement model accurately. 



Therefore, the items provide a useful start to those seeking to assess the ethical climate of 
marketing, sales, and/or service-providing employees. 
 
Evidence is also presented that the perceived ethical climate is useful in explaining other 
important marketing firm constructs. The four dimensions accounted for substantial variation in 
potential outcome constructs. For example, responsibility, indicated by items such as "all 
employees here are held accountable for their actions," is related negatively to role conflict and 
shows strong positive association with both job satisfaction and organizational commitment. This 
finding suggests that an environment perceived as trusting and accountable is also one that is less 
stressful with more satisfied and more committed employees. 
 
Perceptions of peers ethical/unethical behavior, as represented by items such as "I've seen other 
employees do things that bother me from a moral viewpoint [reverse scored]," show direct, 
positive associations with both job satisfaction and organizational commitment. This suggests 
that as an employee perceives his or her peers to engage in ethical (unethical) behaviors, his or 
her commitment and satisfaction increase (decrease). The third construct reflects awareness of 
implicit and explicit consequences created from violating expected standards of conduct. Results 
suggest that an increased awareness is associated with lower role conflict (employees see more 
consistent implications of acting unethically) and higher job satisfaction and organizational 
commitment. Regression results also suggest an important role for sales priorities. The selling-
practices dimension of ethical climate related significantly to role ambiguity, job satisfaction, 
and organizational commitment such that increased pressure to sell is associated with increased 
ambiguity and decreased satisfaction and commitment. These results show the potential 
usefulness of the scale in research assessing the effect of ethicalness in the workplace on other 
phenomena. 
 
Results also showed that a higher order representation of a marketing employee's ethical work 
climate was psychometrically sound and theoretically useful. A higher order ethical climate 
dimension, indicated by the four dimensions enumerated above, explained significant variation 
in each endogenous measure. Specifically, as a work climate is perceived as more ethical, 
employees report lower role conflict, lower role ambiguity, higher job satisfaction, and higher 
organizational commitment. 
 
Thus, researchers interested in specific relationships between component dimensions may 
employ the first model. Interrelationships among the component dimensions may be modeled in 
this manner. For example, peer behavior might be associated specifically with employee 
satisfaction with pay. On the other hand, researchers interested in more omnibus predictions can 
employ a higher-order representation. Both appear psychometrically valid. 
 
Implications 
 
By integrating the ethical work climate with other key marketing variables, important evidence 
can be gathered surrounding the general proposition that good ethics is good business. A 
boundary-spanning employee who perceives his or her work environment as relatively ethical 
likely perceives less conflict and ambiguity, is more satisfied with his or her job, and is more 
committed to the organization. For instance, an employer who tolerates employees that have 



relatively low moral standards, perhaps because they are perceived as above-average performers, 
or perhaps because the labor market is right, may well reduce other employees' satisfaction and 
commitment. In contrast, supervisors and employees who promote an environment of trust and 
responsibility also likely reduce role stress and increase satisfaction and commitment. Most 
important, other constructs can be assessed to add further evidence to the effect of a more or less 
ethical marketing environment. 
 
In addition, the scale may prove useful in assessing control mechanisms' effectiveness. Do ethics 
training programs lead to a more ethical work climate? Are employees consistently more ethical 
in their actions when in a highly ethical work climate? What effect does a compensation system 
for boundary spanners have on the ethical work climate? Is a "salaried" selling environment 
really more ethical than a sales-based commission system? Conceptual cases for these and other 
potential antecedent relationships can be made and may eventually allow specific guidance on 
affecting a marketing firm's ethical work climate. 
 
Limitations and Future Research 
 
This article is not intended as the final word on measuring the ethical climate of marketing 
employees. Rather, it is an important step toward that end. Future research should address 
shortcomings of this study. First and foremost, further validations are needed using new samples. 
A potential weakness of this study is that the final study submits the same data to both 
exploratory analysis and CFA. Also, the final study employed a sample representing a wide 
range of marketing, boundary-spanning, sales employees. Given that the items are not specific to 
a particular industry, it allows them to be widely applied with little or no modification. However, 
it may be useful to include several validation samples each representing a different marketing 
occupation to examine things such as factor structure invariance. This might allow an 
examination of differences in the conceptual domain between management and employees or 
between "professional" and "nonprofessional" sales occupations. Furthermore, constructs that 
share nomological associations that were not measured here could be useful in further validating 
the scale, particularly with respect to nomological and discriminant validity. 
 
Also, a more thorough conceptual deliberation of potential relationships between ethical climate 
and a larger number of organization constructs is needed to develop a specific structural model. 
Testing of such a model, because of the larger number of indicators, will require a larger sample 
than used here. Such models could eventually lead to a description of how the ethical work 
climate affects both organizational and individual well-being as well as marketing performance. 
 
Furthermore, construct measurement is a dynamic and ongoing process. Measures should be 
subject to revision and updates. Although the psychometric performance of this scale is 
adequate, minor modifications may improve it further. Specific study contexts may allow an 
additional item to be added to the ethical-norm and selling-practices dimensions. These might 
include an item indicating a lack of rule enforcement for ethical norms. Perhaps an item 
suggesting that doing well depends on how hard an employee sells could add a fourth item to the 
selling-practices dimension. In addition, the potential that other dimensions may be revealed 
exists. Other climate (nonethics) scales have been revised in this manner (James and James 1989; 



Kopelman and Guzzo 1990). However, the 16 items tested here provide a solid base from which 
to work. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Scale development is a long and iterative process. Psychometrically sound measures are needed 
to understand why marketing employees behave unethically and what the effects are of unethical 
actions on a marketing organization. This article presents such a measure that allows a better 
understanding of how a marketing employee's workplace, much of which is controllable to 
marketing managers, encourages or discourages ethical behavior. Questionably moral behaviors 
are only encouraged if significant and visible actions holding marketing employees accountable 
for inappropriate actions are absent from the workplace. Also, tolerating an employee's immoral 
workplace activities, perhaps because of high sales performance, sets the tone for peer behavior 
and erodes a firm's integrity. More important, employees who perceive the firm to be oriented 
toward sales at any costs gain a clear understanding of whose best interests should be served 
first. How can they be expected to uphold altruistic standards in their actions toward other 
employees and customers? 
 
Furthermore, the measure allows for better understanding of how workplace perceptions related 
to ethics contribute to organizational phenomena like role stress, job satisfaction, and 
organizational commitment. Future research might integrate measures including intent to behave 
unethically, performance, and burnout, among others. We believe the ethical-climate construct 
has the potential to both expand and confirm existing theory and offer guidance to managers. 
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