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This investigation examines the interactive effects of consumers’ perceived personal control and social norms on (un)ethical behavior.

We find that impaired consumer control increases unethical behavior (but not morally-neutral behavior) – but only when it is

supported by immoral, rather than moral or no social norms.
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explore what happens if consumers are not allowed to remain will-
fully ignorant, that is, when they are not allowed to ignore ethical 
attributes. The primary purpose of our studies, therefore, is to test 
whether consumers who know that a product is unethical will engage 
in subsequent types of self-protection mechanisms to deal with this 
negative information.

We propose that consumers will engage in what we call will-
fully ignorant memory, incorrectly recalling poor performance on 
an ethical attribute (i.e., that furniture is made from non-sustainable 
rainforest wood) at a higher rate than they do positive performance 
on an ethical attribute (i.e., that furniture is made from sustainable 
tree farm wood). Because ethical attributes are linked to protected 
values (Baron and Spranca 1997), particularly for consumers who 
care deeply about these issues, it is easier to forget that a product per-
forms poorly on an ethical attribute than to have to make difficult and 
emotion-laden tradeoffs between ethical attributes and other product 
attributes that the consumer finds desirable. We test our hypotheses 
across three studies involving hypothetical brands of desks (adapted 
from the stimuli used by Ehrich and Irwin 2005). The desks differed 
on three attributes: wood source, quality/workmanship, and price, 
where wood source is the ethical attribute. All three studies share a 
similar basic procedure; after being given an opportunity to store the 
information about the six desks in memory, participants were then 
asked to recall all of the information they could about the desks (i.e., 
to retrieve this information from memory) after a distracter task or 
tasks. In Study 1 we show that consumers are more likely to mis-
remember (either recalling the information incorrectly or failing to 
recall any information about the attribute) that a desk is made from 
rainforest wood than that it is made from tree farm wood. Further, 
this pattern of forgetting is unique to ethical attributes (vs. attributes 
without ethical implications) and is especially likely to occur for 
those who care about the ethical issue in question (i.e., protection of 
the rainforests). Study 2 expands this basic methodology by testing 
memory at both storage and retrieval; in this study we demonstrate 
that willfully ignorant memory occurs both when ethical attribute in-
formation is stored in memory and when it is retrieved from memory. 
Finally, in Study 3, we use a mood manipulation immediately before 
retrieval to demonstrate that a consumer’s mood interacts with how 
much they care about the ethical issue to influence willfully ignorant 
memory: participants who care a great deal about the ethical issue in 
question who are in a negative (vs. neutral) mood are more likely to 
misremember poor (vs. positive) performance on an ethical attribute. 

Theoretically, our results show a new and strikingly non-nor-
mative reaction to ethical attributes: the people who care the most 
about the underlying ethical issue are less likely to accurately re-
member ethical attribute information. These results add to our grow-
ing knowledge of how consumers react to ethical attributes and our 
understanding of why purchases may show a discrepancy between 
ethical attitudes and behaviors. The malleability of memory protects 
consumers from having to make difficult decisions and, perhaps, 
even to persuade themselves that they are more moral decision mak-
ers than they actually are. If memories are not accurate, then consum-
ers are not likely to remember that they have not purchased highly 
ethical items in the past and may not accurately remember the ethical 
attributes of their current possessions. 

“I Couldn’t Help It”: The Role of Perceived 
Personal Control and Social Norms in 

Unethical Consumer Behavior”

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Recent research (Fennis and Aarts 2010) demonstrates that a 

lack of personal control, conceptualized as the experience of reduced 
self-agency or authorship, leads individuals to become more suscep-
tible to various forms of (proximate) social influence. The current 
investigation extends this research into to the domain of moral judg-
ment and behavior by examining how consumers lacking personal 
control are influenced by social norms in their environment and how 
this influence affects their tendency to engage in (un)ethical judg-
ment and behavior. We predict that a lack of perceived control will 
lead to unethical behavior, but not unconditionally. Instead, we argue 
that impaired perceived control promotes unethical behavior only 
when such unethical behavior is considered a descriptive norm in the 
consumer’s environment (i.e., the behavior is perceived to be sup-
ported by a majority of like-minded consumers). Paradoxically, we 
also propose that experiencing impaired personal control does not 
produce a reduction in unethical behavior when supported by ethical 
descriptive norms. This is because of the proposed mechanism of the 
control to unethical behavior relationship: social responsibility. As 
others have demonstrated (e.g., Festinger 1956; Cialdini 2001), in-
dividuals are most likely to look to their social environment for cues 
on how to think and act when the appropriate behavior is ambigu-
ous (ethical situations are normally ones where the correct behavior 
is ambiguous, Jordan 2009). First, we propose that consumers who 
lack perceived control are more likely to look to the social world for 
cues on how to think and act (Fennis and Aarts 2010), and that such 
an outward search reduces their feelings of self-responsibility for the 
resulting behavior when they can find social norms that support such 
behavior. And second, we propose that such a search will only af-
fect an increased engagement in unethical behavior (but not ethical 
behavior) because it provides a license to act immorally (consumers 
are more likely to engage in immoral behavior if they do not feel 
personally responsible for it, Jones 1991); consumers need no license 
to engage in moral behavior. Hence, there appears to be a clear asym-
metry in the impact of social contexts on unethical behavior. In sum, 
we propose that perceived personal control will be the driving force 
behind the impact of normative social cues on (un)ethical consumer 
judgment and behavior.

Using a 2 (perceived personal control: low, high) x 3 (immoral 
social norm, moral social norm, no norm) between-participants de-
sign, we examine the personal control to unethical behavior relation-
ship in a context of immoral versus moral social norms communi-
cated in a series of target behaviors. Participants were sixty students 
at a university in The Netherlands. They believed that they were par-
ticipating in two separate studies: Study 1 examined personal situa-
tions and Study 2 examined the types of activities that students par-
ticipated in. We manipulated the experience of personal control by 
adapting a procedure previously developed by Whitson and Galinsky 
(2008), which first asked participants to recall a situation where they 
either were in complete control or completely lacked control. Then, 
in “Study 2,” we asked them to report how much they planned to 
engage in a variety of activities in the next six months (1 = not at all; 
7 = definitely). Five of these activities were unethical in nature (pla-
giarize, cheat, steal small items, buy an item you know is stolen, and 
lie to get out of an obligation) and five were ethically-neutral (go on 
a foreign holiday, dine at a new restaurant, write a hand-written let-
ter, attend a concert, and make an unusual recipe). Both the unethical 
and neutral activities were selected because of their mundane, albeit 
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not quotidian nature. We also told them that the computer allowed 
them to see other people’s responses in real-time. Thus, to manipu-
late social norms, we manipulated whether a majority of their fellow 
participants reported engaging or not engaging in these behaviors 
via a pie chart for each target behavior. Participants in the no norm 
condition did not see this information. 

Consistent with predictions, we found that for the unethical be-
haviors, perceived personal control and social norms interacted, F(2, 
54) = 5.06, p = .010, such that a lack of personal control affected 
unethical behavior - but only when the individual received infor-
mation that such unethical behavior was normative. Specifically, in 
comparison to those primed with a sense of personal control, indi-
viduals primed with a lack of personal control were more likely to 
engage in unethical behavior if they were exposed to the norm that a 
high number of like-others engaged in the behavior, t(54) = 3.01, p 
= .002. Individuals were not more (or less) likely to engage in these 
behaviors when exposed to moral norms of non-engagement, t(54) = 
0.936, p = .35, nor when normative information was presented, t(54) 
= -1.20, p = .23. In addition, there was a marginal main effect of con-
trol, F(1,54) = 3.02, p = .088, such that lacking perceived control (M 
= 2.52, SD = 0.80) led to slightly more engagement in unethical be-
havior than did possessing perceived control (M = 2.14, SD = 0.86). 
However, there was no main effect of social norms, F(2, 54) = .07, 
p = .93. Also in line with our reasoning, perceived control and social 
norms did not interact to affect neutral behaviors, F(2, 54) = .839, 
p = .45. Although there was a main effect of social norms, F(2, 54) 
= 4.79, p = .01, such that social norms of engagement did increase 
people’s reported participation in these neutral behaviors (M = 4.73, 
SD = 1.17), relative to social norms of non-engagement (M = 3.76, 
SD = 1.22), or the condition where no information on social norms 
was provided (M = 3.95, SD = 1.08). 

From cheating to stealing, unethical behavior is problematic 
for suppliers, such as retail outlets, web-shops, manufacturers, and 
(commercial and non-commercial) service providers. This investiga-
tion demonstrates that one such influence on unethical behavior is a 
lack of personal control paired with immoral social norms. Current 
research is examining the proposed mechanism of this relationship, 
perceived responsibility.

Money in the Present or Time in the Future? 
How Switching Focus Makes People Honest

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The accounting scandals and the collapse of billion-dollar com-

panies at the beginning of the 21st century have forever changed 
the business landscape. These cases of corporate corruption add to 
a long list of instances of unethical behavior within organizations 
across a variety of settings (e.g., Frank et al., 2003): employees vio-
late company rules, workers sabotage their peers, consumers shop-
lift, students cheat on exams, citizens evade taxes, and managers 
overstate performance to shareholders. Such unethical behaviors are 
costly to organizations and economic systems more broadly. Dis-
honest behavior is not limited to such prominent examples of one 
person or organization causing harm to many individuals. Although 
less well publicized, the small transgressions of large numbers of 
people have just as large an impact on our daily lives. For instance, 
an estimated $16 billion is losses to the US retail industry are due 
to the purchase, use, and then return of worn clothing (Speights & 
Hilinski, 2005). These losses are not caused by the behavior of just a 
few people regularly revolving their entire wardrobes, but by that of 
many individuals who are returning just one shirt or sweater. 

In fact, an increasing amount of empirical evidence in social 
psychology, as well as in the marketing and organizational behavior 
literatures demonstrates that dishonesty often results not from the 
actions of a few people who cheat a lot, but from the actions of a 
lot of people who cheat a little (Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008; Gino, 
Ayal, & Ariely, 2009). When given the opportunity to act dishonest-
ly, many individuals do cross ethical boundaries, if only “by a little 
bit,” rather than to the maximum extent (Ayal & Gino, 2011; Gino et 
al., 2009; Mazar et al., 2008). 

Unethical behavior, in its various forms, is often tempting be-
cause it offers short-term benefits (i.e., monetary rewards), but it is 
also likely to harm an individuals’ moral self-concept and to engen-
der long-term costs (e.g., tainted reputation or lower social accep-
tance). For instance, a salesperson who cares about morality may 
be tempted to lie to a consumer interested in purchasing a product 
because these behaviors are associated with higher financial rewards. 
These short-term benefits, however, may risk long-term harm to her 
reputation and trustworthiness, to established relationships, and to 
long-term profitability. Thus, the decision to behave unethically 
commonly requires people to weigh two opposing forces: the desire 
to maximize self-interest and the desire to maintain a positive moral 
self-image and future relationships. To resolve the internal conflict 
between the short- and long-term benefits of dishonest acts, individ-
uals must exert self-control (Mead, Baumeister, Gino, Schweitzer, 
& Ariely, 2009). That is, self-control is the psychological capacity 
that enables people to enact behaviors that are consistent with their 
long-term goals (e.g., of being an ethical person) and refrain from 
engaging in behaviors that are driven by short-term, selfish motives.

In this paper, we explore how this difference in short-term ver-
sus long-term focus influences the decision to behave unethically. 
We suggest that priming money leads individual to focus on the pres-
ent, while priming time leads them to focus on the future. Because of 
this shift in focus from present to the future, priming individuals with 
time rather than money can encourage ethical behavior. 

We find evidence consistent with these predictions in three 
studies. In a first study, participants engaged in two-unrelated tasks. 
They first completed a scrambled-words task that exposed them to 
time-related, money-related, or neutral words (Mogilner & Aaker, 
2009). In particular, participants received a list of word sets, each of 
which contained four words, and they were instructed to use three 
of the words in each set to create a sentence. Participants had three 
minutes to create as many sentences as possible. Upon completion of 
this first task, participants completed an ostensibly unrelated task: a 
problem-solving task under time pressure. Participants had five min-
utes to find the correct solution to various math problems. We gave 
participants the opportunity to cheat on this task by over-reporting 
their performance and thus earn undeserved money. The results of 
the study show that compared to the control condition (i.e., neutral 
prime), participants in the money-prime conditions were more likely 
to cheat by over-reporting performance while participants in the 
time-prime conditions were less likely to cheat. 

We replicated the same findings in a second study that em-
ployed only one between subjects manipulation with two conditions: 
money prime versus time prime. In this second study, we used the 
same manipulation as in study 1 but a different task to measure our 
main dependent variable. The new task was a computer-based men-
tal-arithmetic task in which participants had to calculate the answers 
to 20 different problems, presented individually (adapted from von 
Hippel, Lakin, & Shakarchi, 2005). The experimenter informed par-
ticipants that the computer had a programming glitch: As they were 
working on each problem, the correct answer would appear on the 
screen unless they stopped it from being displayed by pressing the 


