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Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted;  

the trouble is I don't know which half. 
John Wanamaker 
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The Business Dilemma 



 

Behavioral ethics is the field of social scientific research 

that seeks to understand how people actually behave when 

confronted with ethical dilemmas.  
 

Bazerman, Max H., Tenbrunsel, Ann E. "Blind Spots” 2011 
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What is Behavioral Ethics? 



”Your heritage is being vandalized 
every day by theft losses of 
petrified wood of 14 tons a year, 
mostly a small piece at a time.” 

Getting their Attention – The Petrified Forest 



“Many past visitors have removed 
petrified wood from the park, 
changing the natural state of the 
Petrified Forest” 

 

The Petrified Forest Research Study    



The Petrified 
Forest Study 
Results 

“Many past visitors” framing led to 
more than four times as much 
theft -7.92% vs. 1.67% (no sign) 

 

What Were the Results? 



In a finding that should petrify [management]… 

theirs was not a crime prevention strategy; it 

was a crime promotion strategy.     
 

Goldstein, Noah J., Martin, Steve J., Cialdini, Robert B. “Yes!” 2008 
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What Is the Lesson for Compliance? 



Deter 

Punish 

Standard Approach 

Detect 

New Thinking 

Intervene* 

Predict 

Understand 

* Nadler, David A.,  Tushman, Michael L. “ A Model for Diagnosing Organizational Behavior” 9 ORG.DYNAMICS35 (1980) 8 

What is the Best Model for Compliance? 



Areas of Behavioral Ethics Research 

•Ethical Fading 

•Peer Influence 

•White-Collar Interviews 

•Behavioral Research Nudges 
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Ethical Fading: Why good people go astray 
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Understand:  How ethical fading works 

The process by which, consciously or 
subconsciously, the moral colors of an 
ethical decision fade into bleached hues 
that are void of moral implications. 

OR 

The reason good people do bad things 
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Understand:  How ethical fading works 
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Predict: Where to focus efforts 
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Predict: Where to focus efforts 
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Prepare employees for the “moment” 

Interrupt with timely reminders 

Frame as part of the business 

Engage with discussions 

Encourage speaking up and listening 

 

Intervene: Practical guidance for compliance programs 
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Peer Influence: How others impact the way we behave 
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Understand: How peer influence works 

17 Asch, Solomon E. Effects of group pressure on the modification and distortion of judgments. 1951  



Often unconscious and undetected 

Positive and negative  

Group think can change conduct 

Subcultures / local norms 

 

 

Understand: How peer influence works 

18 



Uncertainty and external threat 

Homogeneous vs heterogeneous 

Fairness of organizational policies 

 

 

Predict: Where to focus efforts 
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Intervene: Practical guidance for compliance programs 

Map social networks 

Identify compliance ambassadors ( 

Leverage peer influence for communications 

Reinforce positive group norms 
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Going to the source -  
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Developed relationships 
with over 50 prominent 
white-collar criminals 

 
They not perceive they 
were hurting anyone; 
distance from 
consequences and 
individuals 
 
Vigorous enforcement may 
not be effective deterrence 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Stories of why they do it 

• Managing earnings – the possible harms to investors was not even 
part of my thought process. 

• Insider trading – who are I harming or cheating? 

• Deceptive financial structure – I thought I was a feakin genius 

• Ponzi scheme – You couldn’t stop because you would ruin everything 

 

”We are creative narrators of stories that tend to allow us to do what 
we want and that justify what we have done.”  (Ann Tenbrunsel) 
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What is Behavioral Ethics Nudging? 

 

The use of choice architecture aimed 
at making employees more ethical. 
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Three principles should guide the 
use of nudges: 
 
 All nudging should be transparent 

and never misleading 
 

 Nudging should be as easy as 
possible to opt out of 
 

 There should be good reason to 
believe that the nudge will improve 
the welfare of the nudgee 

 

science 













Behavioral Ethics Nudging 

This behavioral tool offers a new approach to foster ethical decision 
making within the corporation to lessen the compliance risk associated 
with employee wrongdoing. That nudges are easy to implement, have 
the potential for outsized impact, and are in vogue make them 
particularly appealing. Not surprisingly, then, behavioral ethics nudging 
finds itself on the cutting edge of corporate compliance strategy.  

  Todd Haugh, Nudging Corporate Compliance, 54 American Business Law Journal 683 (2017)  
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deliberation nudge.  choice 

architecture encouraging active, 

reflective decision-making.   









harnessing nudge.  choice 

architecture that takes advantage of 

our natural behavioral inertia.     





trigger nudge.  choice architecture 

that seeks to elicit an emotional, non-

deliberative response.     





The Final Word 

 

•Use research to understand how people think 

•Predict how they may act 

• Intervene effectively 
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